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			Chapter One

			Friday 6 January

			She heard her first. It often went that way. 

			The kids would scream and cry so clearly, she could almost diagnose them by sound. This one was a long, plaintive moan with a protective edge. 

			Not lungs. The sound was uninhibited. 

			Not a head injury. They never made much noise. 

			Fracture? 

			Flesh wound was possible, but they usually went quiet after the initial shock. 

			No, this was a fracture. Or perhaps a dislocation. She was sure of it. 

			Kelly pulled back the curtain and smiled at the little girl sitting on her mother’s lap. There were three men in the room – two paramedics and probably the father – but Kelly ignored all of them. She focused her gaze on the small girl who looked at her with frightened, tear-filled eyes above her tiny disposable mask. 

			‘Hello, sweetheart,’ Kelly said. ‘What happened to you?’ 

			The probable father took a step forwards. Mid-thirties, broad shouldered. After years of mandatory mask wearing, Kelly had become an expert at sizing people up by their eyes and body language. This guy had the air of an arsehole about him. 

			‘She was running through the house and slipped over. We didn’t see it, but we think she landed on her shoulder.’ 

			Kelly clenched her teeth to bite back her irritation. If she’d wanted him to answer the question, she would have asked him. And he’d just admitted he didn’t see what happened, so he was as useless as his attempts to suck in his stomach when she first entered the cubicle. 

			She returned her gaze to the girl. ‘Did you fall on your shoulder?’ 

			The girl shook her head. ‘It was my elbow,’ she whispered. 

			Kelly looked at the mother, whose rapid, shallow breathing was rocking the little girl back and forth like she was in a bassinet. Her eyes had the wildness of a hunted animal. 

			‘How old is she?’ 

			‘Three,’ the mother said in a breathless groan. 

			‘What’s your name, darling?’ Kelly asked the girl. 

			‘Charlotte.’ 

			Kelly smiled, knowing it would show in the crinkling of her eyes above her mask. She gently ran her fingers along Charlotte’s tiny arm, which the girl was holding protectively against her chest. ‘I used to have a friend called Charlotte when I was a little girl.’ 

			‘Is she still your friend?’ 

			Kelly pressed on the elbow joint and Charlotte stiffened, her eyes wide with pain and shock. But she didn’t cry. 

			‘You’re a brave girl,’ Kelly said. 

			One paramedic, a six-foot, dark-haired block of arrogance, spoke. ‘It’s not dislocated. We checked that.’ 

			Kelly rolled her eyes at Charlotte, who, despite her pain, giggled. ‘Boys,’ Kelly whispered. ‘Always think they know everything.’ She continued to explore Charlotte’s arm gently, building the little girl’s confidence. 

			‘You’re wasting time, doctor,’ the paramedic said. ‘I told you, we checked for dislocation. She needs an X-ray, not a massage.’ 

			Kelly completely ignored him, positioned a hand on either side of Charlotte’s elbow and, with one deft movement, locked it back into place. 

			Her mother gasped. ‘She just relaxed. Instantly. Just like that.’ 

			‘They always do with a dislocation. Once it’s back in, the pain eases immediately.’ Kelly took a juice box from a side table and punctured it with the disposable straw. ‘But it’s always best to check.’ She held the juice box out in front of Charlotte so she could only take it with her injured arm. 

			The little girl reached out without hesitation, snaffled the juice box and sucked from the straw delightedly beneath her mask, her eyes alight at this sudden turn of good fortune. 

			Kelly spoke to Charlotte’s mother. ‘The nurse will give you a sling. Keep her in that for the next twenty-four hours. She’ll be fine.’ Then she winked at Charlotte and gently ruffled her hair. ‘See you, kid. Take care of yourself.’ She drew the curtain back, stepped out of the small cubicle and back into the centre of the emergency room where nurses bustled between patients and a baby screeched from behind one of the other curtained treatment areas. 

			The paramedics followed her out. 

			‘How did you know it was a dislocation?’ the big lump asked. He looked like a whining child who’d been denied a prize. ‘We couldn’t find anything.’ 

			Kelly sighed. Why did they have to be so tiresome? ‘How did I know?’ she said. ‘Six years of med school, one year as an intern, one year as a resident and fifty-five kilos of raw talent.’ 

			He stared coldly down at her. 

			‘I guess having a penis doesn’t make you omniscient, after all.’ She turned away and her pink-striped sneakers squeaked on the floor as she muttered: ‘You arrogant fuck.’ 

			***

			‘Raj, have you actually answered these questions?’ Kelly asked. She stared at him. 

			Raj was a brilliant student whose parents had emigrated from India before he was born. He still had a hint of the subcontinental accent when he was stressed. ‘Well, no, but I still thought I’d be able to take part in the group.’ 

			‘You know the rules. If you don’t answer the questions, you don’t get to talk.’ 

			Eli, who was sitting next to Raj on the couch, clicked his tongue. ‘They are the rules, Raj,’ he said. 

			Kelly couldn’t tell whether he was supporting her or taking the piss. She ignored him and looked at the other two members for support, Joyce and Amber. Joyce was a petite Chinese-Australian with geometrically perfect bangs and square-rimmed glasses; they were meeting in her apartment. Amber was a no-nonsense country girl whose jeans, boots and checked shirt looked better suited to a rodeo than a medical faculty. They didn’t work at the same hospital, but they did have one thing in common. ‘We chose each other for this group because we’re the smartest trainees on the program,’ Kelly said. ‘But we don’t get any benefit if you haven’t answered the questions.’ 

			Raj looked at his shoes, ran a hand through his short dark hair. ‘I’m sorry, Kelly. But I’ve worked three late shifts this week and just haven’t had time.’ 

			‘Tell that to the examiner when you fail, Raj.’ She knew she sounded harsh, but it was for his own good – there was no time for sugar-coating reality. This exam was going to be brutal. They all knew it. Up to thirty per cent of trainees failed it the first time round. Many failed it more than once. They had to try to predict every conceivable question across the entire paediatric physician spectrum. If they wanted to specialise next year, they had to pass this exam first, then the clinical later in the year. They had five weeks left to revise. Failure was not an option. 

			‘Why don’t we take a quick break?’ Eli said. 

			Kelly was about to reject the idea, but Raj, Joyce and Amber were already on their feet and almost sprinting to the kitchen to make coffee. 

			Eli sat back in his chair and stretched out his long, denim-clad legs. He raised his arms out either side of him and dipped his head back. His Adam’s apple protruded aggressively from his neck as he made an annoying groaning sound then whipped his head back up and snapped his legs in. His black, curly, too-long hair bobbed like it wasn’t stuck to his head properly and his glasses slid down the bridge of his nose. He took them off, rubbed his eyes and leaned forwards. ‘For the record, I agree with you on the Raj issue,’ he said. 

			Kelly raised an eyebrow. ‘Good to know.’ 

			‘Man, you’re a hardarse.’ 

			‘I just want to pass the exam.’ 

			Eli clapped his hands and pointed them at Kelly. ‘And that, right there, is precisely why you won’t pass.’ 

			Kelly stiffened. ‘What are you talking about?’ 

			‘What do you do outside of work?’ 

			‘I study.’ 

			‘And what do you do outside of study?’ 

			‘I work.’ 

			‘Exactly. We’ve been in a study group for a year. How many times have I asked you to grab a coffee?’ 

			‘Fourteen. And once you asked me if I wanted an iced tea.’ 

			Eli’s eyes widened. ‘You counted?’ 

			‘No. I remembered. I’m very good at that.’ 

			‘But did you remember to have fun along the way, Kelly?’ 

			‘Life’s not about fun, Eli. Not now anyway. Maybe after this year.’ 

			‘When you’re an Advanced Trainee working sixty-hour weeks and running a research project?’ 

			Kelly smiled despite herself. His poorly concealed grin and dogged persistence were kind of endearing. ‘Maybe that’s my idea of fun.’ 

			Eli laughed. ‘If that’s your idea of fun, we are definitely going out together tonight.’ 

			‘No, we’re not. When we’re done babysitting Raj, I’m going home to prepare for our next session.’ 

			‘It’s Saturday. Take a night off.’ Eli rested his elbows on his knees, his hands in a prayer pose just below his chin. ‘I tell you what. If I get every question right for the rest of the afternoon, we go to dinner.’ 

			Kelly shook her head at the absurdity of both ideas. ‘You’ll be eating alone, Romeo.’ 

			When the session resumed, Eli answered six questions incorrectly. 

			Not even close. 

			Kelly was just a little bit disappointed. 

		


		
			Chapter Two 

			Friday 13 January

			Michael was trying to remain calm, but Kelly could see the pulsating veins in his throat. ‘I’ve received another complaint about your behaviour.’ Despite his veins, Michael’s old brown eyes remained kind above his mask. ‘Kelly, what happened with the paramedic last Friday?’ 

			So that’s it. Kelly hadn’t thought about that prick again in the week that had passed. She wondered if the gutless coward had complained straight away or mulled on it until his manhood was so maligned that he just had to seek vengeance. 

			She stared at the nameplate on Michael’s desk: Professor Michael Liu, Head of Paediatric Medicine. It was an enviable title unsuited to his utilitarian office: a desk, two chairs and nothing on the walls to brighten it up. Not like the children’s rooms on the wards, which were decorated with paintings and murals imbued with fun and joy the patients did not feel. 

			Kelly looked up at Michael and took a deep breath. ‘Well, he made the complaint. What did he say?’ 

			Michael drew his eyebrows together in a scowl and rubbed his hand over his bald head as though he still had hair to pull out. ‘That you were unprofessional and your conduct was unbecoming.’ 

			Kelly snorted. ‘Is he kidding? That jerk questioned my judge­ment in front of a patient. You want to talk about unprofessional?’ 

			‘What did you say to him?’ 

			‘He didn’t tell you?’ 

			Michael shook his head. ‘It was an informal complaint.’ 

			‘Then why are we even talking about it?’ 

			Michael’s eyebrows came together again. 

			‘Sorry. Okay, so after he challenged my competence in front of a patient and her family, which is highly unprofessional—’ 

			Michael tapped his fingers on the table. ‘Get to the point, Kelly.’ 

			‘I told him that having a penis didn’t make him omniscient.’ 

			Michael chuckled and shook his head. 

			‘I’m sorry,’ Kelly said. ‘But the guy was an arsehole. You should have seen the way he looked at me.’ 

			‘Not every man you meet is a misogynist, Kelly.’ 

			‘No. Just the ones in medicine.’ 

			The mirth left Michael’s eyes. ‘I can’t have my junior doctors abusing other staff.’ 

			Kelly leaned forwards, ready to launch. ‘But I told you—’ 

			Michael raised a hand. ‘Let me finish.’ 

			She sat back in her chair. Michael tilted his head and looked at her with something like fondness. Kelly looked away. 

			‘You’re a brilliant doctor, Kelly. But there’s more to medicine than brilliance. And this is the second complaint against you in as many months.’ 

			‘Never from patients or their families.’ 

			‘No, just from the people who are part of your team. The people you work alongside. The people whose help and support you will need for the rest of your career.’ 

			‘I don’t need them, Michael. They need me.’ 

			‘That’s where you’re wrong. Being a junior doctor is about clinical skills. Being a consultant is about relationships. Who’s going to give you a job? Who’s going to refer patients to you in private practice? You may be brilliant, but if you alienate everybody, you’ll be lucky to even have a job – and you’ll never get this nameplate.’ 

			Kelly felt heat prickle on her skin. She had never told anybody about her ambition to be head of the department. 

			‘One more incident and you’ll lose my endorsement.’ 

			Kelly sucked in a deep breath. She felt tears sting at her eyes. She swallowed hard. ‘I know I can go too far sometimes. I’m sorry.’ 

			‘Sorry isn’t enough. No more outbursts, no more smart remarks. Just do your job and focus on passing your exam, okay?’ 

			She nodded. Just do my job, she thought. 

			It’s the only thing I know how to do. 

			***

			Kelly was exhausted. Her legs felt like they were filled with cement as she trudged around the supermarket aisles. The buzz in her head and the churning in her guts had worsened through the afternoon shift. It was like that more and more these days. The headache she couldn’t shake. The stomach pain that persisted no matter what she ate. 

			She hated grocery shopping. It was such a waste of her time – time that could be better spent revising, preparing, learning. She’d tried online delivery, but they always fucked up the order or delivered the cold bags in a lukewarm fug. Unacceptable. 

			Relieved to find a checkout that had only one other customer – some guy with a small amount left to be scanned and packed – she began to lay out her items on the conveyor belt, bottles and boxes first, so they’d go back into the bottom of the trolley and not crush the more delicate items. 

			She steadily unloaded as the conveyor belt created space but, when she still had a handful of items left, the belt abruptly stopped. Kelly looked up at the cashier, a young woman who was taking a swig from a bottle of water. The man had disappeared. Kelly’s shoulders and neck tightened. 

			‘What’s going on?’ 

			‘He forgot something,’ the cashier – Daisy, according to her name tag – said. Daisy looked bored, which was fair enough, but where was this man who had forgotten something? Kelly had been waiting at least a minute now – how long could it take to grab one forgotten item and get back to the register? 

			The conveyor belts on the registers on either side continued to roll. The scanners continued to beep. Bags continued to be packed. Yet she was trapped with the bulk of her groceries already committed and no way to keep things moving. 

			Kelly clenched her jaw. Her shoulders crept towards her ears. Her breath was shallow in her chest. Another minute passed. Then another. She watched a drip run down the side of her milk carton. Clenched her fists. There was pain behind her eyes. 

			Then the man returned and when Kelly saw what was in his arms, the pressure that had been building in her body threatened to blow her apart. The selfish bastard was carrying a packet of toilet paper, two bags of chips, a carton of eggs and a bag of apples; wildly unrelated items that he would have had to gather from all ends of the supermarket. 

			She locked eyes with him as he approached the belt. He was tall and wore the perpetually conceited expression of the middle-aged man. 

			‘Sorry,’ he muttered without a trace of sincerity. 

			‘Sorry?’ Kelly said. There were sparks of pain at her temples. ‘What makes you so special that the rest of us have to wait while you go back and finish your shopping? Why is your time more valuable than mine?’ 

			‘Calm down, missy. I was only gone a few minutes.’ 

			Kelly felt her heart pounding as though it were trying to escape. ‘Ever heard of the self-checkout? You forget something, you go back after you’ve paid for your first lot. Then the rest of us don’t have to wait on you. It’s called common courtesy.’ 

			The man sniggered and looked at Kelly’s trolley. ‘Hope you’ve got tampons in there.’ 

			Kelly’s hands shook. Pain thundered at the back of her skull. She opened the egg carton the man had placed on the conveyor belt and took an egg in each hand. 

			‘You like eggs, motherfucker?’ She threw the eggs in a looping arc at his chest. 

			His eyes opened wide, startled, but he responded quickly, positioning himself to catch the eggs against his body. 

			Kelly threw two more at him. 

			‘What are you doing, you crazy bitch?!’ he roared as he danced from side to side to catch the curving missiles. 

			Then Kelly lunged and slammed her palms against his hands. The pressure knocked him backwards, but he held his ground as all four eggs cracked against his chest and the yolk ran down his shirt and onto his shoes. 

			Kelly watched in triumph. The sound of her racing heart pounded in her ears. Her hands continued to shake and the trembling ran up her arms and into her shoulders and down her spine. Her whole body shuddered and a sudden terror choked her throat. 

			She sprinted through the supermarket and out into the car park. She unlocked her car’s doors, gripped the steering wheel with white knuckles and started the engine. 

			Kelly drove three blocks before the tears that filled her eyes made it impossible to see. She sat there, still gripping the wheel, sobbing silently. Her chest heaved, her shoulders shook and her head ached with the power of a thousand screams. 

			‘Fuck,’ she whispered. ‘Fuck, fuck, fuck.’ 

		


		
			Chapter Three

			‘Shooting now …’ 

			Finn’s mind emptied of his own life. 

			‘Clear the sets …’ 

			Only his character’s thoughts were real now. 

			‘Roll sound … quiet, please … and action.’ 

			Finn became Sonny Lord. ‘What did you think I was going to do, Rebecca?’ he said. ‘Act like you didn’t cheat on me?’ He felt the acid reflux of betrayal. ‘Act like you didn’t take every good thing we had and destroy it?’ His spirit ached with the emptiness of loss. 

			Monica, who played Rebecca, began to cry. ‘Please, Sonny,’ she said. ‘Please don’t throw it all away because of one mistake.’ 

			Finn felt Sonny’s outrage. Tears stung his eyes and his hands started to shake. ‘I will never, ever forgive you for this.’ A tear ran down his cheek. ‘You’ve left me alone in the world. Without you, I have nobody.’ 

			‘Cut!’ the director yelled. ‘That was brilliant, Finn.’ He applauded and the crew followed suit. 

			Finn’s head was buzzing. He wiped the tears from his face. 

			Monica placed a hand on his chest and smiled. ‘Nice work.’ 

			‘Thank you,’ Finn said, breathing out long and hard. He stumbled off the set and opened the dam gates that let his own life flood back into his heart and mind. 

			‘She must have been special.’ 

			Finn spun around to see Monica had followed him. ‘Who?’ 

			‘Whoever broke your heart hard enough to bring out that scene.’ 

			Finn shifted uncomfortably. Sonny’s life wasn’t his, but the emotions always were; he was able to divorce his feelings from the actual memory and then apply them to his characters’ lives as needed. It made him a good actor, but the comedown after was like plummeting into an instant hangover. The pain reduced him to rock-bottom. 

			Finn rallied his bravado. ‘No girl,’ he said. ‘I’m just an empty shell. You know that.’ 

			Monica smiled. ‘See you tomorrow, Finley.’ 

			Finn returned to his dressing room and lay down on the couch. He could feel it coming and now was the time to stop it in its tracks. He took a deep breath, held the air in his lungs and exhaled slowly. Over and over and over. He went to the sink and splashed water on his face. Ran it through his hair. He looked at himself in the mirror. ‘You can do this, Finn. Stay calm. Hold it together.’ 

			There was a knock at the door. ‘It’s open,’ he called, not turning around. He quickly dried his face.

			His agent, Esme Rubenstein, barrelled in. ‘Finley, darling, I come bearing marvellous news.’ She stopped in the middle of the dressing room. ‘What’s wrong? Why are you staring at yourself in the mirror? Are you having another one of your dreadful panic attacks?’ 

			Finn chuckled. You’d never die wondering what Esme was thinking. He turned around. ‘No, I’m not having a panic attack.’ Which was technically true, because he’d been able to keep it at bay. ‘It was just a big day on set. What are you doing here, anyway?’ 

			Esme smiled, huge white teeth framed by bright red lipstick. She placed her hands on her wide hips and flicked her voluminous dark hair over her shoulders, clearly channelling the short-lived theatre career she never tired of recounting. ‘This is too monumental to reveal over the phone. Come.’ She sat on the couch and patted the cushion next to her. ‘Sit.’ 

			Finn did as instructed. 

			Esme took his hands in her own like a proud mother. ‘We’ve got an audition.’ Her eyes sparkled with mischief. She said no more, happy to draw the moment out. 

			‘For what?’ Finn said patiently. 

			Esme shivered with excitement. She was the world’s most dramatic 55-year-old woman. ‘A Netflix original. Feature-length film. Huge budget. Filming in Australia but set in the US. Hollywood co-star.’ 

			Finn’s pulse quickened. ‘Who?’ 

			‘They’re not saying. But she’s A-list. This is the big one, Finley.’ 

			‘Fuck.’ 

			‘Fuck, indeed!’ 

			They both laughed. 

			‘When?’ Finn asked. 

			‘Tape’s due in three weeks. In-person callbacks in April when the Hollywooder is in town.’ 

			Finn stood up, his body charged with excitement and fear. He’d been a lead character on the evening soap Henderson Springs for six seasons but hadn’t managed to make the transition from television to film yet. He’d gone close with a handful of auditions and even landed a part in a movie that had ended up being scuttled before a single scene was filmed. Finn was worried that, at twenty-eight, he was getting too old to make his big-screen debut. 

			He paced the room. ‘Okay, okay, I need to not get ahead of myself here. It’s just an audition.’ 

			‘Wrong attitude!’ Esme snapped. ‘This is your audition. You were born for this role, Finley.’ 

			He stopped, suddenly aware of the ludicrousness of that statement. ‘Wait, I don’t even know what the role is.’ 

			Esme smiled conspiratorially. ‘You’re auditioning for the lead. It’s a romantic comedy and your character is somewhere between Ryan Gosling in Crazy, Stupid, Love and Jude Law in The Holiday.’ 

			Finn raised his eyebrows. ‘So, basically, the most desirable man on the planet?’ 

			Esme jumped to her feet and clapped her hands. ‘That’s the spirit! I’ll have the scene sent over tonight. Start working on your American accent.’ 

			***

			Finn was driving at precisely the speed limit. Without using cruise control, he had trained his foot to apply the exact amount of pressure needed to maintain a steady speed, no fluctuations. There was two cars’ distance between him and the vehicle in front and two cars’ distance between him and the vehicle behind. 

			Until a purple hatchback ducked into his lane and filled his rear-view mirror. It was driving so close, Finn could read the word scrawled across the female driver’s T-shirt: Fearless. 

			Finn checked his left shoulder, but there was a car driving alongside him so he couldn’t change lanes to shake the tailgater. Up ahead, a large intersection loomed. The light was still green. ‘Come on,’ Finn whispered. ‘Don’t change now.’ And then, as if to spite his request, the light changed to amber. 

			Finn quickly calculated the chance of running the red light compared to the chance of being rear-ended if he hit the brakes. There was really no choice. The fearless woman was driving so close, a collision was inevitable. 

			He applied a tiny amount of extra pressure to the accelerator. His heart rate quickened. A sound like rushing waters welled up in his ears. His vision sharpened and he watched the road, the changing light and the car behind in microsecond transitions. In his peripheral vision, he saw a family waiting to cross at the intersection. He entered the junction. Stopped breathing. The light was amber. It held, held, held … and changed to red just before he reached the other side. 

			His head thundered with an explosion of white noise. His lungs ached to bursting point. The car windows pressed in on him and the pressure built as though he was going deeper and deeper into the ocean. Had he killed anyone? Had a child been crossing the road that he didn’t see? He couldn’t think straight. Could only see the child he might have killed. 

			In his rear-view mirror, cars crossed sedately over the intersection in the other direction. The fearless woman was gone. The family walked across the road. 

			He pulled over and tried to breathe, but only the top part of his chest would take in any air. Sweat poured into his eyes. He opened the windows and tried to swallow oxygen with great heaving gulps. Tried and tried to force it deep into his lungs. With shaking hands, he gripped the steering wheel, holding on to sanity as though letting go would plunge him into an abyss from which he could never return. He gripped it tighter and tighter until the shaking began to subside and his breathing slowed. The white noise reduced to a steady din and he wiped the sweat from his eyes. 

			He was ready to confront whatever he had done. 

			Finn waited for the traffic to clear, pulled out and did a U-turn to take him back through the intersection. He scanned the area for any sign of the accident he had caused by running the light. There was nothing. People continued on their way as though he had done no wrong. He made another U-turn to put him back in the spot where the fearless woman had forced him over the intersection. No, that wasn’t true. She hadn’t forced him; he’d chosen to do it. He should have hit the brakes. Should never have crossed when the light was going to change to red. He would have preferred she smash into the back of his car, at least then he would know he hadn’t caused it because he hadn’t done anything wrong. He could’ve answered a police officer’s questions, told the truth in the courtroom. Now, the truth would damn him with every syllable. 

			Finn took a left turn and drove slowly down the same street the family had crossed into. He spotted them quickly: a mother, father, boy on a scooter and baby in a pram. 

			Any one of them could be dead now because of you, he thought. He reminded himself by looking at them that they weren’t dead. They were alive and oblivious to the tragedy that lurked so closely behind them. They were alive, but what about the boy on the scooter? What if he had seen Finn cross over when the light was red and remembered it? What if, when he was a young man driving himself, he thought about what Finn had done and modelled his behaviour? What if, because of Finn, that future young man ran down a pregnant mother, killing the woman and her baby? Finn would have two deaths on his hands and a man in prison because of his actions. 

			The guilt that welled up inside him felt like melted lead filling his veins. It was heavy and slow, pressing his body down into the seat and making every part of him ache with weary desperation. 

			Finn breathed deeply, calmly. It was done now. He was a killer. He could never take it back. He could never make it better. 

			It was done. And he deserved the slow and creeping death that overtook his body. Made him numb and unfeeling. 

			Finn drove slowly home. 

		


		
			Chapter Four 

			Finn sat on his couch and stared at the blank screen. The television was off and his own image was reflected dimly. He knew now was the time he had to move. Had to act. Otherwise, the all-consuming emptiness would overtake him completely and there would be no turning back. Today, he’d kept it at bay once and succumbed once, but if it took hold now, he wouldn’t be able to stop it. 

			He looked hard at the man on the screen. The handsome stranger with dark hair, broad shoulders and a hardened jaw. The physical mockery that was his body, hiding a weak and pathetic soul. 

			Finn changed into his workout clothes, switched off the lights of his luxury apartment and headed to the gym on level three. It was empty save for one woman, Ashley from down the hall. She was standing in front of the mirror doing biceps curls. Her feet were shoulder width apart and her muscular arms flexed with each slow movement, thighs to shoulders and down again. She wore skin-tight black leggings and a matching black crop top. Her long, dark hair was pulled back in a ponytail that hung to the centre of her back. 

			Finn traced the shape of her body with his eyes: the hard, round buttocks; the flat stomach; the firm breasts drawn together and lifted high; the muscles of her arms and shoulders that flexed with each biceps curl. Her body was a wonderland of physical perfection. 

			Finn felt nothing at all. 

			Ashley finished her set, put down the weights and smiled. ‘Hey, Finn,’ she said cheerfully. ‘Little late on a Friday to be working out, isn’t it? Shouldn’t you be getting ready to party?’ 

			Ashley was twenty-three, only five years younger than Finn, but he felt like there was a lifetime between them. He had wanted to be alone, but now that she was here, he put on the mask that would cover his guilt and shame. 

			‘I could say the same to you, Ash. I thought Friday was cocktail night?’ 

			Ashley picked up a towel and wiped the back of her neck. Her skin was Mediterranean brown and her hazel eyes glowed from exertion. ‘I wanted to get a session in first. Makes me feel like I’ve earned a drink.’ 

			‘I’m just a loser with nothing else to do on a Friday night,’ Finn said. 

			Ashley wiped her chest with the towel. ‘Big-shot actor like you? I find that hard to believe.’ She smiled at Finn and the words hung between them like an unopened invitation. 

			Finn cleared his throat. ‘I’m going to get started so I’m not here all night. Mind if I use the bench?’ 

			Ashley shook her head lightly. 

			Finn wasn’t stupid; he could see the disappointment in her eyes. But she was twenty-three. What the hell was he going to do with a 23-year-old other than ruin her life? 

			‘It’s all yours,’ Ashley said. ‘I’m just finishing up. You need a spotter?’ 

			‘Nah, I’m good, thank you.’ 

			‘Okay, have fun.’ Ashley slung the towel over her shoulder and picked up her water bottle. She headed to the exit. 

			Finn lay his towel across the bench and started loading up the bar. In the mirror, he saw Ashley watching him from the doorway and caught her eye. 

			‘Call me next time you’re coming in,’ she said. ‘It’s more fun to work out with a partner.’ 

			Finn smiled and lied: ‘Sure thing.’ 

			When she was gone, he let out a long sigh, expelling all the insincerity. He was empty again and it was time to punish and rebuild. To feel pain and ecstasy, exhaustion and power. To feel something, at least. Something to cast off this inner death that had overwhelmed him. This bleakness that had settled on his soul. 

			Finn lay down on the bench, sucked in as much air as he could and gripped the barbell. He adjusted his hands until they were shoulder-width apart then curled his fingers around the cool metal. The first movement was a sharp push to lift the bar off the rack, then he settled and brought it slowly down to his chest, counting backwards from five. He held it just above his sternum for the count of two then pushed it back up, up, up, breathing out slowly and holding again at the top. By the tenth repetition, Finn’s arms and chest were aching and blood was pounding in his temples. 

			He rested for sixty seconds then started again. Slowly down, hold, slowly up, hold. At the end of the second set, his arms were shaking and his chest felt like it was being torn apart. This was the danger time: weakened muscles, same weight, nobody to save him. 

			Finn sat at the edge of the bench, staring blankly at himself in the mirror. His gym shorts and tank top revealed powerfully muscled arms and legs, but all he focused on was his eyes. He stared deeply into their vacant depths until his smartwatch beeped and vibrated, indicating the end of his rest time. He tapped it into silence, lay back down and took hold of his salvation once more. 

			When he lifted the bar this time, he knew he was close to the end. Before he had even begun the repetition, his arms and chest seemed to have given up. The strength, so ready and willing on the first set, was now almost completely gone. But he persisted. Because this was where the line between life and death blurred so convincingly you could cross over in an instant. 

			Finn lowered the bar. His chest burned and ached and shuddered. His arms shook and strained and tore apart. He held. Breathed out. Pushed with everything he had to raise it again. Sparks flashed behind his eyes. A shooting pain hammered the side of his head. The bar went up slowly and Finn cried out, willing it to the end of the repetition. 

			He made it. His arms held, his elbows locked. 

			‘One,’ he panted. 

			And then he lowered the bar again. 

			At the sixth repetition, he knew, with all certainty, that this one would kill him. Tears streamed out of the sides of his eyes and sweat poured from his forehead and shoulders, drenching his singlet and the towel beneath him. The lowered bar sat just above his body. He was tempted to rest it on his chest, but he knew he’d never be able to get it off again. 

			How much, Finn? he asked himself. How much do you want to live? 

			He drove the bar hard into the air, but it barely moved. He drove harder, his whole body shuddering. His back arched, his feet came off the floor and he roared like a wounded lion just to get the weight halfway back to the rack. 

			How much, Finn? How much do you want to live? 

			His chest was obliterated and his arms exploded. 

			How much, Finn? How much do you want to live? 

			The sparks behind his eyes became pinwheels in front of him. Galaxies of stars swirled and collided, and a brilliant white light filled the room. There was the click of metal on metal before Finn felt himself falling. Then there was nothing but darkness. 

			***

			He awoke to the smell of rubber and feet. Looked up to see the barbell was secure in the rack, but his towel was lying on the floor next to him. He’d gone too far. Passed out. That had never happened before. If he’d lost consciousness during the lift, he could be dead by now, asphyxiated by the weight. Fresh sweat still poured down his flanks, though, so he couldn’t have been out for long. 

			Finn placed his palm on the floor and tried to lift his upper body. His arm gave way and he landed with a dull thud on the padded mats. He took a few deep breaths and tried again. This time, there was just enough strength left to get his torso up. He used his stomach and leg muscles to do the rest. 

			He picked up his towel and looked at the bench. You could have killed yourself, he thought. You were so tantalisingly close to death. 

			He moved to the next exercise. 

			***

			Finn was on all fours in the lift. He had pushed as hard with his leg workout as he had with his upper body, and now he couldn’t walk. It wasn’t because of pain. He literally couldn’t walk; his muscles had been exhausted of all power. 

			The lift doors opened and he stuck his head out, hoping the corridor would be empty. Mercifully, nobody was waiting and he could hear no voices or movement. He crawled slowly towards his apartment door, his arms and shoulders only able to hold him up because he’d worked them first and they’d recovered slightly. His stomach felt as though he was being disembowelled and his head hung with the weight of purgatory between his shoulders. 

			One hand, one knee. One hand, one knee. He made steady progress, despite dragging both a water bottle and towel, then looked up to see how far he had to go. There was somebody at his door, but his vision was blurred from the sweat in his eyes so he couldn’t make them out clearly. 

			Finn blinked rapidly and the shape came into focus. It was a woman, but she wasn’t standing there waiting like a normal person. She was sitting on the floor with her back resting on the door and her shoulders hunched. Her knees were drawn up and she hugged her legs with her arms. Her head was cradled between her knees. 

			Finn crawled closer and she must have sensed his approach or heard his laboured breathing, because she lifted her head and looked his way. Her dark blonde hair was parted in the middle and fell in two catastrophic waves across either side of her face. Her eyes were red rimmed and wild, and tear-streaked mascara scarred her pale cheeks. 

			‘Kelly?’ Finn whispered, not able to manage anything more. 

			‘Finn?’ she said. ‘What the fuck?’ 

			Kelly pushed her hair behind her ears, sniffed loudly and stood up in one agile movement. She reached Finn, knelt beside him and placed a gentle hand on his shoulder. 

			He breathed heavily. ‘I can’t stand up.’ 

			‘All right, take it easy. Let’s get you inside.’ 

			Finn resumed the slow crawl with Kelly’s hand still on his shoulder. 

			‘Where are your keys?’ Kelly said. 

			‘Left pocket.’ 

			Finn felt her small hand against his leg as she took them out. She opened the door and he crawled through. 

			‘Straight to the bathroom,’ Kelly said. 

			Finn lost sight of her feet and then heard running water. The carpet beneath him turned to tiles that were cool to his touch. He made it to the bath and had just enough strength to place his forearms on the edge, raising himself to his knees. 

			‘What now?’ 

			Kelly knelt and took hold of the bottom of his tank top. She drew it slowly up his body and Finn responded by raising his arms. His ribs and shoulders burned with the effort. 

			‘If you think I’m taking your pants off, you’ve got another thing coming. I saw enough of your penis in primary school to last me a lifetime.’ 

			‘One time. Because my board shorts were loose and—’ 

			‘Yeah, yeah, and when the wave knocked you over, they were miraculously yanked down your legs right at the same moment you stood up from the water in full view of yours truly.’ Finn felt Kelly’s hands on his butt, pushing him upwards. ‘Every pervert has an excuse,’ she grunted. 

			She shoved him with enough force to make him rise and flop over the edge of the bath and into the steaming hot water. It sloshed back and forth over his body. 

			‘Take it easy, Hercules. You’re going to flood the whole apartment.’ 

			She adjusted the taps as the water settled. 

			Finn felt the hot water soaking into his skin, the restorative effect almost instantaneous. It was like the water was strength itself seeping back into his muscles as it warmed and energised them once again. 

			Kelly turned off the water and sat on the closed toilet seat. The dark lines down her face made her look like one of those tragic clowns at the circus, only more beautiful and broken than they could ever be. 

			She stared at Finn, took a deep breath, and sighed loudly. ‘Well, look at us,’ she said. ‘A right pair of complete fucking disasters.’ 

		


		
			Chapter Five 

			‘So, who’d you kill this time?’ Kelly said. 

			‘Pregnant mother and her unborn child.’ 

			‘Now or future?’ 

			‘Future.’ 

			‘Cause of death?’ 

			‘Car accident.’ 

			He told her the story.

			‘You truly are a mighty god.’ 

			Finn attempted a smile, but only looked like a man facing execution. Kelly could see he was still deep inside his head. They were sitting in his lounge room on opposite couches. Finn was sprawled out in T-shirt and shorts, his imposing bulk melting into the couch. Kelly had her legs tucked up beneath her. While he had been in the bath, she had taken a shower and dressed in the only available clothing she had: the gym gear she kept in the boot of her car. From his angle in the tub, Finn couldn’t see her showering, but it wouldn’t have bothered her particularly. He had been so zoned out that her nakedness would barely have registered. And he’d accidentally walked in on her a few times over the years anyway, so it wasn’t like he’d never seen her without clothes on. 

			But the nudity would have been different if either of them had done it on purpose, which was why she hadn’t taken off his shorts before pushing him into the water. Not that there would’ve been anything sexual about it in the moment: he was a patient, she was his carer. And she wouldn’t exactly have had to drag back the wild horses of lust. A penis, even Finn’s, was not an especially attractive sight so she’d need more than a peek at his floating scrotum to carry her away. But when he came back from the edge, it would have been there between them. 

			Finn’s penis between them. She grinned at the thought. 

			‘What are you thinking about?’ Finn said. 

			Great, so he picks this precise moment to return to the world, Kelly thought. Typical man. They could sense a woman thinking about their genitalia from an induced coma. 

			‘Nothing,’ she said. 

			‘Liar.’ 

			‘Nothing important, anyway.’ She changed the subject. ‘Come on, I’m starving. Let’s cook dinner.’ 

			Finn looked blankly at her. ‘I don’t have any dinner.’ 

			‘By cook, I mean have a stranger prepare it and another stranger bring it to your door.’ 

			She used an app on her phone to order pizza and booze. The alcohol wouldn’t do Finn any favours, but there was no way she was going without it after the day she’d had. She selected music, connected to Finn’s speakers and hit play. 

			‘Adele,’ Finn said. 

			‘I thought her own deeply troubled emotional state might help you overcome yours.’ 

			He smiled. Yep, he was coming back. Kelly’s shoulders relaxed, although she hadn’t realised she’d been tensing them. 

			Finn sat up straighter on the couch. ‘So, why’d you turn up in tears on my doorstep?’ 

			‘Wait. Before we talk about that, what’s going on with you?’ 

			‘I told you.’ 

			‘No, what’s really going on? Is it work? Your mum?’ 

			Finn shook his head. ‘It’s not my mum. Work, maybe. Esme came by the studio today.’ 

			Kelly had met Esme many times and knew a personal visit from Finn’s crazy agent would bring either magnificent or devastating news. ‘And?’ 

			Finn wouldn’t make eye contact. He looked sheepish. Embarrassed, even. ‘She’s got me an audition for a Netflix original film.’ 

			‘You fucking what!’ Kelly leaned forward and slapped his leg.

			Finn met her eyes and smiled. ‘A-list Hollywood co-star.’ 

			‘And you didn’t call me straight away?’ 

			‘I was too busy freaking out.’ 

			‘I swear if you hadn’t already kicked your own arse, I’d come over there and kick it for you.’ 

			‘You’re the best friend a guy could ask for.’ 

			It all made sense now. ‘Okay, so you’re stressed about the audition and you’ve channelled that stress into the red-light incident, which actually isn’t an incident at all because you’re allowed to enter an intersection when the light is amber if it isn’t safe to stop. Your classic anxiety outlet.’ 

			‘Right, and when did you become a psychologist?’ 

			‘The day I met you.’ 

			Finn rested his elbows on his knees. He looked right into her eyes and she felt at home. 

			‘Thank you, Kelly,’ he said, his voice cracking. 

			Kelly switched couches, sat down beside him and took his big hand in her own. She could feel the heat radiating from his skin and the smell of him was as familiar as the shape of his palm. She placed her other hand on his cheek. His stubble was rough on her fingertips. ‘You don’t have to thank me. We take care of each other.’ She smiled. ‘We’re the warriors, Finley.’ 

		


		
			Chapter Six

			Kelly saw him at once. He was sitting at the previously spare desk in the second back row next to Oliver Turnbull, the world’s most annoying boy. The rest of the grade six class was dropping off bags and settling in as the music played. The new kid was hunched over and staring at the floor, but he was clearly tall. He looked sporty. Not good. There were enough sweaty imbeciles in the class already. 

			Kelly sat down in her usual spot next to her best friend, Toula. They were in the row in front of the new boy, three desks to the right. ‘Who’s the new kid?’ Kelly asked. 

			Toula shrugged. ‘Dunno. I just got here. He’s cute, though.’ 

			Kelly rolled her eyes. Toula’s sudden obsession with who was and wasn’t cute was painful. 

			The bell rang and the rest of the students took their places. Mrs Richards stood at the front of the class. 

			‘Good morning, 6R.’ 

			‘Good morning, Mrs Richards,’ the students chanted in unison. 

			‘Who’s doing our world of welcome today?’ 

			Kelly raised her hand. 

			Mrs Richards turned to her. ‘And what country do we have this morning, Kelly?’ 

			‘France, Mrs Richards.’ 

			‘Wonderful. Welcome us as though we were in Paris, s’il te plaît.’ 

			Kelly cleared her throat. She’d been practising this welcome ever since Mrs Richards had assigned the class exercise at the beginning of term. She’d listened to the words over and over on a language website to make sure her accent was perfect. ‘Bienvenue la classe.’ 

			‘Très bien, Kelly,’ Mrs Richards said. ‘I can almost taste the croissants. Well done.’ 

			Kelly smiled with pride. 

			‘Suck,’ Toula whispered. 

			‘Degenerate,’ Kelly said out of the corner of her mouth. 

			Mrs Richards clapped her hands. ‘All right, 6R. Continuing with our welcoming theme, we have a new student joining us today.’ 

			Every kid in the class swivelled round to look at the new boy. He was staring at his hands and looked like he wanted to throw himself out the window. Defenestration, Kelly thought. A cool word she’d learned this year. 

			‘Welcome, Finley,’ Mrs Richards said. 

			Oliver sniggered. ‘Finley,’ he said. ‘Sounds like a girl’s name.’ 

			All the boys laughed. Idiots. 

			‘Congratulations, Oliver,’ Mrs Richards said. ‘You’ve just earned yourself maths work at lunchtime.’ 

			Oliver groaned. His stupid friends smirked. 

			‘Take out your notebooks, please. We’re starting with spelling this morning,’ Mrs Richards said. 

			Everyone opened their desks and rustled around for pens and paper. Kelly lifted her lid and took the notebook labelled Spelling from the top of the neatly ordered pile. They always had spelling on a Monday morning, so she’d arranged it for easy access at the end of class on Friday, taking home her separate homework book over the weekend. She selected one of her blue pens, opened her notebook and wrote the date at the top of a fresh page. 

			‘It’s a boy’s name.’ 

			Kelly twisted in her seat. So did every other student. All eyes were on the new kid. Nobody made a sound. 

			Mrs Richards looked confused. ‘I beg your pardon, Finley?’ 

			The boy sat up straight and pulled his shoulders back. He was even bigger than Kelly had first thought. Despite her annoyance at Toula’s cuteness obsession, she could see that he was nice looking. Something about the way his eyes met Mrs Richards’ now made Kelly want to talk to him more. It was a strange feeling. She’d never wanted to talk to any of the other boys. 

			‘Finley. It’s a boy’s name,’ he said in a firm, clear voice. 

			Mrs Richards smiled like she does when somebody answers a really hard question. ‘Indeed. And do you know the meaning of your name, Finley?’ 

			‘Yes,’ he said. And then he looked directly at Kelly. ‘It means warrior.’ 

			Kelly’s heart thumped and her entire body tingled. Last week, Mrs Richards had made them research the origins and meanings of their names. 

			Toula turned to Kelly with her mouth and eyes wide open. ‘OMG,’ she mouthed. 

			Finley looked away. Kelly did the same but angled herself slightly so that she could see him from the corner of her eye. He was staring at the chart on the wall that listed every student’s name and its corresponding meaning. 

			Kelly followed the alphabetical list to her entry: Kelly – Gaelic – Warrior. 

		


		
			Chapter Seven

			Warriors. 

			Well, Kelly was, at least. Finn felt more like a hunted prey, but her words and her touch reassured him as they always did. Filled him with the fragile and ethereal belief that everything would be all right. 

			‘So, what happened to you?’ he asked. 

			She stood up and began to pace, which was never a good sign. There were red marks on the back of her slender legs from the edge of the couch. ‘I lost my shit.’ 

			‘At who?’ 

			‘Some jerk in the supermarket.’ Kelly clenched and unclenched her fists as she walked. 

			Though he had known her for so long, Finn was still surprised at times by the amount of rage that built up inside that tiny body. She was five feet four inches of pure power; sometimes for good, sometimes for destruction. Her damp hair was combed back from her face and hung at her shoulders, leaving a small wet patch at the top of her T-shirt. It was darker before it dried, like the colour of sand after a rainstorm. Without make-up, she looked much younger and a vision of her as an eleven-year-old girl appeared in Finn’s mind. He saw the same determined features, the same pacing, the same clenched fists. The same raw and dangerous beauty that hinted at the power of absolute destruction within. 

			‘And so I told the fucker that he should have used the self-checkout.’ She turned on Finn accusingly. ‘You know what that piece of shit said?’ 

			Finn didn’t know, of course. But her wilting gaze made him feel like he should have. Or that he should accept responsibility for it, at least. Either way, her swearing, which was a barometer of her rage, had increased exponentially. 

			‘He said he hoped I had tampons in my shopping. Can you believe that? A woman experiences strong emotions, so she must be getting her period. What is this, the Middle fucking Ages?’ 

			Finn winced, knowing that whatever she was about to tell him would not be good. ‘What did you do?’ 

			‘What do you think I did? I took that bastard’s eggs, chucked them at him and then, when he fucking caught them, slammed them against his chest.’ 

			Finn puffed out his cheeks. Kelly had graduated from verbal abuse to outright assault. ‘And then?’ 

			‘I ran to my car and bawled my eyes out. When I got to your door, I realised I’d left your apartment key in my car. I didn’t have it in me to go back downstairs, so I just waited for you. I probably should have called your mobile, but I just preferred to sit here and cry.’ All the fight went out of her. Her shoulders hunched and the blazing intensity faded from her eyes. She looked small and breakable. 

			‘And you reckon I’ve got mental problems.’ 

			‘I couldn’t help it, Finn.’ She raised her hands and made them into fists again. ‘I’m just … I just feel on edge all the time, you know? I’ve got this constant buzzing in my mind and body like there’s a high level electric current running through me non-stop. When it builds up like that, there’s no other way out but to explode.’ 

			‘Did the guy follow you or anything?’ 

			‘Nah, he was completely paralysed.’ 

			‘Aggravated assault will do that to a man.’ 

			Kelly screwed up one side of her face. ‘It was hardly assault. He got a bit of yolk on his shirt, that’s all. And he deserved it.’ 

			‘As long as you’re safe, that’s all that matters.’ 

			‘Of course, I’m safe, Finley. I’m here with you.’ Her confident smile was completely unfounded – he could no more keep her safe than he could regulate his own wild emotions. 

			Kelly went into his kitchen. ‘But I don’t have any groceries,’ she called. ‘So you’re going to have to spot me some cereal for the weekend. I can probably never go shopping again.’ 

			She’s never needed an excuse to raid my pantry before, Finn thought with a smile. He admired the way she could just move on from her problem without, seemingly, giving it another thought. If Finn had done that to a man in a supermarket, he’d be absolutely catatonic right now. 

			‘Whatever you need, Kel.’ 

			He found her rifling through the kitchen cupboards. She stood on tiptoes to reach the top shelf and he watched the muscles in her calves. His eyes moved further up her legs to her plump buttocks, magnificently filling out her running shorts. 

			She spun around sharply, her face full of mock outrage. ‘Are you staring at my arse?’ 

			‘Don’t be disgusting. You’re my best friend.’ 

			‘Exactly. And best friends don’t stare at their best friend’s arse, you sicko.’ 

			They both laughed. 

			‘You do have a nice arse, though,’ Finn said. ‘You know, objectively speaking.’ 

			‘Objectively speaking? What are you, a fucking lawyer?’ 

			‘Why are you swearing at me?’ 

			‘You a saint now as well?’ 

			Finn rolled his eyes. ‘You can be really bloody difficult, you know that?’ 

			‘Yeah, but wouldn’t life be boring without me, Finley?’ She placed a bowl on the countertop. ‘By the way, I’m staying here tonight. I can’t get any more study done now. Is the spare room made up?’ 

			The spare room. It was hardly spare, the amount of times Kelly stayed overnight. 

			‘I haven’t changed the sheets since you were here last week.’ 

			‘Well, why don’t you do that while I get dinner ready?’ 

			‘You just ordered pizza.’ 

			Kelly gaped at him and held up a packet of chips. ‘Ah, ever heard of entree? These chips aren’t going to pour themselves into the bowl, are they?’ 

			Finn shook his head and grinned. ‘No wonder you don’t have a boyfriend.’ 

			‘Well, Mr Know-it-All, I actually got asked out on a date.’ 

			‘I don’t believe you.’ 

			‘It’s true. Eli from study group invited me for dinner.’ 

			‘The skinny, dorky one?’ 

			Kelly examined a potato chip. ‘I may have been a little harsh in my original assessment.’ 

			Finn grinned. ‘So why exactly are you taking advantage of my hospitality rather than maxing out his credit card at some fancy restaurant?’ 

			‘One, it’s not your hospitality – I’m paying for the pizza. And, two, I was going to study. You know, before the whole egg-chucking incident.’ 

			‘You should go out with this guy. Or someone at least. Maybe it’ll help you relax if you take a break.’ 

			‘I don’t know how to relax.’ 

			She wasn’t joking. Finn had never seen Kelly truly content. There was always something else to do, something more to achieve. She didn’t live in the present, only for future success. 

			Kelly stuffed a handful of chips into her mouth and spoke through the cacophony of her obscene crunching. ‘Anyway, why would I take relationship advice from a guy whose last actual date required a visit to Blockbuster video?’ 

			Finn raised his chin in mock defiance. ‘For your information, I was asked out on a date of sorts as well – tonight, in fact.’ 

			Kelly raised an eyebrow as she chewed through a mouthful of chips. ‘Of sorts?’ 

			‘Ashley from down the corridor asked me to work out with her.’ 

			‘The hot Italian chick?’ 

			‘She’s Maltese.’ 

			‘And she wants to—’ Kelly made air quotes with her fingers, ‘—“work out” with you.’ 

			‘That she does.’ 

			‘You know that means sex, right? You do know what sex is?’ 

			‘I’m not having this conversation with you.’ 

			Kelly placed her palms on the bench and leaned forwards, a playful smile on her lips. ‘All right, a deal, then. You go out with the hot Maltese chick and I’ll go out with Eli.’ 

			Finn didn’t want to go out with Ashley. He knew it would only end badly. But Kelly desperately needed to do something other than work and study. 

			‘Does a gym session count as going out?’ 

			‘Only if you have sex on the bench press.’ 

			‘You’re a disgusting human being. I’m going to change the sheets on your bed.’ He smiled as he walked away. She was a ridiculous person who was talking a load of rubbish. 

			But as he walked into the spare room, he realised he hadn’t thought about the pregnant woman he’d killed since Kelly had started talking. 

			He sucked in a deep breath, held it for the count of two and exhaled slowly. 

			Kelly. His best friend. 

			His antidote. 

			His warrior. 

			***

			Kelly fell asleep just before ten. 

			Finn had taken their empty bottles into the kitchen and when he came back, she was curled up on the couch like a purring cat. Finn watched the gentle rise and fall of her chest. The slightly troubled, almost comical frown. The occasional twitch around her eyes. He smiled. She looked so fragile, so harmless – a sleeping koala that would claw your eyes out if you woke it up. 

			His body was still weak and battered from his gym session, but Finn delicately slipped his arms beneath Kelly’s knees and shoulders. He picked her up, cradling her head in the crook of his elbow, and even though she was small and light, it took an extreme effort to hold her steady and carry her into the spare room. 

			He laid her down on the bed and she immediately rolled from her back onto her side, curling up again just like she had on the couch. She was still wearing her gym shorts and T-shirt. Finn thought about taking her shorts off to make her more comfortable, but that felt like crossing a line. Instead, he drew the sheet up to her shoulders. 

			Kelly muttered incoherently and began to breathe so deeply, she was verging on snoring. 

			‘I will not be the one who tells you that you snore,’ Finn whispered with a grin. 

			A little later, when he was in his own bed, he could still hear her breathing. A rhythmic lullaby that transported him to that delicious half-world between sleep and consciousness where nothing matters and everything is possible. Finn delighted in the freedom, but it never lasted long enough. 

			He fell hard and deep into a blackout sleep. 

		


		
			Chapter Eight 

			Kelly was in the hospital toilets, peeing. But every time she peed, she still needed to pee. She was with a patient, then she was back home and peeing again. No matter how long she peed, the pain in her bladder persisted. 

			She woke suddenly, afraid for a second, unsure where she was. She smelled Finn’s sheets and relaxed, but in mind only – she was absolutely dying to go to the bathroom. 

			Kelly swung her legs over the side of the bed and stood up. The dark room spun around her and she placed her palm on the wall to steady herself. Her mind felt detached from her body and she needed a moment to work out what was going on. The bedside clock read 12:27. She was still drunk. And desperate to pee! 

			Kelly walked deliberately and cautiously out of the room with her arms extended in case she missed any oncoming walls. She was tiptoeing to keep the noise down, but being drunk made balancing much more difficult, so she settled on small and delicate steps instead. The closer she came to the bathroom, the more the pain grew. When she was just a few metres away, she picked up the pace, figuring it would be less disruptive to make a little bit of noise than it would to pee all over the carpet. 

			In the bathroom, the toilet seat was cool on her legs. She breathed out slowly to try to control the flow, but it came in such a rush of blessed relief that it sounded like a pipe had burst. She giggled. 

			When she was done – and unencumbered by pain – Kelly listened to the sounds of the apartment that she hadn’t noticed before: the soft hum of the dishwasher; the random crack of the floorboards; the measured and regular breathing from Finn’s room. She stood in his doorway and watched him sleep. He lay on his side, leaning into the bed so he was almost on his stomach. He was shirtless under a grey sheet that fell across his hips. Even in the shadows, Kelly could make out his obliques, his deltoids, his latissimus dorsi. He was such a far cry from the little boy she had first met, yet he was still the same little boy in so many ways. He had been through unthinkable trauma, experienced unbearable grief. And his damaged and confused mind could only escape into the kind of guilt and anxiety that had crippled him mere hours earlier. Her heart ached for his pain and her inability to cure him.

			Kelly was thankful she had been here. He usually called her, but she lived with the constant background dread that one day he wouldn’t. One day she wouldn’t know and she wouldn’t be able to talk him down. One day it could all end. 

			She felt a drop of water on her arm and realised she was crying. She wiped the tears from her cheeks and crept to Finn’s side. Lifted the sheet and did her best to slip into bed without waking him. Her body barely registered on the mattress next to his bulk. She didn’t want to disturb him, but she needed to feel him against her. To reassure herself that he was still there. 

			She moved inch by inch towards his body. She had left her gym shorts on the bathroom floor, only bothering to keep her underpants on beneath her T-shirt. It was her thigh that made contact with the back of his leg. That was enough. That touch would do. He was there. She could feel him. 

			Kelly closed her eyes and let her body sink into the bed. She warmed herself in the heat from Finn’s body and fell asleep, knowing she was safe. 

			And so was he. 

		


		
			Chapter Nine 

			Friday 20 January

			It was highly unusual to be called off shift to meet with the Head of the Department, unless there had been another complaint. But in the week since her last meeting with Michael, Kelly had been on her absolute best behaviour, painstakingly choosing every word she spoke to her colleagues. She was certain nothing she had done could warrant disciplinary action. 

			But when she entered Michael’s office and saw the other two people sitting there, one either side of Michael, her conviction was shattered. She didn’t know them, but when the non-medical suits came to town, it was never good news. None of them was wearing a mask, which was not technically a breach given they were off the ward, but it felt unusual to be in the hospital and able to see full faces. She removed her own mask, aware that there would be indentation lines running along her cheeks. She wore her mask lines like a badge of honour. These corporate wankers had no idea what she had been through since that fucking pandemic had landed a few years ago. They never would. 

			Michael beamed a smile at her. ‘Kelly, thanks for joining us.’ He gestured to the man and woman in seats around his desk. ‘This is Juliana, from the hospital’s communications team, and Stephen, the Society’s Director of Corporate Affairs.’ 

			Kelly nodded politely but didn’t shake their hands. Juliana was about Kelly’s age, black hair pulled back tight, too much makeup, a skin-tight navy dress that was totally impractical. Stephen was older, probably mid-fifties, and still in good shape. His full head of dark hair was streaked with grey and he had the smooth complexion of a man not given to excess. 

			Why were they here? What did the Society of Australian Paediatric Medicine want with her? And why the communications manager? 

			‘Stephen and Juliana have been approached by a journalist,’ Michael said. ‘The weekend paper wants to run a feature on the life of a junior doctor and I thought you’d be the ideal candidate.’ 

			Kelly blinked rapidly. ‘What?’ 

			Stephen took over. ‘It’s a great opportunity to showcase the work of the Society in supporting our trainees.’ 

			Juliana smiled at Kelly. ‘And it’ll also be an avenue to promote the Care for our Kids Appeal. We believe building some empathy with the staff will make the public even more likely to donate.’ 

			Kelly swallowed hard to suppress her impulsive reaction: You’ve got to be fucking kidding me. 

			Stephen clasped his hands together, fingers intertwined, and leaned on the desk. ‘From what Michael tells us, yours is a terrific story.’ 

			‘Really?’ Kelly was stunned. 

			Michael gave her a sly smile and she shifted uncomfortably. 

			Stephen continued: ‘Brilliant junior doctor studying for her exams, supported by the Society … all for the good of the children in her care. It’s a great profiling piece.’ 

			Kelly looked at Stephen as though he was deranged. ‘Uh, right, well, thanks for thinking of me, but I can’t do that.’ 

			‘Why not?’ Stephen said. 

			‘I’m too busy studying for the written exam.’ 

			‘I’ll give you some time off for the interviews,’ Michael said. 

			Kelly looked at Juliana. ‘I’m a private person. I wouldn’t be comfortable talking to a journalist.’ 

			Juliana waved the concern away. ‘Don’t worry about that. It’s strictly about life at the hospital and we’ll get a first look at the story before it runs.’ 

			Kelly couldn’t believe they actually thought this was a good idea or that she would want anything to do with it. ‘Yeah, it’s not going to happen. If you’ll excuse me, I have to get back to work.’ 

			Michael stood abruptly. He looked at Juliana and Stephen. ‘Would you mind giving Kelly and me a moment to talk this through?’ 

			The suits left the room. Kelly and Michael remained standing. 

			‘You will do this interview, Kelly,’ Michael said. His face hardened.

			Kelly felt the buzz in her muscles increase. It became more difficult to breathe. ‘Michael, please, I barely have enough capacity for work and study. I can’t do this as well.’ 

			‘Sit down, Kelly.’ 

			She didn’t protest. 

			‘I know what you’re going through. I sat the exam myself. It may have been a lifetime ago, but I’ll never forget the pressure and the stress. But you’ve got to have perspective, Kelly. Your life has to be about more than just being a doctor or you’ll never cope. The best doctors are the best humans first. And that’s the perspective you’re missing. That being a great doctor is about more than passing an exam.’ 

			Kelly’s jaw tensed. ‘But I can’t be a great doctor unless I pass the exam. And I don’t just want to pass it. I want to come first in the cohort. I want the gold medal.’ 

			Michael rubbed his chin with his thumb and index finger. Back and forth, back and forth, as though he was trying to sharpen it to a point. 

			He eventually stopped rubbing and wagged his finger at Kelly. ‘You know, Kelly. This article could do just as much for you as the gold medal.’ 

			Kelly opened her mouth to speak, but Michael raised a hand to stop her. This was becoming their routine. ‘Wait, wait. Hear me out. If you’re portrayed as the professional, empathetic, brilliant doctor that you are, your profile will skyrocket and you’ll have the pick of jobs as an Advanced Trainee.’ 

			Kelly narrowed her eyes. She could see where this was going. ‘Professional, empathetic, brilliant doctor?’ 

			Michael smiled like he knew she was on to him. 

			‘And the only way that will work is if I’m on my best behaviour, right?’ 

			‘Well, I guess so.’ Michael shrugged as though he hadn’t thought of that. ‘And it also means you’ll have a reputation to uphold.’ 

			‘Ensuring my best behaviour for all eternity.’ 

			‘I like where you’re going with this, Kelly. I think we can both benefit from your proposal.’ 

			Kelly couldn’t help but laugh. Michael played the docile and caring department head well, but he was as shrewd and calculating as any corporate CEO. ‘I’ll get veto on the final story?’ 

			‘Juliana will assure it.’ 

			‘And you’ll give me time off for the interview?’ 

			‘As much as you need.’ 

			Kelly sucked in a deep breath. ‘All right. Let them do their worst.’ 

			***

			‘This is seriously where you’re taking me?’ Kelly said.

			Eli grinned. ‘Are you too cultured, too old or too scared to play mini golf?’

			‘Too bored, actually.’

			Eli laughed. ‘Ah, well, this isn’t just any old game of mini golf.’

			Kelly looked over the eighteen-hole course with its windmills, ramps and oversized plastic reptiles set among fake grass and undesirable patrons. ‘Looks like every mini-golf course I’ve ever been to.’

			Eli ignored her, walked to the counter and exchanged a few words with the guy taking cash and handing out putters.

			Kelly wasn’t sure whether to be relieved or disappointed. Eli taking her to mini golf on their first date was going to make it incredibly easy to turn down a second. And surely Eli wasn’t hoping to have sex with her tonight? That would always have been a no, but this farcical attempt at romance suggested he was aiming pretty low in the physical engagement department.

			Eli seemed to be taking an inordinate amount of time to pay for their round. He was leaning on the counter towards the putter guy and speaking softly, like he was in the middle of a drug deal. When he handed over an envelope, Kelly grew suspicious and just a little curious. 

			She greeted his return with folded arms and the hint of a smile. ‘What was all that about?’

			Eli feigned exaggerated surprise. ‘What?’

			‘Friend of yours, is he?’

			‘No, I’m just a really friendly guy. Hey, listen, I left something in the car. Can you come back with me and grab it?’

			‘You don’t want to do that. Dangerous neighbourhood.’

			Before Kelly had a chance to object, Eli hooked his arm in her own and took his first step. She contemplated pulling her arm away and telling him that if he ever touched her again without her permission, she’d castrate him. But that seemed a little over the top, even for her. So, she allowed him to lead her back to the car, chalking this up as another excellent reason why there would never be a second date and she could spend her evenings doing something productive, like studying. 

			Studying. That’s what she should be doing now. She wished she hadn’t made that stupid deal with Finn, but it was worth it if he was going to take Ashley out. He really needed a distraction.

			At the car, Eli leaned through the passenger side door and opened the glove box. He did have a pretty cute butt, even if he was the world’s worst first date. 

			‘Eureka!’ Eli said. He backed out of the car and held up his prized item: a golf glove. Was he trying to make her dislike him? 

			‘You’re kidding me,’ Kelly said. 

			‘I kid you not, Kelly, my dear. Very important to have the right equipment when you’re trying to sink a hole in one.’

			His dopey smile made him look innocent enough, but Kelly wondered if there was a double entendre in there. Or did she just have an oversexed imagination? Starvation will do that to you. She hadn’t had sex in so long, she might have to consult her textbooks to remember how it’s done. But that didn’t stop her longing to be touched. Cared for. Loved. 

			Just not by a tall, skinny, reasonably handsome goofball wearing a single golf glove and a ridiculous smile. 

			When they returned to the start of the mini golf course, there was a small commotion. Would-be players were lined up at the entrance to the first hole like expectant shoppers at the Boxing Day sales. Their excitement was quickly turning to rage at being denied access to the course by a barricade that had been placed on the first tee bearing a sign that read Course temporarily closed.

			‘Come on, mate, how much longer is this going to take?’ yelled a man in his thirties with an astonishingly unkempt mullet.

			The putter guy came running back along the course, dodging the obstacles and skipping across holes. ‘Sorry, folks,’ he announced. ‘Just about ready to go. But we have to let you back on in order and these guys were next.’

			To Kelly’s immense shock and embarrassment, he pointed to her and Eli. 

			‘They just turned up!’ the mullet man said.

			The putter guy ushered Kelly and Eli to the first hole. He obviously realised there was no reasoning with the angry mob, so he didn’t even try.

			Kelly felt the eyes of the impatient gallery on her as she and Eli moved up to the tee. But Eli appeared totally unaffected by the near riot he had caused. He handed Kelly a putter and a golf ball. 

			‘Age before beauty,’ he said. 

			‘Are you trying to get us killed?’

			‘Aim for the tip of the crocodile’s tail. If you hit it in the right spot, you can get a good deflection towards the hole.’

			Kelly studied the angles. She didn’t know what kind of conspiracy Eli was involved in with the putter guy, but she wasn’t going to let that distract her from winning. Losing was not an option. She wasn’t wasting a night away from studying by going home a loser. 

			She gripped the putter just the way her dad had taught her, brought it back about a foot from the ball, kept her arms straight and swung through the shot. The ball went exactly where she wanted, but the pressure was a touch soft, so when it hit the tip of the crocodile’s tail and deflected towards the hole, it fell short by about ten centimetres.

			‘Wow,’ Eli said. ‘Not your first rodeo.’

			Kelly swung her putter up and placed it across her shoulder. ‘Let’s see what you’ve got, glove man.’

			Eli putted well. Not as well as Kelly, but not bad. She finished an easy second shot and reached into the hole to take out her ball. It was sitting unusually high and she found a folded card beneath it. Puzzled, she took the card out and opened it up. It was about the size of her palm and lined on both sides – the same type they used to make flash cards in their study group. The handwriting was familiar:

			Other than molecular size, which property affects filtration of substances by the glomerular basement membrane? A. Antigenicity B. Concentration C. Electrical charge D. Lipophilicity E. Solubility

			Kelly’s skin tingled and she laughed. ‘You put a study question in the hole?’

			Eli was smiling as though he’d just passed the exam. ‘Well, technically, Miles put the question in the hole. But I wrote it.’

			‘Who’s Miles?’

			Eli pointed back to the putter guy. ‘He also held the crowd back so we wouldn’t scare the other players with questions about gene mutation and Chron’s disease. That’s a real mood killer if you’re not studying to be a paediatrician.’

			Kelly laughed again. ‘So that whole glove routine was a ruse to buy us time?’

			‘Absolutely not. This glove will be an essential feature of my victory tonight.’ Eli putted his ball into the hole. ‘I believe that puts us at two strokes each.’ He pulled the scorecard from his back pocket, marked down their numbers and pointed to the second tee. ‘Shall we?’

			Kelly walked slowly towards him on her way to the next hole. She drew so close she could smell his aftershave and whatever it was he put in that wild mop of curls he called a hairstyle. His lip quivered ever so slightly and his eyes widened.

			‘E,’ she said.

			‘What?’ he gasped, as though he was about to pass out.

			‘The answer’s E. Solubility.’ She stood on her tiptoes, brushed her lips delicately on his cheek and sashayed to the next hole.

			‘Wow,’ he whispered.

			Kelly smiled. Maybe having a doofus for a date wasn’t so bad, after all.

		


		
			Chapter Ten

			Monday 23 January

			‘So, what’s so special about you?’ the journalist asked.

			Kelly was taken aback. She’d only met him moments earlier, when he’d belligerently introduced himself as Evan Banbury, collapsed into the chair opposite her at the hospital cafe and taken out a small notepad. No other preamble. Just straight into it.

			Evan Banbury was old and fat and wore an ill-fitting brown suit. He scowled at her over reading glasses as though she were a walking colonoscopy.

			After Kelly’s initial shock passed, her stomach muscles tightened. Nobody got away with looking at her like that. ‘Listen, mate. I don’t want to do this article any more than you do. So why don’t you drop the whole superior journalist routine so we can get the article written and get the fuck out of each other’s lives?’

			Evan slowly took off his reading glasses and placed them on the table. He raised his chin, folded his arms across his chest and looked down at her like he was appraising a rare museum piece.

			Kelly held his stare.

			‘This story might just end up being more interesting than I expected,’ he said.

			Kelly scoffed. ‘What did you expect?’

			‘Privileged young white girl who thinks she’s Superwoman because she saves kids’ lives.’

			‘Fuck you. I do save kids’ lives.’

			Evan laughed. He placed his glasses back on his bulbous nose, picked up his notepad and put pen to paper. When he asked her the question again, it was with a broad smile. 

			‘So, what’s so special about you?’

			Kelly smiled back. She liked this cranky old bastard. ‘I’m fucking Superwoman.’

			They talked for an hour.

			Evan asked about her background, education, motivation; everything Kelly had expected. But he also wanted to know about her personal life, her family and her plans for the future. She was guarded with her responses, but he was like one of those personality tests: if he didn’t get what he wanted, he circled back to ask the same questions in slightly different ways. He was a lot smarter than he looked.

			The interview ended as abruptly as it began, when Evan closed his notebook mid-way through one of Kelly’s responses, put his glasses away and hefted himself out of the chair.

			‘What are you doing?’ she said.

			‘It’s eleven o’clock. I’m covering some mind-numbing fundraising lunch at midday and it’s on the other side of town. Hopefully, I’ll die in a car crash before I get there.’

			Kelly narrowed her eyes. ‘Why do you do this job if you hate it so much?’

			Evan pulled his pants higher around his waist, grunted and glared at her from sunken, black-ringed eyes. ‘Because I’m a failed novelist with an ex-wife and a crippling mortgage.’

			Kelly watched him shuffle away. What a waste of a life.

			But before she had time to think about it any further, there was a MET call over the loudspeakers. Kelly sprinted back to the emergency room, Evan Banbury all but forgotten.

		


		
			Chapter Eleven

			Finn held his thumb over the send icon. He read the message again. Hey, Ash. I’m heading down to the gym if you’re keen.

			It was okay. Not too forward, not too desperate, not too suggestive. Just an invitation to work out as Ashley had proposed. Kelly had been on his back from the minute she’d returned from her date with that Eli bloke, telling Finn it was time for him to uphold his end of the bargain. 

			The idea of Kelly out with Eli rankled him. He didn’t know why. He and Kelly would never be a couple; that had been decided long ago. Still, he couldn’t get rid of the small but persistent sting when he thought of Kelly and Eli together. It was like an insect bite that only grew more irritated if he scratched it. He was hoping a workout with Ashley would take the heat out of the sting.

			She responded immediately: For sure! See you there. Her message was accompanied by a winking smiley face emoji. What the hell did that mean? Why was she winking at him? 

			There was a handful of people at the gym. The guy from the fifth floor was on the treadmill and Finn gave him a nod. He ignored the others, though he knew some of them were watching him in the mirrors; it was easy for people to stare at a celebrity in a gym. Ashley wasn’t there yet so Finn put his water bottle in a pigeonhole locker and began to warm up. He swung his arms loosely and stretched them one after the other across his chest. He bent forwards, running his hands down the front of his legs.

			A wave of prickly heat swept across his body. ‘Oh, fuck,’ he whispered. His breath wouldn’t go any deeper than the top of his chest and he could feel a bead of sweat run down his back as he straightened up.

			Finn was wearing the wrong shorts.

			These were his home shorts, not his gym shorts, and because he’d worn them out of his apartment, they would now be contaminated by the outside world. Thankfully, he hadn’t yet come into contact with any of the equipment, so the shorts weren’t ruined. He could still get away with washing them twice on an extended cycle and they’d be fine. But he needed to get home immediately and change into his gym gear.

			Finn extended one leg as though he was heading for the door then rocked backwards and forwards from his front foot to back, unable to take a step. He knew this was absurd. In his heart of hearts, he knew that people wore their gym clothes around the house every day. But the thought of training in his home clothes and then wearing them inside his apartment, even after he had washed them, caused his heart to fill with a cold, empty darkness. He could see in his mind’s eye the contamination from the gym that would then be transferred to his cordoned-off world. Other people’s sweat and dead skin and hair follicles would all be spread throughout his home like DNA at a crime scene. They would be invading his private space, his safe space, the space he controlled. They would get in and he’d never be able to get them out. 

			But what if Ashley turned up while he was returning to his apartment? What if, because he wasn’t here, she decided to go back to her apartment and in the lift she met some guy who she started dating and they ended up getting married and having a kid? That kid should never have been born because Finn was meant to be in the gym and if that kid was born it would change thousands of other lives as well and some of them would be changed for the worse. Some of them would be hurt by this kid or maybe this kid would get hurt or maybe when this kid grew up, it would be a serial killer.

			Finn’s breath was even shorter now. He could barely take in a mouthful without immediately exhaling. His face tingled hot and his stomach ached. Pressure was building at the back of his skull and yet he still couldn’t move. It was an impossible decision: contaminate his home or change the destiny of thousands of innocent people. 

			At the very moment he felt like collapsing, Ashley walked into the gym. She was wearing full-length workout tights that hugged her body like a second skin and a sports bra under a loose-fitting singlet. Her dark hair was again pulled back in a tight ponytail and her smile lit up when she saw Finn. Only to be replaced almost immediately by a concerned frown.

			‘Finn, are you okay?’ she asked.

			Finn finally wrenched his feet from the floor. He tried to push back the pain and the shaking and the nausea. It took a supreme effort to stand before Ashley with a forced smile and casual tone. 

			‘Yeah, I’m fine,’ he said. ‘I just realised I wore the wrong shorts, so I was going to duck back to my apartment to get changed.’

			Ashley looked down at his shorts. She tilted her head and narrowed her eyes. ‘They look fine to me.’ She smiled up at him. ‘I think they’re cute. Come on, let’s get started.’ She placed her hand on Finn’s arm and her touch was like a cool breeze on his hot skin. 

			He didn’t recoil. He didn’t feel the contaminants. He only wished she hadn’t taken her hand away so quickly. He wanted her to touch him again. To calm him, soothe him, let him know it was going to be okay. 

			Until now, Kelly had been the only person who’d ever been able to do that.

		


		
			Chapter Twelve

			Wednesday 25 January

			Kelly was bone-tired, the way she always was at the end of a shift. She scuffed her feet as she trudged out of the hospital. She’d perk up after a shower and something to eat but getting to that point felt like trekking across the Nullarbor. She unlocked her car and tossed her bag into the back. Just as she was about to dip into the driver’s seat, she heard her name.

			‘Kelly! Kelly!’ 

			She didn’t recognise the voice but, when Kelly looked up, it was Juliana who was shouting across the underground car park. The communications adviser was running towards her and waving a piece of paper above her head.

			What now? Kelly wished she’d made it out five minutes earlier. 

			Juliana arrived at the car, her chest heaving against her tight black dress. 

			‘You might want to think about active wear next time you go for a run,’ Kelly said with a smile. 

			‘You fucking nailed it,’ Juliana gasped.

			Kelly flinched. Despite being a prolific swearer herself, it was like a slap across the face to hear it from Juliana in place of a greeting. But it also made Kelly begin to like the unpredictable communications adviser.

			‘Nailed what?’

			Juliana slid the piece of paper across the roof of Kelly’s car. Kelly trapped it with her palm and picked it up. It was a typed, double-sided A4 page. She read the headline and subhead: Compassion, Courtesy and Care: How one young doctor is turning bedside manner on its head.

			‘Fuck,’ Kelly whispered.

			‘I know, right?’ Juliana said.

			Kelly read on. Evan had painted her as a kind, considerate and exceptionally skilled doctor. He even went as far to say that the reputation of the medical system was being slowly shifted, one doctor at a time, with Kelly at the forefront of a new breed of young healthcare professionals. 

			‘He’s basically sainted you,’ Juliana said. 

			Kelly’s gut churned and her face grew hot. It was embarrassing to read such effusive words of praise, and she knew this would make her a target of derision among her exam cohort. Some would be good-natured, others would be gunning to bring her down, jealous of her favoured status and improved job prospects. 

			But that didn’t bother her. She could handle jealous fuckwits – she’d been dealing with them all her life. Her gut churned for a different reason. An unfamiliar reason. 

			When she read Evan’s words, she felt valued. Appreciated. Recognised. She felt like she was doing enough.

			Kelly was mortified at the sting in her eyes that signalled the onset of tears. She quickly wiped them away and looked up at Juliana, who was beaming like a proud parent at a school concert. 

			‘It’s brilliant publicity for the hospital. Now that nobody gives a shit about COVID, journos have stopped writing about us. This will switch the dial back in our favour.’ 

			‘When will it be published?’ Kelly asked. 

			‘This Sunday. Print and online. The photographer’s coming out on Friday.’ Juliana waved her hands vaguely in Kelly’s direction and grimaced. ‘So do something interesting with your hair and maybe wear a bit of makeup.’

			‘Doesn’t that undermine the whole point of this exercise?’ Kelly said. ‘It’s not a beauty contest.’

			Juliana rolled her eyes. ‘It’s not a dichotomy, Kelly. You’re allowed to be hot and smart, you know.’ She shrugged. ‘I mean, look at me. Everyday genius and basically a supermodel.’

			Kelly laughed. ‘All right. Foundation and mascara, but no lipstick.’

			Juliana cocked her head. ‘Lip balm?’

			‘Okay.’

			‘Coloured lip balm?’

			‘That’s lipstick.’

			‘All right, I’ll meet you halfway with lip gloss. Just don’t go over the top. We don’t want a bunch of thirteen-year-old boys flooding the hospital system with blue balls.’

			Kelly snorted. ‘Well, I’ve held up my end of the bargain, so my work here is done. Don’t take this the wrong way, Juliana, but I hope I never see you again.’

			Juliana smiled at Kelly with pity in her eyes and Kelly’s stomach dropped. 

			‘Kelly,’ Juliana said ominously. ‘I just became your new best friend.’

			***

			At her Sunday-evening study group, Kelly had mixed feelings about the fact that nobody had mentioned the article. On the one hand, it was a relief not to have to talk about it. She’d been doing that all day. 

			Her mum, though thrilled with the trophy piece, felt betrayed that Kelly had not told her about it in advance. To learn of it in a text message from one of her friends before she’d even opened the paper was tantamount to high treason on Kelly’s part. Before she could have the prize usurped by any of her other frenemies, June O’Mara had posted the article, pictures of her reading the article and pictures of Kelly as a child next to her photo in the article on her Facebook page. Then she’d taken screenshots of it all and flooded Kelly’s phone with text messages because Kelly wasn’t on social media. She considered it a complete waste of fucking time. 

			As a result, Kelly had been fielding calls, messages and emails since the moment she awoke. It had been maddening and so disruptive that she’d turned off her phone and disconnected from wifi just so she could prepare her answers for tonight’s study group. 

			So when she’d arrived and it was clear none of the team had even read the article, Kelly had felt an unexpected sense of disappointment. She hadn’t wanted to be in the paper. She hadn’t wanted to be profiled. And, yet, it had been oddly satisfying to spend a day receiving nothing but praise. She had hoped to enjoy the experience with the closest thing she had to friends in the medical community, but her triumph was not theirs, and they were focused on the study, as she should have been. 

			‘Inherited mutations in RUNX1 cause familial platelet disorder with predisposition to acute myeloid leukemia,’ Raj said. 

			They all looked to Eli, who was supposed to confirm whether Raj was correct. But he was staring blankly into the distance. 

			‘Eli,’ Raj said. ‘Am I right?’

			Eli shook his head. ‘Sorry, Raj. I was miles away. You know what I was thinking about?’

			‘Why you’re wasting our time not thinking about the exam?’ Kelly said.

			‘Close. But no. I was thinking about what I’d be if I wasn’t a doctor.’

			Kelly sighed.

			‘I like this game,’ Raj said. ‘Joyce, you go first.’

			‘Wait, wait, wait,’ Kelly said, raising her hands. ‘We’re not on a break. We don’t have time for this.’

			Joyce stared straight at her. ‘I’d be a traffic light.’

			‘Sorry, what?’ Eli said. 

			‘I’d be a traffic light,’ Joyce repeated.

			‘You can’t be a traffic light. You’re a human.’

			‘You didn’t specify those parameters.’

			Eli grinned. 

			Joyce looked back at Kelly. ‘A traffic light has one job with three options. And it doesn’t even have to make up its own mind.’

			Kelly knew when she was beaten. This break was happening whether she liked it or not. And the thought of Joyce as a traffic light did make her smile. 

			Eli nodded appreciatively. ‘Excellent choice. Now that inanimate objects are in play, it’s your turn, Raj.’

			‘I’d be a dart,’ Raj answered without hesitation. 

			‘Like a dart you throw at a board?’ Amber said.

			‘Exactly.’

			‘But you wouldn’t do anything.’

			‘Exactly! But you’re still part of the victory if you hit the bullseye.’

			‘That makes absolutely no sense at all, but I love it,’ Eli said, his eyes alight. 

			They were all chuckling now and Amber didn’t even wait to be asked. ‘I’d be the mechanical arm of a rubbish truck. One job, super powerful. So satisfying.’ 

			Everybody laughed.

			‘And you, Kelly?’ Raj said.

			She thought for a moment. Something repetitive. Soothing. But still functional. ‘A tumble dryer.’

			They laughed even louder. Eli shook his head. ‘You want to spin other people’s wet underpants around all day long?’

			‘Fair point. Ryan Gosling’s tumble dryer, then.’

			Eli screwed up his face in mock disgust. ‘That’s disgusting. He’s like a hundred.’

			‘I’m with you, Kelly,’ Amber said. ‘I’d be there for that.’ 

			‘What about you, then, Eli?’ Kelly said with a challenging smirk.

			‘I’d be a GPS system. To have all that knowledge and be able to get people to their destinations would be extremely satisfying.’ The room went silent. Eli sighed with satisfaction. 

			Raj leaned forward. ‘That is the lamest shit I have ever heard.’

			This triggered explosive laughter that continued so long, Kelly recognised this was more than just a reaction to a few stupid jokes that weren’t even that funny – this was an outpouring of stress. A purging of anxiety. And, in some little way, a desperate cry for help. Kelly herself was on a knife edge. She knew the laughter could turn to tears of desperation in a heartbeat. 

			This bloody exam. It’s turning me into a complete nutcase.

			She stood up and wiped her eyes. ‘I need a drink,’ she said, still chuckling. They’d been to Joyce’s apartment so many times, Kelly felt comfortable heading into the kitchen to pour herself a glass of water. She took a moment to gather herself, expelled the last of her laughter and sucked in a deep breath. Time to get back to work. 

			When she re-entered the lounge room, she nearly dropped her glass. Eli, Raj, Amber and Joyce were all sitting where she had left them, but their faces were obscured by cut-outs of Kelly’s own face. They’d blown up the picture from the paper, stuck them to cardboard and attached them to sticks, which they held like Venetian masks. Amber’s chest shuddered with suppressed laughter and Kelly could hear Raj gagging on his held breath as he tried to stay composed. 

			A wave of joy washed over her as unexpected as her enjoyment of the day of adulation, but she played it cool. ‘Very funny,’ she said. 

			They all burst out laughing and dropped their masks. 

			‘Can I have your autograph?’ Joyce said with a cheeky smile. 

			Eli stood up and shimmied to her side. ‘May I have a selfie please, Dr O’Mara?’

			Kelly batted him away. ‘Stop being ridiculous.’

			But he wouldn’t stop. Instead, he put his arm around her shoulder, leaned in and extended his other arm. The phone screen had them both in the frame and Kelly turned her head and stuck her tongue out at him as his phone clicked. 

			Eli drew away from her and held his camera in front of him as though he was admiring a Rembrandt. ‘The future of medicine and highly photogenic,’ he said.

			Kelly leaned over to see his screen. Eli was smiling as though he’d just been awarded a Fellowship and she was sticking her tongue out like a petulant toddler. It was a cute photo. Stupid and pointless, but cute. 

			‘Delete that immediately,’ she said.

			‘No chance. I’m sending it to the paper. It’ll be great for the follow-up piece on Dr Incredible.’

			Kelly shook her head in mock despair. ‘Do you think we could get back to studying for this exam? You know, the one in two weeks’ time that will determine the trajectory of our lives.’

			‘Way to kill a mood,’ Joyce said. 

			They settled back into their routine of asking and answering assigned questions. Kelly took it as seriously as ever, interrogating her study mates for more precise details and pushing them to ask her for more, but she could feel the slight, involuntary upturn of her lips as she spoke. 

			She couldn’t remember the last time she’d been unable to wipe the smile from her face.

			***

			Kelly and Eli walked along the footpath. ‘You round the corner?’ he asked.

			‘Yeah, there was no parking out front.’

			Eli carried his satchel and Kelly hugged her laptop and books to her chest. 

			‘That was fun tonight,’ Eli said.

			‘Study group is always fun.’

			‘Even you don’t believe that.’

			‘No, but if you say something enough, eventually it’ll become true, right?’

			Eli began muttering under his breath. The same sound over and over. 

			Kelly strained to understand his words. ‘What are you doing?’

			‘Repeating something I want to come true.’ He had that goofy grin again. 

			Without breaking stride, Kelly shot him a look that said: I know where this going. ‘I’m not even going to ask,’ she said.

			They rounded the corner and Kelly saw that Eli’s car was parked directly behind hers. ‘Coincidence?’ she said.

			‘Not at all. I was waiting at the other end of the street since six o’clock this morning. As soon as you had parked and left your car, I pulled up behind you.’

			Kelly laughed, opened the passenger door and put her books on the seat. 

			Eli hovered on the nature strip. ‘All jokes aside,’ he said. ‘That really was a great article. It captured just how incredible you are, Kelly.’

			She felt her cheeks flush and looked down at her feet. 

			Eli placed a gentle hand under her chin and lifted her face so she could see his. He took a step forwards. She didn’t move.

			He began to whisper: ‘Kelly will kiss me again. Kelly will kiss me again. Kelly will kiss me again.’ He kept repeating it right up until their lips touched and even then, once more.

			His lips tickled hers as he spoke and she soaked in the sensation of warmth that ran all through her body. She opened her mouth a fraction and nudged her tongue gently against his own. 

			There was a thudding sound and they were suddenly disentangled as Eli yelled: ‘Owwww!’ He hopped on one foot, his satchel lying on the grass by his other foot. It had come loose from his shoulder and landed on his toes. 

			Kelly walked round to the driver’s side of her car. ‘You should get that looked at,’ she said.

			He shook his head slowly. ‘You have no heart, you know that? I take back every nice thing I said about you.’

			‘Really?’

			He stopped hopping and grinned. ‘No, not really.’

			Kelly slid into the driver’s seat, started the engine and wound down the passenger window. She leaned across to look up at him. ‘Goodnight, Eli.’

			‘Goodnight, Kelly,’ he said, his eyes like saucers.

			She let the handbrake off and put the car into drive. 

			Just as she was about to accelerate, Eli stuck his head through the open window. ‘Wait,’ he said. ‘That thing you said about making something come true. It worked.’

			‘No, it didn’t.’

			Eli screwed up his face in confusion. ‘But I said I wanted you to kiss me again.’

			‘Exactly,’ Kelly said. She started winding up the window.

			Eli backed away, his hands raised in question. 

			Kelly stopped the window three-quarters of the way up, pulled away from the kerb, and called back to the big dope: ‘You kissed me!’

		


		
			Chapter Thirteen

			Monday 30 January

			The next day, Juliana was waiting for Kelly in the Medical Registrars’ lounge. This was, strictly, a breach of protocol; only doctors were allowed in there. But Juliana was clearly oblivious to the dirty looks of the registrars milling around before their shifts began, her eyes locked on the phone cradled in her hand and her thumb moving up and down so rhythmically that Kelly was momentarily entranced. 

			Juliana seemed to sense her presence. She stopped scrolling, looked up and smiled maniacally. 

			Oh, no. 

			She stood up and fixed her crack addict–wide eyes on Kelly’s face. ‘The socials have gone mad for you!’

			‘What? What socials?’

			Juliana threw her arms out and spun in a full circle. ‘All the socials!’ she cried. 

			The other doctors death-stared Kelly, as though this was her fault. 

			‘Come outside,’ Kelly said. 

			Juliana followed her into the corridor like an adoring groupie. ‘We have to strike while you’re still trending.’

			‘Strike what?’

			Juliana paused. Tilted her head slightly. ‘Well, I don’t know exactly. It’s an expression. Anyway, what I mean is we need to get you on social media immediately.’

			Kelly shook her head. ‘Out of the question.’

			Juliana continued as though Kelly hadn’t spoken. ‘We’ll start with Facebook and Instagram, but I reckon you could also be huge on TikTok.’

			Kelly shook her head again but seemed to have run out of words to object. She had thought ‘out of the question’ was definitive enough.

			‘I get it,’ Juliana said. ‘You’re thinking, why the fuck would I want to be on Facebook? My parents are on Facebook. But that’s the whole point, Kelly. All those Boomers with too much money and nothing else to do have turned Zuckerberg’s innovation into an online nursing home. Mind you, Zuckerberg himself must be about forty by now. Can you imagine it?’

			‘What?’

			‘Being forty. I mean, shoot me now.’

			‘What are we talking about?’

			‘You being on Facebook. Grandparents do a lot of child rearing these days, given they own all the property and us poor schmucks have to slave away just to get enough of a deposit to live in some shithole an hour and half from the city. They’re a key target market for you.’

			Kelly was tired of this nonsense. She raised a hand to stop Juliana from speaking. ‘Okay, that’s enough. We’re done here. I guarantee you I won’t be wasting time with social media in the last two weeks before my exam.’

			Juliana raised her hands in defeat. ‘All right, all right. I get it.’

			‘Thank you, Juliana. I’m sure you’ve got good intentions, but I’m really not the right person for all this.’

			Juliana smiled, which made Kelly nervous. She suspected – very deeply, given the remaining glint in Juliana’s eyes – that the communications adviser did not get it. Not one little bit.

			Juliana took hold of Kelly’s hand. ‘I’m here for you, Kelly, and I won’t let anything bad happen.’

			‘With what?’

			‘With your social media.’

			Kelly gritted her teeth. ‘I just told you – I’m not doing social media.’

			Juliana let go of Kelly’s hand so she could return to her phone screen, flicking and tapping with expert precision. Seconds later, and with a satisfied little grunt, Juliana held her phone up in front of Kelly. ‘Well, somebody’s going to have to break the bad news to your ten thousand followers.’

			Kelly’s jaw and stomach dropped in unison. On the screen was her Instagram account: her photo, her bio, her doctor emoji; none of which she had set up. 

			The sinking feeling in her stomach began to stir and liquefy into a hot, burning pool of rage. She turned her searing eyes on Juliana. ‘What the fuck did you do?’

			***

			‘You didn’t answer any of my DMs!’

			Kelly paused at the threshold of Finn’s apartment. She’d just let herself in with her own key. ‘What are you talking about?’

			Finn stood up from his couch. He was wearing lightweight track pants and a T-shirt that snuggled around his biceps. He was also smiling like the village idiot. ‘My direct messages. First, you start an Instagram account without even telling me and then you completely ignore me when I send you semi-abusive messages about your betrayal of trust.’

			Kelly’s throat closed over so she could barely breathe. Before she could stop herself, she burst into tears, right there at the entrance to the apartment with her bag still on her shoulder and the door held ajar with her arm.

			‘Whoa, whoa, what’s wrong? What’s happened?’ Finn rushed to her, took her hand away from the door and slid her bag off her shoulder before wrapping her up in a hug that was both firm and gentle at the same time. 

			Kelly dropped her head onto his chest and sobbed. ‘I’m okay,’ she blubbered. 

			‘Clearly.’

			She chuckled despite herself. Her tears and snot were soaking into Finn’s shirt but she didn’t move. She couldn’t yet. ‘I’ve just had a really rough day.’

			Kelly felt Finn’s shoulders relax. He rubbed her back gently. ‘I’m sorry,’ he whispered. ‘Did you lose a special patient?’

			Kelly had lost patients often enough that she had long ago developed a defensive layer that allowed her to distance her own emotions from their pain and the pain of their families. But every now and again, a special one broke down that defence: the little girl who told Kelly she knew magic was real because she saw the sparkles around her when her mum stroked her hair as she lay in the hospital bed; or the eight-year-old boy who asked Kelly to keep an eye on his mum and dad after he died because they weren’t as organised as him and would need help when he was gone.

			Finn’s question helped Kelly to refocus. No precious children had died today, taking their hopes and dreams and futures to the grave with them. 

			She took a deep breath and drew her head back from Finn’s stained T-shirt. ‘No, it’s nothing like that,’ she croaked. She swallowed hard and wiped her tears away. ‘It’s just that I thought it was all going to end when the article came out. But now they want me on social media and I have to give up four study hours to appear in the appeal.’

			‘The Care for our Kids Appeal?’

			She nodded.

			‘But you’ll have done your exam.’

			‘The written, yes. But I still have to study for the clinical.’

			‘I get it,’ he said. ‘You’re already stressed enough about these exams. You don’t need that extra pressure.’

			Kelly wiped her nose on her sleeve. She knew Finn wouldn’t mock her problems as superficial. Wouldn’t tell her to get some real issues. ‘Exactly!’ she said. ‘And Juliana wants to turn me into a fucking influencer!’

			Now Finn bit his lip, trying to hide a grin. 

			Kelly felt a smile forming on her own lips, a sudden lightness in her chest. ‘It’s not funny!’

			Finn sucked in a deep breath through clenched teeth. ‘It’s a little bit funny.’

			‘It’s fucking absurd.’

			‘That’s what makes it funny, Kel. You’re the only 28-year-old on the planet who doesn’t use or care about social media. There are kids in remote African villages with a more definable digital footprint than you.’

			‘Don’t ever say “digital footprint” in my presence again.’

			‘Okay, but yours is more of a digital bigfoot print.’

			‘What does that mean?’

			‘Kelly, you’ve been on Instagram for less than two days and you already have twenty-five thousand followers.’

			‘Don’t exaggerate. I have ten thousand followers. Juliana showed me this morning.’

			Finn grabbed his phone from the coffee table, unlocked it and showed the screen to Kelly. Next to her profile picture, the stats read: 0 posts, 25K followers, 10 following.

			This was even worse than she’d imagined. Being impersonated on social media felt like a gross violation of her privacy. Her carefully cultivated and fiercely guarded privacy. 

			‘I’m scared, Finn. Who are all these people?’

			Finn shrugged. ‘I guess they read the article about you and it struck a chord with them. Have you had many other DMs?’

			Kelly felt like a brand-new student standing before her first-ever cadaver, scalpel in hand. If I cut this body open, what will I find inside? Now, again, she was faced with the unknown, only this time, she wasn’t excited at the prospect of discovery. She was terrified. 

			‘How do I know if people have sent me DMs?’

			‘It’s in your notifications.’

			Kelly stared blankly at Finn. 

			‘Do you have Instagram on your phone?’

			‘I don’t know. Does it come with the phone?’

			Finn flicked his fingers towards his palm in a ‘gimme’ gesture. ‘Here, I’ll log in for you. What’s your password?’

			Kelly remembered a text message Juliana had sent her earlier. She’d been between patients and had barely glanced at the notification on her watch, still furious at the communications adviser for starting Facebook and Instagram accounts without her permission. She found Juliana’s message, which contained her account logins and a kissy face emoji … a kissy face, for fuck’s sake. Did that woman have no capacity to read the room?

			She handed her phone to Finn. ‘I need to take a shower.’

			He grinned. ‘Do you want me to post that from your account?’

			‘Why not? Nobody else thinks impersonating me is a big deal.’

			Finn stuck his tongue out of the corner of his mouth as though he was concentrating hard and began tapping the phone. ‘Okay, let’s make it sexy but not too suggestive. How about: “Gotta hit the showers after a long day at work. Washing off the hospital grime with a bucket of disinfectant. LMFAO.”’

			Kelly raised an eyebrow. ‘That’s your idea of sexy? No wonder you’re single.’

			‘What? Cleanliness is sexy, too, you know.’

			‘Post anything on my account and I’ll kick your FAO.’

			***

			When Kelly emerged from the bathroom, Finn was sitting at his dining table, bent over her phone, mouth agape, eyes transfixed on the screen. 

			Kelly rested both her palms on the opposite side of the table to Finn and leaned down to try to catch his eye. ‘How’s dinner coming along?’

			‘This is unbelievable,’ he said. ‘You’ve got hundreds of messages. Some from young girls. Even more from parents of young girls.’

			‘Saying what?’

			‘That you’re a role model and inspiration.’

			‘I’m neither of those.’

			Finn looked up. ‘You are, Kel. Whether you like it or not.’

			‘Well, I don’t like it.’

			‘That’s the cost of being in the public eye.’

			‘I never wanted to be in the public eye.’

			‘Too late now.’

			Kelly snatched her phone from Finn’s hand and scrolled through the messages. He was right, there were hundreds and hundreds of them. The profile pictures were mostly young girls or what she presumed were their mothers. But there were some men as well. She clicked on one and flinched like she’d been slapped. No words, just an image of a penis; clearly a selfie. She madly tapped the screen with her thumbs but without success. 

			‘Eeewww, get it off! Stop it, make it go away!’ She threw her phone down on the table. 

			Finn glanced at the message. Clenched his jaw. ‘Sick fuckers,’ he muttered. ‘I thought I blocked all the perverts.’

			Kelly had started sweating and her stomach swirled like she had seasickness. ‘Why would he send me that?’

			‘Obviously an arsehole.’

			‘I mean, I know people send nudes to each other but why would anyone send one to me? I don’t even know him. It’s not even my account!’

			‘Welcome to the twenty-first century, Dr O’Mara. It’s a jungle out there.’

			Kelly sat down next to Finn and leaned against his bulk. ‘Social fucking media. The devil’s spawn.’

			Finn laughed. ‘It’s not all bad, Kel. There are hundreds more messages of support for you on there than there are dick pics.’

			‘Can you delete them?’

			‘Of course.’

			‘What should I do with all the others?’

			‘There are too many for you to respond individually. You should just post a pic of yourself and caption it with a note of thanks. Let’s workshop some ideas.’

			Kelly leaned away from him and smirked. ‘Workshop some ideas?’

			‘It’s something my publicist says.’

			‘So she’s finally succeeded in turning you into a complete and certified wanker?’

			‘Do you want my help or not?’

			‘I want dinner.’

			Finn laughed. ‘Okay, you want to cook, or ’gram?’

			Kelly stood up and stared at him, deadpan. ‘For the second time tonight, I’m banning a word. Don’t ever say “’gram” to me again.’

			Finn held up the phone. ‘Smile!’

			Kelly laughed. 

			‘Perfect,’ Finn said. ‘Casual but presentable. Cool but not out of reach.’

			Kelly grabbed the phone from his hand. The photo was good. She looked happy – another demonstration of the evil manip­u­lation of social media. The most anxious, stressed and breakdown-ready student in her cohort looked happy. What a joke. 

			Finn subscribed to one of those meal-delivery services, so Kelly checked the instructions and gathered all the contents on the kitchen bench. She was an ordinary cook, so the step-by-step instructions required her full attention. As she cooked, she was vaguely aware of Finn moving around the apartment, walking and staring at her phone, muttering words, jotting notes on a piece of paper. She was disproportionately proud when she served up plates of turmeric fish with rice noodles and herbs that actually looked pretty close to the picture on the recipe card. 

			Finn barely glanced at his meal when she placed it in front of him. He cut through the fish and shovelled it into his mouth while talking to her. ‘I’ve written a few ideas down. Nothing too fancy. Best to keep your first post simple.’

			Kelly cut up her fish with more decorum than her dinner partner and felt another thrill of pride when she discovered it tasted delicious. She read Finn’s first suggestion out loud through a mouthful. ‘“Thanks for all your support, guys! Quick meal and then it’s back to study!”’

			Finn was staring at her like a puppy that had just fetched its stick and brought it back to its owner. 

			‘Have you thought about giving up acting and becoming an author?’ Kelly said.

			Finn grunted. ‘It’s not as easy as it looks.’

			‘No, I imagine writing something that naff would require a great deal of skill.’

			Finn waved his fork at her. ‘It’s social media, Kel. It’s supposed to be naff.’

			She read the other four suggestions but refrained from any further criticism. Finn’s mouth was just slightly turned down and he only did that when his feelings were hurt. Bloody men. So sensitive to the tiniest bit of criticism. 

			She knew Finn was only trying to help. And he was an expert at this stuff – he had something like three hundred thousand followers and Kelly knew he posted regularly from the stories he told her about his activity. She only ever half-listened. It was inane nonsense, after all. 

			A smiled formed on her own lips. ‘All right, Shakespeare. Let’s post the first message.’

			Finn chewed slowly and deliberately. When he was done, he wiped his mouth with his sleeve. ‘Apology accepted. I forgive you.’

			‘I didn’t apologise.’

			‘You never do.’

			Kelly handed him her phone. ‘Because I’m never in the wrong.’

			He shook his head as he typed. ‘Just as bloody difficult as you were when you were eleven years old.’

			‘Since I was born, Finn.’

			He handed her the phone. ‘There, done.’

			Kelly looked at the photo and the caption and the hashtags Finn had added without her permission. ‘“Hashtag doctoring”?’

			‘Naff is the name of the game.’

			The phone bleeped a notification. And then another. And another. And another, until the app eventually gave up bleeping and just displayed the number of interactions on the post. It climbed quickly through the hundreds and into the thousands before Kelly could even place it down on the table. She leaned away like it was a poisonous snake as the numbers continued to soar. 

			Finn puffed out his cheeks. ‘Impressive doctoring, Kel. Looks like you’re more naff than you realised.’

			***

			Kelly pulled the door closed, heard the telltale snip and double checked the handle to make sure it was locked. It didn’t budge. Finn was locked safely inside his apartment. She turned absentmindedly towards the lift, her mind still reeling at the notion that she had somehow become a social media influencer. 

			She felt the other woman before realising she was there. Ran straight into her, actually – bounced off her. 

			‘I’m so sorry,’ Kelly said automatically. She regained her composure, took a step backwards and appraised the woman she’d crashed into but who hadn’t moved an inch. She stood there, this other woman, like an Egyptian Queen as her people bowed down before her majesty. She was taller than Kelly by at least half a foot and looked down on her with almond-shaped eyes full of curiosity. Her winged eye makeup lent her expression an air of mockery and her high cheekbones accentuated her regal bearing. Even in the artificial light of the corridor, her skin was flawless – an almost indescribable shade of caramel.

			And her body … No wonder Kelly bounced straight off her with breasts like those. She wore a pure black, spaghetti strap dress that completely defied the laws of physics with its cloth to weight–bearing ratio. It plunged deep at her bust, revealing a smattering of freckles across her chest, before it hugged her hard, flat stomach and fell to the floor, split all the way to her thigh on one side to reveal a powerful, almost visibly muscled leg. Kelly stared in wonder, sheer wonder, that anybody in real life could be so breathtakingly beautiful. Although she was clearly older than this young woman, Kelly felt like a tiny, underdeveloped, anaemic child. Pale and weak and juvenile.

			‘Hi,’ the woman said. Her voice was jarringly friendly, even a touch naive, perhaps. And her smile was so disarming, Kelly didn’t know whether she wanted to be her mother, lover or best friend. She had an inexplicable desire to want to protect this woman and possess her at the same time. 

			‘Hi.’

			‘I’m Ashley. We’ve met once before. You’re Kelly, right?’

			Kelly nodded and spoke in a rush to cover her embarrassment. ‘Yes, yes, of course. I’m sorry. I didn’t recognise you with clothes on.’ 

			Ashley laughed. 

			Kelly shook her head and facepalmed. ‘I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean it like that. I meant—’

			‘You meant I usually get around in gym gear.’

			Kelly took the out. ‘Exactly.’

			‘Well, I’m going to a fashion show tonight, so I thought I’d better at least try to look half decent.’

			‘Trust me, honey, you look better than half decent.’ Fuck, what was she doing? Kelly sounded like a besotted schoolboy.

			Ashley laughed. ‘I hope Finn thinks so. I’m actually kind of ambushing him. He’s brushed me off a couple of times but I’m not giving up that easily. I’m going to pretend my date cancelled to make it like he’s doing me a favour. Appeal to his chivalrous side.’ 

			Kelly was sure Ashley had read that in a magazine. Or on a blog. Or on Instagram. Who knew? But it was clearly some sort of dating advice direct from a lobotomised baboon. 

			Ashley’s eyes flew wide. She pointed from Kelly to Finn’s door and back to Kelly. ‘Wait, you and Finn. You’re not …’

			‘No, no, we’re just friends.’ As Kelly spoke, a deep and unexpected melancholy began to spread inside her.

			Ashley puffed out her cheeks and exhaled. ‘Oh, phew. I remember Finn saying you were just friends as well, but you never know, right?’

			The melancholy became heavier, more pervasive. ‘You never know,’ Kelly repeated. 

			‘Are you okay? You look sad.’ 

			What a thing to say! You look sad. They didn’t even know each other! ‘I’m fine,’ Kelly said. ‘Have fun tonight.’

			She scurried away from Ashley. When she pressed the lift button, the doors opened immediately. She entered, pressed the button for the ground floor and turned to wait for the doors to close. 

			Finn’s door opened. Kelly stood on her tiptoes to see his face over Ashley’s shoulder. He was momentarily stunned at the sight of her. He flicked his gaze towards Kelly. She held her breath, but he looked back to Ashley with eyes full of desire.

			The lift doors closed. 

		


		
			Chapter Fourteen

			Finn had warned Ashley that they would be photographed. It’s just a part of his job, he’d said, and she hadn’t seemed fazed by it in the slightest. Finn figured that when you looked like Ashley, having your picture taken wasn’t such a big deal. It wasn’t like she’d ever take a bad shot.

			But when they’d arrived at the fashion show, even he had been unprepared for the level of attention. Ashley stepped out of the car first, so Finn could only see what was framed by the door. There was a red carpet, of course, a crowd and then an explosion of light. How had they even known he was in the car? They were pretty sophisticated with their tracking, but this felt next level. Had a celebrity scout seen him leave his apartment and reported it to a pap at the event? But he wasn’t that big a star – could he not even leave his house without them knowing?

			Finn straightened his jacket, took a deep breath and deployed his celebrity smile. Esme had helped him master the look with unrelenting zeal. Confident but not arrogant. Smoky but not too sexy. Mischievous but not petty criminal. He had to appeal to the mums, the teenage daughters of the mums, the pre-teen daughters of the mums, the dads, the young adult women and the young men so they wanted to be him but not be jealous of him. ‘So, essentially, everybody,’ Finn had said to Esme.

			She had thrown her hands in the air in a triumphant flourish. ‘Now you’re getting it, Finley, my boy. The Smile for All Seasons!’

			But when he stepped out of the car, not a single camera swivelled his way. His Smile for All Seasons was, impossibly, suddenly out of season. Even when he caught up to Ashley, who was posing two paces ahead of him, the cameras still devoured her to the point that one photographer actually asked him to step out of the shot.

			He stood and watched from the sidelines as Ashley didn’t so much have her photo taken as demand her photo be taken. It was a complete transformation from the Ashley that Finn knew. The one who seemed guileless and even unworldly at times, young and inexperienced and malleable. That Ashley was gone, replaced by a fierce, calculating, unbending commander who would consume you with her strength. Finn had never seen anybody who was in such total control of the world around them. It was intoxicating – and utterly terrifying at the same time. 

			Ashley extended a long arm to Finn to signal that he could now approach. He took her hand and stood so close he could smell her ambrosial perfume. 

			‘Hey, that’s Finn Walsh,’ one of the photographers yelled. The pack, which had been slowly moving on to the next person to hit the carpet, now swung back to Ashley and Finn like a school of fish through the ocean. 

			Ashley squeezed Finn’s hand. ‘Smile, Finn,’ she said. ‘You’re going to be in the paper.’

			***

			‘Great shot, mate!’ Finn’s dad said.

			Finn smiled. 

			‘See how your front arm stayed up? That’s how you keep the bat straight. Otherwise, that ball would have hit the stumps and you’d be halfway back to the pavilion by now.’

			‘But we’re in the nets.’

			‘We might be in the nets, Finster, but always practise like you’re in the middle of the MCG.’ Finn’s dad winked and patted him on the helmet. 

			Finn adjusted his box and watched his dad walk back to the stumps. His new cricket set was the greatest thing ever. Proper helmet, gloves, pads and, best of all, the box to protect his nuts. It was a little hard to run with that plastic cup shoved into his underpants, but it made him feel like an Australian player. And it meant his dad would bowl the harder ball at him too. 

			His dad took up his position at the top of the pitch. 

			Finn adjusted his stance: feet shoulder width apart; back leg slightly further to the off side; bat angled towards first slip. He touched the bat twice on the ground as his dad ran in. Then he held it slightly off the fake grass and watched his dad’s right hand through the grille on his helmet. A bead of sweat dripped down his cheek, but he ignored it; all his focus was on the red ball about to launch. It left his dad’s hand and moved fast through the air. Finn could see that it was going to bounce outside off stump, so he stepped forwards to meet it and swung his bat in a single, straight, fluid motion just like his dad had taught him.

			The crack of bat on ball was the best sound in the world. The ball slammed into the net and ricocheted back to his dad, who was jogging towards it with his cheeks puffed out. ‘Oohhh,’ he said. ‘That was your best shot today. Beautiful cover drive. I think I might have taught you too well. I can’t get you out!’

			Finn couldn’t have stopped the smile that burst across his face even if he’d wanted to. ‘My head’s all sweaty,’ he said. ‘Can I bowl for a while?’

			His dad laughed. ‘Of course, mate. But only if you promise not to bowl too fast.’ He knelt down and started undoing Finn’s pads. 

			Finn slid off his gloves and unbuckled his helmet. He watched his dad. He was tall, like Finn, and he had to stoop over to reach the pads. His hair was fair and curled over his collar. There was a dark line of sweat down the back of his grey T-shirt. His big hands moved quickly over the pads and soon the air ran up Finn’s legs.

			‘All right,’ his dad said, standing up. ‘Let’s see how many sixes I can hit in one over.’

			‘Yeah, right, Dad. You’ll be lucky if I don’t bowl you out six times.’

			His dad laughed. ‘That’s my boy. Never let a trash talker out trash you.’

			He walked to the stumps, picked up the bigger bat and took up his stance. He was wearing his football shorts, which Finn thought was so wrong on a cricket pitch. ‘Do your worst!’ he called. 

			Finn lined up the stumps, adjusted his grip on the ball and charged in. He kept his arm straight and led with his hips, putting as much of his body weight as possible into the delivery. When he let the ball go, he knew it was perfect.

			There was no better feeling in all the world.

			***

			The next day was Sunday and Finn dressed in his cricket whites for breakfast. 

			His mum gave him a bowl of cereal and a cup of milk. ‘Need to keep those bones strong, Finley. You don’t want to fall and break your arm.’

			His mum was always saying stuff like that. Don’t run in the house in case you slip and crack your head open. Ride your bike slowly over driveways in case a car pulls out and kills you. Eat your vegetables so you don’t end up with bowel cancer. Whatever that was.

			She sat down with Finn at the table and ruffled his hair. ‘All dressed for the day?’

			‘Me and Dad are going to the nets again.’

			She smiled, but it wasn’t one of her real smiles. It was her worried smile. 

			Finn finished his breakfast and cleaned his teeth. He double-checked that all his cricket gear was in his bag at the front door. Then he went into his mum and dad’s bedroom. It was dark but a little bit of light was coming in under the curtains, so Finn could make out his dad’s big body lying in the bed. He went round to his side to wake him up but saw that his dad’s eyes were wide open and staring. 

			‘Can we go to the nets now, Dad?’

			His dad blinked but didn’t answer.

			‘Dad?’

			His dad looked at him and Finn knew he was having one of his days. 

			‘Not right now, mate. Maybe a little later when I’m not so tired.’

			Finn placed his hand on his dad’s prickly cheek.

			‘Okay, Dad. Whenever you’re ready.’

			A tear ran from his dad’s eye onto Finn’s hand. He wiped it on his cricket pants.

			His dad didn’t get out of bed all day.

			***

			‘This is it, Dee. This is the one we’ve been waiting for. The big one that’ll solve all our problems.’ 

			Finn watched his mum and dad through a crack in the door. He was supposed to be in bed, but his dad was talking so loudly, it was impossible to get to sleep. They were sitting at the dinner table looking at a bunch of papers. Finn’s dad stood up and began to walk around the room. 

			‘Imagine it, baby. We could finally take that holiday we’ve been talking about. You could work less shifts. I’d be home more. We could even have a little brother or sister for Finn.’

			Finn felt a sudden burst of excitement. A little brother could be really cool. Annoying, of course, when they’re little, just like Pete’s baby brother, Billy. That kid was soooo annoying. But Finn could teach him how to play cricket and then he’d never spend another day in his whites without anyone to bowl to. A little sister would be less cool, but he guessed girls could play cricket as well if they had a good coach. Which he would be.

			Finn’s dad stopped walking and turned back to his mum. ‘I mean, not straight away, of course. It’s an investment, so it’ll take about eighteen months to build and sell the apartments. But when that profit comes in, we keep half, reinvest the rest. Do that over and over. We can’t lose!’

			Finn’s mum was at the head of the table facing the kitchen door. She was staring at the papers and chewing her bottom lip. ‘It sounds like a terrible risk, Shane. I mean, what if something goes wrong? We’d lose it all.’

			Finn’s dad rubbed his mum’s shoulders. He spoke more softly. ‘Every big investment has some risk. That’s how millionaires make their money. But we’re going in safe on this one. It’s a guaranteed return. We’ve got it in writing.’

			‘Do we need a lawyer?’

			‘What for? All they’ll do is eat away the profits. I’m a builder, Dee. I understand how this works.’

			‘It’s not you I’m worried about.’

			Finn’s dad knelt down beside his mum and placed his hand on top of hers. ‘I’d never do anything to put you or Finn at risk, you know that.’

			‘I know.’

			‘But I really think this is our chance and we don’t want to let it pass us by. Darryl’s a straight-up guy and I trust him. This company he’s working with is the real deal. They’ve built apartments all over the country.’

			Finn’s mum tried to smile but it looked more like she was in pain. She stood up and his dad did the same. He was much taller than her and when she hugged him, Finn almost lost sight of her altogether. All he could see was his dad’s back and his mum’s arms wrapped around his waist. 

			‘All right. Let’s do it.’

			His dad whooped and lifted his mum in the air, spinning her around in a circle. She squealed like one of the girls in Finn’s class and when his dad put her down, her face was red and her eyes were bright. She wore a pink dress that ran down to her knees. She didn’t have shoes or socks on. Her long, dark hair was in a ponytail and when she looked up at Finn’s dad, she looked pretty. Finn always thought she looked pretty.

			Today, though, she looked happy as well. 

		


		
			Chapter Fifteen

			Friday 3 February

			Esme’s home office was a granny flat at the far end of her enormous garden. It had its own plumbing, air conditioning and home theatre setup, which Esme insisted was for work purposes only. She had also installed a retractable white screen that could be pulled down from the ceiling to create an audition backdrop. Finn sat in front of that screen now while Esme adjusted the camera tripod, alternating between putting on and taking off her glasses depending on whether she was looking at Finn or the camera screen. 

			Finn waited patiently. He was calm. This place had that effect on him. The old photos of Esme’s clients on the wall, the seclusion from the rest of the world and the motherly fussing of his agent all combined to give him the rare sensation of being somewhere that was safe. 

			Esme stepped out from behind the camera and adjusted Finn’s hair. She applied a final touch of makeup and stood back to examine her work. ‘Like a rare Caravaggio,’ she said. 

			‘Am I auditioning for a romantic comedy or an arthouse snoozefest?’

			‘Don’t be cheeky. You could do a lot worse than an arthouse flick. The Next Karate Kid did wonders for Hilary Swank.’

			Finn laughed. 

			Esme returned to the camera, sat down on a stool and counted Finn in from three. ‘And . . . action,’ she said with unnecessary flair.

			Finn stared down the barrel of the camera. Casting directors asked for a variety of different types of audition tape but they usually all started with personal details. ‘My name is Finn Walsh. I’m twenty-eight years old. I’m six foot two and I live in Melbourne, Australia. My agent is Esme Rubenstein of Esme’s Casting, and I currently play Sonny Lord in the Australian television series Henderson Springs. Today, I’m auditioning for the role of Augustine Pilberek.’

			‘And . . . cut,’ Esme said. 

			Finn rolled his shoulders. ‘What did you think?’

			‘Looked good, but we’ll do another one at the end of the shoot to compare your energy levels.’

			‘Cool.’

			‘All right, let me grab my script. You know your lines?’

			Finn raised his eyebrows. ‘Please,’ he said sardonically. 

			Esme gathered a couple of sheets of paper and resumed her spot on the stool. 

			Finn took a deep breath in and slowly exhaled. He conjured up an image of his romantic co-star. Although he didn’t know which actress was playing the lead, there was a description of her character in the audition pack Esme had received. She was a 26-year-old self-made business owner from Texas who sold her own line of women’s bikinis. She’d started in her parents’ garage and had graduated to major online distribution. Her name was Molly Walters, and she deliberately projected a ditzy beach girl image to sell her bikinis, despite being an astute businesswoman and land-locked Texan. She was insecure about not growing up in California and made up for it by modelling her own creations on fake beach sets with old surfboards. The classic romantic comedy lead.

			Finn’s character, Augustine (Gus) Pilberek was a 27-year-old venture capitalist and fellow Texan who worked for his father’s firm and had been assigned the job of assessing the viability of investing in Molly’s business. He compensated for his insecurity about working for his dad with overconfidence and bravado. The classic foil to the classic romantic comedy lead. 

			Finn knew it was all a bit saccharine and wouldn’t exactly plumb the depths of his acting skills, but it’s not like Henderson Springs was delivering that challenge either. He could almost play Sonny Lord on autopilot. At least a Netflix movie could give him international exposure and possibly launch the next stage of his career.

			So he imagined Sydney Sweeney mixed with Sabrina Carpenter, and the hybrid bombshell appeared in his mind’s eye as though she was standing right there in the room with him. He could actually sense her presence. Feel her energy. This is how he acted so well: the complete and uncompromising retreat into an alternative reality. 

			He gave Esme a nod.

			‘And . . . action,’ she said.

			The scene direction described Gus walking into Molly’s warehouse to find her half buried in a giant cardboard box, searching for a particular bikini. Gus had a full view of her backside swaying as she dived deeper into the box. Finn ogled her, smiling like a cocky sportsman who’s just taken out the championship. ‘Well, they told me to expect a warm welcome,’ he said in a thick southern drawl. ‘But this beats all my expectations.’

			Molly stood up abruptly and spun around, flustered. A thick strand of hair was in her mouth and a bikini top was resting on her head. ‘Who the hell are you?’ 

			Though Esme delivered the line, Finn heard Molly only.

			He chuckled. ‘Well, we may be in Texas, darling, but even us southern boys know that your bikini top is supposed to cover your bikini parts, not your head.’

			‘What?’ Molly snapped.

			Finn grimaced and pointed at the top of her head. ‘Probably not serving its purpose up there.’

			Molly reached up and ripped the top down so ferociously that it dragged more hair across her face. ‘I’m calling security,’ she said.

			And the inevitable box office trope continued for another three pages of dialogue. Finn improvised, Esme did her best impersonation of a 26-year-old Texan girl and the sparks between Gus and Molly lit up the little granny flat.

			‘And . . . cut!’ Esme yelled triumphantly at the end of the scene.

			Finn closed his eyes and raised his face to the ceiling, his ritual for returning to himself. When he looked back at Esme, she was scribbling notes on her script. He waited until she put the lid back on her pen and turned to face him. ‘So?’ he said.

			An enormous smile spread across her face. ‘Rob Lowe looks and a Matthew McConaughey voice. You’re going to send mothers and their teenage daughters to the emergency room.’

			Finn laughed. ‘Any notes?’ he said, knowing full well there wasn’t a scene in the history of cinema that Esme didn’t think she could improve.

			‘Oh, I’ve got notes,’ she said. ‘Let’s start with making you less smarmy and more bemused at the beginning of the scene. I hated your guts from the minute you opened your mouth.’

			Finn was used to this level of critique. Esme wasn’t interested in softening the blows – it wouldn’t work for either of them. So he listened intently to the rest of her observations, deciding as she spoke which micro adjustments he would need to make to play the character perfectly.

			They spent the next four hours doing take after take after take, until Esme was satisfied and Finn was absolutely spent.

		


		
			Chapter Sixteen

			Three days. 

			That was it. 

			They gave the trainees three days off to study for an exam that was so wide in its breadth that nobody could ever know it all. There would always be something you missed, something you didn’t see, somewhere you couldn’t go. But Kelly was going to make damn sure she covered as much as any person who had ever gone before her. 

			Three days. Plus two more on the weekend. Five days until she ran headlong into her destiny.

			Numbers. That’s what it came down to now. Twenty-four hours in a day. Fourteen for study. Four wasted on food, personal needs and short breaks. Six given over to sleep. Then, come Monday, two parts to the exam, one hundred and seventy questions in total. Five hours and twenty minutes across the day. Seventy minutes for lunch between the two papers. 

			One day that will change it all. 

			She woke early. Ate little. Only turned her phone on twice a day and ignored any message that wasn’t essential, which basically meant she only responded to Finn. He was trying to be encouraging and, although he knew her better than anyone in the world, he would never know what this pressure was like. Only the other trainees could know. 

			But even they were cast aside now. 

			Kelly was the only person left who mattered.

			One chance. 

			One hundred per cent. 

			Zero margin for error.

			***

			Eighteen out of twenty. It was a good score, her teacher said. Only two words wrong. And she was at the top of the Grade Two spelling level, after all. If she did the same tests as the other kids, she’d get everything right, all the time. 

			But it wasn’t good enough. Kelly knew that. She knew she needed to do better.

			Kelly took the test out of her school bag and placed it on the dining room table. Her older brother, Fergus, was kicking a football in the backyard with a school friend. Their nanny, Rita, was fixing some afternoon tea.

			Rita brought a plate over to where Kelly sat. ‘There you are, sweetheart. Peanut butter sandwiches and choc-chip cookies. Do you want some juice as well?’

			‘No, thank you, Rita,’ Kelly said. ‘The cookies already have enough sugar in them.’

			Rita frowned and shook her head. She grumbled something Kelly couldn’t hear as she walked back to the kitchen. 

			Kelly fetched a stack of blank paper from the printer and split it into two piles, which she laid alongside her test. She took a bite of the peanut butter sandwich and wrote the words she had misspelled on the top sheets of each pile: liable and charisma. She started with liable, copying the word out in neat rows. Over and over and over she wrote until her wrist ached. Kelly filled the page, occasionally brushing away cookie crumbs, then shook out her hand and started on the next sheet.

			She remembered what her dad had told her: ‘There’s perfection at one end of the scale, Kelly, and failure at the other. Nothing in between. There’s no such thing as good enough for people like us.’

			Eighteen out of twenty wasn’t good enough. She would never again spell liable or charisma wrong. 

			Kelly heard her brother come in, his friend leave, Rita begin to prepare dinner. She snapped out her wrist periodically, stretching and twisting it, delighting in the crack and pop that alleviated the pain. 

			Only when it was too dark in the room to see the pages did she rise from the table to switch the light on. At the same time, the front door opened and she heard her dad’s voice.

			‘Hello, family,’ he called jovially. ‘Anybody home?’

			She heard Fergus rush to the door and excitedly recite every moment of his boring day to their father. She could imagine their dad ruffling his hair like Fergus was a stupid dog begging for its owner’s affection.

			She listened to the footsteps approach. Sat back down and waited in front of the pages and pages and pages she had filled out. Her dad entered the room from behind her.

			‘What have we got here?’ he said. 

			Kelly held her breath. She felt his presence beside her but didn’t look around. 

			Her dad’s shadow lay across the table. He reached out and turned the top papers over so that Kelly could no longer see the words. ‘Charisma,’ he said.

			Kelly breathed out slowly and closed her eyes. She saw the word a thousand times over, just as she had written it. ‘C-H-A-R-I-S-M-A.’

			‘Liable,’ her dad said.

			‘L-I-A-B-L-E.’ 

			She felt her dad’s hand on her shoulder, strong and warm. Sensed him kneeling beside her. She turned her head slowly and was rewarded with his proud smile under his neat, dark moustache. 

			‘Excellent job, Kelly,’ he whispered, as though it were a secret. ‘This is what will make you great one day. Whatever it is you choose to do, this commitment to excellence will put you ahead of everybody else in your field.’

			Kelly didn’t always understand what he was saying but it didn’t matter because, when he looked at her like that, it felt like her whole body was warm and light and free, all at once. 

			‘Your brother doesn’t get it,’ her dad said. ‘And neither does your mum. But you’re one of the special ones.’ He pinched her cheek gently and kissed her forehead. Then he left the room.

			He had called her special. More special than her brother. More special than her mum, even. It was the best feeling in the world. 

			Kelly took out another piece of paper and began writing the words again. 

			***

			Kelly had hoped that, when the exam day arrived, she would feel differently. That some level of the constant pressure that bore down on her with the relentlessness of gravity would lift. No more preparation could be done. No more anticipation. No more uncertainty. Just the test to sit.

			But it wasn’t the case. She woke with the same gnawing in her gut. The same dull ache behind her eyes that had become such a constant companion she had forgotten what it felt like when it wasn’t there. The same pain in her jaw from the clenching and grinding overnight. 

			She ate a small breakfast, packed her bag and left the apartment early. She arrived at the exam venue – a large convention space transformed for the day – and quietly and efficiently registered her details with the conveners. Fellow trainees were milling around the waiting area, but she kept her distance, her gaze on the ground. She didn’t want to catch their eyes and smile nervously in sympathy as many were doing. Or feed on their desperation and anxiety. She just wanted to get this done.

			When it came time to take her assigned desk, the fog cleared at last. Like an athlete who had prepared for years to compete in an Olympic final, Kelly felt ready. Her time was now. Five hours and twenty minutes.

			‘You may begin,’ the chief convener said. 

			And Kelly went to work. 

			***

			That night, when it was all over, Kelly was shattered. She ignored the messages from her study group; she would see them on Saturday when they went out for a celebratory dinner – premature, in her opinion. But she did respond to Eli, just to tell him she was okay but tired and would catch up with him later in the week. And Finn, as well, of course.

			And then she did what came naturally. What had to be done next.

			She began to prepare for the clinical exam, which was now only three and a half months away.

		


		
			Chapter Seventeen

			Wednesday 22 March

			Nearly seven weeks had passed and Finn had heard nothing. He was trying to remain positive but at what point was a long time too long? At what point did silence mean rejection? Was there no response to his audition tape because the casting director hadn’t had time to review it? Or was it because they had watched it and immediately written him off? Did they think it was so bad that they’d added it to a compilation of the year’s worst auditions that would be played at the production company’s Christmas party? Would dozens of strangers be laughing at this Australian idiot who was barely good enough for a second-rate soap opera, let alone a feature film?

			These thoughts plagued Finn as he ran on the treadmill. With each disaster, he increased the speed to try to expel his anxiety through sheer physical exertion. It was mid-morning on a non-shooting day, and he was alone in the gym; the only sound was the rhythmic hammering of his feet on the path that would never end. Finn had hoped Ashley might be there, but it was a long shot. She was so busy at the moment that they hadn’t managed to line their schedules up for a second date following the success of the fashion show outing. He was starting to understand how a 23-year-old had her own fashion label: sixteen-hour work days and perpetual hustling. Downtime is for retirement, Ashley had told him when he said she worked more absurd hours than he did. 

			Finn was sprinting hard now. Only a few minutes more and he’d have hit his ten kilometre target. Sweat poured into his eyes but he was running so fast that interrupting his equilibrium by wiping it away could cause him to lose his footing and be flung off the treadmill like a feather in a cyclone. 

			His watch vibrated. He didn’t check it, he’d pick the message up when he was done. But it kept vibrating – not a message but a call. He chanced a quick turn of his wrist and saw Esme’s name. Without hesitation, Finn grabbed the hand supports on either side of the treadmill as though he was vaulting for Olympic gold. His legs continued to run comically in mid-air until his body caught up with his mind. The treadmill track whirred dangerously beneath him like deadly whitewater rapids as he swung himself off the machine, executed a perfect landing and hit the answer button on his watch just before Esme was diverted to voicemail. 

			‘Esme,’ he gasped.

			‘Finn, is that you?’

			He breathed hard, doubled over and rested his hands on his knees. ‘Of course it is. You called my mobile.’

			‘You sound like a serial killer.’

			‘I was on the treadmill.’

			‘Oh, the poetry,’ Esme crowed. ‘You literally got off the treadmill to take my call, which is metaphorically going to take you off the treadmill of endless auditions.’

			Finn couldn’t speak. He knew where she was going, even if it was the most indirect route possible.

			‘I can hear your heavy breathing, which is very creepy by the way, so I know you’re still listening.’

			Finn sat down hard on the bench press and raised his wrist to his ear so he wouldn’t miss a sound from Esme’s tinny little voice through his watch speaker. 

			‘Finley, my dear lad.’ Predictably, she paused for dramatic effect. ‘You’ve booked an audition for the Netflix movie!’

			Finn gasped. He swallowed. He screwed his eyes shut.

			‘Finley!’ Esme yelled. ‘Are you there?’

			‘Yes,’ Finn whispered. ‘Yes, I’m here.’ He choked on the words.

			‘Finley, darling, are you crying?’ Esme said gently.

			Finn opened his eyes, which released tears that ran down his face and onto the gym mats. ‘Yes,’ he said with a laughing sob. 

			‘Oh, God, now you’ve set me off!’ Esme wailed. 

			Finn sprang up from the bench and raised his fists in triumph. ‘Yes!’ he screamed. ‘Yessssssss!’ He went on like that for as long as he could hold the sound without taking a breath. Beneath his own roar, he could just hear Esme squealing with the same enthusiasm on the other end of the call. 

			When there was no noise left in him, Finn sat back down, exhausted, relieved, thankful. ‘Thank you so much, Esme,’ he said. ‘I owe you everything.’

			‘I’ll settle for a glass of Pol Roger.’

			He laughed and they said goodbye. Then Finn sat in the quiet of the empty gym, smiling. Maybe this is it, he thought. Maybe it’s finally coming together. But he couldn’t get his hopes up. He wouldn’t get his hopes up. 

			He just wished he could tell his dad.

		


		
			Chapter Eighteen

			Friday 7 April

			The Care for our Kids Appeal telethon was an annual event held on Good Friday to raise money for the Victorian Children’s Hospital. It was a cavalcade of every single person who had ever said a line on Australian television. They sang, joked, roused and laughed their way through the day under the blinding studio lights that were now shining in Kelly’s eyes. She longed for the relative calm of an emergency ward where no-one worried about whether her forehead was too shiny for the camera or which side of the host she should stand on. 

			Thankfully, Finn was there with her. She’d seen him on set a few times over the years and always marvelled at how he morphed into a person she almost didn’t recognise when the cameras were rolling – a person of confidence, strength, security. A person who wasn’t crippled by anxiety, fear and weakness. Even when he wasn’t playing a character, like today, he still managed to own the room around him. 

			‘How come you never get nervous with all these people staring at you?’ she asked as they stood precisely where they had been instructed while they waited for a commercial break to end. 

			Finn looked down at her. ‘You know why. I get to be somebody else.’

			‘But you’re not acting now.’

			‘I’m acting every minute just to stay alive.’

			If anyone else had said that, it might have made Kelly smile, but she knew that it wasn’t a joke for Finn. 

			She grabbed his hand and squeezed it tight. 

			Finn squeezed hers back. 

			A lady with curly hair, a headset and a clipboard was positioned just behind the camera that was aimed at Kelly and Finn. She was the one who had bossed Kelly around from the moment she came out of makeup, including giving precise instructions on where Kelly needed to stand. Kelly tried to remember her name. Melinda, perhaps? Melanie? 

			Melinda/Melanie looked excitedly at the host and flicked her head towards Kelly and Finn. She then made eye contact with the cameraman, who gave her a conspiratorial nod. 

			Finn must have seen it too, because he let go of Kelly’s hand. ‘Don’t be nervous, Kel. You’ll do great,’ he said. 

			But she could see the slight strain in his smile. Had she done something wrong? Had she caused trouble for him? This was Finn’s world, not hers, and she didn’t know the rules. 

			‘What’s wrong?’ she asked.

			But before Finn could answer, the host, Gerry Carpenter, burst into her field of vision, all blond hair and white teeth and absolute corniness. He was like a cheese stick in a suit, so processed and bland you didn’t believe there were any natural ingredients inside. He hosted one of the morning shows, so Kelly had seen his face on the monitors in waiting rooms and hospital beds, but she knew nothing else about the man. 

			‘Gerry Carpenter,’ he said as he shook their hands one after the other. ‘Lovely to meet you both. We’ll be live in ten seconds. Good luck.’

			Kelly swallowed hard. 

			Somebody started counting backwards from ten. 

			She took a deep breath. 

			Gerry ran his tongue across his lips and smacked them back and forth, making a noise that was so infuriating, Kelly feared she might knock him out on live TV.

			Finn stood as still as a lifeless god.

			The countdown hit zero. The lights changed, the crew was silent and the only sound came from the celebrities answering phone calls a few metres behind them. Then Gerry began. 

			‘Welcome back to the Victorian Children’s Hospital Care for our Kids Appeal. Remember, it’s your generosity that helps us save lives and create futures together.’

			Gerry was standing about a metre away from Kelly and Finn, but they might as well have been visible only by the Hubble Telescope, given how little attention he paid them. 

			Kelly stood frozen, her face disfigured by a terrified rictus.

			‘Stop smiling so hard,’ Finn whispered. ‘You’ll scare off the donors.’

			Gerry continued his monologue. ‘Joining us in the studio now are two absolute superstars.’

			Kelly glanced at him. What was he talking about? Was there another celebrity coming?

			Gerry dropped a shoulder towards the camera and raised his eyebrows. ‘But one of them isn’t a television superstar, she’s a superstar in the children’s hospital.’ He straightened up, sidled over to Kelly and addressed her directly. ‘Dr Kelly O’Mara, I understand you work in the emergency ward, is that right?’

			‘Yes, that’s right, Gerry. I’m a Registrar at the Children’s, in training to be a paediatrician.’ Kelly could hear herself speaking. She was pleasantly surprised by how polite and articulate she sounded.

			‘And what does that mean in English?’

			‘It means I look after sick kids.’

			Gerry gave her a showbiz smile. ‘Tell us about one of the kids you’ve looked after.’

			They’d prepped her for his. Even had something called B-roll, which she learned was footage of her and Imogen, the little girl she was authorised to discuss. The segment was completely rehearsed and had taken up valuable hours during the week that would have been better spent preparing for her clinical exam. But Kelly was glad of it now because she was able to recite her script without stumbling while the footage played on the monitor at their feet. 

			‘Imogen came in with shortness of breath but no other clear symptoms. We couldn’t find anything through regular testing, so we decided to run a specialised test called a CT angiogram. Through that test we found a dissecting aneurysm and rushed her straight to surgery. If she hadn’t gone into theatre, she probably wouldn’t have made it through the following twelve hours.’

			Gerry assumed his sombre face. ‘She would have died?’

			Kelly flinched at his directness. Doctors were trained to be more tactful. And this question hadn’t been included in her preparation. But this was live television. ‘Yes,’ Kelly said simply. 

			‘And whose idea was it to run those tests?’ he asked, although he already clearly knew the answer.

			Kelly hesitated. This was another unrehearsed question. ‘Well, ultimately, it was the consultant who was on duty that night. I’m not sure if I’m allowed to name him.’ 

			Gerry waved her response away. ‘Oh, no need for that. Modest, brilliant and beautiful. What a combination.’

			Wait, what? Beautiful? What the hell was that?

			Gerry walked in front of Kelly and gave her a wink away from the camera. He stood next to Finn. ‘No wonder she’s caught you in her net, Finn Walsh,’ Gerry said and laughed. 

			Finn laughed along with him but there was no humour in his eyes or his smile. 

			‘Now you need no introduction, Finn. Star of Henderson Springs, the man every single woman wants to marry and the man every mother wants her daughter to bring home. Tell us, how long have you and Kelly been an item?’

			Finn chuckled awkwardly. ‘Oh, no, we’re not together. We’re just old friends.’

			‘Right,’ Gerry said. He turned away from Finn and looked down the barrel of the camera. ‘Just old friends.’ As he spoke, he tapped the side of his nose with one finger. He drew back from the camera and stood beside Finn again. ‘Just old friends who hold hands before they go on live TV.’

			The monitors played recorded footage from only moments earlier, when Kelly had reached out and taken hold of Finn’s hand. It zoomed in at the moment she’d squeezed it and he squeezed back. It was so achingly intimate that Kelly felt her skin burn at the violation.

			Finn laughed it off. ‘I should know by now that the cameras are always rolling, Gerry.’

			‘They never stop!’ Gerry yelled, as though this was the greatest blessing life could offer. He pushed his finger into his ear and fell silent for a moment. Then he held his other finger up. ‘I’m hearing from our producer,’ he said to nobody in particular, ‘that we have a caller on the line who says she’ll give one thousand dollars if you two kiss. What do you say to that?’

			Kelly’s muscles drew taut in a powerhouse of outrage and defiance. This was a telethon to raise money for a hospital that treated dying kids; she was one of the doctors who treated those dying kids. Wasn’t it enough that she’d spent six years at university and three more after that studying and working? Wasn’t it enough that she was unparalleled in her clinical skills or that she’d given up all hope of a social life or committed relationship? Not enough that she was completely out of touch with what it meant to be a young woman in her twenties? This caller wouldn’t just give the money to the hospital because Kelly was who she was, had achieved what she had. No, Kelly had to kiss Finn to be provide entertainment. To be worth it. 

			But every sacrifice, every missed party, every date she turned down had been worth it. All of it. Because she was Dr Kelly O’Mara, and she was going to be the best paediatrician this hospital had ever seen. 

			Finn was shaking his head. For the first time, he looked like he wasn’t in complete control. ‘We’re not going to do that, Gerry.’

			Gerry feigned incredulity. ‘Not for a thousand dollars? For the kids!’

			‘I’m sure the caller will still give the money.’

			Gerry did his earpiece routine again but this time he stood up straight and shook his head mournfully. ‘We’ve had fifteen other callers say they’ll match the offer if you two kiss. That’s sixteen thousand dollars to save sick kids.’

			It was a lot of money and Kelly knew where it could be used. The extra equipment it could buy. But Finn gave her a sideways glance and shook his head so gently, only she would have noticed. She nodded just as imperceptibly and slowed her blink by half. 

			He understood.

			They turned towards each other. 

			Gerry stood between them as though he was about to cut a ribbon. ‘Here we go, everyone, the sixteen thousand dollar kiss!’

			Kelly stared up at Finn. It was okay. Finn was safe. Finn was her friend. 

			Finn had kissed her before. 

			***

			The rain was coming down so hard it was almost impossible to discern where the downpour ended and the ocean began. But Kelly could still see the pier, its ethereal shape seeming to float through the sheets of pelting rain. Her windscreen wipers beat as furiously as her panicked heart. She had to get there on time. She had to find him before it was too late.

			Kelly pulled up at the end of the pier, flung open her door and ran along the puddled cement. The further out she went, the more the storm-whipped waves crashed against the pier’s pylons, adding a salty overlay to the inescapable deluge. A crack of lightning split the sky ahead of her and she saw a seated figure at the end of the pier hunched against the summer storm. ‘Finn!’ she screamed so hard her head pounded. 

			She ran on. Closer now. 

			‘Finn!’ She felt lightheaded. The running, the yelling, the terror; it threatened to knock her over. 

			‘Finn!’ One more time, but now it was a strangled cry, a desperate plea.

			He turned, still hunched over, his face obscured by the hood of his jumper. When Kelly reached him, she collapsed onto his back and held him so tightly her arms ached. She sobbed uncontrollably. ‘Thank God, Finn. Thank God, you’re still here.’

			Finn’s legs were hanging over the edge of the pier. He twisted his body to face her and opened his arms. She burrowed into his embrace, pressing her cheek hard against his chest. 

			He stroked her arm. ‘I’m sorry, Kel,’ he said. 

			She regained her breath, drew herself out of his embrace and sat back on her knees. ‘What happened?’

			Finn hesitated. Looked down at the pier. Up into her eyes. ‘I got in.’

			Kelly’s heart raged as fiercely as the sea beneath them. Waves of pride, anger, despair and joy crashed together, a violent collision that left her reeling. Fury overwhelmed her. ‘Then what the fuck are you doing here?’

			Finn pulled his hood back. His face was a picture of torment and pain. His hair was plastered to his forehead and rain poured down his cheeks and off his chin in a steady stream. Kelly wiped the rain and tears from her own eyes and tucked her sodden hair behind her ears.

			‘He sat here, Kel,’ Finn said. ‘Or maybe he stood. I don’t know.’

			Kelly sighed and placed her hands on her knees. ‘Don’t do this to yourself, Finn.’

			‘This is where he did it. This is where he cut his wrists open and slipped into the water while I slept. This is where he made the decision to leave me behind.’

			‘He was sick, Finn. His mind wasn’t right.’ How she wished she could help him. How she wished her words would be enough.

			‘You know the worst thing?’

			Kelly blinked water out of her eyes but didn’t speak.

			Finn choked on something between a bitter laugh and an anguished cry. ‘I understand. I understand why he did it. And sometimes I want to do it, too.’

			Despite the rain, she saw the tears flow from his eyes. She placed her hand on the side of his cheek. ‘Never. You’ll never do that.’

			He rested his elbows on his knees and brought his hands together to make a cradle for his face. He closed his eyes. ‘Why can’t I stop it, Kel? The thoughts, the guilt, the fear, the pressure. Why can’t I stop it?’

			‘I wish I knew how to help you.’

			‘Maybe he’s in me and I can’t escape. Maybe there’s no other way.’

			‘There’s always another way, Finn. I’m your other way. And I’ll never leave you. We’re the warriors, remember?’

			Finn laid his arms out, palms up. He rolled up his sleeves and stared at his wrists. ‘We try so hard to make something of our lives, but look how easy it is to give it all away.’ He snapped his palms away from his body, so his wrists were exposed. His veins tracked up his arms like highways of indecision.

			Kelly had never seen him this bad. It filled her with the lead weight of terror and dread. She’d understood being accepted into acting school in Sydney would be stressful for him, but the paradox of Finn’s life was that whenever things went well, his mind ran wild, invariably self-sabotaging his peace and hopes of happiness. She wasn’t sure she could let him move to another city. Who would talk him off the edge of a pier in Sydney when the darkness came back? He needed her there always. Needed to know she was with him, supporting him, protecting him.

			He needed to be reminded. 

			He needed to be marked.

			***

			Kelly was surprised to hear a bell ring when she opened the door – it was a sound more suited to an old-fashioned corner store than a tattoo parlour. The young guy behind the counter was equally incongruous. Sure, he had ink all up and down his arms, but he was also clean-shaven and wore a crew cut; Kelly had expected someone much more intimidating and far less handsome. It was only a small place, with one large reclining chair in the centre of the room and what looked like a massage table in the far corner.

			The young guy held up his hand to stop them walking any further. ‘Hold it there,’ he said. ‘You’re puddling all over the floor.’

			Kelly looked down to the water pooling at her feet. She’d coerced Finn away from the pier and straight into her car, not bothering to make any attempt to dry off. It had been a moment of frenzy and she was still riding the adrenalin high that came from her desperate attempt to save Finn from himself. For his part, Finn stood beside her, slightly dazed and utterly drenched. His eyes scanned the scene but there was a vacancy in them that only came at the worst of times. The times he went into his death-like mode.

			The tattooist approached warily. ‘Listen, guys, I’m happy to take walk-ins, especially on a day like this when nobody’s leaving their homes, but you’re just too soaked. You’ll get water all over the place.’

			Kelly wasn’t going to back down that easily. ‘You got towels?’ 

			He cocked his head. ‘Yeah, I got towels. But they won’t dry off your clothes.’

			Kelly kicked off her shoes and started to unbutton her jeans. 

			‘Whoa, hang on,’ crew cut said. He took a step towards Kelly, so close that she could smell his aftershave. It was leathery and safe. He twisted the wand that closed the Venetian blinds in the storefront window. 

			Kelly smiled. ‘A true gentleman.’

			He dipped his head. ‘I’m Xavier.’

			‘Kelly. And this is Finn.’

			‘You been drinking?’

			‘No.’

			‘All right. Formalities over. Dry yourselves off and I’ll grab you a couple of T-shirts.’

			Kelly stripped down to her underwear, then pulled back her hair and tied it in a ponytail. ‘Come on, Finn, get your gear off.’

			The sight of her in just a bra and undies brought a bit of life back to his eyes. ‘Are you serious?’ 

			‘Please tell me you’re wearing underpants.’

			‘This is ridiculous,’ he said, but he unbuttoned his pants, slid them down his legs and kicked them off with his shoes. He pulled his hoodie and shirt over his head in one fluid movement and pushed his hair back off his forehead. His skin was damp and taut across his muscled chest and stomach, and his wet Calvin Klein trunks left nothing to the imagination.

			Finn caught Kelly staring and frowned, covering his groin with both hands. 

			‘Shit, man, you guys are basically Ken and Barbie,’ Xavier said. He threw them each a towel and T-shirt. 

			Kelly wrapped the towel around her waist and slipped the T-shirt over her shoulders. She reached back, unfastened her bra and dropped it onto the wet pile of clothes at her feet. Then she reached up under the towel and pulled down her underpants. They were as wet as everything else and she wasn’t sitting in sodden cotton for the next hour.

			Xavier shook his head and chuckled. ‘Man, this day just got wild.’

			Kelly looked at Finn, who was motionless. ‘Come on, Finn, don’t make me take yours off as well.’

			Finn reluctantly dragged his trunks down underneath his towel as Kelly had done. 

			‘Feel better?’ Kelly said.

			‘No. Just drier.’

			Kelly smiled but she felt like her heart was about to break. She’d been trying to stay light, trying to take the weight off him, but it wasn’t working. It was time to go on the offensive. 

			She took his face between her hands and stared straight into his eyes. ‘You listen to me, Finley Walsh, and you listen good. We’re going to mark each other forever now. We’re going to tell the rest of the world that from this day on, you don’t fuck with Kelly and Finn.’

			A spark lit in his eyes.

			‘Say it,’ Kelly said.

			‘You don’t fuck with Kelly and Finn,’ he said softly.

			‘Now say it like you mean it, Finley.’

			Something broke. She felt it in his tightened jaw. Saw it in the depths of his eyes. Sensed it from the energy off his body. 

			‘You don’t fuck with Kelly and Finn,’ he said with the quiet determination of a solider. 

			‘That’s my boy,’ she said. ‘Now let’s get this done.’

			***

			Xavier let them keep the towels. For the time being, anyway; Kelly said she would wash and return them. Finn was pretty sure the tattoo artist would not have agreed to this request from anyone else and was just using it as an excuse to see Kelly again. He could hardly blame him for that. She had just walked into his shop and stripped naked; that’d make any man want to follow her up.

			Their shoes were still drenched so they scurried barefoot back to Kelly’s car. Finn could feel the dirt and rainwater splashing up his calves. Ordinarily, it would have put him on edge until he could get to a shower and wash off the filth, but the freedom that had accompanied Kelly’s reckless abandon had infected him as well. He felt invincible, like there were no more consequences. Like nothing he could do now mattered. Only Kelly made him feel that way. And only when she had that wildfire in her eyes.

			Kelly unlocked her car and threw the garbage bag of wet clothes and shoes in the back. Then Finn opened the passenger door as she opened the driver’s side door and they bundled in at the same time, simultaneously slamming the rain out and collapsing in breathless excitement. 

			Finn gently rubbed his wrists against the towel that was still wrapped around his waist. It was impossible to keep the transparent dressings dry, but Xavier had double wrapped them for protection. Finn stared at his new tattoos and his blood was warmed by the exhilaration of rebellion. 

			‘I cannot believe we just did that. My mum is going to lose it.’

			Kelly laughed. ‘You’re eighteen now, Finley, Mummy doesn’t tell you what to do anymore.’ She dried her dressings the way Finn had done and laid her hands palms up on her towel-covered thighs. 

			There was an awe and wonder in her eyes that stirred something deep and primal inside Finn. Something he didn’t know was there. A desire, a need, a wickedness, a delight; it was hard to say. But it was powerful. So powerful that his breath caught in his chest at the sight of her, drenched and steaming and burning from the inside out. 

			‘Ceallach and Fionn,’ Kelly said, reading the cursive script on her left wrist and then her right. 

			‘Ceallach and Fionn,’ Finn repeated, only he read from his right wrist first. 

			‘Kelly and Finn. Warriors,’ Kelly said. ‘With you at my right hand and me at yours. We can never leave each other now, Finley.’

			She turned to him then, her wet hair clinging to her cheeks, her nose pink with the cold, her eyes like galaxies all their own. Finn felt as if he was seeing her for the very first time. As if he was really seeing her for all that she was and all that she could be.

			The force of it burned in his chest and, as their eyes locked, there was nothing left in the universe. Nothing outside of them as they sat in her car, in this small, deserted laneway, the sun a distant memory behind the storm clouds and the darkness closing in. With the windows so heavily fogged, they could see nothing of the outside world, and the outside world could not see them. They were the only two left. The only two who mattered.

			Kelly slowly raised her hand and stroked Finn’s cheek. Her fingers were cool and soft and gentle, yet they also choked the very breath from his lungs. He had to close his eyes to endure it. The pain, the ecstasy, the hope, the sin, the righteousness. 

			And then her lips. Oh, Lord, her lips. Fashioned for him alone. Gentle and warm. Inquisitive and torturous. Her bite, measured and cool, drew a groan from a place he didn’t know existed. He heard the sound as an observer does, clear in his ears but from somewhere at a distance. Or like a man being called to wake from a thousand-year sleep.

			Her tongue was impatient and commanding. It was the accelerator and the brake at the same time; regulating the pace of their connection. Now fast, now slow, now teasing, now indulgent. 

			Every thought he’d ever had. Every action he’d ever taken. Every hope he’d ever cherished. They all vanished in that moment. For the first time in his life, Finn existed for now alone. For one more breath and then one after that; for he did not know how many he had left. It felt as if he was going to die – or at least transcend the only existence he had ever known. 

			But when Kelly swung her body into his lap, her towel riding up around her thighs, Finn returned in an instant to that tiny car. His entire body ached and he felt as close to the earth and the ancestors and the gods and the devils of this world as he ever would. Kelly kissed his mouth, his eyes, his cheeks, his ears and his neck. That gentle touch of her lips was sulphur to his passion.

			When they became one, Finn groaned again, and Kelly whispered breathlessly in his ear: ‘It’s you and me, Finley. The warriors. Joined for now and all time.’

			Finn drew her close, gripped her skin, searched for her eyes. They locked; their foreheads and the tips of their noses touching. Perfectly aligned. Nothing between them but their own breath.

			When it was over, Finn buried his face in her wet hair. It was all he could do. She had rescued him, marked him and bound him to her. He had never felt so full of life and yet so close to death at the same time. 

			‘I could die right now, Kel,’ he whispered. ‘Die happy in your arms and want nothing more in this life.’ He meant every word.

			And came to regret every single one of them with all his heart.

		


		
			Chapter Nineteen

			‘Just when I thought you couldn’t be any more of a fucking genius, you go and do that!’

			‘I didn’t do anything,’ Kelly said to Juliana.

			Juliana held out her phone, the screen showing Kelly’s Instagram account. DMs and comments were flooding in. ‘You’re now a feminist icon as well. Keep this up and you’ll be a bloody saint by Easter Sunday.’

			Finn was standing beside Kelly. ‘I don’t understand,’ he said. ‘We didn’t kiss.’

			‘More’s the pity, hey, big fella?’ Juliana said.

			Finn stared at her, dumbfounded. ‘What?’

			She led them through the backstage area and then outside. The sun immediately stung Kelly’s cheeks and she raised a hand to shield her eyes. They stood at the edge of the car park, huddled like a small football team about to head onto the pitch.

			‘Listen,’ Juliana said. ‘That Gerry Carpenter is a sleazeball. Everybody knows it, but people still love him anyway. It’s one of the many clear reasons why the human race cannot survive forever. We’re just not smart enough.’

			Kelly exchanged a glance with Finn, who clearly thought Juliana was a lunatic. 

			‘So, when you refused to dance to his tune of female objec­tification, the online feminists went berserk!’

			‘Objectification?’ Kelly said. ‘Because he thought we should kiss?’

			‘Because he orchestrated the kiss. He turned you into an object of desire, an object to be observed and dehumanised by the male gaze.’

			Finn shifted uncomfortably. 

			Juliana placed a hand on his arm. ‘It’s all right, darling. Nobody’s suggesting you did anything wrong. Kelly pulled the pin in time.’

			‘But I didn’t do anything wrong,’ Finn said.

			‘You know that’s not the point.’

			Finn conceded the argument with a nod and a sigh. 

			Although Kelly had almost no idea what this conversation was about, she didn’t have the luxury of hanging around to learn more. She’d already lost enough study time today. 

			‘Finn, we’ve got to go.’

			‘Wait, you came together?’ Juliana said.

			‘Yeah.’

			‘That won’t do. It’ll compromise your position.’

			‘I don’t have a position.’

			‘You do now, honey. Feminist warrior.’

			Warrior. Kelly ran her left thumb across Finn’s name on her right wrist. She stopped before Juliana could notice and ask her any invasive questions. ‘Listen, Juliana, I appreciate all your help, but Finn and I are old friends. We came together in his car and we’re leaving together in his car. End of story.’

			Juliana placed a hand on Kelly’s shoulder. ‘Oh, no, honey. This story is just beginning.’

			***

			They drove in silence. Finn had a million things to say but didn’t know which to say first. He was worried about Kelly. Worried about putting her in a difficult position. Worried about how he might have affected her job, which would affect the way she could treat kids, which could mean some of them didn’t get the treatment they needed, which meant …

			‘Stop it,’ Kelly said. 

			Finn looked at her out of the corner of his eye. She hadn’t even turned to face him. 

			‘Stop what?’

			‘Thinking. I can hear it from here. Everything’s fine, Finn.’

			Finn gripped the steering wheel. ‘I’m sorry about all that, Kel. I didn’t know it was going to happen.’

			‘That’s why I said everything’s fine.’

			But it wasn’t fine. Not really. For the first time in a decade, he had almost broken their vow. He had come so close, been so swept up, wanted it so much, that he had almost kissed her again. He had to say it. Had to get the weight off his conscience. 

			‘I’m sorry I nearly kissed you.’ 

			Kelly stiffened. ‘It’s not your fault. I know you didn’t want to any more than me.’

			Finn exhaled. She was right, of course. He hadn’t spent ten years training himself not to desire every part of her just so he could break the discipline for a cheap publicity stunt on live television. He’d been swept up in Gerry Carpenter’s nonsense. But now that they were away from the lights and the makeup and the cameras, they were just them again. Kelly and Finn. Nothing more. 

			Just Kelly and Finn. 

			By the time they returned to Finn’s apartment car park, they’d both relaxed. ‘I’ll just grab my bag and use the bathroom before I go,’ Kelly said as they stepped out of the car. 

			Finn nodded and she took off while he grabbed his own bag out of the boot and locked the car. He rode the lift alone and when it opened on his floor, Ashley was heading for his apartment. 

			‘Ashley,’ he called. 

			She pulled up short and spun around. ‘Finn?’ she said, as though it couldn’t possibly be him. 

			‘Are you okay?’ he said. 

			‘Yeah, I just … I thought I already heard you come home, that’s all. I was coming to say hello.’

			Finn smiled. ‘Well, hello.’

			She relaxed her shoulders and smiled. ‘Somebody definitely went into your apartment, Finn. So you’re probably being robbed right now.’

			‘It was just Kelly.’ 

			‘You’ve been with Kelly today?’ 

			‘We were on the Care for our Kids Telethon. It was a short appearance to try to drum up some donations. Not exactly riveting television. Kelly’s just grabbing her stuff and then heading home.’

			‘Her stuff?’

			‘Her bag. She met me here and we went in together.’

			‘Right. Your friend Kelly.’ 

			They stood in silence, staring at each other. Ashley smiled and placed her hand on his upper arm. ‘I like you, Finn. But be honest with me. Am I wasting my time here?’ 

			Her touch. Again. It did something to him he had thought only Kelly could ever do. He smiled back at her. ‘You’re not wasting your time at all.’

		


		
			Chapter Twenty

			Kelly grabbed her backpack from the spare room and flung it over her shoulder as she heard Finn come in. ‘I’ve left a surprise in the toilet for you!’ she called. She sniggered as she walked out of the room, amused at her own capacity for juvenile humour. Must be all that time she spent with kids. 

			She was still chuckling when she saw Finn and Ashley standing in the middle of the apartment. Finn was shaking his head. Ashley didn’t seem to know where to look. 

			Kelly’s face burned red. Fuck, how embarrassing. ‘Sorry, Ashley, I didn’t realise you were here.’

			‘Evidently,’ Finn said with a ridiculous grin.

			‘Okay, yeah, well, let’s all move on from that,’ Kelly said. She turned to Ashley. ‘Finn tells me you’re a fashion designer. I heard you took him to your show.’

			The goddess smiled. ‘That’s a bit of an exaggeration. It wasn’t my show. But I was showing some of my outfits.’

			Kelly nodded, trying to understand how a 23-year-old had managed to get her designs into a fashion show. She knew she shouldn’t say anything, but she couldn’t help herself. She’d worked so bloody hard to get where she had that anyone whose success seemed to come easily felt like a natural enemy. ‘So you got into fashion design through your modelling? Is that what got you into the show?’

			Ashley tilted her head and pushed out her bottom lip ever so slightly. ‘I’m not a model,’ she said. 

			‘Oh, really. I thought Finn said that you were.’

			‘I said everyone mistakes her for a model,’ Finn said.

			‘Right,’ she said. ‘Which is exactly what I’ve just done. Judged you on your looks, not your talent. So much for being a paragon of the feminist cause. Don’t tell my Instagram followers.’

			Ashley laughed. It had a childlike quality that Kelly couldn’t help but find endearing. ‘Don’t worry about it,’ she said. ‘It happens all the time.’

			‘Most people think I’m a nurse when they look at me.’

			Ashley seemed genuinely puzzled. ‘Why?’

			‘Well, partly because I’m small but mostly because I’m a woman.’

			‘Nurses are all small?’

			Kelly chuckled. ‘No, and they’re not all women, either.’

			‘Well, you look like a doctor to me.’

			‘What makes you say that?’

			‘I’ve only met you a couple of times but you’re clearly brilliant.’

			Kelly blushed.

			‘And you’ve got a weird sense of humour. I think that’s a doctor thing.’

			Kelly laughed. ‘I think you might be right. Okay, I’m out. Gotta study for my clinical nursing exam.’

			‘Bye, Kelly, it was good to see you again,’ Ashley said.

			‘Yeah, see ya, Kel,’ Finn said.

			‘Help me with my bag, will you?’ Kelly said to him. 

			He took the bag from her hands and followed her out to the lift. She reclaimed her bag.

			‘What are you doing?’ he said.

			‘When have I ever needed you to help me carry my bag?’

			‘Never.’

			‘Exactly. I wanted you out here to make sure you’re okay after, you know, the telethon.’

			‘Yeah, I’m all right.’

			‘Good, because that girl in there is absolutely hot for you.’

			‘You think so?’

			‘Come on. She looks like a cross between Angelina Jolie and Kim Kardashian and she’s waiting around for you to come home. You can’t tell me she doesn’t have a better option than wandering the halls, hoping you’ll suddenly appear.’

			‘How do you know what Kim Kardashian looks like?’

			‘Stop changing the subject, get back in there and, I don’t know, try to be charming or something.’

			Finn raised an eyebrow. ‘Charming?’

			‘Or funny. Or sophisticated. Whatever it is super-hot 23-year-old fashion designers find appealing.’

			‘Have you ever thought about being a couples counsellor?’

			Kelly laughed. ‘Get out of my sight, Don Juan.’

			Finn winked. ‘Thanks, Kel.’

			‘You’re welcome.’

			Kelly stepped back into the lift and watched Finn return to his apartment. A tiny part of her heart fractured, again. Just the tiniest hairline fracture. One that you would barely see on an X-ray, but, when combined with the all the others, would eventually cause her heart to break forever. How many times would she do this? Stand there while the doors closed on her and Finn?

			***

			Kelly stared at her notes. Read them again. Deliberately slowed down to digest the words and numbers. But nothing made sense. Nothing was sinking in. How could it when all she could think about was Finn and Ashley and what they were doing right now? After running into each other following yesterday’s telethon, they’d arranged a second date for tonight. Finn had tried to play it cool when he told Kelly they were having a ‘night in’, but he was clearly looking forward to it.

			She pushed her chair back from her desk and stretched her arms above her head. Her vertebrae popped, releasing some of the tension that was locked in her spine. She groaned.

			Her phone buzzed – a message from her mother about plans for Easter Sunday tomorrow. Kelly gave a thumbs-up back. She looked at her other unread messages, which she’d been ignoring all day. She wasn’t a slave to her phone like everyone else in the world; Kelly answered messages when she was ready and on her terms. But when she read Eli’s congratulatory texts after seeing her on the Care for our Kids Appeal, she almost wished she’d responded when he’d sent them last night.

			Could she text him now and ask him to come over and study? Help get her mind off Finn and Ashley and back to what was actually important? It was eight o’clock. Was that too late? Would it make her look desperate? Or give him the wrong idea? It’s not like it’s a two a.m., drunk, booty-call message. She would make it clear that she wanted to study. Was having trouble focusing. Could use his help.

			He responded almost immediately. 

			Half an hour later, there was a knock at her door.

			***

			They’d been running through cases for less than an hour, but Kelly was already exhausted. Eli’s arrival had done nothing to help her focus. In fact, it had probably just made it more complicated. Throwing her feelings for Eli into the mix had just stirred the whirlpool that was already threatening to drag her under. 

			And what were those feelings? She didn’t know. Or at least, she wasn’t sure. She liked him. She enjoyed spending time with him. He was smart and funny and good looking – although he could use a haircut – but what future could they possibly share? The three years after the exam would be just as brutal as life was now. How did a couple build a relationship when they barely saw each other?

			No, it couldn’t work. You either had to be married before you started this process, which would be too early, or you waited until it was all done, which would be dangerously close to being too late. 

			‘Are you feeling all right? You’re not sick, are you?’

			Eli’s voice broke her reverie and she actually blushed. It felt like he’d been listening to her thoughts.

			‘Sick of you asking questions that aren’t about juvenile diabetes.’

			‘If you were a type of diabetes, you’d be the juvenile kind.’

			‘For someone who’s allegedly quite clever,’ Kelly said, ‘that’s an idiotic comment.’

			Eli smiled. ‘You think I’m clever?’

			‘I said allegedly.’

			Eli’s smile widened. ‘You’re off your game. Must be the superstardom of being on television for three and a half minutes.’

			They’d talked about her appearance when Eli first arrived. He congratulated her and said she’d handled the kiss situation well. Kelly had reaffirmed her position that she and Finn were just friends and, although Eli hadn’t argued, there had been a slight strain in his voice when he proposed they get started on studying. 

			Kelly didn’t want to go back to that discussion. She sighed. ‘I’m not off my game. I just don’t feel like studying anymore.’

			Eli gripped the table as if they’d been hit by a major earthquake and he was trying to hold himself steady. Kelly grinned reluctantly. 

			‘Well, now I really know something is wrong,’ Eli said. He stood up and put out his hand. ‘Come on, let’s move from the case studies to the practical components of the exam. I’m going to conduct an examination to work out what serious malady assails you.’

			Kelly remained seated but her grin became a smile. ‘It’s a paediatrics exam. I’m not a child.’

			Eli bobbed his head from left to right and hummed indecisively. ‘Not a child, but certainly childish enough.’ He extended his other hand.

			Kelly raised an eyebrow but decided to play along. Why not? She wasn’t going to get anything productive done. Finn was in his apartment with the Tomb Raider; why shouldn’t she have some fun with Eli, even if it couldn’t go anywhere?

			She stood up and put both her hands in his own. 

			Eli led her to the couch and adopted a mock serious frown. ‘Lie down, please.’

			‘Bit forward, isn’t it?’ Kelly said.

			‘Try to maintain some professionalism, doctor. This is a serious medical matter.’

			Kelly lay on her back and joined her hands over her stomach. She relaxed into the cushions, allowed them to absorb all her weight and anxiety. It felt calming and safe to simply stop and lie still. 

			Eli knelt beside the couch. ‘All right, so we’re looking for any symptoms related to CFS.’

			‘You think I’ve got chronic fatigue?’

			‘Actually, no. It’s the more serious variant – Couldn’t be Fucked Syndrome.’

			Kelly giggled. Eli rarely swore so it was shockingly entertaining when he did. 

			‘Now, when did this feeling first come over you?’

			‘Um, let me think … I first noticed it when I was about six.’

			Eli grunted. ‘That’s an extremely long time to be living with CFS. You’ve managed it very well.’

			‘I also have multiple borderline psychotic personality disorders that balance it out.’

			‘Is that right? And how do they manifest?’

			‘Compulsive behaviour. Addiction to success. Inability to stop despite the deep and aching fatigue in my bones.’

			‘Perfectionism, then?’

			‘In all but my choice of study partners.’

			Eli chuckled. ‘That’s enough history. Let’s begin the physical.’

			Kelly’s breath caught in her chest. What would he do? How would he touch her? Where would he touch her? Would he be crude and obvious or gentle and subtle? She actually found herself longing to find out. Desperate for his touch. Giddy with the anticipation. 

			For fuck’s sake, I’m behaving like a teenage girl.

			But when his hand gently rested on her forehead, a wave of warm comfort flowed through her body. Her limbs became simultaneously dense and weightless, and her mind zeroed in on the unexpected roughness of the skin on his hands. 

			‘No temperature,’ Eli said. ‘That’s a good start. Let’s check your pulse.’ He placed two fingers on her throat.

			Kelly willed her heart to beat steadily but she could feel it begin to race. 

			‘Mildly elevated pulse,’ Eli said. His lips remained slightly parted when he stopped talking and Kelly could see his chest rapidly rising and falling with his shallow breathing. 

			He shook his head in a short, violent burst, as though he was snapping himself out of a spell. ‘All right, let’s check your reflexes.’ His voice was hoarse and he cleared his throat as he took his fingers away from her throat. 

			Gentle and subtle. That’s what Eli had chosen. Kelly realised that’s what she’d wanted, and, despite the fragility of his touch, his choice had driven her to the sharp point of extreme desire. She had no more patience for his chivalrous examination.

			Kelly snapped her arm out and grabbed Eli’s T-shirt collar in her fist. She twisted it and dragged him towards her face. His eyes flew wide in shock, possibly fear, but when she held him a whispered breath away from her, he smiled. 

			‘I think you’ve done enough examining,’ Kelly said. She looked into his deep brown eyes. That was a stupid thing to do. Reckless and impulsive and ill-advised. But she wanted to feel his lips on her own. His body against hers. She wanted to feel more than loneliness. More than the suppressed aching desire to have and yet be denied another. 

			Kelly let go of Eli’s T-shirt and ran her fingers through his dense curls. They were softer and silkier than she could possibly have imagined. She groaned weakly. ‘Never cut your hair,’ she said. And then she drew him to her and their lips were together, their breath combined.

			They explored, nudged, tested and discovered each other through kiss until Kelly wanted more. She slipped out from beneath Eli and pushed him onto the couch. He spun onto his back and stared up at her with a look that said more than a thousand poets could compose in a thousand years. She straddled his legs and slipped her hands under his T-shirt. She ran her fingers from his belly to his shoulders. His body was lean and hairless.

			Eli watched her the whole time. Never took his eyes off her own. 

			She worked her hands back down his body and drew them out from under his T-shirt. She undid the top button of his shorts but made it no further before he gently clasped her hands and turned them outwards. 

			‘Wait,’ he said. ‘I’ve never asked you. But I’ve got this weird feeling that I need to now.’

			Kelly stiffened. The warm, languid blood that had flowed so freely through her only a moment earlier seemed to freeze in her very veins. She knew exactly what he was going to ask. She had seen him staring. Seen all of her study group staring. But nobody had dared. Perhaps they sensed it was too personal, too intimate. That to ask would be crossing an irrevocable line. 

			‘What do the tattoos mean?’ he said. 

			Kelly swallowed hard. ‘Don’t ask me that, Eli. Not now.’

			He tilted his head and narrowed his eyes. ‘So I was right. I did need to ask you before we went any further.’

			Kelly jerked her hands from his grip and whipped her right leg behind her so she could get off him and stand beside the couch. Her frozen blood turned immediately to fire. Why did he have to do that? Why did he have to ask her? What right did he have? Who did he think he was?

			‘Well, we’re certainly not going any fucking further tonight, that’s for sure.’

			Eli swung his long legs over the couch and planted his feet on the floor. The hurt in his eyes was a dagger in her heart. ‘Wait a minute, what did I do wrong?’

			‘What did you do wrong?’ Kelly started pacing the room. ‘You couldn’t just let it go. You had to ask. Had to know. Had to have some kind of claim on me. Like you owned me.’

			Eli’s face hardened. ‘What the fuck are you talking about?’

			Kelly spun around and yelled: ‘Don’t you fucking swear at me, Eli. In fact, get the fuck out of my apartment!’

			Eli took a deep breath and drew his shoulders back. He did up the top button of his shorts with such stately dignity that Kelly burned with shame at her own behaviour. He stood up, collected his bag and walked to the door. 

			Kelly’s throat tightened. Her bottom lip trembled. 

			Eli opened the door and turned to face her, his face impassive. ‘What do they mean?’

			Kelly sniffed loudly and wiped her wrist across her nose. All the fight was gone. The rage, the indignity, the mania – all gone. ‘They’re two different versions of the word “warrior” in Gaelic.’ She was barely whispering now. She turned her left wrist towards him first. ‘Ceallach. Kelly.’ And then her right. ‘Fionn.’

			Eli nodded. Cleared his throat before rasping the words: ‘Kelly and Finn.’

			He walked out, and the door closed behind him. 

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-one

			‘You know what I like about you, Finn? You haven’t tried to have sex with me yet.’

			Finn blushed furiously, the heat of extreme awkwardness burning on his skin. They were sitting side by side on his couch so at least he could stare straight ahead and avoid looking her in the eyes. 

			Ashley giggled and touched his cheek. She turned his head to face her. ‘You’re cute when you’re embarrassed.’

			Her fingertips were warm and soft and set his already burning face completely ablaze. How was he supposed to respond to that? Had he thought about having sex with her? Of course he had. Had he genuinely contemplated it as a possibility? Of course not. They barely knew each other!

			‘It’s only our second date in three months,’ he croaked. 

			Ashley smiled and her eyes sparkled with mischief. ‘And whose fault is that, Mr I’m so busy with my filming schedule?’

			‘Um, I think you’ll find it’s the fault of Ms I have a major fashion show coming up.’

			Ashley hummed and made a mock serious face. ‘We are very busy and important people.’

			‘So busy and important that we’re at home on Saturday night of the Easter long weekend?’

			‘You forgot one critical word, Finn. Together. We’re at home together.’

			She held his gaze for a second, then rose from the couch. ‘Don’t go anywhere.’ She walked to the bathroom. 

			Finn exhaled. He didn’t realise he’d been holding his breath, but he sucked in such a lungful now that it made him giddy. Fuck. She’s going to try to have sex with me.

			It wasn’t that he didn’t think he’d enjoy sleeping with Ashley. It was just that sex was so incredibly complicated. Not the act itself, of course. The repercussions. The implications. The possibilities. The catastrophes. The impacts. The betrayal …

			He was there again for a moment. There in the car with her. There together as one. Fully alive, yet on the brink of death. Complete, whole and at peace. Her words whispered in his ear: It’s you and me, Finley. The warriors. Joined for now and all time. 

			Ashley emerged from the bathroom. She was wearing black leggings and a tight black T-shirt. Her outfit was so casual, yet so shockingly intimate at the same time. Like she didn’t need to pretend with Finn. Like they were comfortable just being with each other.

			She sat beside him on the couch and stared into his eyes. 

			He held her gaze. Felt his mouth go dry. Swallowed hard. 

			She smiled. Edged closer to him.

			Finn tensed. Every muscle. Every nerve.

			Then she tucked her head under his arm like a cat wanting to be stroked.

			She snuggled into his bulk, curling her legs up underneath her and resting her head against Finn’s chest. He felt the soft comfort of her body against his own. 

			‘I feel safe with you,’ Ashley whispered. ‘Safe enough to stay here forever.’

			Finn placed his hand on her jutting hip. Relaxed his body, letting them mould together. He breathed a sigh of relief. 

			Surprised at his own disappointment. 

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-two

			Sunday 9 April

			Kelly hadn’t slept. At all.

			She had lain in bed, desperately exhausted but unable to stop her mind. Over and over and over. Finn, Ashley, Eli. Over and over and over.

			She had finally given up at six a.m. and gone for a walk, something she couldn’t remember ever doing. Who has time to go for a walk? But she couldn’t focus sufficiently to study and in the empty loneliness of her apartment, she didn’t know what else to do. So she walked briskly enough to work up a sweat and was appalled at how soon she was out of breath. Too soon for a woman in her late twenties. Her own health was just one more thing she was failing at. 

			When she returned home, it was a little after seven, so she was surprised when her doorbell rang. Even more surprised when it rang again before she could reach the intercom. Surely only Finn would come over this early on a Sunday morning? Easter Sunday at that. He must be in the throes of a panic attack.

			The thought was a sliver of light in her darkness. A sliver that made her simultaneously thankful and guilty. He needed her. But she shouldn’t be happy about his pain. 

			Kelly picked up the receiver and the screen came into focus. 

			It wasn’t Finn. It was the possibly insane hospital communi­cations adviser. 

			Kelly’s stomach became an empty wasteland. ‘Juliana?’ she said. 

			‘Let me in.’

			Kelly hit the button to open the door to the building. Moments later, Juliana was knocking on her door. Then she was striding into Kelly’s apartment, huffing and puffing. Literally huffing and puffing. Pacing back and forth in front of her couch. Not making eye contact.

			‘What’s happened?’ Kelly said, barely able to ask the question, but unable to stand the tension. 

			Juliana stopped. Drew a deep breath. Stared at Kelly with cold, hard eyes. ‘You fucked up.’

			All the energy, power and adrenalin drained from Kelly’s body as though a plug had been pulled. It rushed out of her with such ferocious intent that she closed her eyes, swaying on her feet. Juliana’s firm hand clasped her elbow and led her to the couch. 

			Kelly sat down. Opened her eyes. ‘What have I done now?’ she whispered.

			Juliana tilted her head, her expression softening. She brushed a stray piece of hair from Kelly’s face and tucked it behind her ear as though she were her mother. ‘Oh, sweetheart,’ she said. ‘You look like you’re one piece of bad news away from a complete mental breakdown.’

			Kelly’s throat closed over and her eyes betrayed her, tears welling. Her bottom lip quivered uncontrollably, her face searing with an unfamiliar, prickly heat.

			Juliana reached out with both arms and Kelly fell into them as everything broke. The unstoppable tears. The shuddering spasms of her chest. The gasping for air. The humiliating moans. She couldn’t hold any of it back. 

			Juliana gently stroked her back and made soft, soothing sounds that were totally incongruent with her usual woman-of-steel demeanour. Kelly burrowed into Juliana’s soft bosom, searching for comfort and safety, reduced to barely more than a terrified infant following its most primal instincts. 

			She seemed to be there for a long, long time before the shuddering slowed, the crushing grip on her chest faded to a blunt ache and her tears finally dried up. When she lifted her head from Juliana’s lilac shirt, there was a broad, dark stain across the woman’s breasts. 

			Kelly sniffed loudly, wiped her nose with the back of her hand and motioned at Juliana’s shirt. ‘I’m sorry about that,’ she said, surprised she still had a voice. 

			Juliana looked down at the stain. ‘Wouldn’t be the first time somebody has wept at the sight of my breasts,’ she said. ‘They are a work of perfection, after all.’

			What a wholly outrageous and inappropriate comment. What a perfect thing to say. ‘You might be even more messed up than me,’ Kelly said.

			Juliana waved her finger in a circle around Kelly’s face. ‘You haven’t seen all this yet.’

			They laughed. 

			Kelly took a deep breath in and slowly exhaled. ‘What have I done?’

			Juliana took out her phone, swiped, tapped and held it in front of Kelly. 

			At first, she wasn’t sure what she was watching. It looked like the video from a phone. Unsteady. Echoey sound. Erratic movements. Kelly narrowed her eyes.

			Then she recognised herself. And her voice. ‘Oh, God,’ she whispered. 

			It was the supermarket. Whoever was filming had zoomed in on her exchange with the man who had made her wait and then asked her about buying tampons. Although it was her in the video, Kelly watched in horror at the woman screaming and then throwing eggs at the man. She willed it to end. Willed her past self to stop. To walk away.

			Instead, the woman on the screen slammed her palms against the man, watched the egg yolk run down his shirt and charged out of the store. The camera began to follow her, panning wildly between the swearing man and Kelly’s retreating figure but a store assistant appeared on screen. His hand filled the vision. ‘Please stop filming!’ he yelled.

			And then the video ended.

			Kelly began to compute the possible outcomes. She ran scenarios in her head about the damage this could cause. The impact on her career, her exams, her job at the hospital. But she didn’t know enough. 

			‘How bad is it?’ she asked.

			Juliana put her phone away. ‘It was uploaded to YouTube an hour ago. It’ll hit mainstream media by lunchtime. With the attention you’ve had from the article, your socials and the Care for our Kids Appeal, it’ll get significant coverage.’

			Kelly stood up as her anger surged. ‘I told you all that putting me up as your poster girl was a terrible idea. Now, look at what’s happened. This is my fucking career, Juliana!’

			Juliana stood too and fixed Kelly with an intense and defiant stare. ‘It wasn’t raising your profile that was a bad idea. It was assaulting a member of the public. You’re a walking time bomb, Kelly. You need to get your shit together.’

			Kelly knew Juliana was right. She stared at her for a long moment, deciding whether to fight and continue to shift the blame or enlist her help. She realised she had no choice. 

			‘What do we do now?’

			‘I’ve already contacted Stephen.’

			Kelly’s mind was blank. 

			‘The Society’s Director of Corporate Affairs,’ Juliana ex­plained. ‘He was there when we first met.’

			Oh, right. ‘I remember.’

			‘He’s going to convene an emergency meeting of the Society Board’s crisis sub-committee, first thing Tuesday morning. In the meantime, I’ll write a statement for you that we’ll release to the media. It’ll have to go right up to the Chair of the Board for approval, though. They’ll all have an interest in you now.’

			Kelly felt as though her tiny patients must when they find out how truly sick they are: helpless, buffeted, confused. ‘What will it say?’ 

			‘You’ll apologise unreservedly. We’ll talk about stress and overwork. Hint at your mental health issues but we can’t blame them. People won’t cop that.’

			‘What mental health issues?’

			Juliana raised her eyebrows. ‘The ones that make you completely fucking crazy.’

			Kelly bit her tongue. She didn’t have mental health issues, but she wasn’t exactly stable. She could admit that, at least. 

			‘The most important thing to do is keep you away from the media. No interviews. You’re going through a crisis, respect your privacy, yada, yada, yada.’

			Kelly stopped herself from denying she was in a crisis. This was absolutely a fucking crisis.

			‘You can’t stay here. Those weasel journalists will be camped outside your apartment hoping to goad you into an explosive response the moment you walk through the lobby doors.’

			‘How will they know where I live?’

			Juliana waved her hand dismissively. ‘Please.’

			Kelly didn’t know what that meant but Juliana moved on quickly. 

			‘Have you got somewhere you can stay for a few days until this all blows over?’

			Finn came immediately to mind. Her room was always there. 

			But then she thought of Ashley and Finn. She’d had no word from him on how their date night went, which meant there was every chance Ashley had stayed the night. Kelly couldn’t go there. Finn would never turn her away, but she couldn’t share his apartment with another woman.

			‘I’m having Easter lunch with my parents today. I can stay there a few nights.’

			‘Good, you need to be gone from here in half an hour.’

			‘I can’t do that.’

			‘Why not?’

			‘Because if I go over this early, they’ll make me go to church with them.’

			Juliana tapped her foot and bit her lip. ‘Well, is there anyone who can shield you for a while?’ She raised an eyebrow. ‘Anyone who’s not an instantly recognisable, attention-drawing soap star?’

			Kelly wanted nothing more than to see Finn.

			But there was also someone else.

			***

			Toula was a living, breathing stereotype of the chic new mum. Dressed head to toe in skintight active wear, she pushed her designer pram as though it was a fashion accessory. Her six-month-old son, Jackson, slept soundly, oblivious to his mother’s wild gesticulations and unnecessarily loud voice. That same voice Kelly had loved for decades.

			Toula was recounting a story about an altercation she’d had with one of the mums in her mothers’ group. ‘So she said to me, “We’ve decided to adopt inclusive language in the group. Can you please refer to it as chest feeding?” This is immediately after I’d been complaining about the torture of enduring Jackson’s first tooth on my already raw nipples.’

			A man walking in the opposite direction crossed their path at that very moment. The words ‘already raw nipples’ made him blush like he’d walked in on Toula giving birth. He scampered quickly away. 

			Toula didn’t even notice. ‘So I said to her, “Trust me, sweetheart, it’s definitely breast feeding.” And then I flopped my left tit out and threw Jackson on even though he’d just had a feed. Didn’t stop that insatiable monster, of course – he’s got his father’s obsession for my boobs – but it certainly shut down that crazy lefty idiot. I mean, chest feeding. Give me a fucking break, Kel. Can we not even call them breasts anymore?’

			There was something deeply disturbing and yet, at the same time, deeply comforting about Toula’s refusal to integrate other people’s beliefs into her world. Kelly felt simultaneously appalled and magnetised by her friend’s borderline extremism. 

			‘Anyway,’ Toula continued. ‘My boobs are so bloody massive, I don’t think there’s any risk of them being mistaken for a chest.’

			Kelly glanced at her friend’s bust, which had gone from significant pre-pregnancy to absurd since she’d given birth. The active wear was doing its best, but her cleavage was still on prominent display. Kelly thought about her own modest breasts and couldn’t imagine carrying all that weight around.

			‘Stop looking at my boobs, you pervert,’ Toula said.

			‘I can’t help it,’ Kelly said. ‘How do you even walk around with those things?’

			‘If I lean too far forwards, I genuinely feel like I’m going to tip over.’

			Kelly laughed. ‘Well, at least they’ll go back to their normal size when you stop breastfeeding.’

			‘Until the next kid.’

			‘You’re already planning another one?’

			‘Hell, no. What do you think I am, insane? I’m just thinking ahead. After three kids, I’m getting a complete plastic surgery overhaul, boobs and all.’

			Kelly shook her head and smiled. ‘You know you don’t have to conform to what the world says is the ideal figure. All women are beautiful.’

			‘I’m not saying women can’t be beautiful without surgery. But I’m not interested in beautiful. I want steaming hot.’

			Kelly laughed. ‘I think you might be the most repulsive human being I know.’

			Toula placed her arm around Kelly’s shoulders, deftly steering the pram with the other. ‘Which is why you love me so much.’

			They walked in silence until Toula broke the embrace and pointed to an empty bench in the shade of a giant oak tree. ‘Come on, let’s sit down. I need a break.’

			Kelly welcomed the respite given she’d already walked this morning. She collapsed gratefully onto the bench while Toula fussed over the pram brakes, which appeared to have at least three different locking mechanisms. Kelly sat back and watched the people walking in the park. Her first instinct was to envy them their uncomplicated lives, their lack of social media crises, their stress-free existences. But she knew that was all a fiction. She’d seen enough everyday tragedy in the emergency ward to know that everyone lived broken and desperate lives. Some fought back. Some self-destructed. Some gave in altogether. 

			Kelly hadn’t yet decided where she was going to land. 

			Jackson gave a small cry to let them know he was awake and Toula gently lifted him out of the pram. She sat him on her lap and though his eyes were still sleepy, they were also inquisitive and searching. He stared at Kelly.

			‘Yes, she’s still here,’ Toula said to Jackson. ‘And she’s going to hang out with us until lunchtime because she’s a godless heathen who won’t go to church with her parents.’ Toula had a firm belief in not speaking to Jackson like a baby but treating him as though he understood every word. The way he looked at Kelly, she was nervous that perhaps he might. Toula’s only concession was that she didn’t swear in front of her little boy.

			Kelly ignored Toula’s jibe. She wasn’t at church either but she’d protested that Greek Easter was next week and she’d basically spend the whole weekend there so she had a free pass today.

			Jackson let out something between a cry and a wail and started rocking his body on Toula’s knee. 

			‘All right, all right,’ she said. ‘I told you he’s mad for it, Kel.’ She unhooked a latch on her sports bra to reveal her swollen breast. A tiny drop of milk had formed on the end of her nipple. It was an excruciatingly intimate scene and, yet, Kelly thought, as natural and ancient as life itself. She’d never been quite so entranced by such a simple act.

			Toula lifted Jackson and held him in the crook of her arm. He latched on to her nipple and began sucking so furiously it was actually comical. Kelly had seen it before but was always surprised at how earnestly Jackson took the task. He looked sideways at Kelly with eyes full of threat and suspicion. Come near my mum’s boobs and I’ll wipe you out, he was saying. 

			Kelly chuckled. 

			Toula moaned. ‘Oh, God, that’s better.’

			‘Does it hurt?’ Kelly asked. 

			‘It’s like having another two bladders but on your chest.’

			‘You’re not selling it to me.’

			Toula laughed. ‘Trust me, honey, if this whole thing needed selling, there’d never be another child born.’

			Kelly didn’t get it. She didn’t have the maternal instinct. Didn’t long for children. Even though she loved them and repaired them and grieved over them, she had no aching desire for her own. If every woman were like her, the human race would die out in a generation. 

			‘It’ll awaken when you least expect it,’ Toula said, able to read Kelly’s thoughts as only one deeply practised in the art could do. ‘I’ve told you plenty of times. Become the big doctor boss lady you’ve been working towards and then find the man who makes you want to have his babies.’ Toula ran a hand over Jackson’s head. ‘Except you’ve already found him,’ she finished.

			Kelly shot her a confused look. Surely she didn’t think Kelly wanted to have Eli’s children? They barely even knew each other.

			‘You found him the same day I did.’

			Kelly rolled her eyes. ‘Not this again. You know Finn and I can never be together.’

			‘I know you think you can never be together.’

			‘He’s not stable, Touls. We both agreed it’s not worth the risk.’

			Toula snorted, which upset Jackson, who grizzled between sucks but then forgot he was upset and continued draining Toula’s breast like he’d never been fed. ‘I wouldn’t exactly call you a bastion of stability,’ Toula said.

			‘Which is exactly why we shouldn’t be together. Anyway, he’s got a girlfriend now.’

			‘That won’t last.’

			‘Why not?’

			Toula raised an eyebrow. ‘“I could die right now, Kel. Die happy in your arms and want nothing more in this life.”’

			‘I really wish I hadn’t told you that.’

			‘As if. Seriously, Kel, do you think he’s saying that to the wog model?’

			Kelly frowned at Toula as though she were a naughty child. ‘You can’t say that, Toula.’

			‘Okay. The wog fashion designer.’

			Kelly tried not to laugh. ‘You can’t say “wog”.’

			‘Yes, I can. I’m a wog and proud of it. Skinny lefty white girls can’t tell me what I can and can’t say.’

			‘You know you’re a total fascist, right?’

			‘Damn straight.’

			Toula took Jackson off her breast and reattached the hook on her sports bra. She smiled at him while bouncing him gently on her knee and patting his back. It was like she’d forgotten Kelly was even there. 

			Jackson looked like a drunk: barely able to hold his head up, struggling to focus. Then he let out an astonishingly long and loud burp. 

			‘No more satisfying sound,’ Toula said. Then she undid her sports bra on the other side and reattached her son. She turned back to Kelly. ‘Now’s not the time to go after Finn. Let him have his fling while you get your life back on track. Go before the Board on Tuesday. Defend yourself. Keep your head down and pass this bloody clinical exam. Then you go for Finn.’

			Kelly opened her mouth to object, but Toula cut her off. ‘Nuh-uh. Won’t hear it, Kel. You and Finn are made for each other. I’ve been saying it since the day you met. But you’re both complete mental cases so you just need old Toula here to help you sort it out.’

			Toula had met her husband when she was twenty-one, married him at twenty-four and had their first child at twenty-seven. She was a computer programmer and lived in a world of binary certainties, where black was black and white was white. Kelly envied such uncomplicated dogmatism. 

			How much simpler life would be.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-three

			Kelly’s mother, June, sat at the foot of the table, her father at the head. Kelly and her older brother, Fergus, facing each other on either side. June bowed her head over their lunch and thanked God for the food and their family. Kelly also dipped her head, but looked at her father, whose eyes were shut so tight he might give himself a stroke. Even prayer was a competition for that man. 

			June was beautifully dressed as always and though her hair was more grey now than blonde, it was still arranged atop her head with class and a touch of glamour. ‘You missed a lovely service, this morning, Kelly,’ she said. ‘Such a shame you couldn’t take a few hours off on Easter Sunday to come along with us.’

			‘God understands,’ her father, Roy, said. ‘He knows that Kelly needs to spend every minute she can preparing for her exam.’

			Fergus waved a fork at her. ‘Better than beating people up in supermarkets.’

			Kelly couldn’t breathe. ‘You know about that?’

			‘Fergus!’ June said sharply. ‘We agreed not to talk about the incident.’

			‘What? It’s hardly a secret. It’s trending on Twitter and is all over the news.’

			Kelly had deliberately avoided going online since she’d left Juliana that morning. She didn’t have Instagram on her phone anymore – she let Juliana run her account. Kelly just sent her pictures every now and again and let the expert come up with banal captions and mind-numbing hashtags. Kelly had also approved a few proforma responses that Juliana rolled out depending on the type of messages she received. Whenever she received a dick pic, Juliana simply deleted the message and blocked the sender. 

			‘How bad is it, Ferg?’ Kelly asked.

			He grimaced. ‘Pretty bad. They’re calling you Dr Omelette.’

			Her father chuckled. ‘That’s actually pretty good.’

			‘I don’t get it,’ Kelly said.

			‘Because you break eggs to make an omelette, darling,’ her mother said. ‘Well, people who cook do.’

			‘Not the time, Mum.’

			‘I agree,’ June said. ‘Let’s not talk about all this now. Lunch is served.’

			It was one of the rare times in her life that Kelly appreciated her mother’s steadfast dedication to avoiding problems, conflict and uncomfortable conversations. She often joked with her brother that they would one day adorn their mother’s tombstone with the epitaph: June O’Mara – A lifetime devoted to sweeping shit under the rug.

			But that was not the style June’s fiercely competitive children had adopted. And Kelly owed her brother a hit. ‘Are we allowed to talk about Fergus’s marriage?’ she said sweetly.

			‘Was Fergus married?’ Roy said with barely concealed con­tempt. ‘Must have set some kind of record for world’s shortest-lived nuptials.’

			‘Thanks for your loving support as always, Dad.’ 

			The air between father and son crackled with tension. 

			June put her knife and fork down. ‘That’s enough. Easter Sunday is a time to celebrate family and be thankful for all that God had given us.’

			Fergus cocked his head. ‘A failed marriage and a career in tatters?’

			‘God didn’t give you a failed marriage,’ Kelly said. ‘That was your wandering member.’

			Roy picked up his wine glass. ‘Kelly, you know the rules. We don’t talk about Fergus’s member at the table.’

			‘Thank God he doesn’t get it out at dinner anymore like he used to when he was a little boy,’ June said.

			Roy snorted red wine through his nose, Fergus howled with false indignation and Kelly nearly choked on a mouthful of roast potatoes. June didn’t often spear anyone with her wit, but when she did, she speared them all the way through. 

			Roy put his knife and fork down and leaned on his elbows, fixing his gaze on Kelly.

			She stole a quick sideways glance at Fergus, whose face confirmed what they both knew was coming. They’d seen that expression on their father’s face a thousand times and more as kids. The lecture was about to begin.

			‘You let yourself down at the supermarket, Kelly. But not because you assaulted that moron. He deserved a punch in the face more than an egg on his shirt.’

			‘Roy!’ June hissed.

			He ignored her. ‘You let yourself down because you let yourself get distracted by an unremarkable person with a small, unremarkable life. That man means nothing to us. He’s not one of the special ones, Kelly. He’s not like you. He’ll never be anybody. And if you want to be somebody, you can’t make that mistake again. Laser focus. That’s what you need. Focus and hard work.’

			Kelly could feel the heat of Fergus’s shame and indignation radiating towards her just like when they were kids. Not once had her father called his son special. It was always Kelly who promised the most. Kelly who delivered the best results. Kelly who could be relied upon to succeed. Fergus just continued on the path of proving his father right by fucking up time after time after time. When he did, their father put it down to his flawed character. When Kelly made a mistake, it was because she stooped to the level of the unremarkable mob. 

			Fergus spread his arms wide and smiled caustically. ‘Just like old times,’ he said.

			‘Speaking of old times,’ June said in a fluster, predictably changing the subject, ‘when is Finley coming over today?’

			‘He’s not coming over.’

			They all looked at her with wide eyes. 

			‘What do you mean?’ June said. ‘Finley comes over every year on Easter Sunday. We’ve got him an egg and everything.’

			‘Not this year. He’s got something else on,’ she said. 

			‘Bullshit,’ Fergus said. 

			June scowled. ‘Fergus!’

			He shrugged. ‘What? Finn comes over every Easter. There’s no way he’s—’ Fergus made air quotes with his fingers, ‘—“got something else on”.’ 

			The truth was that Finn was spending the afternoon with Ashley’s family. Kelly had been shocked when he’d told her via text message that morning. It was a spontaneous decision, he’d said, and Kelly wondered what had transpired on their date night in Finn’s apartment. She didn’t want to think about it. Not so much as to what they did or didn’t do, but that Finn had chosen Ashley over her. After spending time with his mother, Finn would always come to the O’Mara’s on Christmas Day and Easter Sunday. He loved the way the family was all together, enjoying each other’s company. It was something that had been taken from him when he was just a boy. For him to so callously text Kelly to say he was trading them in for a new family made her think that perhaps Ashley meant more to him than he had let on. That Toula was wrong about it being a fling.

			June narrowed her eyes at her daughter. ‘Is everything all right, honey?’

			Kelly’s throat tightened. Her mum always knew. ‘Yeah, yeah, of course. He’s just … he’s dating this new girl.’ It was all she could think to say.

			‘Well, that’s great,’ June said. ‘He should bring her over as well. I’d love to meet her.’

			‘They’re with her family today.’

			Kelly saw her own family’s collective agreement not to push any further. They all knew she was hurting, but they would let it be, for now. 

			***

			Two hours later, when they were all sleepy from the roast and the wine, Kelly took a bottle of champagne and two glasses and found her brother sitting on the bench her mother had placed among the flowers in their expansive garden at the front of the house. His eyes were glazed and his movements were slow – he was as buzzed as she was. She sat down beside him on the bench as the warm autumn sun prickled the skin of her bare arms. Fergus took a long drag on a cigarette.

			‘Got another one of those?’ Kelly said. 

			He looked up at the sky and languidly expelled the smoke from his lungs, watching it drift lazily in the toasty afternoon air. ‘You don’t smoke,’ he said.

			‘Neither do you.’

			‘My marriage fell apart.’

			‘The internet knows me as Dr Omelette.’

			He nodded and flicked open the cigarette packet adorned with the ghastly rotten teeth of some pathetic soul. Kelly slid one out, the soft paper touch still sending a thrill of rebellion up her fingertips like static electricity. She lit the end, drew back hard and held the burning poison in her lungs. The head rush made her giddy and her chest felt ready to explode. 

			She exhaled and butted out on the seat. ‘Filthy habit.’

			Fergus laughed. 

			Kelly poured them both a glass of champagne and they toasted in silence. She drank the whole glass, tilting her head back until the warmth in her chest matched the heat of the sun on her exposed throat. 

			When she poured another, Fergus looked at her with a raised eyebrow.

			‘What?’ Kelly asked. 

			‘Oh, nothing. It’s just that you only drink and smoke like a Vegas hooker when you’re in some seriously deep shit.’

			Kelly felt the alcohol numb her. Mute the realisation of the utter chaos and terror of everyday life. ‘What do you know about Vegas hookers?’ she said. Then she raised a finger. ‘Wait – don’t answer that.’

			Fergus patted her leg. ‘Don’t worry, sis. I’m not that depraved. And I’m also not drunk enough to miss that little piece of redirection.’

			Kelly felt a goofy smile form on her lips. It was heavy and uncooperative. Lopsided. 

			‘Where’s Finn?’ Fergus said. 

			‘I told you. He’s with his girlfriend.’

			‘And how do you feel about that?’

			Kelly drank more. She stared at the brilliant colour and life of her mother’s garden through her dull eyes. ‘Like I don’t want a fucking counselling session on Easter Sunday from my brother. Anyway, I’ve got more serious shit to deal with. The Society Board has called a crisis meeting for Tuesday morning.’

			‘The video?’

			‘Yep.’

			‘You don’t seem too stressed.’

			‘I’m half-cut.’

			‘Still.’

			‘The hospital communications adviser thinks it’ll all blow over. They’ll probably give me an official warning and stop making me their poster girl, thank fuck. It might actually turn out for the best.’

			‘Still.’

			Kelly scowled at him. ‘That’s an infuriating conversation technique, you know?’

			He tilted his head.

			She gave in. No point trying to hide it from her brother. And she could trust him. They’d spent enough hours out on this seat in their teenage years to know it was a place of safety. From their first cigarette together to the day seventeen-year-old Fergus told her he’d slept with their 28-year-old neighbour – nothing here went to Mum and Dad. Not when they were kids, and not now. 

			‘There’s a chance they’ll force me to seek counselling. That’s not going to look good on my record.’

			Fergus scoffed. ‘Don’t be ridiculous. These days, if you’re not seeing a psychologist, people assume there’s something wrong with you.’

			‘Yeah, well, there’s also the video of me going ape-shit at an innocent member of the public.’

			Fergus took another long drag and exhaled. ‘Not everyone thinks he was innocent.’

			Kelly’s focus sharpened through the booze haze. ‘What do you mean?’

			‘A not-insignificant number of people are on your side. They’re calling the guy a misogynist for his tampon comment. It could backfire on him in a big way if he’s not careful.’

			Kelly took Fergus’s cigarette from his fingers and drew back hard. The tip fizzled and crackled at her exertion. She let her tension flow out of her body with the smoke. ‘I just wish everyone would leave me alone to get on with my job. I didn’t ask for any of this other shit. I just want to help sick kids.’ 

			They were silent. Kelly thought of a young girl she’d lost only last week: arrived in hospital on the Monday with a headache and was gone by Wednesday afternoon courtesy of an extremely rare and fatal aneurysm. Brought on by nothing at all. And nothing anyone could do to help her. The girl, Ruby, couldn’t pronounce Kelly’s name so she called her Doctor K. Thank you, Doctor K, she said to Kelly after she examined her and sent her for an MRI. Those were the last words she spoke to Kelly. Thank you, Doctor K. For what? Thank you for what? Kelly felt a tear land on her hand. It was tough sometimes. Really fucking tough.

			‘So, what are you going to do?’

			Fergus’s voice dragged Kelly back into the sunlit garden. She wiped her cheeks with the backs of her hands. ‘Keep my head down. Pass my clinical. And start using click and collect.’

			Fergus laughed and refilled her glass.

			***

			Later that evening, Kelly was alone on the verandah, her head all at sea; awash on the swell of champagne, red wine and the bourbon her brother had cracked open in lieu of dinner. Her dad was in the front room listening to U2 on near full volume, her mum was somehow napping on the couch in the same room and Fergus had gone into the den to play an ultra-violent video game. She would never understand why a thirty-year-old man would still be obsessed with a games console. No wonder his marriage didn’t work. Although she knew that had more to do with his infidelity than his juvenile pastime. 

			Her skin was sticky from a day of light perspiration in the warm autumn sun. Her vision, though not completely blurred, lacked crispness and the ability to remain on any one object for an extended period. 

			Her phone floated before her as her head swayed one way and her hand the other. She’d been thinking about him for the last three drinks. It wasn’t fair the way she’d left things between them. He’d done nothing wrong. She was the one who’d freaked out. She’d been contemplating sending a message but didn’t want to interrupt his weekend. Then again, it was Easter – second only in sentimentality to the Christmas holiday. Perhaps it was a good time to heal their rift. 

			But she wouldn’t go over the top, just cast a lure to see if he would bite. Happy Easter, she wrote and sent. She stared at the message. 

			Within seconds, the three telltale dots appeared to indicate he was typing back. Kelly’s heartbeat quickened. What would he say? Would he be angry? Rude? Sarcastic?

			I’m Jewish, Eli wrote. But I appreciate the sentiment.

			Kelly giggled. How stupid of her. She might normally be mortified but the alcohol had diluted her usual instinct to feel foolish at making a mistake. 

			Are you mad at me?

			No. A lot of people forget I’m one of God’s chosen. It’s the long, blond hair. 

			Kelly smiled. He wasn’t angry. But was he flirting? She wanted to find out. I like your Jewish hair.

			That’s the most beautiful message anyone has ever sent me.

			He was flirting. 

			Kelly bit her bottom lip. Where are you?

			Home.

			Want to meet up?

			Sure. Where are you?

			At my parents’ house.

			You want me to meet your parents on Easter Sunday? 

			No. Just me. 

			She sent him the address, poured herself another drink and walked through the garden to the front gate. She sat down on the footpath, her back resting against the fence of her childhood home. She’d met Toula like this so many times when they were younger. Clandestine meetings to discuss the turbulence in their teenage hearts. 

			And now her heart was turbulent again. Excited, nervous and aching all at once as she leaned her head against the warm brick wall and closed her eyes, waiting for Eli to arrive. 

			***

			‘Happy Easter, Jesus freak.’

			His voice startled her eyes open. Had she been sleeping? How long had she been sleeping? Was she drooling? Kelly wiped her mouth. No drool, thank God. But she was dizzy and momentarily confused.

			Eli sat beside her, resting his back against the brick wall and extending his legs out flat like Kelly’s. He wore casual pants and a T-shirt, and the final glow of the setting sun gave his curls a fiery tinge. He was everything she needed to see right now. 

			‘Hi, Eli,’ Kelly said. 

			He turned to her with a smile. ‘Hello, Kelly.’

			‘I’m sorry.’

			‘It’s okay.’

			‘I’ve known Finn since we were kids. We’ve been through so much together.’

			‘Kelly, you don’t have to tell me anything you don’t want to.’

			‘He’s had a rough life. His dad killed himself and his mum became a total basket case.’ Although she could hear the shadow of a slur in her words, which came more slowly and with more difficulty than usual, she wanted to keep talking. ‘Finn’s pretty much permanently one crisis away from being suicidal. It’s my job to look after him.’

			Eli watched her closely and Kelly returned his gaze, unac­customed to the comfort of eyes that were trying to see into her soul. Trying to understand her. Maybe even trying to work out how to put her back together. ‘Why is it your job?’

			‘We made a pact when we were younger.’

			‘What sort of pact?’

			Kelly chuckled. ‘A dumb, embarrassing one.’

			‘To look after each other.’

			‘Sort of. But not in those words exactly.’

			Eli raised an eyebrow.

			Kelly took his hand but looked away, feeling herself blush at the thought of saying this out loud to someone other than Finn or Toula. She lowered her voice to a whisper. ‘You don’t fuck with Kelly and Finn.’

			Eli narrowed his eyes. ‘I don’t get it. Why aren’t you two together?’

			Kelly let go of his hand and tried to stand up. It was more challenging than she had expected. The ground and wall spun. She reached out a hand to steady herself. Eli sprang up beside her, grabbed her elbow to stop her toppling over and leaned her gently against the wall. 

			Kelly gave him a crooked smile. ‘My hero.’

			He stood before her with his own mock smile and challenging stare. ‘You didn’t answer my question.’

			Kelly felt a flood of hot desire suddenly burst within her. ‘I’m not with Finn because I’m here with you,’ she said. Then she grabbed the waistband of his shorts and pulled him towards her. When their bodies collided, she stood on her toes and wrapped her arms tightly around his shoulders. She drew him closer and caught the hot urgency of his breath on her cheek as she tilted her head. Their lips came together. 

			She kissed him deeply, recklessly, messily – until he broke away, panting for air. 

			‘A man’s gotta breathe, you know,’ he said, his cheeks flushed and his eyes wide. 

			‘Breathing’s overrated.’ She grabbed him again and pulled him back into her kiss.

			He didn’t come up for air this time. 

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-four

			Kelly woke with her eyes closed and yet the light still seemed to burn them in their sockets. She screwed them shut tighter but that didn’t work so she pulled her sheet over her head. She let out a long groan. Drinking so much yesterday had been unwise, to say the least. She’d already lost a day of studying and there was no way she was going to be functional today. Her precise scheduling was falling apart at the same rate as the rest of her life.

			Only Eli had provided some hope. Eli. She tried to remember how it ended after they’d kissed against the fence. It had seemed to go for a long time, and she knew he walked her back inside, past their dozing parents, past the den where Fergus was raining bullets on the terrorists. Eli led her to her childhood bedroom, laid her down on the mattress. Kissed her … But then what? She couldn’t remember, although she saw flashes of his naked back in her mind. Then she was on top of him. He was on top of her. It was all a blur. Like it could have happened or it could have been a dream. 

			Wait, they were both naked, yet when she reached down and felt her hips, she was wearing the same shorts as yesterday. Did she get dressed again? Her T-shirt was damp with sweat but still on her body. Even her bra. It was a dream, then. 

			Kelly emerged from the covers and checked her phone on the bedside table for any clues. Two messages received half an hour ago. Both from Eli.

			Thanks for a great night. And OMG, the sex was amazing!

			Her stomach dropped and she broke out in a cold sweat.

			Wait, sorry, typo, I meant the conversation. Amazing conversation!

			Now she was desperately confused. Was he messing with her? And if he was, which part was the messing? 

			She typed hurriedly. What happened last night?

			He responded immediately as though he’d been waiting for her to make contact. I walked you back to your room and you basically passed out on your bed. 

			So we didn’t … 

			We did not. 

			Kelly exhaled with relief and relaxed her shoulders. Her head was starting to ache and her throat was a desert. Not that having sex with Eli would have been such a crime, she just didn’t want to have sex with him so drunk that she wasn’t sure if it was a dream or reality. But that meant she definitely dreamed about it. No doubt Freud would have something to say about that. 

			Her phone vibrated.

			Wanna hang out today?

			Kelly shuffled over to her bed’s backboard and crossed her legs. You mean study?

			You’ve got a one-track mind. No, I mean hang out.

			Kelly grinned. Okay.

			I’ll be at your place in an hour.

			She sent a thumbs-up emoji, which felt a bit stupid as soon as she saw it appear, but it was better than a heart. When she hauled herself out of bed, she got a strong whiff of what she smelled like after twelve hours of drinking in the sun and then sleeping in her clothes. 

			‘Oof. I’m going need every minute of that hour.’ 

			***

			Eli sipped noisily on his smoothie as they strolled through the shopping centre. When he’d told Kelly they were going shopping, she’d almost told him to forget about it. But, despite the public holiday crowds, she was actually enjoying herself. They’d been wandering around for about half an hour, browsing the shops. Kelly hadn’t known this was something men enjoyed.

			‘You know, I’ve never met a man who liked shopping the way you do.’

			‘Then you’ve never met a real man, Kelly, my dear.’

			She liked the way he talked. A bit weird, but fun. She looked at him sidelong as he walked in loping strides, his mop of hair bouncing lightly, his glasses a fraction too far down the bridge of his nose. 

			‘And I’m Jewish. We can’t resist a bargain.’

			‘Are you allowed to say that?’

			‘Of course I am. It’s the Seinfeld principle. Or probably more Woody Allen, but I think he may have been cancelled.’

			‘What principle?’

			‘Jews get to make fun of themselves. But if you do it, young Gentile, you’re a racist.’

			This sounded suspiciously like Toula’s line of reasoning. Kelly wasn’t sure if he was serious. ‘Okay, no Jewish jokes, then. But no blonde jokes from you either.’

			‘Blondes aren’t a race.’

			‘Doesn’t matter.’

			‘What if I identify as a blond?’

			‘You’ve got black hair!’

			‘Doesn’t matter.’

			Kelly laughed. ‘You’re probably right. Okay, you identify as a blond, I’ll identify as Jewish and then we can say whatever we like to each other.’

			Eli raised his smoothie in a toast. ‘Another win for diversity and inclusion.’

			Now he did remind her of Toula and she wondered how she had suddenly become surrounded by people who didn’t seem to care at all about the culture shifting around them. That attitude could get them in a lot of trouble in the wrong setting. 

			Like a hospital. 

			‘You know you need to be more woke than that at work, right?’

			‘Oh, trust me. I’m so woke in the hospital, it’s like I’m on diversity and inclusion methamphetamines.’

			Kelly shook her head. ‘Even that’s borderline offensive.’

			‘Speaking of the hospital, I’ve been thinking about your predicament.’

			Kelly stopped walking. Eli took two strides before he realised she was no longer beside him. He turned back. 

			‘What are you doing?’

			Kelly hadn’t told Eli about the video. ‘How do you know about my predicament?’

			For a moment, his eyebrows met in confusion. Then his face relaxed. ‘Oh, you don’t remember.’

			Kelly felt a hot prickle on every part of her skin. ‘Remember what?’

			‘You told me everything last night. Showed me the video. Scrolled through the comments. Mused on your Dr Omelette nickname. I’m actually surprised they let you in here, it being a shopping centre and all. I was expecting a wanted poster with your mugshot at the front entrance.’

			‘It’s not a joke, Eli.’

			‘I know. And that’s why I’m going to help you.’

			‘Help me how?’

			‘By writing you a reference.’

			Kelly was genuinely confused. ‘But what’s that going to do? You’re just a Registrar like me.’

			‘You haven’t seen what I’ve written.’

			‘You’ve already done it?’

			He scoffed in a feigned judgemental tone. ‘We weren’t all waking up hungover and regretting missing our chance to sleep with one of the world’s most devastatingly adept lovers.’

			Kelly smiled. ‘I believe you’re right. Neither of us woke up that way at all.’

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-five

			It wasn’t going well. 

			Kelly was at the Society’s headquarters in a boardroom with a table large enough for the four committee members plus Stephen, Michael, Juliana and Kelly to sit facing each other. Kelly felt like she was in some sort of cliched legal drama. They were all talking about her as though she wasn’t there. Dressed uncomfortably in her navy skirt and white blouse, her hair pulled back sensibly and more makeup than usual – at Toula’s and Juliana’s insistence – she couldn’t quite decide whether she was the victim or the accused. 

			Kelly, herself, had said very little. She had no representation other than Juliana and although Michael was there to support her, his definition of support was to refrain from condemning her and nothing more. 

			Stephen, the Society’s Director of Corporate Affairs, was being all calm and clinical. Easy for him; his life wasn’t being torn to shreds before his very eyes. This was all his fault. If he hadn’t arranged that bloody article and Kelly hadn’t ended up on that bloody telethon, none of this would be happening. But she was still the one who had lashed out at that jerk in the supermarket. And the committee had been hammering on for an hour about how she had to take accountability. Own her actions, they said. Show remorse. Demonstrate a desire for self-improvement. 

			Eli’s reference had been so full of effusive praise that it had made her blush to read it, but the committee had barely given it a second glance. As she suspected, his position as a Registrar was one level above bottom-dwelling shit-kicker in their eyes and his opinion meant about as much as that of the night-shift security guard, who they would never, ever meet.

			The committee chairman, who was also the Chairman of the Board, began outlining the possible sanctions under the Society’s code of conduct, ranging from a warning to suspension or cancellation of her membership. That would be catastrophic. That would mean Kelly could not sit the clinical exam, which was scheduled for the first day of June, less than two months away. 

			The fear and rage were building so powerfully inside her that Kelly knew she was on the brink of an outburst in which she would question why she was being so severely scrutinised for something that had nothing to do with her job. Why she was wasting her time here when she could be helping sick kids – the very reason the Society existed.

			Juliana, who was sitting next to her, must have sensed the imminent explosion. She placed a hand on Kelly’s knee and shook her head slightly. 

			Kelly took a deep breath. It didn’t help. She was frustrated with Juliana, who was adding almost nothing to the conversation. It was so unlike the communications adviser to be silent and submissive, particularly before a group of middle-aged men – and the committee members were all men, of course. Maybe she feared for her own job if she ruffled too many feathers. Maybe this was about self-preservation. 

			That made Kelly even angrier. Juliana was supposed to be her ally. Supposed to be by her side. Working with her. Defending her. Making sure this whole fucking mess went away. Instead, she was sitting there like a meek and servile nineteenth-century wife. It was infuriating. 

			The Chair stared at Kelly through slightly milky eyes, and a chill ran down her spine. 

			‘In all my years as a physician,’ he said. ‘I have never seen such appalling behaviour. Especially not from a woman.’

			Juliana again placed her hand on Kelly’s knee. ‘Stay silent,’ she whispered.

			‘You simply cannot unleash a foul-mouthed tirade on a member of the public and then assault him for no reason whatsoever. It is disreputable, unbecoming and completely misaligned with the values we have striven for decades to uphold.’

			The only values you know are misogyny, oppression and sexism, Kelly thought. She’d been in training sessions where this very man – and others like him – had made explicit references to the difficulties women have in committing to the job because of their family obligations. It was pure mid-twentieth-century bullshit, but these guys still believed it. And, what was worse, they were training up the next generation to believe the same thing. Nobody challenged them. That would be the ultimate career sabotage. So the women just worked harder and the men held their heads higher, truly believing they were superior just because they had balls in a wrinkly pouch.

			‘I move that we cancel your Society membership, effective imme­di­ately, with a right of re-entry at the annual renewal period.’

			‘But the membership renews after the clinical exam,’ she said. Her breath was short and laboured. The pulse in her neck beat wildly in anticipation of the noose.

			The Chair looked at her like she was deranged. ‘Oh, you won’t be sitting the clinical exam, my dear. But at least you’ll have an extra twelve months to study.’

			Kelly’s head started spinning. She gripped the table hard. Juliana held her hand.

			‘If I may, Chair,’ Stephen said. ‘I believe there’s another option.’

			The Chair chewed on the arm of his glasses. ‘Go on.’

			‘Juliana’s media release on Sunday was a masterful mix of contrition and humility set against the backdrop of an environment so pressure charged that even the strongest would succumb.’

			Kelly stared at her unlikely saviour. Stephen spoke like a complete corporate wanker but had suddenly become her life raft in the midst of the worst storm of her life.

			‘We’re already seeing significant support for Dr O’Mara across social media. Not outright condoning her actions, as such, except for the feminist extremists. But certainly expressing sympathy for her and the work she does. Many of her patients’ families have posted messages of support.’

			Kelly felt the back of her eyes sting. She took a deep breath, determined not to cry in front of these men.

			‘She was already hugely popular after the feature article and telethon appearance. She has more Instagram followers than any other junior doctor in the Society’s history. Whether we like it or not, she’s something of a poster child, so we must tread carefully with our response. The public is watching and will judge us on our actions.’

			The Chairman put down his glasses, leaned back and folded his arms across his frail chest. Then he looked down his nose at Stephen. ‘This is the Society of Australian Paediatric Medicine,’ he said. ‘We are not judged by the public nor will we make our decisions through the lens of public opinion.’

			Stephen dipped his head respectfully. ‘I understand.’

			Kelly began to drown, hear head slipping under the waves as the life raft drifted out of reach. 

			‘But, like it or not, online opinion holds extraordinary power,’ Stephen continued. ‘A person or organisation can be destroyed in hours, eviscerated beyond redemption. I believe that if you are too harsh with Dr O’Mara, you can expect to hand in your resignation within a day.’

			This guy is a genius, Kelly thought, coming up for air. The Chair had been masterfully backed into a corner and suddenly the decision was about his own survival, not just Kelly’s career. It was brilliant. 

			One of the other members of the committee smacked his lips. ‘He’s right,’ he said, directing his comments to the Chair. ‘Look at what happened to Blackburn. The online zealots discovered he was part of a church and concluded he was a rabid homophobe even though he’d never said a public word in his life about the gays. He’d resigned within the week, clearly pushed over the edge.’

			‘This has nothing to do with gay people,’ the Chair said. Then he looked uncomfortably – and desperately – at Kelly and Juliana holding hands at the end of the table. His eyes were wide with trepidation, but it was clear he couldn’t bring himself to ask the question.

			‘She’s not a lesbian.’ Juliana stared at him, deadpan. Her first words in Kelly’s defence for the whole meeting. But, fuck, the way she delivered them. The woman was a goddess.

			The Chair cleared his throat and the other three old men shuffled uncomfortably. They were suddenly flustered, confused, vulnerable. 

			Stephen went for the jugular. ‘I recommend Dr O’Mara’s membership be downgraded to provisional and she be placed on probation until the end of May. Without further incident, her full membership can be reinstated so she can sit her clinical exam on the first of June.’

			‘Absolutely not,’ the Chair said. ‘That sets a dangerous precedent, not to mention making us look weak and spineless. She must be suspended. That’s not negotiable.’

			‘Suspended until the end of May, then,’ Stephen said. ‘Same process, though. If there are no other issues between now and then, her membership will be reinstated and she’ll be able to sit the exam.’

			Kelly watched the two men as though this was a fight to the death – her death. The situation was moving too fast. She couldn’t control it. Couldn’t even slow it down. Her head started to ache and her left leg trembled violently. She tried to still it with her hand but that was shaking now too.

			‘Agreed,’ the Chair said. ‘But there is one more condition. She needs to be stood down from her position at the hospital until the suspension is completed.’

			Kelly felt the room spin.

			Everybody looked at Michael.

			Michael looked first at Kelly. 

			She gripped the table and pleaded with her eyes. Pleaded with him to say no. To not take away her job. Her life. Her very reason for existence. If he agreed, she would not be able to examine patients for more than seven weeks leading up to her exam. 

			He dropped his gaze.

			Kelly was a dead woman.

			Michael nodded silently to the Chair. 

			The betrayal was complete.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-six

			Something wasn’t right. Finn had been calling all day to find out how the hearing had gone but Kelly hadn’t answered or texted him back. She never did that.

			Finn called again from the balcony of the art gallery. It was only marginally quieter than inside, so he still had to stick a finger in his ear to hear Kelly’s voicemail again. He hung up, put his phone away and walked back inside. 

			It was opening night of an exhibition of one of Ashley’s friends. She was a modern artist but not the kind that makes you despondent about life – her paintings were vibrant and full of colour and energy. Against that backdrop, the party was bursting at the seams with conversation, laughter and gaiety. Finn found Ashley staring at one of the paintings, her head cocked to the left. She wore a simple but devastatingly alluring black dress that attracted the gaze of every man at the party, yet she stood among them oblivious, or perhaps contemptuous, of their attention. 

			‘I think this is my favourite,’ Ashley said. ‘It actually reminds me of you.’

			Finn examined the painting. It was a riot of colour and shapes all emanating from a brilliant white circle at the centre of the canvas. He couldn’t see the connection. 

			Ashley held his hand. ‘So much complexity and chaos all around. Uncertainty and disorder but all in full colour with an unassailable purity at its core.’ She turned to face him, her dark eyes warm and inviting. ‘I like you, Finley. I like the way I feel around you.’ She whispered into his ear: ‘I’d like to feel more of you all around me.’

			Finn shuddered. Every primal instinct screamed at him to leave with Ashley now and let her invade his innermost soul. But his phone burned in his pocket, ablaze with the unanswered calls he had made and the potential catastrophes they represented. 

			Ashley stepped back and narrowed her eyes. ‘What is it?’

			‘I’m really sorry, Ash, but I have to go.’

			‘Why? What’s wrong?’

			‘It’s Kelly.’

			Ashley pursed her lips.

			‘She went before the board this morning but she’s not returning my calls. I’m worried that it didn’t go well and she needs my help.’

			‘Well, if Kelly needs your help, fuck the rest of us. You better get going.’

			Finn’s muscled tensed. ‘Come on, Ash. You and I just spent the whole long weekend together.’

			Ashley crossed her arms. ‘And the moment Kelly needs you, I’m left behind.’

			It started to close in on him now, the fear, the panic, the uncertainty. ‘That’s not true. Kelly called me about the hearing yesterday and I still spent the day with you.’

			‘Then do it again. Stay here with me. Kelly’s a big girl. She can take care of herself.’

			Finn wanted to grasp his hair in his hands and rip it out. He wanted to scream. He wanted to collapse. Disappear. Anything but having to make this decision. The thought of hurting Ashley was a physical weight on his heart. But the thought of leaving Kelly when she needed him, especially after he didn’t go to her yesterday, was a death blow. 

			Ashley took hold of his arm. ‘Finn, what’s happening? You’re scaring me.’

			‘Air,’ he gasped. ‘I need air.’

			She gripped his elbow and steered him through the crowd. 

			The laughter was deafening, the colourful paintings grotesque, the atmosphere thick with rejection and disgust. Of him.

			They burst onto the street outside the gallery and Finn collapsed on his haunches. 

			Ashley crouched beside him and placed her hand on his back. ‘Finn, what do you need?’ She spoke softly but urgently.

			Finn screwed his eyes shut and breathed deeply. ‘You can’t help me, Ash. I’m too fucked up.’

			‘Let me try.’

			Finn stood up. The world swayed but she held him steady. ‘You can’t,’ he said. ‘I’d only make you fucked up as well.’

			She placed her hands on his shoulders. He gently took them in his own hands and placed them at her side. ‘I’m so sorry,’ he said. 

			Ashley started to cry. 

			Finn ran away, as fast and as hard as he could. 

			***

			With every step, he thought about what could have gone wrong. Every conceivable catastrophe and all the reasons why it was his fault. He shouldn’t have gone out tonight with Ashley when Kelly needed him. He shouldn’t have been with Ashley’s family on Easter Sunday when he always spent it with the O’Maras. He should have gone to her yesterday even though she told him she was fine. He should have called her straight after the hearing instead of meeting with his agent to rehearse his upcoming audition. He should have taken her to the hearing himself. Fuck. What was he thinking? How could he have been so selfish? Whatever had gone wrong was his fault. This was all his fault.

			Finn didn’t even knock, just unlocked the door and flung it open. A secret part of him had expected to open the door and find everything in order, Kelly watching TV or hunched over her books. But the apartment was dark and quiet, and it made his stomach drop even further. 

			‘Kelly! Kelly, are you here?’

			He raced from room to room. Empty bathroom, empty bedrooms. There was nowhere else she could be and yet it was like he could feel her. Like he knew by some sixth sense that she was there. He stood at the entrance and scanned the open-plan living area again. Nothing. 

			The narrow kitchen was on his left behind a high breakfast bar. A small body was propped up against the wall there, hidden in the shadows. 

			‘Kelly!’

			Finn slid to his knees beside her. He took her face in his hands but she stared at him with vacant eyes. 

			‘Talk to me, Kel. Are you all right?’

			Still, the vacant stare. 

			He drew her close. She breathed softly and without conviction, as though her body’s instinct for survival was the only thing keeping her alive. 

			‘What happened?’ he said. ‘Tell me, Kel. What happened?’ 

			No response. 

			He sat her back up and looked hard into her eyes. A wave of panic seized him. Had she taken something?

			‘It’s over,’ Kelly whispered, the words laboured and dull. ‘I’ve been stood down from the hospital. Suspended from the Society.’

			Finn clenched his jaw until it felt like it would shatter with the pressure. ‘I’m so sorry, Kel. This is all my fault. I should’ve been there for you. I should’ve done more after you told me about the video. Fuck! I shouldn’t have gone on the telethon with you or posted on your Instagram. I should have helped you prepare for the hearing instead of being with Ashley. If it wasn’t for me, everything would be fine.’

			Kelly lolled her head towards him. ‘Don’t.’

			‘What?’

			‘Don’t make this about you. I don’t have it in me.’ Kelly’s hands were resting beside her thighs. She moved her left hand slightly and Finn noticed, for the first time, that she was holding a large kitchen knife. ‘What’s left when they take it all away, Finn?’

			‘I don’t know what you mean. Please, Kel. Let’s get up now.’

			She lifted the knife and placed its sharp tip on her thigh, halfway between her hip and knee where her skirt had ridden up and left her skin exposed and vulnerable. ‘Just pain,’ she whispered. 

			‘Give me the knife, Kel.’

			She held it still and a small bead of blood formed around the tip. She dragged the knife slowly up her leg, blood running freely down the inside of her thigh. 

			Dark spots appeared in Finn’s vision. The blood, the knife, the wilful destruction of the one he cared for most in all the world. 

			Everything went black.

			***

			‘Mum wants me to drop Drama,’ Finn said.

			Kelly screwed up her face in disgust. ‘What? Why would you do that?’

			‘She thinks it’s a waste of time.’

			Kelly rolled her eyes. ‘For fuck’s sake, Finn. How many times are you going to have this conversation with her? You want to be an actor, not a fucking accountant.’

			Finn chuckled. ‘Take it easy, Tarantino.’ 

			They stood in front of the new release section. The DVD store had the titles stacked three and four deep rather than along the shelves, so you’d know straight away if a movie was unavailable by the big fat Rent me next time! sticker on the last copy. The exception was the movie of the month guarantee, which had so many copies it filled its own section. This month it was Thor, the latest instalment in a disturbing trend of comic book movies that were taking over the world. 

			Finn reached out and picked up a copy. ‘How about this?’

			Kelly shook her head in mock disgust. ‘What am I, twelve?’

			Finn put Thor back where he belonged. ‘You’re an impossible person, you know that?’

			Kelly shrugged. ‘What? You want to be an actor. Shouldn’t we watch something that actually contains acting?’

			‘Fine. You choose.’

			Kelly scanned the shelves and, more to infuriate Finn than anything else, she picked up Transformers: Dark of the Moon. ‘This one.’

			‘You’re kidding.’

			‘I’m more of a Shia LaBeouf girl than Chris Hemsworth. If you’re going to make me watch a brain-dead action film, I might as well enjoy the view.’

			Finn shook his head. He was trying to look disdainful, but she saw the grin at the corners of his lips. ‘You’re paying.’

			‘What’s new?’

			***

			It was a short bus ride and then a ten-minute walk back to Finn’s place. They didn’t speak much on the bus; neither of them liked talking when other people were around. It felt, to Kelly, like strangers were invading their personal space, threatening their special connection. Not that they were going out. They’d never even kissed. That would ruin everything. 

			Finn was the kindest, smartest and most complex person she had ever met. She knew he was damaged in some fundamental way, and it called to the brokenness in her own soul. A brokenness she didn’t understand or know how to manage. But she had found a companion in this tall, strong, sixteen-year-old boy with the haunted eyes. There was no way she was going to risk all that for a stupid teenage romance. 

			As soon as they stepped off the bus, Kelly took up the fight. ‘All right, so your mum doesn’t want you to do Drama in Year 12. She’s being irrational, but let’s figure out a way to get her over the line.’

			Finn slipped as naturally into the conversation as if it had never been interrupted. ‘I don’t know if I can, Kel. She keeps going on about stability and security and how acting can be a hobby but will never make me any money.’

			‘I get all that. But would she really prefer you were in some soul-crushing finance job?’

			‘As long as it’s a steady pay cheque.’

			Kelly sighed. Finn’s mum was a difficult character. Kelly had been tempted to simply write her off as a selfish and over-protective mother who wasn’t willing to hand control of her son’s life over to her son. But after what happened with Finn’s dad, she could hardly blame her.

			Still, Kelly had to stand up for Finn. She knew he couldn’t do it on his own, so it was up to her. ‘I’ll talk to your mum tonight,’ she said.

			Finn glanced at her as they walked side by side down the leafy suburban street, the trees in full spring green and the warm air soft on their skin. ‘You really think that’s a good idea?’

			Kelly knew what he was getting at. Not only was Finn’s mum overly protective when it came to his school and career choices, she was also irrationally vigilant against the influence of teenage girls – and one teenage girl in particular. She’d never really warmed to Kelly, despite the amount of time Finn spent with her. Or perhaps because of it. At first, Kelly had been confused, then hurt. But as she grew older and had started to become a young woman herself, she could see that Finn’s mum felt threatened by her – afraid that she would be replaced, forgotten, discarded by the most important man in her life. Again.

			‘I’ll be nice,’ Kelly said.

			‘First time for everything,’ Finn muttered.

			Kelly punched him in the stomach.

			***

			‘Oh, you’re here,’ Finn’s mum, Deanna, said when she came into the lounge room and saw Kelly and Finn on the couch.

			Kelly ignored her tone and smiled warmly. ‘Hello, Mrs Walsh. How was your shift?’

			‘Like all Saturday shifts, Kelly. Long and painful.’

			Kelly maintained her smile but felt it hurting her cheeks.

			‘Can Kelly stay for dinner?’ Finn asked.

			Now it was Deanna’s cheeks that looked like they were causing her pain. ‘Of course,’ she said through a smile of gritted teeth. She inclined her head towards the kitchen. ‘A word, Finley.’

			Finn shot a sidelong glance at Kelly but dutifully followed his mother out of the room.

			When she was sure they weren’t going to unexpectedly reappear, Kelly tiptoed to the open door that led to the hallway. The kitchen was at the other end of the hall and Kelly strained to hear their voices.

			‘Have you two been here alone all afternoon?’ Deanna said.

			‘We were watching a movie.’ 

			‘You know how I feel about you being alone in the house with a girl.’

			‘Mum, it’s Kelly.’

			‘I don’t care who it is, Finley. I won’t have you ruining your life because teenage hormones get the better of you.’

			Kelly could almost feel the heat of Finn’s embarrassment from all the way down the hall. Her own cheeks blushed at what Deanna thought they would be getting up to alone in the house. Then her emotions shifted and she clenched her fists. What an insult. To her and Finn.

			‘And don’t invite her to dinner without checking with me first. I’m exhausted after my shift and I was hoping the two of us would have a nice, quiet night together.’

			‘Sorry, Mum.’

			Kelly dug her nails into her palms. She thought about going home to relieve the pressure on Finn but that was exactly what she shouldn’t do. She had to help him, fight for him, stand up for him. 

			He walked down the hallway and Kelly skipped to the couch, vaulted over the back and crash-landed on the soft cushions. 

			‘Everything okay?’ she said when Finn appeared. Her heart rate was up and her cheeks were flushed.

			Finn raised his eyebrows. ‘As if you weren’t listening.’

			***

			The ate in relative silence, politely passing food and using their finest table manners. Kelly was trying to judge the best time to bring up his mum’s request that Finn quit Drama, but the lack of conversation prevented any natural segues. She had no choice but to dive in headfirst, at the risk of breaking her neck. 

			She took a sip of water. ‘Finn tells me you’ve asked him to drop Drama in Year 12, Mrs Walsh,’ she said. 

			Deanna visibly stiffened. ‘That’s right. It’s time for Finley to think about his future.’

			Kelly’s pulse raced. She felt a bead of sweat run down her back. ‘You don’t think there’s a future in acting for him? He’s very good.’

			Deanna put her knife and fork down. ‘I’m well aware of Finley’s talent, Kelly. But I’m also well aware of the number of talented actors who live hand to mouth and can barely scrape two cents together. That’s not the life I want for Finley.’

			Finn was sitting next to Kelly, his mother opposite them. Kelly didn’t dare look at him but could see from the corner of her eye that he was following the conversation like an anxious spectator at a tennis match.

			She pressed on. ‘Do you not think he should follow his passion? Maybe take a chance?’

			Deanna focused her wilting glare on Kelly. Dabbed her lips with a napkin. ‘No, Kelly, I do not think my son should take a chance with his life. Chances end in disaster. Stability is what Finley needs.’

			‘Have you asked Finley what he wants?’

			Deanna slammed her napkin down on the table so that the plates and cutlery bounced and clanged, cutting through the façade of politeness. ‘Life isn’t about what you want, Kelly,’ she said with unbridled anger. ‘You think that because you’re young and foolish and you’ve never had to hurt so bad that it tears your spirit in two.’

			Kelly leaned back as though she had opened the door to a blazing furnace. 

			‘I will not let my boy make stupid decisions that put his life at risk—’ Deanna’s voice rose in volume and intensity, ‘—because of a whimsical fancy and this incessant obsession you young people have with following your dreams. Dreams don’t pay the bills or put food on the table. Dreams end in nothing but disaster, and the sooner you learn that, the better.’

			Finn spoke up. ‘She’s just trying to help, Mum.’

			Deanna looked directly at her son. ‘Well, we don’t need her help, Finley. I know what’s best for you and I’m the one who has looked after you since your father gave up on us. I will decide what’s best for you. Not her and not anybody else.’ Deanna pushed her chair back and stood up. She looked at Kelly. ‘I think it’s best that you leave.’

			Kelly turned to Finn, tears welling in her eyes, and he gave her a small nod. His eyes were full of sadness and defeat. 

			He walked Kelly to the front door. ‘Sorry,’ he whispered.

			Kelly could see Finn’s mother at the end of the hallway, watching them. Her tirade had both exhausted and energised Kelly, her own emotions colliding within her heart like violent chemical explosions. 

			A tear ran down her cheek as she looked up at Finn. ‘It’s your life, Finn. You do what’s right for you, not her.’

			He nodded once and closed the door. 

			Kelly stood on the front step as the hallway light turned off. She wiped the tear from her cheek. ‘I’ll get you out of there, Finley,’ she whispered to the door. ‘You just hold on.’

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-seven

			Wednesday 12 April

			Finn awoke suddenly. His head was pounding so hard he could barely move. But if he didn’t move, the pain would pin him and crush him to death. He placed a palm down, lifted himself on an elbow, dragged himself to the wall. It was dark and quiet. Only the dim light from outside allowed him to make out the small pool of blood on the floor. But Kelly was gone. 

			He tried to stand and the pounding beat like machine guns on the front line. Relentless. Merciless. Devastating. He pulled himself up and leaned on the kitchen bench. ‘Kelly,’ he said weakly. 

			‘I’m here,’ she said softly.

			Finn turned to her voice and saw her sitting on her couch. She was dressed in the same clothes as earlier but her left thigh was wrapped in a white bandage that had a faint line of blood visible through the dressing. 

			‘What time is it?’ Finn whispered, his own voice a hammer inside his skull.

			‘Two a.m.’ Kelly stood and walked to Finn.

			He began to rub his temples with his fingertips to try to ease the unfathomable pressure.

			‘Migraine?’ Kelly said clinically. 

			‘Yes.’

			She left the room and reappeared a moment later with a small pill. She placed it on the bench in front of him and poured a glass of water. 

			‘What is it?’ he asked between lightning bolts of pain. Finn didn’t take medication if he didn’t know what it was. What if he took something and he lost his sense of smell or ended up paralysed or in kidney failure? 

			‘Triptan. Prescription only. It’ll knock you around, but the pain will be gone within half an hour.’

			Still Finn hesitated. It was wrong to take other people’s prescription medication and possibly even illegal. He could get into a lot of trouble. He could even get Kelly into a lot of trouble. She could lose her right to practise forever. He couldn’t add that disaster to her life. 

			But if he didn’t do something, he was going to pass out again. So he swallowed the tablet, then stumbled in the semi-darkness to Kelly’s couch and sat there completely motionless. With his eyes closed, he could hear Kelly moving around the apartment. He didn’t know what she was doing and didn’t have the clarity of thought to figure it out. She didn’t say a word.

			He didn’t know how long he’d been sitting there when the pain mercifully started to subside. A fog descended over his mind and he felt an almost deathly fatigue settle upon him but he forced himself to stay awake. He had to help Kelly. Had to stop her from doing any more self-harm.

			‘This has to end, Finn.’ Kelly was sitting opposite him. She rested her elbows on her knees and clasped her hands. She looked serious. Angry even. Her eyes red rimmed.

			Finn fought as hard as he could to put coherent thoughts together. It was like trying to breach the surface of a dark ocean with weights tied to his arms. ‘What has to end?’

			‘This. Us. This fucking disaster we’ve created.’ She leaned back in her chair and a fleeting look of sadness crossed her face. ‘I needed you tonight and you couldn’t help me. Couldn’t protect me from myself. I ended up looking after you, as I always do. I can’t do it anymore, Finn. I don’t have the energy to keep your life in one piece while I’m trying to stop mine falling apart.’

			‘I’m sorry, Kel. It was just … the knife, and the blood—’

			Her expression softened and she placed a hand on his knee. ‘I know. I wasn’t thinking straight. But that’s the problem, Finn. I can’t protect you from what your dad did forever. It’ll always be there, and no matter how much we try to push it down, it’ll always come back up again. You can’t rely on me any longer to be the one to rescue you when it does. So that means you can’t rely on me at all.’

			‘What does that mean?’ Finn sat up straight to fight off the heavy blanket of fatigue. 

			‘It means we need to get our shit together. I’m supposed to be sitting a clinical exam in seven weeks but I’m not allowed to examine patients to prepare. How the fuck I’m going to do that is going to take every piece of mental capacity I have. I’m just not going to have enough left over to deal with your crises as well. Maybe I never should have. Maybe, by trying to protect you, I’ve just made it worse for both of us.’

			Finn felt a deep sensation of dread. ‘What are you saying, Kel?’

			‘I’m saying we should spend some time apart. Work on making ourselves better.’ Her voice was weak and raspy. A tear ran down her cheek.

			Finn’s eyes filled with his own tears. ‘But you’re my best friend. How can I live without you?’

			She sniffed loudly and wiped the tears from under his eyes. ‘I’ll always be your best friend, Finn. We’re the warriors, remember? We just need to fight our own battles for a little while.’

			Finn sank back in the chair, dropping all his defences. The medication-induced fatigue swept over him and he let himself go under the waves. Before he closed his eyes, he saw Kelly watching him, tears running freely down her face. His Kelly, who he had known and loved for so long. Who he had now lost, perhaps forever. 

			The darkness overwhelmed him once more. 

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-eight

			When Finn woke again, it was to the sound of his ringing phone. He was at Kelly’s place, but it was quiet, and he sensed immediately that he was alone. The fog still blanketed his mind and now his limbs felt as though they were full of heavy, dark mud, but his headache was gone. His phone continued to ring. It was Esme, his agent. She launched without preamble when he answered.

			‘Finley, where are you?’

			‘Um, I’m at Kelly’s.’

			‘Well, unless Kelly is your new agent and you’re rehearsing your audition scene with her, get the hell out of there and over to my office immediately. You’re already fifteen minutes late.’

			Fuck. The audition. He’d agreed to another day of rehearsals with Esme before the actual screen test tomorrow. ‘All right,’ he said, and hung up.

			Finn rested his head in hands and breathed in and out deeply. He sat on the edge of the cliff, his legs dangling over, thoughts going to that old familiar place. Go or stay. Fight or surrender. Live or die. He sucked in a loud breath through his nostrils and looked around Kelly’s empty apartment. His muscles tightened. His insides hardened. 

			‘Fuck this!’ he yelled at the vacant room. ‘I’m not giving up yet.’

			***

			Finn didn’t get nervous at auditions. He couldn’t explain why. It made no sense when the slightest trigger could cripple him in his everyday life. But when he was someone else, the stakes didn’t matter. The stuff-ups, the betrayals, the losses – it was all predetermined by the creators, as though God had worked it all out in advance and no matter what Finn did, the result was not going to change. It was liberating to have a writer and director make every decision of a character’s life. Finn wished his own existence could be so preordained. Then none of it would be his fault. 

			He had rehearsed the audition scene so many times with Esme yesterday that, even though he was still reeling from Kelly sending him away, he could recite it verbatim, move with muscle memory and emote with no feeling at all. Pretending to be somebody else was the only way he’d managed to survive the last twenty-four hours. He’d sent Ashley a text to ask for some space and told her he’d call after the audition. He just needed to hold out a little longer. 

			Jessica Meadows was already there when Finn was ushered into the screen testing room. She sat calmly on a stool with a blank wall behind her and cameras, lights and busy men and women buzzing around in front of her. She looked serene, almost childlike, though Finn knew she was only a month younger than him. She was also every bit as beautiful as she looked on screen. Fair skin, thick red hair and deeply penetrating green eyes that settled on him as he walked over to greet her. 

			‘Hello, I’m Jessica Meadows,’ she said in her sweet southern American drawl.

			Finn knew who she was, of course, but he hated it when people said that to him, and he was just a local TV actor. Jessica Meadows, or J-Med, as the media called her, was one of the hottest stars in Hollywood. Her last three movies had all been box office smashes and Finn could feel the tension in the air in the presence of such a cash cow. J-Med is big money, people, don’t fuck this up.

			But when she extended her hand and looked up at him with a smile, Jessica seemed just as kind as the characters she played. 

			‘Pleased to meet you, Jessica. I’m Finn Walsh.’

			She drew her head back. ‘Well, that’s one hell of an Aussie accent you’ve got there, Finn Walsh. You sure you’re going to be able to keep up with a southern girl like me?’ Her eyes flashed a challenge and Finn realised he’d underestimated her. Perhaps she was kind. But she was also ruthless. 

			Thankfully, one of the quirks of Finn’s acting abilities was that his accents were absolutely flawless. He kept this to himself and nodded politely. She obviously hadn’t seen his audition tape. 

			The casting director called the room to attention, issued some directions to the actors and gave the telltale ‘action’ instruction.

			Finn died and Augustine Pilberek was born.

			Jessica was standing now and she delivered her first line with an intensity and deep characterisation that might have intimidated another actor, but not Finn. It steeled him, reassured him, motivated him. Gus and Molly were together again.

			‘I would have thought a man like you could find a way to make this work,’ she said, challenge in her eyes, hand on her jutting hip. Wardrobe would probably have her in a summer dress for this scene, but for the audition she wore blue jeans and a white T-shirt. 

			‘Well, I would have thought a woman like you could find a man who could find a way to make this work.’ Following Esme’s expert directions, he injected just the right level of absurdity to make an audience laugh but not so much that they stopped believing his character was a real person.

			Finn felt the energy in the room lift. Even Jessica betrayed her character with an almost imperceptible eye twitch. It seemed that nobody besides the casting director had expected Finn to perfectly deliver the line and the accent. 

			Jessica advanced on him slowly, wagging a finger that she eventually jabbed into his chest. ‘You, Augustine Pilberek, are the most worthless man God ever deigned to place on His good green earth.’

			And then they were off and running. Cutting each other down with the witty repartee that was mandatory for a romantic comedy before the leads finally get together. The scene ended with them storming out of frame in frustration. There was a round of applause and the casting director congratulated them. Then she gave some additional directions and asked them to reset. 

			So they did the scene again.

			Then another scene that Finn hadn’t rehearsed.

			Then some improvisation to see if they could be spontaneous when put on the spot. 

			And Finn nailed every single second of it. 

			***

			He hurried home after the audition, knowing what was coming. Already the base of his skull had started to ache and his muscles had tightened to breaking point. His thoughts were desperately spiralling, his mind was replaying all the things he’d ever done wrong in his life. All the times he’d hurt somebody, let somebody down, been unkind. 

			He couldn’t be around the casting team when he hit rock bottom. He had achieved an incredible feat: the perfect audition with an A-list Hollywood actress. He was certain he would get another callback for the part – a part that would change his life forever. He was as high now as he had ever been in his profession. 

			But what goes up must come down. And Finn knew he didn’t deserve that level of success. Wouldn’t deserve the money they’d be paying him. Or the adulation, the acclaim, the hordes of fans. He didn’t deserve any of it. He was a bad person. He had failed Kelly this week, failed others in the past and would fail again in the future. He knew, in his heart, that he didn’t deserve to live. But a little part of him was still hanging on.

			Finn parked his car and ran to the lift. He was breathing heavily and could feel the panic rising. What if he’d read it all wrong? What if they were all laughing at him back there? That stupid Australian who thought he could do an American accent. What if he had completely wasted their time and denied someone with real talent an opportunity to audition, denied them the chance to ever make it as an actor? Someone who would end up overdosing on prescription pills? What if? What if? What if? 

			Finn burst out of the lift and bolted to his door. He unlocked it, barrelled into his apartment and strode to the bathroom to wash his hands. He stripped to his underwear and threw himself onto his bed, where he curled up like a defenceless child to take the beating he deserved. He imagined dying. Imagined it all being over. He longed for it. 

			But he longed for life as well. Longed for Kelly to tell him everything would be okay. For her sensible eyes and rational mind. Then he longed to escape to a place where nobody knew who he was or what he had done. A small European village, perhaps. Or a home in the outback wilderness where he was completely alone, only able to hurt himself and nobody else. His mind explored these options, aching with the pain of it all.

			 He knew that if he could just hold on long enough, it would pass. The trouble was, Finn could never predict how long it would take. He’d been so close to the edge so many times that he was sure he would one day slip over; it was almost an inevitability. A gentle slide off the cliff and into the deep darkness beyond where he could do nothing that mattered because he would no longer exist. 

			When he saw the world in these moments, the trauma of simply being alive was presented in black and white. Nothing but grainy black and white. The only thing that drew him back was the sliver of colour that came from the future and penetrated the present. In twenty years, thirty years, one hundred years, none of this will matter, he thought. Nobody I hurt will still exist. All the pain will be over. 

			A shard of coloured light broke through the darkness. 

			At the same time, Finn heard a banging on his door. Not a knock – not the first attempt. An insistent, worried hammering. 

			‘Finn!’ Ashley called. ‘Finn, you’re scaring me!’

			He slowly unravelled his body. He was dazed, his muscles ached, his head was a dead weight. He staggered towards the door and opened it blindly. 

			Ashley stood on the other side, her face a mask of anguish, tears rolling down her cheeks. She threw herself at him, wrapping her arms around his naked torso. ‘Damn it, Finn, why didn’t you answer me? I called you a dozen times and hammered on your door. What the hell is going on?’

			Finn closed his eyes and held her. Inhaled the scent of her. Felt the warmth of her. Bathed in the colour she brought back to the world. ‘I’m sorry, Ash,’ he whispered. ‘But there’s something I need to tell you.’

			***

			Ashley sat quietly alongside Finn as he did his best to explain the inexplicable. The spiralling thoughts, the catastrophising, the crippling anxiety. The hatred, at its core, of his very self. ‘That’s why I left the other night,’ he said. ‘I panicked. It wasn’t about choosing Kelly over you. It was about trying to find a way out of the whirlwind.’

			Ashley swallowed and cleared her throat. ‘And did you find a way out?’ Her voice was weak. Raspy. ‘Did Kelly show you the way?’ She bit hard on her bottom lip.

			Finn thought of Kelly on her kitchen floor, running the knife along her thigh. Then telling him they had to be apart. ‘No,’ he said simply. ‘She didn’t.’

			Ashley let out a long breath and took Finn’s hand. Her bare knee touched the skin of his own and sent a warm thrill along his thigh. ‘So how did you get through the past two days? How could you have auditioned like that?’ 

			‘It’s my escape,’ Finn said. ‘When I’m someone else, nothing else matters.’

			‘Not even me?’ Ashley whispered.

			Finn squeezed her hand. ‘It’s not like that. I just get to escape for a little while.’

			Ashley nodded. ‘Okay. I don’t really understand but I want to help you.’

			Finn tried to smile. ‘Thank you.’

			She looked into his eyes. He looked away.

			‘Can I ask you something?’

			Finn looked back at her. Her eyes were uncertain. ‘Yes,’ he said simply.

			‘Is all this why you haven’t slept with me?’

			Finn thought about lying. But what was the point now? He’d laid it all out. One more layer of madness wouldn’t make a difference. ‘Yes. The potential for harm is just too high.’

			Ashley cocked her head. ‘I don’t understand. If it’s something we both want, how can you possibly harm me?’

			Finn sighed. She really had no idea what it was like to be in his head. But he couldn’t blame her for that. Nobody truly did. ‘What if you get pregnant?’

			‘Well, that’s always a risk, but we can mitigate against it. Almost to the point of it being no risk at all.’

			Finn nodded. ‘What if we have sex and then, when you leave my place, you go to the shopping centre and on the way there you get hit by a car and the accident paralyses you for life?’

			Ashley’s eyes widened. Her lips moved but there were no words.

			Finn pressed on. ‘Or what if, by having sex today, let’s say, my … contribution—’ he couldn’t actually bring himself to say the word, ‘—well, what if by it being released, it creates a chain reaction whereby it interrupts the way that life was meant to go, and a later contribution then creates a child that should have been created by an earlier contribution and the one that is created is an evil human? Then I’ve created a monster all because I followed a selfish impulse to have sex.’

			Ashley’s mouth formed a perfect circle. Her narrowed eyes moved back and forth, as though she was rereading the words Finn had just spoken. ‘Are you talking about your sperm?’

			Finn clenched his teeth. This was torture. ‘Yes. And I know it’s crazy, but I can’t help it.’

			‘So . . . are you . . . a virgin?’

			‘No. I’ve had times when it hasn’t been this bad and I’ve been able to control my thoughts. But when I have a lot going on all at once, I don’t have the reserves to rein in the anxiety. It just completely overwhelms me.’ He dropped his head into his hands and screwed his eyes shut, ashamed at his emasculating weakness. 

			He genuinely expected to hear her receding footsteps. Hear the door open and close. To be alone in the silence of his black and white apartment. He was surprised to feel her warm fingertips on his cheeks. 

			‘You poor thing,’ Ashley whispered. ‘It must be so exhausting carrying all this weight.’

			Finn opened his eyes. ‘Yes,’ he croaked, tears stinging the back of his eyes. ‘Yes, it’s awful, Ash. So awful.’

			She reached out and drew his head to her shoulder. Finn nuzzled into her collarbone as she stroked his hair. ‘It’s all right, Finn,’ she whispered. ‘I’ll help you. We can do this together.’

			Finn closed his eyes and, for the first time since he was eleven years old, dared to believe that somebody other than Kelly might be his salvation. 

			It was an unbearable combination of relief and betrayal. 

			***

			‘Wait here,’ Ashley said. ‘I’ll only be a minute.’

			Finn watched her walk out of his apartment. He could feel the charge through his body, the unspent energy, the involuntary tensing of his muscles. The constant threat hanging over his head that everything could fall apart at any minute. 

			Ashley returned with a bottle of water, which she placed on the coffee table in front of Finn. She sat and held up a small pill between her thumb and forefinger. ‘Take this.’

			‘What is it?’

			‘A benzo.’

			‘A what?’

			‘It’s a relaxant. Helps calm you down.’

			‘Why do you have it?’

			‘Don’t worry about that. Just take it. Trust me.’

			Did Finn trust her? She hadn’t done anything so far to make him doubt her. And he trusted Kelly. She’d given him a drug that wasn’t prescribed to him and that hadn’t killed him. She’d also turned her back on him, so Ashley was the only one left who actually wanted to help. 

			But it would be wrong to take this drug. It was wrong to break the rules. Could Finn break the rules if it would lift this unbearable weight, even just for a little while? 

			Why not? Everybody else did. And they thrived. While Finn died slowly every day.

			‘Maybe I should go to a doctor and get them to prescribe it to me?’

			‘They won’t,’ Ashley said. ‘Not for anxiety, anyway. They’ll make you see a psychologist first. Get a mental health assessment. That could take weeks and you’ll only end up here anyway. If that’s what you want to do, fine. Go through the process. But why wouldn’t you help yourself now if you could?’

			She was probably right. Finn had investigated the idea of a psychologist a few years ago at Kelly’s urging, but he just hadn’t been able to bring himself to bare his soul to a complete stranger. He knew they’d want to talk about his dad and his mum, and that would be a betrayal of them both. We don’t talk about our family business outside the family, his mother had told him. And Finn knew that extended to paid professionals, even if they were obliged to keep patients’ details confidential. Once the words were spoken, there was no way to take them back – the knife in his parents’ back could never be removed. 

			‘I don’t want to see a psychologist,’ Finn said. 

			‘Then, please, Finn, take it. I can’t stand to see you hurting like this.’

			Finn picked up the small pill in one hand and the glass of water in the other. His heart was pounding. This was wrong, but he’d reached the end of his endurance. Driving Kelly away had drained the final reserves of his strength and resistance. He had to do this. He couldn’t end up like his dad. 

			He swallowed the pill. 

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-nine

			Finn followed his classmates down the stairs and out into the yard. The girls congregated in groups around the trees and the boys ran to the cricket pitch on the small school oval. He walked through the crowds of little kids squealing and chasing each other, swinging on monkey bars and flying down slides. He stood at the edge of the grass and watched the boys set up. Two batters, one set of stumps, half-a-dozen in the field. Pretty much the same lunchtime routine as his old school.

			That kid who said Finn had a girl’s name, Oliver, was bowling. He marked out his run up, charged in and bowled a quick ball that beat the batsman and went through to the keeper. ‘Ooooh,’ Oliver cried. ‘You had no idea about that one!’

			Finn sensed somebody beside him. He looked down at the girl from his class with the dark, curly hair. She was staring out at the pitch as well. 

			‘You like cricket?’ she said.

			‘Yeah.’

			‘I don’t. World’s most boring game.’

			‘Right.’

			She looked up at him. ‘Are you a good actor?’

			Finn was so surprised by the randomness of the question that he was momentarily speechless. 

			The blonde girl, Kelly, sidled up beside her friend. ‘Toula’s the drama captain. She’s recruiting for the school play.’

			Finn had been surreptitiously watching Kelly all morning. She was even prettier close up. ‘Are you in it?’ he asked impulsively, immediately regretting the question when her cheeks went bright red.

			‘I’m in the backstage crew.’

			‘You should audition,’ Toula said.

			‘What’s the play?’

			‘Charlie and the Chocolate Factory.’

			Kelly grinned. ‘You’d make a good Oompa Loompa.’

			Finn smiled. She was funny, too. ‘Might need some fake tan. I don’t think I’m orange enough.’

			She giggled. 

			Finn stared. He didn’t have a clue what to say next. 

			Toula watched them both with narrowed eyes. 

			‘Heads!’ came a call from the cricket pitch.

			Toula and Kelly ducked for cover, their hands protecting their skulls. Finn tracked the ball, then reached out and caught it one-handed, saving Toula from being hit square on the head. 

			She stared up at his hand, the ball safely gripped between his fingers. ‘I told you I hate this game,’ she said.

			Oliver ran up to the group. ‘Nice catch,’ he said. 

			‘Thanks.’

			‘You play cricket?’

			‘Yep.’

			‘Bat or bowl?’

			‘Both.’

			‘Wanna be on my team?’

			‘Sure.’

			***

			Finn scuffed his feet as he walked. He was in no rush to get home. He hated their new house. Hated how small it was. Hated how far away it was from his old friends. Hated that his dad wasn’t there. Hated his dad for leaving them. Hated that building company for losing all their money. Hated the memory of his dad’s voice telling his mum that it was all gone. Everything. That it was all his fault. That he was so sorry. That he couldn’t live with the shame. 

			Hated himself for not being enough to keep his dad alive. 

			The heavy weight on his shoulders was a constant companion now, but at least his first day at the new school had gone pretty well. Once the boys realised he could play cricket, he was in. They all wanted to be his friend after he hit a huge six. 

			And that girl, Kelly. She was cool. He’d like to hang out with her, too. He just wasn’t sure how to do that. He’d never been interested in being friends with a girl before, but something had changed. Looking at her gave him a kind of empty feeling in his stomach, like he was sick and excited at the same time. It was weird.

			Finn unlocked the door and took off his shoes. His mum was always telling him that the soles of your shoes are disgusting; it was like bringing a public toilet into your house. He washed his hands, another home-time ritual, and changed out of his school uniform and into his home clothes of shorts and a T-shirt.

			He loaded up the computer. There was more than an hour before his mum got home from work and it was the only time he could play Call of Duty, even though it made him feel bad; his mum had told him that violent video games turned you into a psychopath and she’d banned them. As much as he didn’t like doing the wrong thing, he couldn’t help it when it came to Call of Duty. It was completely addictive.

			So addictive that Finn was startled by the sound of the front door closing. He hadn’t even heard it open. He checked the time: 5:15. ‘Shit,’ he muttered.

			‘Finley?’ his mum called.

			Finn madly closed down the game, losing precious ground because he hadn’t saved. He’d have to retake it tomorrow. The computer fan whirred so loudly, even on shutting down, that it sounded like a hurricane through the house. But his mum was washing her hands, which masked the sound. He snatched the game disc out of his PC and slipped it into the Microsoft Word box. Then he hurried out of the study and into the kitchen. 

			‘Hi, Mum.’ 

			His mum was unpacking a small bag of groceries. She was still wearing her nursing scrubs, but her stockinged feet were bare. She froze, a loaf of bread in her hand, and scrutinised his face. 

			‘Why do you look so guilty? Have you been looking at pornography?’

			Oh, no, please, not the pornography talk. 

			But the more he tried to look normal, the more he could feel his face heating up. He considered confessing to playing Call of Duty just to avoid this discussion, but he wouldn’t be able to bear it if she took that away from him as well. 

			‘Finley, I need to be able to trust you when you come home alone. Otherwise, we’ll have to get rid of the computer.’

			‘I need it for school.’

			‘Well, I don’t know which subject requires you to participate in the objectification of women. You know, Finley, everything you do has consequences. Even just looking at those pictures supports the industry that exploits those poor girls. So when you come home and visit those websites, you’re contributing to ruining lives. Not to mention they could be illegal sites. What if the FBI is tracking you, Finley? I don’t want the police turning up on my doorstep with a warrant for your arrest.’

			Finn lowered his head. The heat of guilt and shame ran through his veins, prickling his skin and churning his stomach. He hadn’t been looking at pornography – he wasn’t even that interested in it – but he knew he was doing the wrong thing by playing a violent video game. That he was also supporting an evil industry that made money from glorifying violence. He knew that. He knew that his secret purchase of the game contributed to the manufacturer’s ability to make more games, which more kids would be able to play. And maybe one of those kids would end up getting a gun in real life and doing something terrible. And that would be Finn’s fault. 

			He started to hyperventilate. ‘Sorry, Mum.’

			‘All right. Just remember that the wrong thing is still the wrong thing even when nobody is looking.’

			***

			Toula handed Finn a piece of paper with five numbered paragraphs of text. ‘You need to read one of these in front of the drama teacher, Miss Poulson. She’s in charge of casting, with my recommendations, of course.’

			Finn read through each paragraph. None of them seemed to mean anything. He guessed they were just tiny sections of larger stories. He followed the other auditioning kids and sat on the floor of the school’s drama hall. None of the cricket boys was here. Neither was Kelly and she was the only reason he was doing this. He figured if he got some small part in the play, they’d get to hang out more. But if she wasn’t going to be at rehearsals, this was a waste of time.

			Toula stood in front of the group of Grade Six kids. She held one arm horizontally across her stomach, like she was wearing an invisible sling. ‘Welcome to the auditions for this year’s production of Charlie and the Chocolate Factory. I’m Toula Eliopoulos, your drama captain.’ She bowed.

			This girl is weird, Finley thought. 

			‘You’ll be asked to read one of the monologues on the sheet you were given on entry. You don’t need to memorise it but remember to project your voice and immerse yourself in the character. All right, let’s get started.’

			Toula called names in alphabetical order and kids stood in front of the group and recited their lines. Toula hummed and nodded with each delivery and Miss Poulson, a young teacher who seemed really nice, gave everybody lots of encouragement, even if they seemed pretty bad to Finn. 

			‘Finley Walsh,’ Toula announced.

			Finn stood before his new schoolmates, all eyes fixed on him. 

			Miss Poulson nodded and smiled. ‘Whenever you’re ready, Finley.’

			Finn wasn’t ready. Wasn’t ready at all. He didn’t even know why he was doing this. It was stupid. He played sport – he didn’t act. How had he even got himself into this situation? He was about to make a complete fool of himself in front of a bunch of kids he didn’t know. He had to back out. 

			‘I don’t think—’

			Kelly slipped quietly through the door at the back of the hall. Nobody but Finn noticed. She smiled at him. And he remembered why he was here.

			‘Take your time, Finley,’ Miss Poulson said. ‘And remember, acting is not about you standing before all of us. It’s about your character. When you’re acting, you’re not yourself anymore. You don’t own the things you say and do. They belong to your character. Every action, every word, every consequence. So give yourself over to the character you’ve chosen and let us see him instead of Finley.’

			Finn felt a wave of intense relief, as though an enormous bucket of warm water had been poured over him. His body was light and free, nothing holding him down. Miss Poulson’s words echoed in his mind: When you’re acting, you’re not yourself anymore.

			He took a deep breath, closed his eyes and let himself go. When he opened them again, he was the Big House Hare and he wasn’t standing before a group of schoolkids and a drama teacher, he was pacing his cell, talking to a fellow incarcerated inmate. When he started speaking, it was with a wise-guy accent, just like he’d seen in movies. He didn’t know where it came from. It was almost like he wasn’t speaking at all – the words flowed out of him automatically, from the page to his tongue without him even thinking along the way.

			‘I’m telling you, that tortoise set me up! No way I placed those bets. Who would ever have believed I could actually lose a race to that slow-footed, shell-wearing nincompoop? He carries his house on his back. That’s not good energy economics!’

			There was a distant sound of children’s delighted laughter. 

			Finn fixed his eyes on the prisoner who was sitting on the bare bed along the wall of their jail cell. He paced back and forth, gesticulating with his hands and expressing dismay with his facial expressions. ‘So, I take off like I always do. Way out in front of the mobile home who’s barely over the starting line and I think, why the rush? Why not take it a little easy? You know, smell the roses? Well, let me tell you, those roses stink!’

			More muted laughter. The criminal opposite him shook his head in shared contempt. Finn carried on with the monologue and delivered his last lines standing still, talking directly to his cellmate. ‘You smell the roses, you lose the race, and they get you for match fixing. What a day! Anyway, that’s my story. What’re you in for?’ He paused to hear the answer. 

			A ripple of laughter filled the silence. 

			‘You’re the guy who ate the grandma?! Oh, I heard about you. And I thought I had it rough!’ Finn chuckled and then abruptly changed his expression from mirth to terror. ‘Waddya mean you’re still hungry?’ He backed away in fear and rose a wagging finger. ‘Don’t even think about it. I could run around this cell all day!’ He took off on a comical run, three quick circles around the cell with the wolf in hot pursuit in his mind only. 

			Then the wolf and the jail cell disappeared and Finn was back in the drama hall. The kids on the floor were cheering and clapping wildly. Miss Poulson was staring at Finn with a stunned smile. Toula’s jaw was just about on the floor.

			Finn looked for Kelly. She was still at the back of the room, grinning at him. He grinned back. When you’re acting, you’re not yourself anymore.

			Finn had just found his escape.

		


		
			Chapter Thirty

			Monday 17 April

			Kelly had been sitting in the car park for half an hour, unable to open the door. Instead, she watched the medical staff filing into the hospital. Waiting for one of them, at any moment, to turn and identify her. To call her out. To ruin her plan and her career.

			But nobody did. They didn’t even look her way. Kelly’s car was just another vehicle in the staff car park at South East Children’s, where Eli worked. And she was just another young Registrar who had come to do clinical exams on patients in order to study for her exam. Nothing unusual about that. Except that she was wearing a wig, scrub hat and fake glasses. 

			When Kelly hadn’t turned up to study group on Wednesday night, Eli had appeared at her apartment and she told him everything. She had spent the day after the hearing alternating between burning rage and catatonic depression. Finn was gone, her career was in ruins and she couldn’t see any way out. Until Eli came up with a plan. 

			Though daring and unethical, it actually made good sense. They had gone shopping yesterday for everything they would need to conceal her identity. The wig was cheap and obvious but underneath the scrub hat, which was unusual to wear outside surgery but not unheard of, only the dark ends were visible. The fake glasses had a slight tint and she wore an N95 mask, which was so large it covered most of her face.

			All she had to do was keep her wits about her, stay out of trouble and act like she belonged there. To that end, Eli made her a fake hospital pass with alarming competence. ‘Misspent youth,’ was his only explanation.

			And though it may have been unethical, it wasn’t actually wrong. In fact, it was for the good of the patients. The more Kelly studied for her clinical exam, the better chance she would have of passing and becoming an Advanced Trainee, one more step on the path to becoming a fully qualified paediatrician. And a bloody good one at that.

			Okay, so technically, she needed the hospital’s permission to examine patients, but she couldn’t possibly obtain that without some serious questions being asked. And the answers would just get her banned from this hospital as well, so better not to stir up unnecessary trouble.

			Kelly stepped out of the car, looked at her shoes and shuffled towards the hospital entrance. She wore her identification badge pinned to her shapeless, unremarkable scrubs. A quick flick of her eyes revealed that the security guard didn’t even look at her. Fair enough. What reason would he have to suspect that somebody was impersonating a staff member to get into the hospital?

			Once inside, Kelly quickly gathered her bearings. She had timed her arrival for after the morning rounds of consultants, registrars and students, which would significantly reduce her chances of being caught, and had studied the hospital map with Eli, so she knew which corridor to take to get to the wards.

			Nobody challenged her on the way through the corridors – they were all too busy to bother with a junior doctor – so she arrived at a patient’s bedside without any trouble. The little girl was about six years old and her mother and father sat on either side of the bed. The girl was sitting up, watching an iPad. Her parents were in the motionless daze of those who have gone a night where sleep was replaced by intense worry. Kelly knew the key was to be as unobtrusive as possible. For the most part, parents were happy to have as many doctors as possible examine their children. She could tell that these two would fall easily into that category.

			‘Hello,’ she said with a demure nod of her head, avoiding direct eye contact. ‘My name is Dr Lloyd and I’m studying to be a paediatrician. I have my clinical exam coming up and I was hoping you’d give me permission to examine your daughter to help me prepare. It will only take a few minutes.’

			The mother looked up at Kelly, confused but without any resistance in her eyes. ‘But the doctor has already seen her this morning.’

			‘Yes, this is purely to help me study. Not as part of her treatment.’

			The mother looked at the father, who shrugged. ‘Can’t hurt, I guess,’ he said. ‘As long as it doesn’t cause her any pain.’

			‘I promise it won’t,’ Kelly said, trying to keep her tone subdued, despite her heart racing with elation. Was this crazy plan actually working?

			The little girl followed Kelly’s instructions without objections. She lay down obediently, her condition having dulled the spark of youth in her eyes. Kelly undertook her exam, feeling, listening, observing. She wasn’t allowed to ask the patient or the parents any questions. She had to work out what was wrong purely from her own experience. It was a gruelling test, with any number of possibilities, but the girl’s shortness of breath suggested ventricular septal defect.

			Kelly returned the little girl to her previous upright position in front of the iPad. She took the clipboard from the pouch at the end of the bed and read the notes, suppressing her triumph at seeing that the girl had been admitted last night and had an echocardiogram scheduled to confirm diagnosis of the defect Kelly had identified.

			She placed the clipboard back into the pouch and nodded at the parents, who had watched Kelly without a word, still stunned into silence by the fate that had suddenly befallen their daughter. ‘Thank you so much and best wishes for your daughter’s treatment.’

			She scurried away before they had a chance to respond, skidding into the corridor with a beaming smile hidden beneath her mask.

		


		
			Chapter Thirty-one

			Finn felt fantastic. He had never been so calm. So in control. So free from the constant buzz of fear and anxiety charging through his bones.

			It was more than two weeks since Ashley had given him his first benzo. Its effects were miraculous. Within an hour, the sensation of being on hyper alert for the next threat had disap­peared. It was as though he was hooked up to a power plug that had been turned from maximum voltage down to half its capacity. He still had enough energy to manage life, but he no longer felt the exhaustion of being forever vigilant. It was so liberating that he would have cursed himself for not doing this earlier, except that wasn’t how he thought anymore. The benzos had changed everything. 

			What’s done is done. And what will be will be.

			Ashley came out of her bedroom in a trademark skin-tight black dress. She was fastening an earring. ‘Almost ready?’ she asked Finn, who was seated at her breakfast bar. 

			Finn smiled at his saviour, this beauty who had rescued him. ‘Born ready.’

			Ashley chuckled, a throaty, provocative sound. She finished with her earring and grabbed her purse from the kitchen bench. She fished inside for a moment and took out a packet of white powder. She tipped it carefully onto a compact mirror and then split it into two lines with her credit card. 

			Finn watched her closely. Everything she did was enchanting. Even the way she dragged her hair back over her shoulder so it wouldn’t fall through the lines of cocaine, which she deftly snorted through a rolled-up twenty dollar note, one straight after the other. 

			Ashley stood up, sucked in a deep breath through her nostrils and smiled with the wild eyes of a zealot. ‘Now we’re ready to go.’

			Finn hadn’t been particularly surprised the first time Ashley had brought out cocaine before a party. He worked in the entertainment industry; snorting cocaine was as common as drinking red wine. He’d never done it himself, of course. Far too many ways that could go horribly sideways in his mind. Plus, it was illegal, which made it wrong. And every time you did something wrong, there were consequences.

			But that was before Finn had found his healing. Now, as he watched Ashley’s pupils widen, he wondered if perhaps he’d been living his life wrong all along. Actually, he didn’t need to wonder about that – it was patently fucking obvious. He’d spent most of his time anxious, catatonic or suicidal. Of course he’d done it all wrong. Acting was the only part of him that brought peace, but even that was gone the moment he stepped out of character. 

			‘You got any more of that?’ Finn asked.

			Ashley beamed. ‘Finley Walsh, you naughty boy. You told me cocaine was dangerous.’

			‘No reward without risk.’ It was something Finn had heard but never believed until now.

			Ashley giggled and hurriedly fished around in her purse for another bag. Her movements were quick and erratic, and she had to concentrate intensely to pour the coke onto the mirror again. Just one line this time. 

			She handed Finn the rolled-up twenty. ‘Are you sure?’

			He didn’t respond. He just took the note, leaned in and sucked the cocaine into his nostril like his life depended on it. 

			The powder tickled his nose and made his eyes water. He shook his head like a dog emerging from the waves, then a burst of power surged through his body. He saw everything around him in crisp, high definition. ‘Whoa!’ 

			Ashley laughed and clapped her hands. ‘Are you ready to party now?’

			Finn looked at this beautiful young woman with her caramel skin and shining eyes. He was consumed by a hunger for her that ached deep inside him. He gently stroked her cheek with his thumb and forefinger. ‘You are unimaginably magnificent,’ he whispered. 

			Ashley narrowed her eyes and dipped her head. She bit her bottom lip. ‘Come on, the party can wait.’ She walked towards her bedroom, pushing her dress off her shoulders and sliding it down her body. Then she kicked it off as she disappeared from view. 

			Finn’s tongue and throat were numb but every other cell in his body was supercharged. Finally, he knew what it was like to be fully alive.

			***

			The music in the club was loud. So loud, it pulsated through Finn’s body. When they’d arrived a couple of hours ago, each beat had filled him with strength. Boom, boom, boom went the music in time with his thundering heart. Now, though, it was just too loud. And the laser lights were too bright as they burst sporadically across the dance floor. And the dancing … that had exhausted him. His legs ached and his feet were on fire. Who were all these people, anyway? And where was Ashley? Had she abandoned him? Fuck, what if someone was filming him to sell a video to the online tabloids? He had to get out of there.

			A young woman pressed up against his body. ‘Finn Walsh,’ she shouted. ‘Let’s get a selfie!’ She extended her arm and waited for Finn to lean in for the pic. But he bailed. Fast.

			He’d been recognised all night. With Ashley on his arm, he’d felt like a fucking king. Pic after pic. Smile after smile. He didn’t care. The fans loved it. Mostly young women, hot and horny and not shy about what they would do if Ashley was out of sight. Finn had laughed off their offers and hit the dance floor hard.

			He now fled from the same dance floor like it was a minefield. He pushed through the crowd, trying to find Ash. He scanned the room desperately, his heart racing, body burning up. Sweat ran down his neck and back. He needed water. Litres of water. He altered his course for the bar and crashed into it like a head-on collision. ‘Water!’ Finn shouted at the bartender. 

			She took a bottle from the fridge, removed the lid and placed it down in front of him. ‘On the house for you, honey.’ She winked at him, but he barely registered the action. Instead, he slammed the bottle to his lips and poured it down his throat so wildly that water ran down his chin and onto his shirt. 

			There was a hand on his shoulder. Ashley’s voice. ‘Finn, are you all right?’

			He finished the bottle, wiped his mouth and gasped. His head was spinning and he couldn’t hold onto the bottle. It slipped out of his grip and onto the floor. ‘Ash, thank God you’re here. We’ve got to go. I don’t feel right.’

			Ash stroked his hair, which was sodden with sweat. ‘Sshh,’ she soothed. ‘You’re okay. You just need a bump. It was only a small hit you took.’ She led him by the hand through the crowd and up a small set of stairs to a cordoned-off area. It was the VIP section where they’d started the night.

			Finn followed obediently, completely trusting her. Completely reliant on her saving him again.

			The bouncer undid the cordon and let them pass with a nod and a smile. There were booths up here; more intimate and refined than the swarming mass of humanity on the dance floor below. There were also VIP-only unisex toilets. Ashley led Finn in and closed the door behind them. 

			It was bright and Finn caught sight of himself in the mirror. His hair was plastered to his forehead, which was wrinkled with anxiety. His left eyelid twitched uncontrollably. 

			Ashley had put the toilet seat down and laid out four lines of cocaine. She took Finn’s hands. 

			‘Come. Two lines each. That’ll get you back on track.’ She knelt down, snorted the lines and sighed with ecstasy. 

			Finn didn’t need coaxing. Ashley was barely finished before he took the rolled-up twenty dollar note from her hand and placed it inside his nostril. He leaned down, snorted both lines and slumped to the floor, resting his back and head on the wall, waiting for the torture to end. 

			It took only seconds. The fear evaporated. The power returned. And the hunger devoured him once more. Ashley and Finn stood without saying a word. Eyes locked, silent communication clearer than any words. Finn checked the door was locked, drew Ashley against his body and groaned as she ran her hands down his sweat-soaked back.

			***

			One more nightclub, two more lines each, and they were back at Ashley’s at 5 a.m. Finn was still the king. Ten feet tall. Invincible. Irresistible. Insatiable. He started kissing Ashley before she’d even closed the door.

			Ashley returned the kiss but then placed two hands on his chest and gently pushed him back. ‘Easy, soldier. We need to get some sleep.’

			Sleep was utterly inconceivable. How could he sleep? How could anyone sleep? Why would anyone sleep when you could feel like this instead? ‘I’ll never sleep again,’ he said, deadly serious.

			Ashley laughed. ‘Amateur.’ She walked to her bathroom and returned with two pills.

			Finn couldn’t believe it. ‘Benzos? What do we need them for?’

			‘To soften the crash.’ She filled a glass with water, took her pill and then held Finn’s up, just the way she had the first time. 

			Finn had been taking four of these a day for the past fortnight, so he wasn’t afraid of the drug – he was afraid of losing this feeling. He was afraid of returning to being himself. 

			‘Trust me,’ Ashley said. ‘Take this, have a cold shower and come to bed. When we wake up this afternoon, you’ll be ready to go again.’

			Finn hesitated. But he did trust her. She knew what she was doing. 

			He took the pill from her fingers, placed it on his tongue and washed it down with the remaining water. Then he poured another glass and drained it without taking a breath.

			‘Good boy,’ Ashley said. ‘I’ll run the shower.’ 

		


		
			Chapter Thirty-two

			Monday 22 May

			It was nearly six weeks since Kelly had seen Finn. Six weeks since she’d had any contact from him. The longest time they’d not spoken since they’d met when they were eleven.

			He was okay. She knew that much from his Instagram account. She’d reinstalled the app just so she could keep up with what he was doing. She logged in under a fake name, though, and didn’t use the profile Juliana had set up, so nobody bothered her. She just watched Finn, who actually seemed to be thriving in her absence. Picture after picture with Ashley on his arm. At parties, fashion shows, movie premieres. Lifestyles of the rich and famous. They were tailor made for Instagram. Young, beautiful, ruthless – all the qualities influencers needed to make the rest of the world feel like shit.

			Finn was back on the set of Henderson Springs and posting behind-the-scenes photos. He was always busy when shooting; his filming schedule rivalled Kelly’s roster at times. Fourteen-hour days, back on the job eight hours later. But at least if he made a mistake, they could just re-shoot the scene. Kelly didn’t have that luxury. If she made mistakes, kids died.

			Not that she had that problem at the moment. Dr Lloyd had been stealthily examining patients day after day without raising any suspicion. Five weeks since she’d first put on the wig, scrub hat and glasses, Kelly had managed to remain anonymous and undetected. Slip in, examine, brush up on her skills and get out. Eli had been keeping an ear out in the Registrars’ Room and there had been no mention of the mysterious doctor. On the rare occasions they passed each other in the hallway, Eli was the consummate professional: eyes front, no winking or nodding of the head. Just another arrogant male doctor with his nose in the air, not deigning to notice the woman coming his way. The nurses believed Kelly’s story about being an Advanced Trainee candidate studying for her clinical exam. They were too busy to ask further questions and they had no reason to care as long as she didn’t get in their way. 

			The patient she was examining now was a young boy with hollow eyes rimmed by dark bags. His father sat by his bedside looking equally exhausted. He’d had no objection to Kelly examining his son and she’d concluded the boy was suffering from aplastic anaemia, which she confirmed by looking at his chart. She put the clipboard back into the holder at the end of the bed and thanked the boy and his father in a quiet voice. Neither responded.

			She turned to leave just as a group of three men strode onto the ward. 

			Kelly’s eyes flew wide. This couldn’t be happening. Why was he here? Why on earth would Michael, the head of emergency at the Victorian Children’s, be at South East?

			Kelly scanned the other faces. They were vaguely familiar from her training seminars. She was confident one was the head of emergency at South East and the other was, most likely, from the Northern region. They must have been on some inter-hospital jaunt.

			She weighed her options. There was only one way out of the ward – directly past Michael. She could ask to see another patient but that would trap her at the bed and risk the men stopping to speak to her or at least paying her extra attention, given she was the only doctor currently on the ward. Same scenario if she stayed by the hollow-eyed boy’s bed. She could busy herself with medical equipment but that might raise the ire and therefore the attention of the nurses, three of whom were doing their rounds. They wouldn’t be happy about a Registrar who was here to study messing with their gear.

			There was only one choice. She had to go past them. Kelly slipped her hand up to her fake ID pass, unhooked it and dropped it into her pocket, hoping they would think she was a nurse. Then she took off, eyes down, hurried walk like she had somewhere to be. Urgently. 

			She was too scared to look up as the distance between them closed, but she could feel their eyes on her. 

			‘Doctor,’ one of the men said.

			Kelly broke into a sweat and her heart raced. She kept walking.

			‘Doctor,’ he repeated, right on top of her now. 

			She had no choice. Kelly stopped and looked up to see all three men staring at her. Michael and the Northern guy were reasonably disinterested, but the head of South East had fixed her with an intense stare. He was scanning her for a name badge so he could address her by name. 

			When he didn’t find one, he narrowed his eyes. ‘I don’t recognise you. Where are you assigned?’ His tone was more curious than accusatory. 

			Why did he think she was a doctor and not make the usual mistake of assuming she was a nurse? Maybe they’d seen her earlier, while she was checking the young boy’s chart.

			Kelly didn’t know what to do or say. The tension in the air between them grew as the seconds passed like a waterfall of pure honey. Michael’s disinterest slowly changed to intrigue as she continued not to answer. He examined her more closely.

			Fuck. He’s going to recognise me. He’ll know my voice for sure.

			But her continued silence was becoming borderline antagonistic so she had no choice. ‘I’m sorry, Professor,’ she said in the quietest possible voice that he would still be able to hear. ‘My mind was preoccupied with a patient.’

			She looked at Michael. His eyes were wide and furious above his mask. But he held his tongue.

			‘Oh, that’s quite all right,’ the Professor said. ‘It is our job, after all. I just asked where you’re assigned because I haven’t seen you before.’

			Kelly’s mind raced to formulate her next lie. She tried to think of follow up questions and how she would answer them as well. What was her easiest out?

			‘Good morning, Professor Carr. Georgia is a medical student that I’m supervising. Excellent potential.’ 

			The group of men turned to the man’s voice. 

			‘Eli!’ Professor Carr exclaimed, genuinely pleased to see him. ‘How are the exam preparations coming along?’

			Eli stepped in front of Kelly, deliberately blocking her from their view. She seized the chance to scamper away while they were distracted. She couldn’t believe she was going to get away with this. Thank God for the quick-thinking Eli.

			Adrenalin ran so hot through her veins she had to use all her power not to skip out of the ward. But she couldn’t resist one look back. 

			A look that drained her of all confidence and energy and hope.

			Michael was staring at her, hard. And, even from that distance, she could read his apoplectic expression.

			I’m fucked, she thought. Completely and totally fucked.

			***

			‘You were never there, Kelly.’

			‘What are you talking about? Michael looked directly at me.’

			Eli put his fork down. A waiter refilled their water glasses. Eli waited for him to finish and leave earshot. ‘He looked directly at someone he thought looked familiar. He didn’t look at you.’

			Kelly couldn’t understand what was happening here. Eli must have known as well as she did that their ruse had been blown apart. She shook her head, then spoke clearly and deliberately. 

			‘Eli, Michael wants a meeting with me first thing tomorrow morning. I haven’t heard from him since I was suspended. That’s not a coincidence. How could you think he doesn’t know?’

			‘Of course he fucking knows,’ Eli hissed through gritted teeth, his face contorted by suppressed anger.

			Kelly recoiled. She’d never seen Eli like this. 

			‘But knowing it and proving it are two different things,’ he continued. ‘And he can’t prove anything.’ Eli picked up his cutlery and began cutting so roughly into his steak that it looked like he was trying to saw through cement. He placed a huge chunk in his mouth and chewed with a clenched jaw and burning eyes. 

			‘So you just want me to lie to his face?’

			Eli took a long swig of wine to wash the steak down his throat. His voice was hoarse when he responded. ‘If you don’t lie to him, you ruin both our careers.’

			Kelly was stung. ‘I would never drag you into this.’

			‘You already have.’

			‘What are you talking about? This was your idea. Why are you turning on me?’

			Eli rested his elbows on the table and leaned forwards. His voice was a little softer now, and his eyes more desperate than angry. ‘I’m not turning on you, Kelly. But I just can’t afford for anything to go wrong in the lead up to this exam.’

			‘I know. Neither can I.’

			‘Which is exactly why you have to lie to Michael.’

			‘What if they ask you about me?’

			‘You or Georgia the medical student?’

			‘Georgia.’

			Eli took off his glasses and pinched the bridge of his nose. ‘You were on the ward and then you weren’t. We have medical students coming through all the time. It’s not my job to keep track of them. If they follow it up with hospital admin or the uni, which they won’t, Georgia won’t exist. Who knows, maybe I got her name wrong? But at the end of the day, nobody cares about some mystery medical student. That’s just unnecessary paperwork.’

			‘I’m sorry I got you into this.’

			Eli reached over the table and clasped her hand, warm, smooth, reassuring. ‘I knew what I was doing.’

			Kelly raised an eyebrow. ‘And what was that, exactly?’

			‘Anything it took to get into your good books.’

			Kelly chuckled. 

			‘Just make sure you lie to Michael tomorrow so you can stay in mine. Okay?’

			Kelly nodded. ‘Okay.’

		


		
			Chapter Thirty-three

			Finn finished the last of his strong, black coffee. Ashley sat opposite him at the dining table, drinking herbal tea and scrolling on her phone. Finn stood up, put his mug in the dishwasher and went into the bathroom. He opened the bottom drawer and took out a bag of white powder. He measured and cut it into two lines with the ease and confidence of a seasoned user. The rolled-up money he used to snort with had been replaced by a metal straw weeks ago. He sucked the lines into his system before he had time to consider whether this was a good idea.

			That’s how it had been for the past month now. Snort the coke, take the benzo, stay medicated consistently enough to keep the questions away. To shut down the internal voice. To finally live free.

			Ashley entered the bathroom as he finished his second line. She watched him pack away the gear with a face that looked like she was sucking on a lemon. 

			‘I think you’re using too much, Finn.’

			Finn felt the courage and the confidence and the power flow into him like air rushing into a balloon. It inflated him to his full potential. Made him walk taller, live stronger, and see more clearly than ever before. He looked into her deep brown eyes. His salvation. The beautiful Ashley who had delivered him from the very chains of his own existence. Fuck, she was hot. 

			He placed his hands on her shoulder. ‘I’m fine. Actually, never been better.’

			‘Coke’s for partying, Finn. For an extra kick. It’s not for real life.’

			Finn drew her close and held her in his arms. ‘My life has never been this real.’

			She ran her hands along his ribs. ‘You’re so skinny. You’re not eating enough. You can’t live on coffee and cocaine.’

			‘I knew you only wanted me for my body.’

			She pushed herself off him. Shook her head. ‘It’s not a joke. You’re a fucking mess. You need to get your shit together.’

			A spark of anger rose in Finn’s chest. He was smashing it in his career. He was smashing it on Instagram. He had signed a new clothing brand endorsement last week and he was still in the mix for the role with Jessica Meadows. He hadn’t thought about killing himself or how he’d probably killed someone else with his driving or all the other terrible damage he’d done during his life, intentional or not, in weeks. And she had the audacity to lecture him?

			‘I’m flying to Sydney early in the morning and I’m staying there tomorrow night,’ she said.

			‘I know. The fashion show pitch you’ve been working on. I’m not so fucked up that I can’t remember your busy and important schedule.’

			Ashley moved her jaw from side to side. Flared her nostrils. She was pissed off, but that wasn’t Finn’s problem. She’d started it.

			‘Make sure you’re clean when I get back.’

			There was a note of disdain in her voice that fanned Finn’s anger. ‘I don’t take orders from you.’

			‘Fuck you, Finn.’

			‘Oh, that’s real mature.’

			‘More mature than a grown man who can’t get through a day without a fucking cocktail of uppers and downers.’

			Finn stared at her. ‘I can get through as many days as I want.’

			Ashley bared her teeth. ‘Yeah? Well, you’ve got two before I get back. If you’re not clean when I get home, don’t bother coming over.’

			‘Maybe I won’t want to come over.’

			Ashley’s eyes grew shiny. She swallowed. ‘Damn it, Finn. What did I ever do to you?’

			She stormed out of her own bathroom. 

			Finn stared at himself in the mirror. He clenched his jaw and his fists. Fuck. I don’t need this shit. 

			When he heard her bedroom door close, he opened the bottom drawer again and fished out a benzo.

			***

			The next morning, Finn woke alone in his own bed. The benzo had helped him get to sleep but it had been a restless night and he was tired and irritable. The sheets felt like sandpaper on his skin and his rapid muscle spasms forced him up and out of his room. He was too jumpy for breakfast, so he grabbed his keys and scurried out of his apartment. 

			An elderly woman entered the hallway and took a step back when she saw Finn approaching. He hadn’t dressed and was rushing barefoot in his boxer shorts towards Ashley’s apartment. He ignored the old woman’s look of contempt. 

			Although Ashley had given him an ultimatum, she hadn’t taken back her spare key. Finn fumbled with the lock, his hand shaking as he tried to turn the key. He shut out the dim whisper that was telling him this was a terrible idea. That he had to stop now. Right now. But he couldn’t do that. He couldn’t go back to who he was. At least not today.

			He burst through the door and raced straight to the bathroom. He was sweating now and a drop ran from his forehead down his nose and splashed on the bathroom sink. He opened the bottom drawer and saw straight away that the stash corner was empty. He thrust his hand in and moved toiletries out of the way to uncover the drugs. They must have ended up underneath something, somehow. But the more he rustled, the clearer it became the cocaine was gone. He began to take out the drawer’s contents. Toothpaste, shaving cream, razors, a teeth-whitening kit. He tossed them all onto the floor until the drawer was as empty as his chances of finding the powder.

			He slammed his hand down on the counter. ‘What the fuck?’ he screamed. He opened the other drawers, rifled through them, tore out their contents, threw it all on the floor. 

			Then he moved to Ashley’s bedroom. She had obviously hidden the drugs from him before she flew out this morning – there was no way she didn’t have a supply. At first, he just moved things around in her closet and clothing drawers, careful not to create too much disturbance. As much as they were a couple, they hadn’t reached the stage of comfortably rifling through each other’s underwear. 

			But as the search wore on and bore no fruit, Finn grew angry. Frustrated. Vengeful. He removed drawers from their rails, tipped the contents onto the ground and fossicked roughly through the contents. T-shirts, lingerie, gym gear; it didn’t matter, he scattered it all across the room or her bed, trying to locate the little bag of white powder that would be his salvation. 

			He emptied shoe boxes, pulled down dresses and jackets from their railings in case the stash was hidden at the back of the closet. He even tossed the bed, tearing off the sheets, lifting the mattress and casting it aside so that it sat askew on the floor, partially leaning on the bed frame. Still nothing. 

			He moved to the kitchen, the living room, back to the bathroom. The entire apartment, head to toe, until there was nowhere left to search. He was sweating heavily, on the verge of tears, and his hands shook. The old foe was returning and, as he looked at the devastation he had wrought through Ashley’s home, shame slammed into his gut like a heavyweight’s punch. 

			But it wasn’t enough to stop him. Only one thing could stop him. Finn raced back to his apartment. He was vaguely aware that a professional couple waiting at the lifts was staring at him.

			Back inside his home, he grabbed his phone and texted Ashley: Where’s the cocaine?

			She called immediately. Her rage reached out like a disembodied hand and gripped Finn’s skull in a painful hold. ‘Are you fucking serious, sending me that message? Are you trying to get us both arrested?’ 

			‘Please,’ Finn said. ‘Tell me where it is. I’m desperate.’

			‘Get a fucking grip, Finn. I told you to clean up or we’re done. I want a boyfriend, not a fucking junkie.’

			She hung up. 

			Now Ashley had abandoned him as well.

		


		
			Chapter Thirty-four

			‘Impersonating a medical student?’ Michael barked at Kelly the moment she closed the door to his office. 

			Kelly had spent most of the night preparing herself for every possible question. She was confident she could feign ignorance convincingly enough to at least make Michael doubt his conviction. She’d even stood in front of the mirror making startled, bewildered and indignant faces. ‘That’s utterly absurd,’ she’d said to herself. ‘I find it offensive that you’d even make the suggestion.’

			It had been a lot easier at eleven o’clock last night, when she was just talking to herself. Now, faced with Michael’s white-hot rage, Kelly’s empty stomach ached and her skin was prickly and damp. But she maintained her outward composure as she sat in the chair on the opposite side of Michael’s desk. 

			‘Sorry, Michael, I’m not sure I understand why I’m here.’ She looked past the throbbing vein in his temple to the wall over his shoulder.

			Michael slammed his fist on the desk with such force that the papers were momentarily airborne, landing in a scattered mess. Kelly jumped with them and her heart seemed to stop for a second. She’d seen anger before, but this raw, volcanic explosion was so out of character for a man who was usually so genteel that Kelly’s resolve was already at breaking point.

			‘Cut the crap, Kelly. I know it was you breaching security, hospital protocols and ethical standards with your selfish dress-up act.’

			Kelly’s face burned. She had to reach deep into her throat to find her voice, which was retreating so fast she dragged it out as a barely audible croak. ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’

			Michael clenched his jaw, sat back in his chair and fixed her with a stare that tore her heart to shreds. Michael, who had always supported her, always encouraged her, even tried to protect her from herself, that Michael was now glaring at her as if she had broken his own heart with her betrayal. 

			He spoke quietly. ‘Is this how it’s going to go? You deny it. I can’t prove it.’

			Kelly kept her mouth shut. Words could only make this hole darker and blacker and deeper than it already was.

			Michael sighed. ‘All right. What about the South East doctor, Eli? Was he part of this?’ 

			Kelly had prepared this answer. ‘I don’t know a South East doctor named Eli.’

			‘That’s odd, given that he’s been in your study group for the past year and a half.’

			Kelly’s mouth dried up and the ground fell out from beneath her. She gripped the chair to steady herself. Sweat ran freely down her back and from her armpits. The air was thick and congested. 

			Michael shook his head like a disappointed parent. ‘He’s an extremely promising doctor. We’d value him here for one of his trainee years.’

			Kelly breathed again.

			‘But you may just have ruined his career as well.’

			Tears stung her eyes. She collapsed, almost throwing herself onto the desk, her arms reaching out desperately, as though she could catch Michael’s words and crush them between her hands. ‘No, please, Michael, please. He didn’t do anything wrong.’

			‘As far as I can tell, he was entirely complicit. The question is why, Kelly? What influence do you have over him?’

			Kelly swallowed hard and tried to force her welling eyes to dam up the tears before they overflowed. 

			‘Are you in a romantic relationship?’

			Kelly sniffed loudly and gave the tiniest of nods.

			Michael grunted his understanding. ‘Well, I can’t prove anything about either of you without evidence and I don’t have the time, resources or inclination, quite frankly, to bother finding it. Believe it or not, my job isn’t all about me, it’s about helping sick children. Something you’d do well to remember.’

			Kelly stared at her hands. She couldn’t face him. The shame was worse than physical pain. 

			‘You’ll never work here while I’m the Head of Paediatrics, Kelly. I simply can’t trust you. And if you have anything to do with Dr Eli Asher, he won’t work here, either. Or South East. I’ll make sure of it. As for you, you’ve lost my endorsement, Kelly. I can’t possibly recommend you to a major training site.’

			Kelly couldn’t breathe. There were other hospitals, but who would give her a job if she couldn’t get a reference from Michael, who had been her boss for three years? What did that say about her? How would she explain her desire to leave the Children’s? Nobody leaves the Children’s. They’d see straight through her, and though they may not know the details, they’d know she was being ostracised for a reason. She’d instantly become an unknown, risky, untested commodity. The last kind of doctor hospitals want on their training programs. 

			But there was no sense in fighting Michael. She knew in her heart of hearts that she’d gone too far. And even though the disguise had been Eli’s idea, it wasn’t his fault. She was the one who put the wig on day after day and examined patients in a hospital where she had no clearance, no legitimate access and no right to even walk the wards. 

			She had done this. And now she had to suffer for it. 

			Kelly pulled her shoulders back. She took a deep breath and raised her head to meet Michael’s eyes. When she spoke, her voice was clear and steady. 

			‘I will have nothing to do with Dr Eli Asher. There is no reason for you to blacklist him from this hospital or to report him to South East. On the contrary, he’s an excellent doctor and the Children’s would be lucky to have him. As I would have been.’

			Michael nodded in what Kelly interpreted as reluctant respect. 

			She stood and walked out of Michael’s office in a daze. She left the hospital on autopilot, not making eye contact with anyone on the way through. She took the lift down to the staff car park, scanned her pass, and drove away. 

		


		
			Chapter Thirty-five

			Cam was setting up the sound equipment on set. None of the other actors were there yet, just Cam and a few of the other crew getting ready for the day’s shooting. He looked up as Finn approached. 

			‘What are you doing here so early, man? You’re not due until ten.’

			Finn thrust his hands into his pockets so Cam wouldn’t see them shaking. He’d showered and dressed before coming to the studio, but his skin was still covered in a damp layer of sweat. ‘Couldn’t sleep.’

			Cam paused in the middle of unfurling a long electrical cord that was looped between his elbow and hand like a garden hose. He was short and stocky with a regrowing buzz cut, a flat nose and wide-set grey eyes. Black T-shirt, blue denim jeans. He watched Finn closely. ‘You all right, man?’

			Finn cast around to make sure nobody else was watching. He could feel the heat of eyes on his back, but the rest of the crew were going about their business without giving him a second look. Finn crouched down to Cam’s height and leaned in close so he could whisper into his ear. 

			‘I need cocaine.’

			Cam slowly and methodically resumed unwinding the electrical cord. 

			Oh, no. He’d made a terrible mistake. The rumours weren’t true, Cam wasn’t the person on set who supplied the drugs. And now Finn had outed himself to a guy he barely knew and his career was going to be ruined. He could see the headlines, the story, the fall from grace. He visualised his empty bank account, the mortgagee auction of his apartment and his eventual demise into crime and then prison, where he would be beaten mercilessly day after day after day. He felt the room closing in. His brain was turning to cement and his muscles were both supercharged and unbearably fatigued at the same time. He had to get to his dressing room.

			Cam kept unwinding the cord but didn’t take his eyes off Finn. He kept his voice low and clear. ‘There’s an old white LandCruiser in the car park. Back left corner. It’s mine. Go out there in twenty minutes and leave an envelope on the front left tyre. Make sure it’s sealed and has the cash. How much do you want? It’s a hundred per gram.’

			Finn’s drug use had escalated so quickly that he was consum­ing five grams a day. Ashley had stopped providing it for free when his need rapidly spiked and so he’d spent fifteen thousand dollars in the past month. But when he was high on the coke and then calmed by the benzos, which he was also now paying for, there was no room to worry about money. All he had to do was meet his own need.

			‘As much as you’ve got,’ Finn replied.

			‘Fuck, man, I’m not El Chapo. I never carry more than ten.’

			‘Then give me ten.’

			Cam cocked his head. ‘You’ve never wanted this shit before, Finn. Why now?’

			‘What, you think I’m a fucking cop?’

			Cam shook his head. ‘No, I think you’re a fucking fool.’

			Finn took a deep breath. ‘Twenty minutes. A thousand in an envelope on the front left tyre. Then what?’

			‘Then you’ll get a delivery to your dressing room. Make sure you’re alone.’

			Finn nodded and turned to walk away but Cam grabbed him roughly by the side of his T-shirt and dragged him close. He whispered into his ear as Finn had done to him a moment earlier: ‘And don’t use it in an open room. Bathroom only. Locked door.’

			‘I’m not an idiot.’

			‘No. But you’re an addict. And addicts do really dumb shit.’

			Now Finn took a hold of Cam’s shirt. ‘You don’t know anything about me. I’m not a fucking addict.’

			Cam stared into Finn’s eyes. His breath was stale and oppressive – morning breath laced with hour-old coffee. 

			‘Twenty minutes, pretty boy. And if you screw me on this, you’re fucking dead.’

			***

			Finn sat on the couch in his dressing room, hunched forwards, elbows on his knees, head resting in his hands, occasionally pulling on his hair or lightly punching his temples. The volcanic pressure inside him was set to explode and these small acts opened the tiniest release valve, just enough to ward off the impending eruption. But he couldn’t hold out much longer. 

			It had been ten minutes since he dropped off the cash that he’d withdrawn from an ATM at the studio. Ten long, harrowing minutes. As he rocked back and forth on the couch with a gentle but unfailing rhythm, Finn transitioned to living-death mode. His heart still pumped, his lungs still filled with air, his neurons continued to fire, but he had brought down the curtain. Shut himself off and retreated to a coffin of mental safety; the only way he would survive this catastrophe he had orchestrated for himself.

			Through the darkness and the densely packed earth above his imagined tomb, Finn heard a dull thud. Three times. A repeated knock. He stood from the couch like a man rising from a river of wet cement. Sluggish, dreamlike, detached. But relief was close. Cam was here.

			Finn opened the door.

			‘Hey,’ his visitor said.

			Finn forced a smile. He tried to sound normal. ‘Hey, Monica. What’s up?’

			‘I just wanted to see if you’re okay. Feel like you’ve been out of sorts a bit lately.’

			Finn was too far underground to completely panic, but a sharp beam of concern penetrated his dark tomb. What had she noticed? Could she tell he was taking drugs? Had his acting suffered? Had they all noticed? Was he going to be fired?

			Monica stepped into his dressing room. 

			Finn looked up and down the corridor, but Cam was nowhere to be seen. 

			Monica sat down where Finn had been only moments earlier.

			Finn remained standing. ‘Actually, I was just about to take a shower before heading to makeup.’

			‘We’ve got plenty of time,’ Monica said. ‘Come on. Sit down.’

			Finn had always liked Monica. She was tall and dark haired with a short bob and commanding eyes. She was also a wonderful actress, and kind and generous with her co-stars. She wore a simple tracksuit today and without the makeup that would soon transform her into Rebecca, she was even more attractive than her character.

			‘Any word since the audition?’ she asked.

			Finn shook his head. ‘Nothing yet.’

			‘Well, they can take a while, apparently, these big Hollywood productions. Not that I’d know.’

			‘You’ll get your chance,’ Finn said.

			She smiled. ‘Probably Jessica Meadows holding it up. Trying to work out how she’s going to film a movie with you without falling for you at the same time.’

			Finn blushed. The compliment could have been flirtatious, but Monica delivered it with such a lack of guile that her meaning was clearer than any words she could have spoken. She was in love with him.

			Finn’s belly filled with a warm, comforting sensation that was almost completely unfamiliar. This was normal life. This was people talking and sharing and falling in love. This was everything he’d never had.

			There was a knock at the door.

			And everything he’d never have. 

			‘Saved by the bell,’ Monica said.

			Finn scurried to the door and opened it a fraction. Cam was standing there, his eyes darting back and forth along the corridor. He pushed himself through the opening, took one look at Monica and turned on his heel, charging away.

			Finn took off in pursuit, closing the door behind him. 

			He caught Cam easily. 

			‘Are you fucking crazy?’ Cam hissed. ‘I said make sure you’re alone.’

			Finn didn’t have time for this. ‘Just give it to me. Hurry.’

			Cam kept walking. ‘No way. Too risky out in the open.’

			A blinding cocktail of rage and desperation consumed Finn. He slammed Cam against the wall. Cam’s eyes flew wide in shock. Finn, much taller and stronger, pinned him with a forearm under his neck and began rifling through his pockets with his free hand. He found the envelope inside Cam’s jacket, tore it out and let the sound technician go. 

			‘You’re fucking crazy, man,’ Cam spluttered as he regained his breath. ‘Stay the fuck away from me.’

			Finn rushed back to his dressing room. He slipped through the door to see Monica still seated where he’d left her. How could he get rid of her without raising suspicions? He didn’t have time to think about it. The cocaine felt like it was glowing white-hot in the pocket of his jeans. So close to redeeming him. So close to bringing him back. 

			‘Excuse me for a sec,’ he said.

			Monica watched him quizzically but didn’t respond. 

			Finn locked himself in the bathroom. He took the coke out and poured a single measure onto the bench. His hands trembled as he tried to make clean lines with his credit card. A drop of sweat fell from his forehead onto one of the lines. It mixed with the powder, which would make it difficult to snort, so Finn pressed his finger to the damp mixture and rubbed it on his gums. He didn’t have his regular metal straw, so he had to make do with a rolled-up twenty dollar note, just like the very first time. 

			He bent over to be level with the drugs and reached back with one arm to flush the toilet, his cover story and enough sound to mask him snorting if Monica had come to the door. 

			The coke in his nostrils was like sucking up the water of life. It buzzed and fizzed and burned a little. But it also rejuvenated, and strengthened and made him eternal. 

			Finn straightened up, placed both palms flat on the bench and leaned his weight onto them. He lifted his hanging head, his hair across his face, a sheen of sweat causing his skin to sparkle. He breathed in and out deeply as the poison ran through his blood stream like oxygen into a drowning man’s lungs.

			Finn smiled. Now he could think clearly. Now he could capitalise on Monica’s feelings and her innate kindness to spin some bullshit story that would allay her concerns. 

			Now he was alive again. 

			***

			Kelly leaned against Eli’s car in the same car park where she’d begun the deception five weeks, one day and a lifetime ago. She’d chosen this spot to try to minimise the chance of conflict. Yes, it was an ambush, but it was neutral territory. Not his apartment, not hers, where he might be able to dissuade her. To kiss her and hold her and convince her to take the risk. Here, on the damp bitumen under dark skies, it would be clinical. Short, swift and effective. 

			She knew she had to tell him in person, even though she’d rather send him a text. But she also knew he would turn up at her apartment and wouldn’t leave until they’d seen each other. He was persistent like that. So here she was.

			When Eli saw Kelly, he broke into a broad smile. He loped towards her with his baby giraffe gait, his mop of hair bouncing in time with his steps. As he approached, though, the smile faded. He looked around as though searching for a police tail. ‘You shouldn’t be here,’ he said. ‘What if you’re recognised?’

			‘As a dark-haired, short-sighted medical student? Highly unlikely, don’t you think?’ 

			‘Fair call. So what are you doing here? How did it go with Michael?’

			Eli’s scrubs had a V neck and the portion of his exposed chest was white and unblemished. Kelly wanted to lean into him and kiss that cool, smooth part of his body. Instead, she did what she had come to do. 

			‘We can’t see each other anymore.’

			Eli reacted like he’d been punched in the stomach: his long torso jolted forwards as the breath rushed from his lungs. When he recovered, he said, ‘What? Why not?’

			This was going to be the hardest part, to convince him of the lie. ‘My feelings towards you have changed, Eli. It wouldn’t be fair on either of us to keep this relationship going.’

			‘Your feelings have changed? Since yesterday?’ Eli was incredulous.

			‘I’ve had a lot of time to think. There’s no future for us.’

			Eli squinted at her. ‘What did Michael say?’

			‘Nothing.’

			‘Bullshit. Everything was fine between us and then you saw Michael. Now we’ve suddenly got no future. What did he say?’

			‘Nothing,’ Kelly whispered.

			Eli stared at her for a long moment as though trying to read her thoughts. ‘I don’t believe you.’

			‘Please, Eli, don’t make this any harder than it has to be.’

			Eli’s face contorted and his eyes grew watery. ‘Make this harder?’ he croaked. ‘How could I possibly make this harder?’ He held her hands. ‘I love you, Kelly. And whatever Michael said to you, we can work around it together. Fight it together. Whatever we need to do. But let’s just do it together.’

			Kelly disengaged her hands from his and let them drop by her side. She watched Eli crumple in front of her, deflated, defeated, desperate. Steeled herself. She could only lie to him one more time before she broke. 

			‘I don’t love you, Eli. I’m sorry. It’s over.’

		


		
			Chapter Thirty-six

			‘Let’s troll them.’

			‘We’re not trolling them.’

			‘Come on, it’ll be fun!’

			Kelly shook her head at Toula. ‘You’re supposed to be comforting me in the wake of my latest relationship breakdown and career disaster.’

			‘Exactly. And what is more comforting than trolling Finn and Sophia Loren with fake Instagram accounts?’

			‘We’re not trolling them.’

			Toula sighed and rolled her eyes. She sat on the couch next to Kelly and handed her a glass of red wine.

			‘Should you be drinking when you’re breastfeeding?’

			‘I was pumping my norgs all day. Expressed enough wine-free milk to feed a herd. I understand now why cows always sound like they’re depressed.’ She impersonated the long, low moo of a mother cow.

			Kelly laughed, then drank. She closed her eyes as though the red wine could wash away all the pain. Even if only for a night. 

			‘Just one comment on their latest photo?’ Toula said. 

			‘Absolutely not.’

			‘You’re so lame. This is not my idea of a fun night out.’

			‘You’re not out. You’re in my apartment.’

			‘I’m out of the clutches of my seven and a half-month-old son, Kelly. Believe me, this is the best night out of my life.’

			Kelly sighed. ‘I wish I could say the same thing.’

			Toula leaned over and rubbed Kelly’s leg. ‘Don’t be so dramatic, Kel. Nothing has changed. You’ll still do your exam. You’ll still be brilliant. You’ll still be the doctor you dreamed of.’

			‘I never dreamed of being a doctor in regional Victoria.’

			Toula waved her away. ‘Michael won’t be at the Children’s forever, Kel.’

			‘Yeah, but by the time he retires, it’ll be too late. Everyone will have moved on without me. Trained at the Children’s, got jobs there, begun consulting there. And because of my own stupidity, I’ll be stuck in some arse end of the earth small town weening five-year-olds off their parents’ vapes.’

			Toula laughed. ‘You are the worst and most judgemental snob I’ve ever met.’

			‘But you still love me.’

			Toula twirled a finger around the rim of her glass and stared into the dark wine. ‘You know,’ she said whimsically, ‘you could always defer your training.’

			‘And do what?’

			Toula looked at Kelly with a glint in her eye. ‘Have a baby.’

			Kelly choked on her wine. She coughed and spluttered and did her level best not to spit her mouthful all over the apartment. 

			Toula watched her with a stupid grin on her face.

			‘You’re ridiculous,’ Kelly croaked when she was able to breathe again.

			‘Am I? I mean, think about it. You knock out a baby or two, look after them for a few years and basically wait out Michael. Then, when he retires, you go back and do your training.’

			‘So we just went from one baby to two and I became a fifty-year-old trainee.’

			‘I said a few years, not two decades.’

			‘Not happening, Touls. Not least because there’s no-one to have a baby with.’

			‘That’s the least of your problems. Eli, Finn. Take your pick.’

			Kelly stared into her glass. Eli’s name filled her with melan­choly. Not because she’d had to end their relationship, but because ending it hadn’t hurt as much as she had expected. Breaking his heart was painful but she’d driven away from him that afternoon not with a gaping hole in her life that needed filling, just a sense that she’d lost something she didn’t need to replace. The feeling made her question whether she could ever form a meaningful relationship with anyone. 

			‘You’ve gone quiet,’ Toula said.

			Kelly looked at her oldest friend and a great swell of emotion surged up from deep inside her. ‘Am I always going to be broken, Touls?’ she said, her eyes filling with tears.

			Toula leaned over and wrapped Kelly up in a hug, her wine glass still in hand. ‘Oh, darling. You’re not broken. You’re completely and totally fucked up beyond repair.’

			Kelly couldn’t help but laugh into her friend’s shoulder. 

			Toula broke away from her and stared hard into Kelly’s eyes. ‘But that’s what makes you completely and totally fucking unique and beyond compare. You’re the most brilliant person I’ve ever met, Kel.’

			Kelly sniffed and wiped her nose with the back of her hand. ‘Thanks, Touls.’

			Toula took a long swig of wine and smacked her lips. ‘Right, well, even if you’re not going to have his baby immediately, we need to fix the Finn situation.’

			‘What situation?’

			‘The one with boobzilla.’

			‘I thought you told me to focus on passing my exams.’

			‘That was before Finn and the goddess became the Instagram It couple. He looks like he’s having way too much fun with her.’

			‘Shouldn’t we leave him alone if he’s happy?’

			‘I said he was having fun. I didn’t say he was happy.’

			‘What’s the difference?’

			‘Fun is temporary. Boobs sag, arses drop, eyes bug out.’

			Kelly raised an eyebrow. ‘But, what, happiness is eternal?’

			‘Give me a break. I’m not a fucking Hallmark card. No, my darling, life isn’t about happiness. Life is suffering. One micro tragedy after another for eighty or so years until the sheer weight of the pain of living crushes you to death at last.’

			‘Fuck, Toula. Motherhood has really turned you into a barrel of laughs.’

			‘Ah, but you see, Kel, it’s in the suffering where we triumph. We overcome. We live another day. You need someone who can bear the tragedy with you. Someone who picks you up off the floor when you get knocked down. Someone you pick up in the same way. Someone who won’t be crushed before you’re old and grey and begging for death anyway.’

			‘But we couldn’t help each other, Touls. That’s exactly my point. We both crashed and burned.’

			‘You crashed. You didn’t burn. You’re still alive. This time when you put the plane back together, make it better, stronger. So you don’t crash again.’

			‘What if it’s not meant to be? What if it’s better if it’s Finn and Ashley?’

			Toula tucked her legs up underneath her and leaned towards Kelly. She spoke in a whisper: ‘It’s not better if it’s Finn and Ashley. It’s Kelly and Finn. The two anxious hearts that need each other to be made whole.’

		


		
			Chapter Thirty-seven

			She slapped him hard across the face as soon as he opened the door. Finn stumbled backwards and Ashley followed him into his apartment. 

			‘You fucking arsehole!’ she screamed. 

			Finn held his stinging cheek with one hand and raised his other as a defence between them. ‘What the hell?’ he cried.

			‘You trashed my apartment, you fucking junkie.’

			Finn paused. Thought for a second. Then he laughed. 

			Ashley’s jaw dropped. She stared, wide-eyed. ‘You think this is funny?’

			Finn had forgotten all about ransacking her apartment yesterday. But that was the hilarious part. How do you empty the entire contents of someone’s home onto their floor and then forget you’d ever done it? So he couldn’t help chuckling, but he held his hands up apologetically. ‘Mea culpa. I’m so sorry. I meant to come back and clean it up but totally forgot.’

			‘You totally forgot? Are you high now?’

			Of course he was high. The only other option was to be low and it was only six o’clock at night. He’d come off a long day of successful shooting and was planning on hitting the town, with or without Ashley. ‘Not high. Just ready to party.’

			Ashley’s eyes teared up. ‘My God, Finn. You’ve turned into a monster.’

			Finn laughed. ‘Better believe it, baby!’

			Ashley made a kind of choking sound. ‘Give me my key.’

			‘Come on, Ash. Don’t be like that.’

			She held out her hand. The muscles in her jaw twitched and she spoke from between clenched teeth. ‘Give me my fucking key.’

			Finn retrieved it from his key bowl and placed it in her hand. 

			‘I don’t ever want to see you again. If you come near me, I’ll tell the magazines everything.’

			Finn wasn’t going to be intimidated by that bluff. ‘Including how you’re a coke and benzo dealer?’

			Ashley shook her head. ‘I’m sorry. I’m truly sorry. You need help, Finn. Get it before it’s too late.’

			She was dressed in her signature black. Pants that fit snugly around her buttocks but flowed loosely down her legs. A delicate silk shirt unbuttoned enough to reveal the prize of what lay beneath. When she turned and walked out of his apartment, she was so hot she could set the place on fire. Finn was sorry to see her go. 

			But she was right about one thing. He needed help. The stash he bought from Cam would soon run out and he needed a new supplier. He wasn’t worried, though. He’d just done two lines so he knew he could bend the world to his will. He was a famous TV star who could get into any club in the city with any girl he liked on his arm. How hard could it be to find someone to supply a little coke?

			***

			Finn’s agent, Esme, had a love of eating in hotel dining rooms. Finn didn’t understand why she would want to eat somewhere she wasn’t staying but he’d sat at just about every identically white linen–covered table in the city to humour her. Today, it was breakfast. A buffet – she loved that shit as well. 

			Esme went for the cooked breakfast while Finn settled for a croissant and orange juice. He’d decided not to do a line before meeting with her; Esme was the most astute and observant person he knew and if she didn’t immediately recognise he was high, she’d circle round him like a sniffer dog until she confirmed the scent. 

			They exchanged a little small talk, mainly so Esme could enjoy her eggs and sausages, but when she moved on to her breakfast coffee, the tone quickly changed. She sat back in her chair and stared at him, not saying a word.

			‘What?’ Finn asked, suddenly nervous. The longer she watched him, the sweatier his palms grew. ‘What?’ he said again, forcing a laugh to hide his discomfort.

			Esme narrowed her eyes. ‘I’ve got good news and I’ve got get-your-shit-together news. Which one do you want to hear first?’

			Finn’s mind went into overdrive trying to predict which news fell into these two categories. The good news had to be about his audition with Jessica Meadows. But what about the get-your-shit-together news? Could that mean lift his game for a callback, or was something else going on? The coke had helped to quell the anxiety he felt after Monica had told him he seemed a little off, but he couldn’t escape it entirely. Especially not between hits. His right knee started to shake.

			‘Give me the good news,’ he said. 

			Esme smiled. ‘You got a callback.’

			The weight of dread drained out through his feet in a torrent so powerful, it brought immense physical relief. His leg stopped shaking. His body temperature began to right itself and the thorn of an undefined future catastrophe was plucked from his mind. He was so relieved and excited, he could barely speak. ‘That’s so good,’ he whispered.

			‘It’s fucking amazing,’ Esme said. ‘You’re almost there, Finley. They loved you in the audition. Thought you had great chemistry with J-Med.’ She stopped talking.

			‘But,’ Finn said.

			Esme rested her elbows on the table. ‘But the feedback from the set of Henderson Springs isn’t so glowing.’

			Finn couldn’t speak. He sucked in a deep breath through his nostrils. Exhaled. Tried to stay calm. Tried not to walk to the edge.

			‘The producers told me you’ve been off your game for the past month. Showing up late, forgetting your lines. You’ve lost weight and the bags under your eyes are bigger than mine. What’s going on?’

			‘Nothing.’

			‘Don’t bullshit me.’

			‘I’m not.’

			‘Drugs or alcohol?’

			‘Neither.’

			‘Why has Ashley Quinn deleted all her Instagram posts of the two of you?’

			‘What? Already?’ This was bad. Complete tabloid fodder. 

			‘That’s not an answer.’

			‘We broke up last night.’

			‘No shit. Why’d you break up?’

			‘Different lives. Different expectations. Nothing more than that.’

			‘Amicable, then?’ Esme said.

			‘Yes.’

			‘Bullshit. You don’t delete every picture of your ex-boyfriend within hours of breaking up when it’s amicable.’

			Esme was closing in on the truth. Finn had to throw her off the scent. ‘I cheated on her.’

			Esme shook her head in disbelief. ‘Will she talk?’

			Finn wanted to wince at her coldness but could hardly justify it, given his own duplicitous behaviour. ‘Ashley won’t.’

			‘And the other girl?’

			‘Absolutely not.’

			‘How can you be so sure?’

			Finn had to think fast. ‘Because she doesn’t know who I am. It was at a nightclub. Really late. Really dark. Really drunk.’

			Esme narrowed her eyes. ‘You don’t know who she is, either.’

			‘No.’

			‘So I can’t possibly make sure she stays quiet.’

			‘No.’

			Esme took a sip of her coffee and placed the cup back on its saucer. Slow, deliberate movements. ‘I’ve been your agent for six years and not once in all that time have you done something so reckless. So out of character. So I’m going to ask you again, and this time I want you to tell me the truth. Drugs or alcohol?’ 

			Finn wilted under her gaze as he tried to calculate his best play. He trusted Esme completely; she had given him a shot straight out of acting school, helped him land his breakthrough soap role and consistently advocated for him with casting agents and producers. But if she knew what he was doing now, would that all end?

			But if he didn’t ask for her help, would it all end anyway?

			‘I had a falling out with Kelly.’

			Esme screwed her face into an expression one part shock, three parts horror. ‘That’s impossible.’

			‘That’s what I always thought.’

			Esme reached across the table and held his hand. ‘Oh, darling, no wonder you’re acting like an arsehole and look like a steaming pile of horse shit. That girl is your bedrock.’

			Finn nodded. Whispered: ‘Yes, she is, Esme. Yes, she is.’

			‘Well, you can’t go on like this. You have to make up with her. What was the fight about?’

			‘My weakness,’ Finn whispered.

			‘What?’ Esme said impatiently.

			‘I was a burden. Too much of a burden.’

			‘Is this your mental stuff?’

			‘Yeah. My mental stuff.’

			Esme sat back in her chair and nodded. ‘You need to get help, Finn.’

			‘Yeah.’

			‘But you’re not going to, are you?’

			He didn’t respond.

			Esme stood up. ‘Well, if you won’t, I certainly will. I didn’t invest the last six years in you to watch you throw it all away now. This is your time, Finn, and if you won’t fight for it, I sure as hell will.’

		


		
			Chapter Thirty-eight

			Friday 26 May

			Finn’s dead. 

			That was Kelly’s first thought when she saw his mother’s face on the security monitor. She shivered. 

			‘Mrs Walsh?’ she said into the intercom.

			‘Hello, Kelly. May I come up and see you, please?’

			‘Is he all right?’

			‘Yes.’

			Kelly buzzed Finn’s mother through the security door and waited for her to make the short trip to the apartment. She couldn’t think of a single reason for Deanna Walsh to be here, particularly at eight in the morning, other than that Finn was in deep trouble. She knew what Deanna thought of her. Always had. It would be killing her to have to visit Kelly for help, the one she’d always looked down her nose at.

			Kelly opened the door to let Deanna in. They didn’t kiss or hug or even exchange a word. Just a polite nod before Kelly gestured to her couch.

			‘I’d rather stand,’ Deanna said. ‘I won’t be here long. I’m on shift in half an hour.’

			‘Okay,’ Kelly replied. They hovered awkwardly at the entrance to her apartment. Kelly felt as though she had been called before the school principal and was waiting to hear her fate. 

			Deanna held her handbag in both hands against her stomach, as though Kelly might attempt to steal it at any moment. Her hair was pulled tight into a no-nonsense bun and she wore lavender scrubs. ‘Finley has got himself into some trouble,’ she said.

			‘What sort of trouble?’

			‘It’s not clear exactly, but his agent rang me last night to say she thought it was serious. It’s been affecting his work and she’s concerned about his upcoming audition.’

			Kelly felt an unexpected thrill of excitement. ‘He got a callback?’

			‘Yes. This is his opportunity to be recognised for his talent and we don’t want him to throw it away because …’ She cleared her throat. Dropped eye contact for a second. ‘Well, because you two have had some sort of spat.’

			Kelly’s excitement hardened into cold anger. ‘So, this is my fault again. I thought I was the one to blame for him pursuing acting. Now I’m the one to blame when it’s all going to hell.’

			‘I didn’t say that.’

			‘You didn’t need to. Of course your perfect little Finley couldn’t be responsible. So it must be me.’

			Deanna pursed her lips. ‘I understand you and Finn have had a falling out.’

			‘I bet you’re pretty happy about that.’

			‘It’s no secret that I don’t think you’re good for Finley, but he needs your help, so I’m here to ask for it.’

			‘Why don’t you ask his girlfriend?’

			‘They broke up. More’s the pity.’

			Kelly’s heart tripped, regrouped and beat faster. ‘What happened?’

			‘I don’t know. Everything was wonderful between them and now it isn’t.’ Deanna’s movements were birdlike: short, sharp bursts of activity. A turn of her head. Flinch of her body. Even the way she spoke. If a sparrow could talk, Kelly was sure it would sound just like her. 

			The last time Kelly had seen Finn, six weeks ago, she’d been carving into her own flesh with a kitchen knife. He had been in the middle of a mental breakdown. Both of them were at rock bottom. She told him to stay away, but had she really meant it? Had she really expected him to? Apparently, it had been considerably easier for him than it had for her. She missed him intensely. Every story she would normally have regaled him with had gone untold. Every problem unresolved. Every longing, just to be near him, unfulfilled. 

			‘If Finn wants my help, he can come and ask for it himself.’

			Deanna recoiled as though she’d been slapped. ‘You told him to stay away.’

			Kelly fixed her with a stare so full of contempt, it practically dripped out of her eyes and Deanna sucked in her cheeks so hard, she looked like the grotesque skeleton she truly was. 

			‘For once in your life, Kelly. Try to put somebody else’s needs before your own.’

			She strode past Kelly and it was all Kelly could do not to shove her through the door to speed up her exit. She closed the door, leaned against it and slid to the floor, dropping her head into her hands. The brief exchange had exhausted her and left her uncertain what would happen next. And yet, despite it all, she was also just the tiniest bit pleased. 

			Finn still needed her.

			***

			He called an hour later, sounding weird. Jumpy. Nervous. Not like Finn. They agreed to meet at a neutral location: a coffee shop not far from Kelly’s apartment. She felt as though she was preparing for a first date, trying to decide what to wear, how much makeup. How would she act when she saw him? Play it tough or hug him straight away? Chastise him for not calling or apologise for sending him away?

			She told herself to pull it together. It was just Finn. The same old Finn she had always known. 

			Except it wasn’t.

			There was something wrong with this Finn. Something clearly and fundamentally wrong. Kelly could see it as soon as he walked into the cafe. The Finn she knew would have quietly and unobtrusively entered, looked around for her and perhaps smiled shyly when their eyes locked. But this Finn burst through the door liked he owned the joint and yet was also there to burn it down. He walked with his head high and shoulders back, smiling gregariously at the other patrons, especially the young women.

			When he saw Kelly, his face didn’t seem to know whether to break into a smile or burst into tears. It eventually settled on a goofy grin and misty eyes. ‘Kelly,’ he said simply when he reached her table. ‘Kelly.’ 

			She stood up and, despite his uncharacteristic behaviour, saw her old friend. Finn was here. Finn was back. Finn was within reaching distance. He opened his arms and she fell into them, burying her head in his chest and wrapping her arms around his body.

			‘I missed you,’ he said.

			‘I missed you too.’ Kelly squeezed him tight and could feel his jutting hip bones and individual ribs. She withdrew from his embrace and stood at arm’s length, surveying his skinny frame. ‘You’re so thin. You haven’t been looking after yourself.’

			He smiled and his eyes blazed. Why were his eyes blazing?

			‘No, I have not,’ he said. ‘That’s what I need you for.’

			They sat down and Kelly watched his fidgeting, his sweating brow. ‘Are you high?’

			Finn laughed loudly. Too loudly. ‘Don’t be ridiculous.’

			She looked more intently at his eyes. He had huge dilated irises. The rest of his face was gaunt. There were bags under his eyes. A bead of sweat ran down his cheek despite the mild indoor temperature. There was a fleck of dried blood at the base of his left nostril.

			‘You’re as high as a fucking kite,’ she said.

			‘I am not!’ Finn snapped. A couple a table away glanced at them nervously. Finn lowered his voice. ‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to yell.’

			‘I can see why your mum came to see me. What the hell is going on, Finn?’

			‘Nothing’s going on, Kel. I just missed you, that’s all.’

			‘What happened with Ashley?’

			Finn flinched. ‘Didn’t work out.’

			‘Why not?’

			‘She wasn’t the one.’ His words were heavy, laden with concealed meaning. 

			So I’m the one, am I? Fuck that. He didn’t get to come in here, totally off his head, and lay that responsibility on her. Why the fuck was he high, anyway? Finn never touched drugs.

			‘Did she get you on to whatever you’ve taken today?’

			Finn laughed nervously. ‘Why does everybody think I’m taking drugs?’ he said. 

			‘Gee, Finn, I wonder. Let me think.’ Kelly rubbed her thumb and forefinger along her chin. ‘Um, well, you can’t stop moving, for starters.’

			Finn glanced down at his bouncing right leg and tried to pin it to the floor with his right hand, but it persisted against his will. 

			Kelly continued. ‘You walked in here like it was your own personal harem, which you have never done in your life. Your pupils are the size of tennis balls. Hugging you is like wrapping my arms around the Grim Reaper and, oh yeah, this might be the giveaway. You’ve got dried blood in one nostril and co-fucking-caine residue beneath the other.’

			Finn wiped under his nose with the back of his hand. ‘What?’ he said. ‘That’s crazy.’

			‘You’re not even going to deny it?’ 

			Finn started breathing heavily through his nostrils. He rested his forearms on the table and laced his fingers together. He was squeezing them so hard, the skin went white. 

			A waitress suddenly appeared from behind Kelly. ‘Hi guys, will you be eating today or is it just drinks?’

			Finn clenched his teeth and turned his wild eyes on her. ‘Can’t you see we’re in the middle of a fucking conversation? Do you think you could give us a minute?’

			‘Finley!’ Kelly said. She stood up and put her hand on the waitress’s shoulder, a young woman of about twenty whose eyes had immediately filled with tears. ‘I’m so sorry,’ Kelly said. 

			The woman rushed to the back of the cafe. 

			Kelly remained standing. ‘What the fuck is wrong with you?’ she hissed.

			Finn sprang up, knocking the table with his knees and causing a small vase to tumble off and shatter on the floor. ‘What’s wrong with me?’ he spluttered. ‘What’s wrong with you? You’re the psycho who was cutting herself open the last time I saw her and now somehow I’m the one with the problem.’

			Kelly’s eyes stung. ‘Finn, what’s happened to you?’

			‘All that’s happened to me is I’ve finally started to get my shit together. I’ve got a huge audition coming up with Jessica Meadows that’s going to make me so fucking famous, I wouldn’t be caught dead in a shithole like this with you.’

			Kelly’s heart was deadened by a visceral, physical ache. ‘You wouldn’t be caught dead in this shithole or you wouldn’t be caught dead with me?’

			‘That’s not what I meant.’

			‘Hey, arsehole, how about you get the hell out of my cafe?’

			Finn swung around to face the owner of the voice: a middle-aged man, Italian looking, with a balding head and generous belly. He was shorter than Finn but stockier and he looked like he knew how to handle himself.

			‘I beg your pardon?’ Finn said indignantly. 

			‘I said, get the hell out of my cafe. We don’t serve cowards who abuse the staff.’

			Finn drew his shoulders back and bared his teeth.

			Oh, fuck, Kelly thought. She looked around. Everyone was watching them now. One young man had taken his phone out to film the show.

			‘Finn!’ Kelly hissed. ‘We’ve got to get out of here.’

			Finn turned to Kelly. She nodded at the guy filming the exchange. 

			It was a mistake. Finn advanced on him. The man stood up and backed away from his chair but wouldn’t put the phone down. Despite her concern for Finn and the panic that was kindling inside her, Kelly had a moment to feel utter disdain for the amateur cameraman. She could almost see the dollar signs in his eyes as he refused to drop his weapon. The more Finn reacted, the juicier the footage. She knew that brutal equation from personal experience and knew she had to act before this spiralled completely out of control.

			She moved fast, ducking between Finn and the cameraman. She gave the man her brightest smile and it momentarily stunned him into inaction. In that vulnerable second, Kelly whipped her arm out and snatched his phone away. 

			She turned to Finn. ‘Run!’ she barked.

			Finn hesitated but, even in his drug-addled state, managed a second of comprehension and darted away. Kelly turned on her heel, eyes on the phone in her hand, navigating to the door by instinct. 

			‘Give me my fucking phone,’ the young man yelled. 

			Kelly deftly flicked her thumbs, deleting the video, then emptying the trash so it was erased forever. She threw the phone in an arc over her head but didn’t look back to see if the action had its desired effect: slowing down their pursuer. Instead, she focused on the woman one table from the door, who was pulling her own phone out of her purse. Kelly reached her just as she raised it to begin filming. She zigzagged to the side to stay out of shot and, as she passed, slapped the phone out of the woman’s hand, sending the device crashing into the cafe window and then to the floor. 

			Kelly fled through the exit and ran as fast and hard as she could for as long as she could until her lungs burned and her legs screamed in protest. Heaving for breath, she turned around and dropped to a squat, elbows on her knees, head in her hands. She looked up to see if she’d been followed but there was nobody on this quiet back street. Sweat mingled with the tears in her eyes and turned the world into a watery blur. She blinked rapidly and then wiped away the confusion. Stood up, regained enough breath to carry on and headed back to her apartment. 

			***

			Finn was seriously out of shape. By the time he made it back to Kelly’s place, he was sweating profusely and struggling to breathe. It hadn’t been that far to run but it had been enough to completely exhaust him. 

			Kelly wasn’t back yet so he used his key, which he had never taken off his key ring, to let himself in. He stood in front of the bathroom mirror. He looked absolutely bloody dreadful. Sickly pale, sweating, hollowed-out cheeks and eye sockets. He spent as little time looking at himself as possible these days. It didn’t matter once he sat in the makeup chair. They always restored him to health for the screen. 

			Finn drew two bags out of his jeans pocket. One contained a small quantity of white powder; the other, half-a-dozen pills. Finn stared at them. What will I need for Kelly’s return? Up or down? Fight or flight? He remembered what she was like at the cafe, eviscerating him with her eyes, commanding him with her tongue. 

			It was a simple choice in the end. To go up against a power­house like Kelly, you needed to be at least ten feet tall. He opened the bag, carefully prepared two lines on Kelly’s bathroom counter and lined up his nostril with the specially designed metal straw, ready to suck in the powder. He placed his thumb over his unoccupied nostril, drew hard on the other and ran the straw along the line. 

			His head filled with a million bees, darting around inside his skull. Once the buzz in his brain calmed enough to focus, he lined the straw up along the second line and repeated the movement. Only his time, when he made it to the end of the line, it wasn’t the sound of bees’ wings that rang loudly in his ears. It was Kelly’s voice. 

			‘Are you fucking kidding me?’ she cried. ‘Doing that shit in my home? Do you have any respect for anyone but yourself? What the fuck, Finn?’

			Finn stood up and saw the little pocket rocket in the mirror. She was absolutely primed to explode. Her cheeks were red, her hands bunched into fists on her hips, her nipples poking through her light cotton T-shirt. Finn had always known Kelly was hot. Of course he had. But when she stood there like that, so worked up and passionate and alive – well, fuck – she was the most desirable woman on earth. 

			‘You are so fucking hot,’ he said to her reflection. And then he burst into laughter, because it was all so funny. And he felt invincible and commanding and – well, fuck – he felt incredibly bloody horny now as well. 

			Kelly’s look of utter disgust only served to make Finn laugh even more. She was adorable. Like a puppy full of rage but unable to do anything about it while still being unbearably cute. 

			‘Get the fuck out of my apartment and do not come back until you’re clean and sober.’

			Finn turned to face her. ‘Oh, come on, Kel. Don’t be like that. We’re the warriors, remember?’

			Kelly shook her head. ‘I’m a warrior, Finn. You’re nothing but a fucking coward.’

			But her words deflected right off him. He was untouchable. She was growing boring now. 

			Finn walked past her, careful to deliberately brush her arm with his own just in case it might stir her into action. She shuddered and that made him laugh. Because why the fuck not? Why the fuck not laugh? It’s better than fucking killing yourself.

			Finn stopped at the door. He slowly and deliberately unwound Kelly’s apartment key from his key ring. He held it up to her in a mock solemn salute. ‘The key to your door and to my heart,’ he said grandly, before tossing it across the room to her. She didn’t move a muscle, just let the key land softly on the carpet. All the while, she stared at Finn with unfiltered rage and contempt. 

			Fuck, she looked funny like that. Finn giggled as he left, shaking his head at his feisty little friend. He was sorry he had to leave. But maybe Ashley would be up for a reconciliation. 

			He forgot about Kelly almost immediately and began to imagine the way Ashley would welcome him back when he knocked on her door. It put an extra spring in his already buoyant step.

		


		
			Chapter Thirty-nine

			Sunday 28 May

			Toula screwed up her nose. ‘When was the last time you left this apartment?’

			‘Nice to see you too, Touls,’ Kelly said.

			‘Seriously, can we get a window open or something? It smells like a football team’s boots came here to die.’

			‘It’s freezing outside.’

			‘Turn the heating on.’

			‘With the windows open?’

			‘Yep.’

			‘No wonder you don’t vote Greens.’

			‘I don’t vote Greens because they’re a bunch of city-dwelling morons with no idea what it means to co-exist with the environment. Last time I was at a polling booth, I took the how to vote card from the unwashed volunteer, tore it up in her face and told her to recycle that.’

			‘How you haven’t ended up in prison is beyond me. Surely, compulsory therapy at the least.’

			‘Strength of conviction, Kel. That’s what gets me through life. I take no notice of all the bullshit you and your lefty mates serve up.’

			‘I’m apolitical.’

			‘Nobody’s apolitical. If you’re not against the mob, you’re with the mob.’

			Kelly shook her head. ‘I genuinely don’t even know what you’re talking about anymore.’

			Toula looked sympathetic. She touched her finger to the side of her nose. ‘That’s because you’re part of the mob, darling. They’ve got you and you don’t even know it.’

			‘Right, well, given my deep political failings, I’m honoured that you’d still help me out.’

			Toula shrugged. ‘Friends for life,’ she said, as though that explained everything. 

			Kelly smiled. ‘Friends for life.’

			Toula hugged Kelly tight, her enormous bosom giving a kind of primal comfort. She rubbed Kelly’s back, lingering for a moment on each rib. ‘You’re too skinny.’

			‘I’m too stressed.’

			‘Lucky I brought food.’

			Kelly was pleased. She hadn’t eaten more than a Vegemite sandwich in the past twenty-four hours. ‘Really?’

			‘Yeah, and I also knitted you a quilt, painted my nails and squeezed into my spandex for you.’

			Kelly laughed. 

			Toula disengaged from the hug. ‘I’ve got a baby, for fuck’s sake. No, I didn’t bring food. You’re lucky I’m here in clean underwear.’

			Kelly looked into the pram, which Toula had parked beside the wall when she entered Kelly’s apartment. Jackson was sleeping soundly in what looked like a cross between overalls and a sleeping bag. His face shifted from grimace to smile to plea all in the space of a few seconds. He had a little breastfeeding blister on his lip that he sucked intermittently, smacking his lips like an old man satisfied with the four o’clock roast from the local RSL.

			He was mesmerising, no question about it. But this was not for her. Not now. Not when she was so close. She knew Toula was standing right behind her, also looking at Jackson. She could almost feel the heat of her proud smile on her shoulder. 

			‘Thanks for bringing him over,’ Kelly whispered without taking her eyes off the baby. ‘My opportunities to examine real patients have been sub-optimal since the whole getting booted from the hospital thing. There’s only so many times I can review notes and recreate patient exams in my head.’

			‘No problem,’ Toula said. ‘Nobody invites me over for my company anymore, it’s always about seeing my son. I’m just the mobile breast-milk machine that has to compulsorily attend the visit.’

			Kelly turned back to her friend. ‘No pumping today?’

			‘The bloody thing broke.’ She cupped her hands under her breasts. ‘Not made for power users, I guess.’

			‘Well, I value you for much more than just your boobs.’

			‘Ha! Next you’ll be telling me you really like my personality.’

			‘I wouldn’t go that far.’

			They both laughed. Subdued, so they wouldn’t wake Jackson, but genuine, nonetheless. A little of the weight on Kelly’s soul broke off. Toula was good for her. 

			They settled in to chat and drink tea while they waited for Jackson to wake. Kelly talked about what happened with Finn two days ago, her story punctuated by increasingly incredulous What the fuck? interjections from Toula. 

			‘I’ve never seen him like that,’ Kelly said. ‘Not just the drugs. It was like part of him was there and part of him was lost, you know? Like looking at an artist’s bad rendition of him or something.’ 

			‘How can we help him?’

			Kelly’s heart filled with warmth. Toula was loyal to Kelly first, but Finn was still her old friend, too. Of course she would want to help him.

			‘I don’t know. And until I get through this exam, I just don’t have the capacity to think about it.’

			‘Five more days,’ Toula said. ‘You think he’ll be all right for five more days?’

			Kelly thought about what Finn was doing to himself. He was obviously using cocaine heavily, probably multiple times a day, given that she’d found him snorting in her apartment. They’d been apart barely six and a half weeks, a shockingly short amount of time to go from zero drug use to outright dependence. But, from a clinical perspective, it made sense: Finn’s profile was perfectly suited to addiction. She knew that as soon as he’d experienced the rush and the melting away of all those problems and anxieties he’d built up in his mind, the feeling of euphoria would be almost irresistible. Especially on the way down. It was a miracle he hadn’t tried cocaine before now.

			But, then, she’d always been there for him. It was only when she’d turned him away that Finn’s life had spiralled out of control. Kelly suppressed the feeling of guilt. Finn made his own choices. He was a grown man. She wasn’t his mother. 

			Ashley must have had something do with it. 

			No matter what Kelly told herself, though, the gnawing in her gut persisted. She considered Toula’s question. Would Finn be all right for the next five days? Yes. It was cocaine, not heroin. 

			‘Fuck, Touls, I don’t know. He should be okay, but he was snorting in my apartment. I’m worried he might go too far.’

			‘OD?’

			‘Unlikely.’

			‘But not impossible?’

			‘Nothing’s impossible.’

			They sat quietly. 

			‘I’ll check on him,’ Toula said eventually. ‘Make sure he doesn’t do anything stupid before your exam.’

			‘I can’t put that on you. You’ve got Jackson to look after.’

			Toula chuckled. ‘You ever known anyone to put anything on me, Kel?’

			‘Fair point.’ Kelly held her friend’s hand. ‘Thanks, Touls.’ 

			Toula squeezed Kelly’s hand and smiled. She looked at her pram again, this time with narrowed eyes. 

			‘I didn’t hear anything,’ Kelly said. 

			‘You’re about to.’

			A second later, Jackson gave out a tiny sigh, then a gurgle and a lazy cry. Not distressed, just enough to let his mum know he was awake. 

			Kelly shook her head in wonder. ‘He didn’t make a sound. How did you know?’

			‘Mother’s instinct.’

			‘Wonders never cease.’

			After Toula had fed and changed Jackson, she lay him on Kelly’s bed in just his nappy. He’d been burped and was now chatting happily away to himself, his voice so fragile, it was like an ultra-thin pane of glass. Beautiful. Ethereal. Breakable. 

			Kelly tapped him gently on his nose, which he screwed up like a rabbit in a cartoon. ‘Thank you for volunteering to help me with my clinical exam,’ she said.

			Toula was watching from the other side of the bed. ‘I thought you weren’t supposed to talk to the patients.’

			‘I’m not. But this one is just too cute.’

			‘Can’t argue with that.’

			Kelly did stop talking then. She ran through her mental checklist, working her way along Jackson’s little body. His chubby arms, round belly, even chubbier thighs. His vital organs barely protected by ribs so small Kelly could surround them in her open grip. There was a comical moment when she opened his nappy to check his hip joints and he stared at her as though she’d crossed a major line, an indignant protruding bottom lip that was only tucked away when the nappy was securely fastened. 

			‘He’ll grow out of that,’ Toula said. 

			‘Sshh, I’m trying to concentrate.’

			When she finished, she tapped Jackson on the nose again and was rewarded with a smile. ‘You’ve been an excellent patient. Thank you, sir.’

			He looked up at her with trusting eyes, but Kelly knew it would be a different story if Toula left the room. Throughout the examination, he had periodically turned his head to check that his mother was still there; her presence the only reassurance he needed that he was safe. That the world was in order and he was out of harm’s way. She thought of Finn.

			‘They never really change, do they?’ she whispered to herself.

			‘What?’ Toula said.

			But Kelly didn’t answer. Her phone had started to ring.

			Evan Banbury was calling.

			***

			Toula fed Jackson again while Kelly took the call. The insatiable baby sucked noisily, occasionally pausing to stare at Kelly to warn her away from his mother’s nipple. He didn’t trust her that much. Toula watched Kelly with a dreamy expression, occasionally glancing down at her son and then looking back up at her friend with whirlpools of contentment swirling in her eyes.

			Kelly sat on the edge of the couch, literally, seeing her friend and her son but constructing images in her mind of the words the journalist was speaking. He’d started with ‘It’s not good news’ and the conversation had gone downhill from there. He’d picked up a scrap of information while doing a weekend shift at the paper. Something about a soap star and Dr Omelette in another public confrontation. 

			‘From what I heard, this arsehole was filming the whole thing.’

			‘But I deleted the video, and then knocked the other woman’s phone out of her hand.’

			Evan sighed. ‘How many people were in the cafe?’

			Kelly cast her mind back. ‘I don’t know. Maybe twenty.’

			‘And you took out two phones. That leaves eighteen blood-thirsty hyenas.’

			‘Fuck,’ Kelly said. 

			‘Yeah, that’s about right.’

			‘But what are they waiting for? It happened two days ago.’

			‘Apparently the bastard is trying to drive the price up. Threatening to sell it to the highest bidder.’

			‘Is there anything you can do, Evan?’

			‘I can try, kid, but it’s not my desk. I was really just calling to give you a heads up.’

			Kelly dropped her head. ‘Thank you,’ she said softly.

			‘When’s the exam?’

			‘Thursday.’

			‘Good luck, Kelly. For all of it.’ Evan hung up.

			Kelly stared at the ground. From the corner of her eye, she saw Toula with Jackson slung over her shoulder, gently patting his back. He burped with astonishing conviction for a seven-month-old and Toula switched him to her other breast, groaning as he began to suck, then sighing with relief. 

			‘Fuck my life,’ Kelly said.

			***

			Evan called again the next day, Monday morning. A deal had been struck.

			The story was being written up and would probably go live this week.

			There was nothing he could do.

		


		
			Chapter Forty

			Kelly sat with her back against the wall, legs outstretched in front of her. She was wearing tracksuit pants and a hoodie. With winter’s approach, the weather had turned and it was chilly in the apartment, but she hadn’t bothered to turn the heat on. Or the lights. The sun had long given up trying to break through the clouds, so she sat in the semi-dark shroud of a blackly overcast day.

			Such a waste, she thought, staring at the equipment laid out on a mat at her feet. Every year, the most promising trainee was given a briefcase stocked with everything a doctor could need for the clinical exam. It was passed down from exceptional candidate to exceptional candidate; a genuine honour that Kelly had coveted and won. Now, the briefcase was open and empty, its contents laid out meticulously like instruments of torture in a twelfth-century dungeon: stethoscope; ophthalmoscope; red-topped hat pin; auroscope; pocket torch; tape measure; tendon hammer; single-use spatulas; tuning forks; cotton wool; a stack of paper and charts; and, of course, the ubiquitous antibacterial wipes – once the domain of doctors and parents of small children, now loved by the masses.

			In her mind’s eye, Kelly saw a patient associated with each item. The little boys and girls, the teenagers, the newborns; all of them tested, reviewed, examined by the contents of that one incredible briefcase.

			Such a waste.

			Her exam would start in exactly twenty-one hours. Nine a.m. tomorrow in Newcastle, a city two hours’ flight away. The Society insisted that candidates sit the exam in hospitals outside their home states to mitigate the risk of being assigned a patient they knew, whose history was still stored in their memory and whose diagnosis did not need to be ascertained. 

			Kelly’s plane would take off without her in an hour. Her hotel room would never be checked into and when they did the attendance roster tomorrow morning, her name would remain unchecked, her examiners probably relieved at one less piece of work for the day.

			Kelly was not going to sit this exam. Not tomorrow. Not ever. How could she, when her life was about to be ruined again? That video would cost her everything, as the first one had almost done. She’d be deemed an unacceptable reputational risk. It would cause a stir for a little while. Some would come to her defence, others would condemn her impulsive and violent behaviour. And within months, perhaps even weeks, Kelly would be forgotten by all who once claimed to care. She would be a woman who had trained her entire adult life for something she could never have. And then what would she do? She had no idea. She had no idea even what she should do now.

			And so she just sat there in a death-like trance, the road of her life seemingly at an end. Nowhere left to go. No path left to travel. Since Evan’s call on Monday, she had barely risen from her bed. There didn’t seem to be any point. Only the sight of her briefcase on the way back from the bathroom this morning gave her a reason to do something other than sleep. 

			She sat there until her back ached, her legs burned and her buttocks went completely numb. She sat there until the room darkened a shade further. She sat there until her doorbell rang, and even then, it was all she could do to haul herself up and walk gingerly to the monitor. She raised the receiver and the screen came to life, igniting a tiny spark of interest in her otherwise waterlogged soul.

			She had never expected to see that face again. 

			***

			He entered the apartment cautiously, as though walking into the den of a wild animal. Kelly watched him eyeing the equipment laid out on the mat on the floor but he said nothing. She sat on the couch and he settled opposite her in an armchair. It was quiet.

			‘You’re the last person I expected to see,’ she said.

			He nodded, his eyes still on the briefcase equipment. ‘I couldn’t let you sit your exam without at least saying good luck.’

			‘You could have called.’

			‘You wouldn’t have answered.’

			‘No,’ Kelly said. ‘I wouldn’t have.’

			They both looked at the equipment. ‘This is—’ he searched for the word, ‘—unusual preparation.’

			‘I’m not sitting the exam.’

			He didn’t react. At least not dramatically, just pushed his glasses up his nose a touch and nodded his head slowly, those ridiculously soft curls bouncing gently on his head like shallow-water seaweed in a gentle swell. ‘Look, I’m no expert, but I’m pretty confident that if you want to be a paediatrician, you have to sit the paediatrics exam.’

			Kelly sighed. Her strength flowed out of her body with her breath. ‘It’s not that I don’t want to, Eli. It’s that they won’t let me.’

			‘Who?’

			She almost chuckled. ‘The whole fucking lot of them.’

			He didn’t smile. ‘What happened?’

			Kelly hesitated. This was Eli, the man she’d been told to avoid unless she wanted to ruin his career as well. But this was also Eli, who made her laugh. Eli, who listened, who cared, who loved.

			So she told him everything. The whole sorry saga. He listened quietly, occasionally nodding or humming. Flinching when she told him about Michael’s threat to his own career if she continued to see him. ‘So that’s why,’ he whispered. 

			When she was done, they sat in silence. Eli broke the spell first, leaving the armchair and sitting beside her on the couch. He took her hand in a soft, familiar grip. Comfortable, trustworthy, but no longer electric. ‘You can’t do this, Kelly. You can’t let them beat you.’

			‘They already have, Eli.’

			‘Only because you’ve let them.’

			That pissed her off. She withdrew her hand. ‘Bullshit. I’ve been fighting for respect my whole fucking career. My whole fucking life.’

			‘So why stop fighting now?’

			Kelly’s eyes stung with tears. It was so unexpected and embarrassing that she turned away from him to wipe her eyes. ‘I’m just so tired,’ she whispered. ‘I don’t have any fight left.’

			Eli stood up. ‘I know you and I don’t have a future, Kelly,’ he said. ‘But don’t give up on yourself. You’re too brilliant.’

			Her eyes filled with tears.

			Eli leaned over and kissed the top of her head. ‘Good luck for your exam tomorrow. I’ll be thinking of you.’

			He left quickly. 

			Kelly drew her knees to her chest and let her tears flow until they became sobs that racked her body and then damp stains on the cushion where she lay her head to rest, hoping to make it all go away, at least for a little while. 

		


		
			Chapter Forty-one

			Finn enjoyed meeting the fans of the show. They were mostly teenage girls who came straight from school to secure his signature, but there was also the occasional grandmother or even middle-aged man, though they usually asked for the posters to be signed to their daughters. But never before had he had a man his own age join a queue with a poster that he’d just bought for twenty bucks from the promo team. 

			‘How you holding up?’ Monica, his co-star, asked as two teenagers, still in their school dresses, were shepherded away and the next two were ushered to their table. It was noisy in the shopping centre, which was a popular after-school hangout for local kids, no doubt the reason why it was chosen by the promotions department. 

			Finn leaned across to answer: ‘I don’t know how to spell any of these kids’ names. Why are they all called Ayesha, Ngaire and Portia?’

			Monica laughed. It was throaty and alluring and, not for the first time, Finn thought about kissing her. The coke in his veins gave him the confidence, but he wasn’t reckless enough to lean in further and taste her lips right now. Better to wait until the crowds had dispersed and the phones were gone. 

			‘Come on,’ she said. ‘Portia’s not that hard.’

			‘I spelled it like the car, so they had to give her a second poster for free.’

			‘Does that mean there’s a spare for me?’

			They way she said it, Finn couldn’t tell if she was mocking him or flirting with him. ‘You’ll always be Porsche to me.’

			Monica laughed again. 

			Man, it felt good to make her laugh. 

			She straightened up and smiled at the teenage girl coming her way but spoke from the side of her mouth to Finn. ‘What’s with the creepy guy in your line who can’t stop staring at you?’

			‘He’s only human,’ Finn said, which prompted more laughter from Monica. 

			But when Finn looked up at the man, he felt a chill, some sort of preternatural premonition of danger. He imagined the man pulling out a knife and stabbing him in the heart right there in the shopping centre as a hundred teenage girls screamed his death cry. He shivered but maintained his beaming smile for the blushing teenager who handed him a poster. 

			‘Hi, there,’ Finn said.

			‘Hello,’ she blurted.

			‘What’s your name?’

			‘Jane.’

			Finn bent over the poster with his felt-tip pen at the ready. He sneaked a sidelong glance at Monica. ‘And how do you spell that?’

			Monica didn’t look up from her own signing, but he saw her smile. This was definitely happening. He wasn’t making it up. He would feel those soft, full lips on his own tonight and, hopefully, on much more. 

			‘Um, J-A-N-E,’ the hapless girl said, oblivious to her role in the shared joke between the soap stars.

			Finn signed her poster and rewarded her with his most winning smile. ‘Thanks for coming down today, Jane. Enjoy the rest of your week.’

			‘Thank you,’ she said in a rush of sound and air. Then she skipped off to a group of giggling friends. 

			Next up was the creepy guy. Finn could see that even the promotional team was wary of him, not chatting or getting too close to calm him down like they did with the young girls, they just pointed towards Finn as though relieved to have him off their hands. The man approached the table with the kind of lanky, careless stride that would eat up kilometres without even trying. His glasses were pushed high on his long nose and he had dark, slightly unkempt curls that bounced on his head in time with his steps. He handed over his poster and stared at Finn. The stranger’s expression was calm. Serene, even. Finn thought maybe there was mockery or even disdain in his eyes. Who the fuck was this guy and what did he want?

			Finn smiled as best he could but even he could feel the strain that must be showing. ‘Who should I make it out to?’ he said. 

			‘Kelly.’

			Finn flinched. It was a weird name for a guy. But there was that old professional surfer he’d heard his dad talk about years ago. ‘Like Kelly Slater?’ he said.

			‘No, like Kelly O’Mara,’ the man said. His expression didn’t change.

			The table spun. Finn gripped it hard. 

			The man leaned in. Finn recoiled.

			‘Here’s the message. “Dear Kelly, I’m sorry I’m a complete fuck-up and you can’t rely on me anymore. But I’m going to make it right and you’re going to sit your exam tomorrow because I’m going to make it happen for you.”’

			The penny dropped with Finn’s stomach. ‘Wait, are you Eli?’

			The man didn’t look surprised. 

			‘Is everything all right?’ a woman said.

			Finn felt a soft hand on his own. It was Monica. She’d dispatched her latest fan and had either heard the exchange or sensed something wasn’t right. 

			Finn tried to reassure her with a smile. ‘Yeah, yeah, fine. I just need a short break.’

			Monica signalled the promo team and they arranged security around Finn. 

			‘My friend and I need a quick word,’ he told them. Then he led Eli through a service corridor where they stood outside in the cold beside giant garbage bins. 

			‘Are you high now?’ were Eli’s first words.

			‘None of your fucking business,’ Finn said.

			‘I thought so.’

			‘What do you want?’

			‘Kelly needs your help.’

			Finn’s heart hardened, by necessity more than resentment. ‘Kelly hates me and never wants to see me again.’

			Eli scoffed. ‘How fucking thick are you, mate? Kelly fucking loves you. Though I can’t for the life of me work out why.’

			The solid ground of Finn’s conviction suddenly felt like melting ice on a frozen lake, shifting and cracking and ready to give way at any moment. ‘What are you talking about?’

			‘Somebody took a video of you two at the cafe the other day. They didn’t get the part where you abused the staff, but they’ve got Kelly storming through the place and trashing people’s phones to protect you.’

			Finn thought about what that meant for him. Nothing if they hadn’t caught him on the video. Nothing they could prove anyway, though the cafe owner would likely be interviewed. ‘How do you know this?’

			‘Evan Banbury called Kelly.’

			‘The journalist?’

			‘He tried to kill the story but it’s going live this week.’

			‘Well, that’s fucked, mate, but I’m not sure what you want me to do about it.’

			‘I don’t want you to do anything about the video. I want you to do something about Kelly.’

			‘What do you mean?’

			‘She’s convinced that her career will be over when the video comes out. She had her Society membership suspended until her exam and she did some other shit that landed her in trouble with the hospital.’

			‘What sort of other shit?’

			Eli looked away. Bit his lip. Turned back. ‘Don’t worry about that.’

			Finn narrowed his eyes. It was clear this guy was not the boy scout he pretended to be. But that would have to wait. His stone heart began to transform back to flesh. Despite, or perhaps because of the drugs, it felt like his lifeblood was returning. Kelly was again pumping through his veins. 

			‘So what am I supposed to do?’

			‘Convince her to sit her exam and get her to Newcastle tonight.’

			‘Newcastle? In New South Wales?’

			‘Her clinical is at the hospital there tomorrow. Starts at nine a.m. and she was supposed to fly up today, but she delib­erately missed her flight.’

			‘And how exactly am I supposed to do all this?’

			Eli waved his arms about in frustration. ‘I don’t know. You’re the celebrity. Hire a jet or call in some favours or some shit. Aren’t you supposed to be able to do all that?’

			There was absolutely no way Finn had the presence or clarity of mind to be able to organise any of that. He looked Eli up and down and realised he had no other choice. 

			‘Will you help me?’

			***

			The first thing Finn did was two lines of cocaine. 

			It was high risk, but the security team commandeered a disabled toilet and he locked himself away to carefully line up the powder on his portable mirror. He waited a moment for the power surge then burst out of the toilet like a gladiator entering the arena. The security guards had to walk double time to keep up with him as he and Eli talked details. 

			Finn suspected Eli knew he was high – the dude was a doctor, after all, even if only for kids – but he didn’t say anything. Finn apologised to Monica, the promo crew and the crowd, saying he’d been called away on an urgent family matter. The throng of girls groaned collectively, some even shedding tears, but helping a family member in distress would only boost his likeability, even if it was complete bullshit. He left a hero. 

			Eli was navigating the crowds with his head down, scrolling, with only the occasional glance up to avoid a collision. 

			‘There are two flights left today,’ Eli said. ‘Five fifteen and seven o’clock.’

			Finn looked at his watch. It was already three thirty. ‘We’ll never make the five fifteen. Book the seven.’

			Eli handed Finn his phone. ‘You do it. It’ll be quicker if you fill in all the details for you both.’

			Finn did as instructed but then realised they were business class seats. This would cost him money he didn’t have spare – his account was down to dangerously low figures and he needed everything he had to feed his coke habit. ‘Why’d you book business class?’

			‘They’re the only seats left.’ 

			‘To Newcastle? Who the hell is going to Newcastle? I thought it was a shithole.’

			‘Maybe they’re Silverchair fans.’

			‘It’s two grand just for the flights!’

			Eli looked at him as if to say So what?

			‘I don’t have my credit card,’ Finn lied.

			‘And you don’t know the number?’ Eli asked through barely concealed contempt.

			Finn shook his head.

			Eli took the phone back, plugged his numbers in and booked the seats. 

			Finn felt a pang of guilt when they reached the car park and he saw the heap of shit Eli was driving, but it didn’t last long. The guy was a doctor and would soon be a specialist. They made good money, right?

			They drove in silence to Kelly’s apartment. Finn chafed against the constriction of the seat belt and his leg was bouncing. Eli watched him from the corner of his eye but didn’t say anything. When they reached Kelly’s place, Finn jumped out like he’d escaped prison and bounded up the steps. Eli wasn’t following him. He was still sitting in the driver’s seat.

			‘What are you doing? Hurry up,’ Finn said.

			Eli shook his head. ‘I’m not coming up.’

			This was his idea. He had to come up. No way would Kelly talk to Finn alone. 

			‘What? Why not?’

			‘You two need to work this out yourselves.’

			‘No, we need your help.’

			Eli just shook his head and gave a sad smile. 

			‘Can you at least give us a lift to the airport?’

			But Eli drove away.

			Finn took a deep breath. ‘Fuck,’ he said out loud.

			He punched in the security code to her apartment lobby. The door unlocked with a click. He pushed it open and strode inside. 

		


		
			Chapter Forty-two

			Kelly stared at the briefcase, all packed up now. It was black and scuffed and indistinguishable from countless others like it. But the contents, that’s where the treasure lay. The contents that were now locked away and would never be accessible to her again. Tradition dictated that she would hand it to the most promising trainee who was sitting their exam next year. But she didn’t have that in her. Maybe she’d just drop it off at Eli’s and let him make the call.

			She touched its smooth, leather surface. Cool on her fingertips. She couldn’t take her hand away, as if doing so would be the final capitulation. The final acknowledgement that it was all over. 

			There was a knock at the door. Kelly sighed. It would be one of her parents or her brother; they were the only ones who knew the code to get in through the lobby and up in the lift. Them and—

			Finn. 

			He was standing there looking sheepish when she opened the door. Kelly was so shocked to see him that she didn’t speak. Despite all the anger against him that immediately burned within her at the sight of his face, she felt a deep longing to reach out and hold him. To have him hold her. 

			‘Hello, Kelly,’ he said.

			‘Hi, Finn.’

			‘Can I come in?’

			Kelly pushed open the door and Finn brushed past her. Their skin touched. She smelled him; musky, familiar. 

			Finn paced the room. It was obvious he was high. That pissed her off. She’d made it clear she didn’t want to see him while he was using. But she didn’t have the willpower to vent her anger. 

			‘What do you want, Finn?’

			‘Eli came to see me. He told me you’re not sitting your exam tomorrow.’

			‘I’m not.’

			‘You have to.’

			‘Please, Finn. I don’t have the energy for this.’

			Finn stopped pacing. He looked at her as though he could see right into the very core of her being. His eyes were full of pain, his mouth heavy with anguish. 

			‘Please, Kelly, you have to do this.’ His voice was raspy.

			Kelly was sick of being told what she had to do. ‘Why can’t anyone understand that there’s no point? When that video comes out, I’m finished. The Society won’t accredit me and I won’t be able to work. It’s over for me, Finn.’

			‘It’s never over, Kel.’

			‘Look, I get it. You feel bad about the cafe thing and you don’t want this on your conscience. But it’s not your fault. If it hadn’t been the cafe, it would have been something else. I’m a fucking time bomb. We all know that.’

			‘This has nothing to do with my conscience,’ Finn said.

			‘Then why do you care, Finn? Seriously, you cut me loose without a second thought.’

			Finn winced as though she’d punched him. ‘Cut you loose?’ he said incredulously. ‘You’re the one who said we needed time apart.’

			‘And you really embraced that didn’t you?’ She couldn’t help the bitterness in her voice. ‘Judging from your Instagram account, you’ve had the best two months of your life.’

			Finn’s eyes filled with tears. ‘I’m a fucking drug addict, Kel. The past two months have been a living nightmare. I can’t live without you in my life.’

			Kelly was stunned. ‘But you can’t live properly with me in it, either,’ she whispered.

			They stared at each other. Finn’s wet eyes and dilated pupils glistened under the stark white downlights. 

			‘We’ve always said we were the warriors, you and me,’ Finn said. ‘But we’re not. You’re the warrior. I’m just the one whose heart has sworn allegiance to you until the day I die.’

			Kelly shifted uncomfortably at his mention of death.

			He shook his head at her, like he was staring at a fantastical creation, hardly able to believe his eyes. ‘You’re special, Kel. And not just special smart, or kind, or funny. Or even beautiful. You’re the kind of special that can’t be defined. Or contained. It’s like you’re a brilliant idea that’s just too complex for people to understand or appreciate. You exist on another plane to the rest of us. When I’m around you, I feel humbled and inspired at the same time. But, mostly, just really fucking lucky that I met you when I was eleven years old. I’ve watched you, this brilliant idea, without fully understanding but always fully appreciating that I was in the presence of God when I was with you.’

			Kelly’s throat compressed painfully. Her own eyes stung with tears. She felt agonisingly self-conscious and sought refuge in deflection. ‘You don’t believe in God,’ she whispered hoarsely.

			‘No, I don’t believe in God. And yet to experience you is to know the divine.’

			Kelly forcefully exhaled. Bit her lip. Tried to hold back the flood. 

			Finn smiled. ‘I’ve booked two tickets to Newcastle on the seven o’clock flight. I’ll be at the departure lounge at six.’ He walked past her, careful not to make contact. 

			At the door, he turned back. ‘I’ll wait for you, Kel.’ Then his eyes lit up. ‘And if you won’t do it for me or you, do it for Eli. He’s the poor bastard who paid two thousand bucks for the business class seats.’

		


		
			Chapter Forty-three

			Finn sat in the plastic bucket seat with his eyes closed. Deep breath in, deep breath out. He probably looked like a nut with an intense fear of flying, but it was all he could do to manage the gnawing ache in every nerve end of his body. He desperately needed a hit but there was no way he could bring coke to an airport. 

			He heard giggling and opened his eyes. Directly opposite him in another row of seats were two teenage girls. He smiled at them. They blushed furiously and turned their heads towards each other with such conviction, they banged foreheads, which made them giggle even more. And turn crimson with embarrassment. 

			People started to look at him quizzically with Hey, don’t I know you? faces. He stood up and searched for another place to wait but the departure lounge was full, every seat taken. He could have gone to the business class lounge, but he didn’t think Kelly would look for him there. He’d emailed her boarding pass so she could check her bags in and come to the gate. And he needed to be here when she did.

			If she did. 

			He walked to the far corner of the lounge and a deep and shameful part of him hoped she wouldn’t turn up so that he could go and get a coke fix before this gnawing ate him alive. He clenched his fists with self-loathing, despising his pathetic addiction but knowing he’d do a line right now without hesitation if it was offered. 

			He took up an observation post and looked out over the lounge. He could see the approach and every single passenger who arrived from his vantage point. It was six twenty-five and she still hadn’t appeared. Kelly was never late. It wasn’t her style. But she was cutting it fine – if she was coming at all. 

			The first boarding call was announced. Business class and special needs passengers. Finn sneered inwardly. He was clearly both but didn’t move. Then the riff-raff was invited to board. They lined up with slavish obedience, winding around the rows of seats. One by one by one, they scanned in, endured the fake smiles of the aircrew and shuffled down the gangway like lambs to the slaughterhouse. 

			Finn checked his watch. Six forty. The crowd was thinning but there was still a queue. At six forty-five, he knew it was over. 

			A flight attendant approached him. ‘Excuse me, sir, are you on this flight?’

			‘I was meant to be flying with a friend, but she hasn’t turned up. So I’m not going.’

			She looked annoyed. ‘Do you have any checked luggage?’

			Finn laughed. It had taken all his mental acuity to pack the small carry-on bag at his feet. ‘No.’

			The attendant’s face cleared. ‘Did you book both seats at the same time?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Okay, then, if you give me your name, I’ll be able to tell if your friend has checked in.’

			‘Finn Walsh.’

			She fake smiled, but with great conviction. ‘Please follow me, Mr Walsh.’

			Finn trailed behind the attendant to the check-in counter and waited while she tapped away at a keyboard. Finn’s hand had begun to shake and he was sweating. He’d said no to all the screening questions but nobody had asked if he was suffering intense cocaine withdrawal symptoms. 

			‘Can you please confirm the other passenger’s name?’ the attendant said. 

			‘Kelly O’Mara.’

			‘According to our system, she checked in half an hour ago.’

			‘What? Half an hour? Then where the hell is she?’

			‘Finn. I’m here.’

			He spun around. 

			And she was. Kelly was there, standing in front of him. The relief washed over him in such a flood, he felt like he was going to weep. She’d made it. He’d convinced her. She was going to be okay.

			‘You’re our last two passengers to board,’ the attendant said. ‘If you could please present your boarding passes, we’ll get you straight onto the plane.’

			Kelly was already holding hers. She handed it to the flight attendant, who ran it over the scanner.

			Finn was rummaging in his bag to find his pass when his phone started ringing. He found that first and was about to silence it when he saw the name on the screen. Esme. ‘I’m sorry, I have to take this,’ he said. ‘I’ll be one minute.’

			The attendant dropped the fake smile routine. ‘Sir, we don’t have time. We need you to board immediately.’

			Kelly had already started walking down the gangway. She stopped and looked back at Finn, one hand on the handle of her wheelie carry-on bag, the other clutching an old black briefcase.

			Finn answered his phone. ‘Esme, I’m about to get on a plane. Can I call you later?’

			‘What? Where are you going?’

			‘I’ll tell you when I’m back. I’ve got to go.’

			‘Do not get on that plane.’

			The tone in Esme’s voice stopped Finn dead. ‘What’s happened?’ he said. 

			‘Your audition has been moved up. It’s now midday tomorrow. Wherever the hell you were going, don’t.’

			‘Fuck,’ Finn said. His mind raced to calculate when he would need to leave Newcastle to make it back in time for his audition. He couldn’t make the numbers line up in his mind, but he concluded it would be early. Really early. He’d be a wreck, though. Tired, trembling from withdrawals, looking like shit. Maybe he could get a hit in Newcastle? He’d have to find it tonight so he could double down before the flight back. But what if there was a delay? What if he couldn’t get a ticket? Based on his surprise at how many people were travelling to Newcastle this evening, it was likely just as many were trying to get out. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. 

			This was the biggest audition of his life. There was no way he could risk missing it. The smart decision would be to stay in Melbourne. And Kelly was here now. She was practically on the plane. She’d be fine from here on. 

			Finn looked up at Kelly. She was staring straight at him from halfway down the gangway. Even from that distance, he could see the fear and doubt in her eyes. But he had to be smart about this. Had to make the right decision for the long-term future for both of them. Staying was the smart and sensible play. Staying was his only choice.

			‘I’ll be there, Esme.’ 

			‘You better be, Finn. This is your last chance, after all the shit you’ve been pulling lately. I can’t keep you on the roster if you fuck this up.’

			‘I said I’ll be there.’ 

			Finn hung up before Esme could say another word, handed his boarding pass to the attendant and strode towards Kelly. Staying with her was his only choice.

			***

			Finn’s leg shook violently. What had he done? This was a disaster. He’d ruined his life. The old devil was closing in on him again, no longer kept at bay by his white powder defences. He hadn’t felt this kind of oppressive anxiety for weeks. It gripped him so fiercely that his breathing was laboured and his senses were overwhelmed. He hadn’t been eating properly and now his body seemed to be mocking him, as though it was seeking vengeance for all those stimulants. All those downers. The cocktail of chemicals that numbed and muted its natural desires. 

			Now, he felt weak. Starving, yet unable to eat for the mounting pressure on his stomach. Plagued by thoughts of doom, yet unable to clear his head for the fog of confusion that had settled over his mind. Fuck, he needed cocaine. And he needed it now.

			They’d been in the air for an hour. Kelly had been mostly quiet, lost in her own thoughts, but she turned to him now, perhaps noticing his uncontrollable leg spasms. 

			‘Are you all right?’ she said.

			Finn gave a sharp series of nods. ‘Yep, yep. Just a nervous flyer.’

			Kelly narrowed her eyes. ‘You’ve never been a nervous flyer.’

			‘Late bloomer.’ Finn tried to smile but he could feel the tension in the muscles of his jaw. Even his lips. He must have looked like a condemned man grimacing as the noose was wrapped around his neck. 

			Kelly studied him closely. She leaned across the oversized business class armrests so she could speak quietly and still be heard against the din of the plane’s engines. ‘When was your last hit?’

			Finn didn’t even consider lying. He was at that desperate stage of anxiety where truth and confession combine in a kind of salve against the fantasies of the mind. ‘Three o’clock.’

			‘Withdrawal symptoms?’

			‘I don’t know. I’m just freaking the fuck out.’

			‘Coke withdrawal doesn’t hit you physically. It usually manifests as anxiety, fatigue, even paranoia. It’s okay, Finn. I’m here.’

			‘What if they stop me at the airport and do a drug test or something? Could I go to prison?’

			Kelly held his hand. ‘Finn, you can’t go to prison for having drugs in your system. And they don’t do drug tests at the airport.’ Her eyes widened and she lowered her voice to an urgent whisper. ‘You don’t have anything on you, do you?’

			Finn shook his head. 

			‘Thank God for that.’ She squeezed his hand. ‘We can do this. You get me through my exam and I’ll get you through withdrawals.’

			Finn nodded and forced a smile. There was no way he was getting through the next twenty-four hours in withdrawal. He knew what he needed to do.

			***

			Finn had graduated from buying his coke from Cam the sound guy to sourcing it through social media apps. It was as simple as ordering takeaway pizza once he was hooked into the right groups. So, on arrival at their hotel room in Newcastle, it took only a little extra effort to find a local dealer. 

			Fifteen minutes after placing his order, Finn waited in a side street beside the hotel where guests entered the car park. He kept his eyes open for the courier, who may or may not be the dealer himself. It was all code names and anonymity, so he never knew, or particularly cared, who was who in the hierarchy, as long as they delivered on time. A dark car approached the car park entrance, driving slowly. The front window began to wind down and Finn walked to the driver’s side. 

			But it was an old man at the wheel. ‘Is this the Palisades car park?’ he asked, as though Finn was the valet. 

			‘Yeah, in there,’ Finn said with a jerk of his head before backing quickly away so he wouldn’t be recognised or remembered, as unlikely as that would be with this guy. 

			When he stepped back onto the footpath, there was a teenage girl on a BMX perched beside the car park wall. She sat on the bike with the lazy recline and outstretched arms necessitated by its compact design. Her hair was dark and straight, though messed up from the wind and hanging loosely over her shoulders. She had a surfer look: deeply tanned skin, clear eyes, high cheekbones. An attractive kid brought low by the chewing gum that forced her jaws up and down like a witless donkey. 

			‘You place an order?’ she said brusquely. 

			Finn was confused – he’d assumed she was a food delivery rider. But then his mind worked a little clearer. Food riders used proper bikes or even electric bikes. Not BMXs. And they didn’t ride without helmets. She didn’t even have a backpack, so where was the produce?

			The girl spun the pedals backwards so that her right knee was raised. She draped a laconic arm over it, leaned forwards, and raised an eyebrow at Finn. ‘Well?’

			‘Cricket99?’ he said, citing his pseudonym. 

			She smiled. ‘Come and give me a hug, Cricket.’

			‘What?’

			She stretched her arms out. ‘Come on.’

			Finn looked around. The street was deserted. He stepped closer to the girl on the bike. She stood up, dipped her hand into her jacket pocket and then wrapped both arms around Finn under his jacket, as though they were old friends embracing. As the message had instructed, he had secured an envelope full of cash in the waistband of his jeans at his lower back. It had seemed an odd request but it now made sense. He felt the girl’s cold hands on his skin, the slip of the envelope being replaced by the cool touch of plastic as she tucked what he assumed was a bag into his waistband.

			She broke the embrace, discreetly sliding the envelope into her pocket. ‘Pleasure doing business with you.’

			In an instant, Finn saw her future unfold. Petty drug dealing would lead to harder enterprise. She’d be arrested, spend time in jail, become an addict herself, turn to burglary, stripping and, eventually, prostitution. She’d do more stints in jail, then overdose days after her release in a cold, lonely alley not unlike this one, dying beneath a cloudy sky with nobody left to care. And he would be partly to blame.

			He almost gave the drugs back. ‘How old are you?’ he asked, instead.

			‘Old enough to keep you supplied.’ She winked, spun the front wheel around and rode away, her knees rising comically high on the little bike, like a clown in the circus. 

			It took all of Finn’s energy and will to suppress his guilt and keep his fears at bay. He looked around nervously, convinced someone was filming the exchange. He looked up at the windows of the hotel but couldn’t see anything other than dark rooms and slits of light behind drawn curtains. 

			Still, he didn’t dare take the bag from his jeans waistband. That way, even if someone had filmed him, it would only show him hugging a teenage girl. That was potentially damning, but he could shrug it off as a fan request, albeit inappropriate. But he’d learned his lesson, blah, blah, blah. That would be much easier to defend than a drug exchange with a teenage dealer. 

			Finn walked briskly away from the alley in the opposite direction from the hotel lobby. His plan was to find a service station or convenience store, buy something and then double back, so if anyone was watching him, it would seem as though he’d just gone out to pick up a snack. But what if there were security cameras in the store? That would probably work to his advantage, because it would be a record of him being away from the hotel at around the time of the drug deal in case the teenage dealer was caught and questioned. 

			But what if there were cameras at the entrance to the car park? Fuck. He hadn’t thought of that. What if they saw the whole thing? That’s when he’d have to rely on the adoring fan routine. Yes, that was okay. He had that covered. Even if she ratted him out, he’d deny everything. There would be no evidence of an exchange. It wasn’t airtight, though, and he pictured himself in the dock being eviscerated by a prosecutor, then sentenced to jail, where he would be raped and beaten to death. 

			The pressure in his head was so close to exploding that, after finding a store and grabbing a random chocolate bar, he almost walked out without paying. He scanned his watch to pay, kept his head down and hurried back to the hotel. 

			Kelly was setting up dinner at a small dining table. ‘Feeling better?’ she asked, believing Finn’s lie that he needed some fresh air to clear his head after the flight.

			The knowledge that he had a massive supply of cocaine and benzos tucked into his jeans was almost like taking the drugs themselves. 

			Almost. 

			‘Much,’ he said.

			‘Good. Room service just arrived and I’m starving.’

			Finn smelled the food and realised he was absolutely ravenous. He couldn’t actually remember the last time he had eaten. All he had to do now was get through dinner and put Kelly to bed. Then he’d be able to set himself free once more.

		


		
			Chapter Forty-four

			Kelly almost felt like it was going to be okay. She looked deep into her own eyes as she brushed her teeth, the bathroom mirror still slightly fogged up from her shower. Finn was here. She was safe. Melbourne was so far away. If she stared hard enough, she could almost see herself as confident and prepared and ready to smash this exam to pieces.

			But then her memory talked and she conjured up the cafe, the storming out, the assaults on strangers’ phones. She saw the article, not yet published, that Michael would read. And she felt the hot sting of shame and disgrace on her face as the Society Board withdrew her accreditation and threw her on the scrap heap.

			The foaming toothpaste bubbled over her bottom lip and she spat it into the sink. Her mouthwash stung as she swirled it around, her burning tongue a kind of penance for every foolish word she had spoken. Every outburst, insult and denial. 

			The hotel room was large and had two single beds. Finn was lying on top of his sheets with his clothes on, legs crossed at the ankles, hands intertwined behind his head. 

			‘Aren’t you going to sleep?’ Kelly asked. 

			‘Not yet. Might just watch a bit of TV. I’ve hooked up the Bluetooth on my AirPods, so it won’t keep you awake.’

			Kelly sat on Finn’s bed. She was wearing an old grey T-shirt and underpants. Her bare legs were cool on the sheets. She stroked Finn’s forehead. ‘You look tired.’

			‘I’m okay.’

			‘Don’t stay up too late, okay?’

			Finn smiled. It was strained and he had that haunting look of a hunted prey in his eyes again. A little too wild. A little too startled. A little too scared. His arms were bony and his stomach was concave beneath his T-shirt. Kelly was sure she’d be able to see his ribs through the skin. 

			‘I’m sorry, Finn.’

			‘What for?’

			‘For letting you get like this.’

			Finn looked at her with eyes full of desperation. 

			‘What is it?’ she said.

			And for a moment, just a moment, it looked like he was about to tell her something. Something that would change everything. A confession, perhaps. Instead, he smiled with one half of his mouth and put his hand on her shoulder. 

			‘Don’t worry about me, Kel. Just pass your exam tomorrow. That’s all you have to do.’

			Kelly’s throat constricted. Her eyes moistened. ‘Just one more day, old friend. Just hold on for one more day.’ She leaned down to kiss his forehead and his comforting, familiar smell overwhelmed her. How easy it would be to fall into his embrace. To press her body against his own as though they were one entity. Kelly and Finn, the warriors who would take on the world together. 

			But she couldn’t. It was probably more dangerous now than ever. So she stood up, crossed to her own bed and slipped under the sheets with her back to him. ‘Goodnight, Finn,’ she whispered. 

			‘Goodnight, Kel.’

			Despite all the pressure of her past, present and future, Kelly fell immediately into the death-like embrace of exhausted sleep. She was sinking within a breath, drowning within two and completely submerged within three. There were no dreams. Only darkness. 

		


		
			Chapter Forty-five

			Finn was sweating from the exertion of remaining still. His whole body was supercharged, every neuron screaming at him to get up out of bed and feed the beast. Instead, he continued to lay on his covers with his legs crossed at the ankles, shoulders propped up on a few pillows as he pretended to watch television. He had his AirPods in, but they weren’t connected. He needed to be able to hear Kelly’s breathing.

			To his immense relief, she seemed to fall almost immediately asleep. Finn recognised the drop into long, deep breaths with extended breaks in between that he had listened to on so many nights before this one. When Kelly started twitching – a shudder of the shoulders, a jab of an arm, a jerk of a leg – he knew it was safe. 

			All the same, he slid excruciatingly slowly off the bed, tiptoeing on the carpet to make as little noise as possible. He closed the bathroom door with the handle down and gently released the mechanism so it would slide noiselessly into its slot. He risked the seemingly cacophonous snip of the bathroom lock and, when he didn’t hear movement on the other side of the door, knew he hadn’t woken her. 

			Finn flicked on the lights under the mirror, snatched the plastic bag from the waistband of his jeans, where it had remained since the exchange, and laid it out on the bathroom counter. The marble was clean and smooth and perfect for cutting coke. He didn’t have his regular mirror or straw, so improvised with a twenty dollar note. His nose burned at the inhalation and he collapsed onto the toilet seat, breathing heavily as he waited for the drugs to enter his bloodstream. 

			It took less than a minute for the ecstasy to flow. He almost laughed with blessed relief and had to clasp his hand over his mouth to stop himself. He stood up, again strong and brave and assured. He wanted to wake Kelly and tell her everything. How much he missed her. How much he loved her. How sorry he was for all that he had done. Even in his super-charged state, though, he knew that was a bad idea. 

			The coke had dispelled his anxiety and he could finally think clearly enough to plan his day tomorrow. He had loosely understood that he needed to return to Melbourne by late morning so that he could make the audition on time. Then, as soon as it was over, he’d be on a plane back to Newcastle to meet Kelly at the hospital. Her exams took the entire day and, though she had a break in the middle, she’d said she needed to stay in the zone so she couldn’t meet him for lunch. 

			Finn hadn’t told Kelly about his plans, of course. He couldn’t burden her with his concerns. And she’d probably tell him not to make all that effort on her part. Not to fly back to pick her up. But that simply wasn’t an option for Finn now. He was never letting her go again. 

			He scrolled effortlessly on his phone, booking plane tickets, filling out the forms, making the payments. He had to remind himself to blink and, each time he did, his eyes stung like he’d opened them in the surf. When he was done, Finn was still so buzzed that he knew sleep would be an impossibility, at least without help. He opened the plastic bag and popped out two of the pills that rattled around loosely beside smaller sealed bags of white powder. 

			As he filled a glass with water and placed the benzos on his tongue, a voice deep inside his mind shouted that this was a dangerous practice, combining the two drugs, but he had no choice. He had to sleep, and he had to be rid of the crippling fear and paranoia. Only the drugs could help him now. 

			When Finn lay down to sleep, his mind was a maelstrom of euphoria and depression. Elation and despair. Heaven and Hell. His head was heavy, but his heart was light. For she was there, just across the room. They were together again. 

			The unbearable weight of joy and sorrow overwhelmed him. 

			Finn closed his concrete eyelids and fell into the abyss. 

		


		
			Chapter Forty-six

			Kelly suspected Finn was high. He’d been energetic, enthusiastic and optimistic all morning, and the hotel coffee wasn’t that good.

			But there was nothing she could do about it, so she simply muted the voice of concern that whispered coldly in her ear. This was it. She had to get through her exam. Finn had to get through one more day. Then she could rescue him from this crippling addiction that had taken hold of his life. 

			One more day.

			They took an Uber to the hospital and Finn insisted on walking Kelly in. She’d been going to refuse until she looked at the automatic glass doors and thought about everything that lay beyond them. She took Finn’s hand and they walked towards her destiny.

			Finn stood quietly behind her as she checked in, showed her ID, filled out the requisite paperwork and was directed to a waiting room, where she would be called for her first case. At 9:30 a.m. precisely, she would be given one hour to examine her patient. Then she would have ten minutes to prepare her findings, before presenting to the examiners for twenty-five minutes. Years and years of training. Thousands of hours of study. And it all came down to twenty-five minutes. After that, she would have an eight-minute break, be given two minutes to read the brief clinical background for her short case and then have fifteen minutes to review the patient in front of the examiners.

			This pattern would repeat across the day and, by five p.m. precisely, she would have completed four short and two long cases. One hour and fifty minutes in front of the examiners to prove she was good enough to be admitted to the Advanced Training program. One hour and fifty minutes to determine the course of the rest of her life. 

			If it wasn’t already over.

			It was 9:15 a.m. Kelly’s leg shook as she and Finn sat beside each other in silence in the waiting room. The plastic seat was uncomfortable and her lower back ached, but Kelly didn’t move. She feared that if she stood up, she’d walk straight out the door and never come back. 

			Finn took her hand and squeezed it tight. ‘You’re going to be all right, Kel.’

			She turned to look at him. His huge, dilated pupils. His confident smile. They didn’t reassure her. ‘Can you wait just a little while?’ she asked.

			‘What do you mean?’

			‘After I first go in. Can you just wait here for a bit?’

			‘To make sure you don’t try to escape?’

			He’d read her mind. There was a real possibility that, before she even made it to the exam preparation room, she would turn and run away from it all. 

			‘Yes,’ she said quietly. 

			Finn smiled. ‘I’ll do whatever it takes to make sure you pass this exam, Kel.’

			Whatever it takes. 

			That’s what he said. 

			That’s what she had said. 

			That’s how she had lived. 

			And look where she was now. She’d left a trail of destruction, deceit and despair in her wake. The person she cared most about in the world was a broken shell beside her. Eli, Michael, even the man in the supermarket, they had all suffered at the hands of her commitment to do whatever it takes.

			The words stuck in her heart like a barb. And now Michael’s words from months earlier rang in her ears: The best doctors are the best humans first.

			There was no objective measure of what made someone the best human, but Kelly knew she was nowhere near it. She had sacrificed everything and everyone around her for her own goals, her own selfish pursuit of excellence. What kind of specialist would that make her? One who values winning every argument above actually caring for her patients? One who was trying to fix sick children when she was so sick and broken herself?

			Kelly closed her eyes and exhaled. ‘I’m not ready,’ she whispered.

			And the instant the words left her lips, the pressure broke and crumbled around her. An unearthly peace settled on her soul and, for the first time she could ever remember, she felt calm. 

			Finn misinterpreted her words. ‘Don’t be ridiculous, Kel. There’s never been anyone more ready for this exam. You were born ready.’

			She chuckled. ‘I think that’s part of the problem, Finn. I was born for the exams and I forgot how to live.’

			Finn eyed her suspiciously. ‘What are you talking about?’

			She took his hands. ‘I assaulted a man in a supermarket because I’m always one trigger away from a complete explosion. I wore a disguise so I could break into a hospital. I abandoned you in your darkest hour. I’ll do whatever it takes to be the best, no matter who it hurts, and that’s not going to stop when I’m an Advanced Trainee. If anything, it’s only going to get worse.’

			Finn shook his head vigorously. ‘You can’t think like that. You’re going to go in and pass this exam and you’re going to be an amazing trainee.’

			She squeezed his hands. ‘No, no, you don’t understand. I’m not worried about the exam. I know I’m going to pass.’

			The confusion in Finn’s expression was almost comical: mouth agape, no words forming.

			She placed her hand on Finn’s face and gently stroked the stubble on his shrunken cheeks; there was almost nothing between her flesh and his bones. ‘I need help, Finn. And you need help. We need each other.’

			Finn took her hand from his face and clasped it between his own, intertwining their fingers. ‘What are you saying, Kel?’

			‘I’m saying that we need to be better at this before we can move forward.’

			‘Better at what?’

			‘Being humans.’

			They stared at each other and she saw everything in those wide, bright eyes. Eyes that comforted, tormented and promised so much.

			Somebody cleared their throat and the spell was broken. 

			Kelly glanced up to see an officious-looking man with a clipboard standing at the entrance to the waiting room. 

			‘Dr Kelly O’Mara?’ he said. 

			Kelly stood up. The room spun, but she held her nerve. ‘That’s me,’ she said.

			‘Follow me, please.’

			Kelly took a deep breath, filled her lungs with steel and gave a silent nod. She looked at Finn and smiled. She had made her decision. She would pass the exam, then take a year off. She would do it for them both. 

			Finn smiled back. ‘Give ’em hell,’ he whispered.

		


		
			Chapter Forty-seven

			As soon as Kelly was out of sight, Finn checked the time. Bang on nine thirty. He would wait for fifteen minutes but then he absolutely had to leave if he was going to make his ten thirty flight. The airport wasn’t far and he had no luggage to check in, so he’d make quick progress to the gate. But he didn’t want to take any chances, not with the biggest audition of his life ahead of him. 

			He had more than enough coke to get him through the flight and he had already arranged another pick-up en route to his audition – God bless social media. And although he was a little buzzed and a little jittery, he stayed put in the uncomfortable waiting room seat to make sure Kelly didn’t come running back around the corner trying to escape. 

			That was never going to happen, of course. He’d seen the moment she’d transformed. When she took that deep breath and her veins turned to ice. There was that confusing, faltering moment when she’d talked about being a better human, which he didn’t really understand and put down to pre-exam nerves, but nothing could touch her now. She was in fight mode and there would be no running away. He’d told her he would stay, though, so he would. 

			Finn’s phone beeped and the screen notified him of a Google alert. He unlocked the screen. He only had one alert set up – his own name – and these alerts happened fairly regularly, so he was nonchalant about what he’d read now. 

			Until he saw the headline. Which wasn’t about him at all. 

			Deranged Kids’ Doctor Caught in Another Crazed Assault.

			Finn’s heart beat like a piper’s drum. His feet were cemented to the floor and his stomach was a hollow pit of oblivion. ‘Oh, no,’ he whispered. 

			The story was as bad as it could be. The journalist had shown no mercy. The video of Kelly clearly raging through the cafe to protect him was featured at the top of the article, which described the ‘dangerous doctor’s’ inability to control herself before hypothesising about the risk to her young patients. The only mention of Finn was their joint appearance at the hospital fundraiser. There was nothing about her trying to protect him or even him being at the cafe with her on that day. It was a hit piece, pure and simple. ‘Fucking journalists,’ Finn hissed.

			A man in a suit suddenly charged into the waiting room. He looked around as though he expected to find someone in particular, but Finn was the only one there. He huffed and looked accusingly at Finn, as though this was his fault. 

			‘Was Dr O’Mara with you?’

			Finn spied the man’s name badge and title: Head of Training. Not a good sign. ‘Yeah, but she’s already gone in for her exam.’

			‘With who?’

			‘Some guy with a clipboard.’

			On cue, clipboard man came around the corner where he and Kelly had disappeared only minutes ago. The man in the suit immediately dismissed Finn and turned to the other guy.

			‘Has Dr O’Mara gone in?’

			The man looked surprised and slightly offended. ‘Yes, Professor Ranger. On time and according to plan.’

			‘Fuck,’ the professor said.

			The clipboard man looked like he might have a heart attack. ‘What’s wrong?’

			Ranger sighed and ran a hand through his thinning hair. ‘I just had a call from Society headquarters in Melbourne. They told me not to let O’Mara sit the exam.’

			‘What? Why not?’ 

			‘I don’t know. Some bullshit about a news article or something. As if I give a shit. I’ve got enough bloody trouble trying to get all these juniors into the right exams, let alone pulling them out of them.’

			Finn stood up. ‘Wait, did you say they don’t want Kelly to sit the exam?’

			Professor Ranger eyed Finn suspiciously. ‘That’s confidential. Who are you?’

			‘Her husband.’ The lie rolled off his tongue so naturally, Ranger didn’t even blink.

			‘All right, well, I can tell you, then. I don’t know the details but apparently your wife has caused some trouble for the Society in Melbourne and they want to make sure she has no claim at an Advanced Traineeship. It’ll be a lot harder to take it away if she passes her exams, but if she never sits them in the first place, she wouldn’t be eligible at all.’

			Finn suspected Ranger didn’t love this proposal. ‘Why are you telling me this?’

			‘You asked.’

			‘But you don’t support it.’

			Ranger shook his head slowly. ‘Listen, mate. This is medicine. It’s more political than the fucking UN. Do I want to see a junior doctor dragged out of an examination? Of course not. And not just because I’m some sort of patron saint of trainees. Interrupting the schedule now will throw everyone into a spin. Hospitals are monoliths for a reason. They don’t cope well with sudden change.’

			Finn felt a spark of hope. ‘So just let her finish the exam.’

			Ranger chuckled. ‘You weren’t listening to the UN part. I might not want to see her exam derailed, but I don’t want to see my career kneecapped either.’

			As the last reserves of the cocaine in his bloodstream gave Finn a final hit of confidence and bravado, he nodded knowingly. He lowered his voice. ‘I’m sure we can come to an arrangement. What would it take for you two to say there was nothing you could do? You tried but got dragged away by an emergency or something?’

			Clipboard man’s eyes widened in horror. ‘Are you offering us a bribe?’ he spat.

			Professor Ranger turned to him. ‘He’s trying to help his wife, Graeme. We’re not taking any bribes.’ He faced Finn square on and there was genuine regret in his eyes. ‘Look, I’m sorry. I know the toll the prep for these exams takes on families. You’ve probably hardly seen your wife in years and you want this over as much as she does. But my hands are tied. We can’t lie about an emergency in a hospital. Emergencies are what we do, and everything, I mean everything, is documented. No way to fake it.’

			In that instant, Finn realised what had to be done to save Kelly. ‘Thank you, professor,’ he said. ‘I’ll wait here.’

			Ranger nodded, a gesture of respect and regret. He and the clipboard man turned away and walked slowly down the corridor. 

			Finn dropped to his knees, tore the plastic bag out of his jacket pocket and ripped open the two bags of coke that were left. He poured it all onto the chair and used his pinkie fingers to crudely arrange the powder into two lines. He didn’t have time to roll a note, so he put his nostril right over the monstrously thick lines of powder and snorted the first up with maniacal fury. He swung back down the other line and hoovered it into his other nostril. He licked his fingers to mop up the remains and rubbed the powder on his gums. This was more than double the amount of cocaine he’d ever taken in one hit and he felt the roar of his blood boiling and fizzing in his veins, tearing through his body like whitewater rapids building to a tsunami. 

			He stood up and called out to the departing men, who were just about to reach the corner around which Kelly had disappeared. ‘Professor!’ he yelled, his own voice like the sound of thunder in his ears.

			Then the room swayed violently and Finn stumbled towards the men, who were now running his way. He was thrown against a wall and put his arm out to brace himself. He bounced to the centre of the corridor as the rushing waters built up more and more and more. The pressure was so wildly intense that his body felt like a geyser just waiting to explode, his head about to be blown off in a spray of blood and cocaine. 

			His vision blurred. He could see the figures but not make them out. Feel their touch, but not know where they held him. Hear their cries but make no sense of the sounds. The pressure reached cosmic proportions and blew open Finn’s universe like the explosion that started it all. 

			Finn overdosed right there on the floor of the children’s wing of the Newcastle hospital.

			His last thought before he departed was that he’d finally done it. He’d finally saved her the way she’d saved him so many times before. He tried to say, I love you, Kelly, but his words were gone now. There was only a vague, dark consciousness that was slipping, slipping, slipping away.

			He saw her turn around and look at him from her school desk. Eleven-year-old Kelly with the eyes of a fighter and the face of a queen. He found his voice one final time. 

			‘It means warrior.’ 

			The first and last words he would ever speak to the girl he loved more than life itself. 

		


		
			Chapter Forty-eight

			‘They let me finish the exam,’ Kelly said to nobody who could hear. ‘Can you believe that? I guess once they figured you weren’t really my husband, they didn’t know how you fit into the picture. And I got the feeling Professor Ranger wasn’t keen on taking orders from the Society anyway. He’s not a bad guy, actually. Was kind to me when he told me what had happened to you.’

			Kelly wiped a tear away from her cheek. Sniffled. ‘I miss you, Finley.’

			She sat quietly then, trying to process everything that had happened. All that she had gained and all that she could still lose. The whirr of machines was a hypnotic soundtrack that invited sleep like a child’s lullaby. 

			She closed her eyes. She was tired now. So, so tired. 

			‘Kelly.’

			It was Finn’s voice, beckoning her from somewhere far away. 

			‘Kelly.’

			She fought hard against the impulse to simply surrender to sleep but she had already fallen so far down the dark well that it was almost impossible to see the opening at the top. The light was nothing more than a pinprick.

			‘Kelly. Wake up.’

			The fight was kindled in the very centre of her being, radiating implacably outwards. She dragged herself up from the pit of unconsciousness and slowly opened her eyes. 

			But nothing had changed. Finn still lay in the hospital bed, hooked up to machines, propped up on pillows. Unmoving. Unspeaking. 

			Until he opened an eye and lolled his head towards her. ‘Did you pass?’ he croaked.

			The earthen jar of Kelly’s spirit broke and shattered with relief. All the fear and pain and anxiety flowed out in a gushing torrent that left her empty and weak. ‘Finley,’ she whispered. ‘You came back.’

			Finn smiled the tiniest, weakest smile. ‘Where else would I go?’ he said. 

			Kelly stood up out of the chair and climbed onto the hospital bed. She straddled Finn with one knee on either side of his hips and took his chin in her hand. She angled his head up slightly so that he had to look directly into her eyes. 

			‘You scared the hell out of me, Finn. Don’t you ever, ever, do something like that again.’

			Finn swallowed and tried to clear his throat, but his voice still rasped when he spoke. ‘I did it for you, Kel.’

			‘I know you did. But you have to promise me you’ll never do it again.’

			***

			Her hair hung loosely over her shoulders like curtains framing her face. The fluorescent bulb above her head bathed her in an angelic glow. Her eyes burned with passion. She was more beautiful now than he had ever seen her. 

			‘I promise,’ Finn said.

			Kelly gripped his chin between her thumb and forefinger and titled his face a little further towards her own. She turned her head and leaned in slowly. Her hair tickled Finn’s cheeks. Her breath was warm. She closed her eyes. 

			He did the same.

			Then her lips touched his. They were dry and slightly chapped. She tasted of mint chewing gum. The kiss was the most exquisite drug he had ever taken and he knew, just knew in the very heart of his being, that he would never leave her again. 

		


		
			Epilogue

			Twelve Months Later

			He stood nervously in front of the camera. It wasn’t his first time, but it was the first time since the disaster. He closed his eyes, took a deep breath and waited for the call to action.

			Finn smiled at the young man. Although Jett wasn’t the most confident actor in the group, he was far and away the best. Finn had recognised his talent on the first day of the semester and had nurtured and grown Jett’s ability in the almost fifteen weeks of classes that had followed. 

			Now, as they headed into semester break, Jett had a chance to redeem himself after his last catastrophic effort, when he’d forgotten his lines, called a character by the wrong name and actually broken down on camera. Finn had told Jett the story of Martin Sheen’s own semi-breakdown during the filming of Apocalypse Now and the information had pepped the kid up enough to come back to class.

			‘Action,’ Finn said.

			Jett opened his eyes. They were no longer his own – they belonged to his character.

			Finn’s throat constricted with pride. ‘That’s my boy,’ he whispered.

			***

			Finn drove through the main streets of Ballarat on his way out of town. Although it was the second largest regional centre in the state, the streets were still comparatively sedate and empty. There was a big difference between five million people and a hundred thousand. It was peak hour and Finn was three cars deep at the traffic lights. He looked up at the Gold Rush–era buildings and wondered, as he did every night on the way home, about the lives of the people who had built this place a hundred and sixty years ago. Not just a lifetime ago – it felt like a galaxy away. 

			The light changed. Finn turned up the heating. Winter was only a few weeks old and already the nights were punishing. But when he made it to the small town of Buninyong, fifteen minutes away, Finn breathed in the harsh, crisp air like it was health itself. It burned in his chest, an ongoing purge of the foul and tainted breath that clung to the insides of his lungs. The memories of his past slowly being expunged, but not yet completely expelled. Perhaps they never would be. Perhaps they never should be.

			Finn recognised the dark thoughts starting to settle on his mind. He had to focus on the now. Narrow his thoughts and channel his energy. 

			He parked his car at the end of the driveway and walked to the small woodshed beside the Federation cottage that was now his home. The gravel crunched under his feet. He listened intently to every sound. The rustle of the wind in the trees. The scurrying of possums in the branches. The distant rumble of a truck engine. 

			He placed a log onto the chopping block, took the splitter in both hands and swung it in one fluid motion behind his body and over his shoulder. The smooth handle felt cool on his skin as his right hand slid down and met with his left at the moment of impact. The wood cracked and split directly down the middle and the slightly blunted head of the splitter jammed in the chopping block. 

			Finn placed one foot on the block to hold it steady and yanked the splitter’s handle back and forth until the head came loose. He grabbed the next log, lined it up and performed another perfect stroke. It was so deeply satisfying that he continued long after he had enough wood for the fire. 

			As the first bead of sweat ran from his temple down his cheek, Finn was lit up from behind by headlights that grew in intensity with the approaching sounds of an engine and tyres on gravel.

			She was home. 

			***

			Kelly smiled as she parked the car. Who would have thought that all it would take to treat Finn’s anxiety was a tonne of firewood and a splitter? Men, such simple creatures. She stepped out into the cold air and immediately shivered. 

			Finn turned to face her, leaning on the splitter. 

			‘Don’t stop on my account,’ she called.

			‘What are you smiling about?’ he said.

			‘I was just thinking how lucky I am to be married to a drama teacher and a brutish lumberjack all in one.’

			Finn picked up a gigantic log with exaggerated movements, grunting and grimacing for effect. He placed it on the chopping block, wound up and brought the splitter down so fast, it was a blur of movement. It jammed in the log, which seemed to have utter disdain for both the splitter and Finn. 

			‘Well, that was disappointing,’ Finn said.

			Kelly laughed and walked towards the woodshed. She took Finn’s hands in her own and looked up into his eyes. ‘You’ll always be a Renaissance man to me, Finley.’

			‘And you’ll always be a complete smartarse to me,’ Finn said. He kissed her. His lips were warm and his cheeks damp from exertion. She wrapped her arms around him and pressed her body hard against his own. He wrapped his jacket around her and rested his chin on the top of her head. They stood there a moment, holding each other under the light of the woodshed, breathing in the scent of freshly split timber. 

			Kelly groaned with pleasure. ‘I love it here,’ she said.

			***

			Later, as they sat in front of the fire, Kelly snuggled into Finn’s body. He placed a hand on her belly. ‘Making progress,’ he said.

			She ran her hand along her stomach. Just the smallest bump had begun to form. ‘Getting there,’ she said. 

			‘How long before you feel the kicking?’

			‘Well, based on the way you chop wood, I’m thinking this one will be highly active early.’

			Finn chuckled. ‘Are you home tomorrow night?’

			‘I’m seeing Heather after work.’

			‘Hasn’t she fixed you yet?’

			‘I was never broken.’

			‘That’s a matter of opinion.’

			‘I’m still doing better than you, Mr Fortnightly Appointments.’

			‘It’s not a competition.’

			‘Everything’s a competition.’

			‘That kind of talk is going to get you back to weekly appointments.’

			Kelly watched the flames dance and flicker. It was mesmerising, meditative, hypnotic. She lay perfectly still against Finn’s body, only her head moving with the rise and fall of his chest. ‘I’m so glad we moved here,’ she whispered.

			‘Even though you’re “working at a second-rate training hospital that will destroy any prospects of you having a successful career”?’ Finn regularly parroted her words whenever she said something positive about their new life. 

			‘Even though I married you.’

			Finn laughed and the sharp motion jolted Kelly’s head on his chest. ‘Easy, mate,’ she said. 

			She snuggled back into him and intertwined her arm with his so they held hands with the undersides of their wrists touching. Ceallach and Fionn. If their tattoos could smudge, the ink would have run together. Combined into one word. 

			Kelly and Finn. 

			Warriors.
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