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				For W, for C, and especially for J

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Fire is never a gentle master.

				Proverb

			

		

	
		
			
				

				I yank the door. It’s locked. Reason moves beyond thought and assumes a voice:

				He can’t be in the house.  

				‘Kieran!’ I shout, fumbling in my pocket.

				He doesn’t have a key.

				‘Kieran!’

				I unlock the door, throw it open, claw at the light-switches. Change, any change, no matter how subtle – this is my prayer. Amoved toy. Acushion thrown on the floor. Acomfort item gone missing. Something, anything, to reveal my son’s presence and dislodge the choking fear in my gullet.

				Everything appears as it was four hours before. Icomb his room, my room, the spare bedroom. Toilet, bathroom, pantry.

				‘KIERAN!’

				He’s not here.

				‘KIERAN!’

				He didn’t come home.

				I loot the storage cupboards. The space behind the hot water system. The toy box.

				‘KIERAN, ANSWER ME!’

				Head reeling, Istumble into the alcove adjacent to the living area. The house’s last remaining pocket is here – the small cubby-hole between the piano and the eastern wall. This was his refuge. He entrusted this nook to deliver him from the inferno. Five-and-a-half years later, things are very different. Different piano, different walls, different paint.

				Different boy.

				A communicative boy. An independent boy. Aboy more understanding of the world. Aboy who knows the right thing to do.

				A boy who now possesses the truth.

				I tear my gaze away from the unoccupied cubby-hole and fix upon the sliding glass door and back deck. Ipeer through the leopard tree leaves and branches obstructing a clear view. The hills of Pendarra are still aflame. The naked eye’s view is at odds with the relief and reassurance of the media reports. Threads of the afternoon’s fiery orange ribbon remain; glowing, pulsing.

				Kieran is a different boy, but he remains a boy different. He perceives differently. He thinks differently.

				‘Oh Christ,’ I croak, blood seizing in my veins. ‘Kieran, no.’

				He acts differently.

				‘Jesus Christ, no...’

			

		

	
		
			
				

				The Barbecue
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~ Anovel of heartbreak, healing-and heroism' s
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