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Prologue

She could – almost – have been one of The Survivors.

Standing there, outlined by the weak light, her back turned and the salt water lapping at her feet. Then she moved. Just a small shift in weight and the in-out of breath, but enough to break the illusion before it was fully formed.

She was still looking away, focused on something he couldn’t make out in the dark. Somewhere, a wave broke and the sea surged, fresh and cold against his own legs as it fizzed white around her bare calves. He watched as she reached down with her free hand and gathered her skirt hem above her knees. The air was filled with a fine haze and her t-shirt clung to her back and her waist.

The sea swelled again, and this time the drag of the undertow was strong enough that he took a step towards her. She didn’t notice. Her face was tilted down, the silver chain of her necklace glinting against her collarbone as she leaned forward to examine something in the water. She dropped her skirt hem as the tide rushed out again, and lifted a hand to sweep aside her ponytail that had fallen over one shoulder. It was heavy from the sea spray. A single strand of hair had caught in the corner of her mouth and she brushed it free, her fingertips running across her lips. A tightness spread across his chest and shoulders.

If you’re going to do it –

The thought whispered beneath the rush of a wave. The undertow pulled again. He fought it, briefly, then took another step.

She heard him now, or sensed him at least. Some disruption in the natural rhythm flowing around her.

If you’re going to do it –

She looked up. He sucked in a breath of salt-soaked air.

Do it now.




Chapter 1

Kieran hoped the numbness would set in soon. The ocean’s icy burn usually mellowed into something more neutral, but as the minutes ticked by he still felt cold. He braced himself as a fresh wave broke against his skin.

The water wasn’t even too bad, he told himself. Not at the tail end of summer with the afternoon sun doing its best to take the edge off. Definitely goosebumps rather than hypothermia. Kieran knew he had personally described water far colder than this as ‘nice’. Only ever here in Tasmania, though, where sea temperatures surrounding the small island state were relative.

Sydney – the voice in Kieran’s head sounded suspiciously like his brother’s – has made you soft.

Maybe. But the real problem was that instead of slicing out through the blue with breath expanding in his chest and the water roaring past his ears and nothing but hundreds of kilometres of rolling sea separating him from the next nearest landmass, he was standing perfectly still, waist-deep, three metres from the beach.

His daughter lay milk-drunk against his bare chest, cocooned in a dry towel, a tiny sunhat shielding her eyes as she dozed. At three months old, Audrey was growing heavy now. He shifted her weight and, ignoring the mild ache in his shoulders and the cold against his legs, looked out at the horizon and let her sleep on.

Audrey was not the only one out for the count. On the beach, Kieran could see his girlfriend lying flat on her back, fully clothed, one arm flung over her eyes and her mouth slack. Mia’s head was resting on a rolled-up towel with her hair splayed out in a long, dark fan against the sand. She could sleep anywhere these days, as could he.

There was almost no-one else around. A teenage couple he hadn’t recognised had wandered by earlier, hand in hand and barefoot, and further along the sand a young woman had been beachcombing at the shoreline since they’d arrived. At the height of summer holidaymakers outnumbered Evelyn Bay’s nine-hundred-strong population by two to one, but now they had mostly gone, their real lives calling them back to the mainland and beyond.

‘Hey!’

A familiar voice made Kieran turn. The man was emerging from one of the small side paths that connected a row of weathered beach houses to the sand. He was grinning as he hoisted a battered backpack higher on his shoulder. At his feet loped a large dog of undetermined breed, whose size and shaggy gold-brown hair made him look disconcertingly similar to his owner.

Kieran waded out of the water and met Ash McDonald on the sand, turning so Ash could see the baby on his chest.

‘Bloody hell.’ Ash used a callused finger to pull back a corner of the towel and leaned his unshaven face in to look at Audrey.

‘Well, she’s too pretty to be yours, mate, but congratulations all the same.’ He straightened and winked at Mia, who had roused herself now, brushing the sand from her skirt as she walked over to join them. ‘Just kidding. She’s beautiful.’

‘Thanks, Ash.’ Mia smothered a yawn as he kissed her cheek, and reached down to pat his dog. ‘Hello, Shifty.’

Ash nodded at Kieran’s wet shorts. ‘How’s the water?’

‘Nice enough.’

‘Reliving the good old days, eh?’

Kieran smiled. ‘Rather be swimming.’

Kieran couldn’t count how many hours he and Ash had spent as teenagers standing up to their waists in the ocean for recovery the day after a footy game, waiting for the frigid water to work its alleged magic. A lot.

Ash had been a summer face floating around Evelyn Bay on and off for years, but at fifteen he’d become a full-time fixture when his parents’ divorce propelled his mother back to her hometown.

Kieran hadn’t known too much about him, other than he was from a mining town in the west of the state so hardened that their local footy team played on gravel, not grass. Given that, Kieran probably shouldn’t have been as surprised as he was when the new guy rocked up at training and for the first time in his life, Kieran wasn’t automatically winning the speed drills, his goal accuracy ranking was at risk, and on-field manoeuvres that had gone unchallenged for years were now aggressively contested. He had wasted a few weeks feeling pissed off, then had hit the gym and the oval even harder, only to feel pissed off again when he’d run into Ash doing exactly the same.

It had been mid-way through the season when Kieran had arrived late to the beach and waded out only to find himself accidentally standing next to Ash. Not willing to be the one to move, Kieran had crossed his arms and stared hard at the sea. They’d stood side by side in silence for the whole session. Somewhere invisible to the north lay mainland Australia, to the far south, Antarctica. In front of them, nothing, all the way to the horizon.

‘Set more personal bests this month than I did the whole of last year at my old club.’

Ash’s voice had caught Kieran by surprise. He had glanced over at the other boy, who was sometimes a shade stronger or a second faster or a beat quicker to react, and sometimes wasn’t. Ash didn’t take his eyes off the water as he spoke again.

‘Been good, actually.’

And bloody hell, Kieran had realised with a mix of annoyance and dawning appreciation, the bloke was right. It had been good. Kieran had never been better than when he was racing around after this dickhead. The coach had called time and Kieran had watched as Ash started to wade back to the beach. He had opened his mouth.

‘Hey, wait a sec.’

Ash had. And from then on, that was pretty much it.

Neither played footy too often anymore, but nearly a decade and a half down the line, Kieran was at least as fit as he had been then, and his job as a sports physiotherapist meant it was now his turn to encourage people to stand in freezing salt water. Ash seemed about the same too, Kieran thought. His landscaping business had given him the look of gnarled good health that came from throwing around bags of soil and wrestling downed trees.

‘When’d you get back?’ Ash set his backpack down on the sand and Kieran heard the dull metal clang of gardening tools inside.

‘Couple of hours ago.’

Kieran and Mia had stayed only as long as was polite in his parents’ house before making an excuse to get out for some fresh air. He could still see their back verandah from where he stood, only a white wooden fence separating their property from the beach. Kieran thought about having to head back inside and felt faintly claustrophobic.

‘How’s your dad doing?’ Ash said. ‘Haven’t run into him for a couple of weeks.’

‘Not great.’ Kieran wondered if he would have to explain, but no, of course Ash was already nodding. In a place like Evelyn Bay, people knew each other’s business. Probably better than Kieran did himself. He hadn’t seen his dad in person for more than eighteen months, when Brian had last been well enough to fly up to Sydney. Even then, Brian had been persistently confused, and Kieran’s mum Verity had spent most of the visit patiently explaining things to him. When Audrey had been born three months ago, Verity had come alone to meet her first grandchild.

Despite this flashing red warning, Kieran had still been shocked silent when they’d arrived earlier that day to be greeted by the void that had once been Brian Elliott. Kieran was genuinely unsure if his dad had deteriorated rapidly or if he himself had been in complete denial. Either way, at just sixty-six, the dementia had a throttle-hold now. Even the doctors reckoned Brian had been dealt an unlucky hand.

‘When’s the move?’ Ash glanced at Kieran’s parents’ place.

‘Few weeks.’ The nursing home in Hobart was ready and waiting. ‘We thought Mum could probably do with a hand to clear stuff out.’

‘And what’s she going to do? She’s not going in as well is she?’

‘No.’ Kieran pictured Verity, who at sixty-four could easily pass for ten years younger and still ran or biked most days. ‘She’s found a one-bedroom place near the nursing home.’

‘Right. That’ll be –’ Ash ran his tongue over his teeth as he searched for a word. ‘– convenient.’

‘Yeah.’ Kieran really hoped so, because he strongly suspected Verity was going to absolutely hate it.

Ash thought for a moment. ‘Listen, tell Verity to let me know before the house hits the market. I’ll tidy up the garden for her. For free, obviously.’

‘Really? Thanks, mate.’

‘No worries. It’s a shit situation.’

It was shit. Kieran had known that. He should have come home earlier.

‘How long since you were last back?’ Ash said, reading his mind.

‘Two years?’

‘Longer than that, I reckon,’ Ash said, even as Mia was shaking her head.

‘It’s been nearly three,’ she said, turning to Ash. ‘How’s Olivia? I emailed her to say we’d be here for the week.’

‘Yeah, she’s good, she definitely wants to catch up.’ Ash was reaching for his phone. ‘Let me check if she’s around now actually, that’s her place just up there. Fisherman’s Cottage.’ He nodded along the row of beach houses backing onto the sand.

‘Oh yeah?’ Kieran could picture the low-slung weatherboard bungalow a dozen doors up from his parents’ place. Cottage was a generously poetic name. Like pretty much every other house in the town – even a lot of the newer ones – it screamed 1960s architecture. ‘How long’s she been renting there?’

‘Eighteen months or so. Since she moved back, anyway.’

As Ash dialled his girlfriend, Kieran tried to picture what Olivia Birch would look like at thirty. He hadn’t seen her properly in – he tried to work it out – years, anyway, so the image in his head was firmly set at eighteen. She’d had a kind of lithe height and poise that adults described as ‘statuesque’ and boys described as ‘hot’. She had been a regular down at the shore, her brown curly hair tied high in a ponytail, which she pushed aside impatiently as she zipped up her wetsuit. She would still be tall, obviously, and probably still beautiful. Girls born with Olivia’s looks tended to keep them.

Ash held the phone to his ear, then hung up, frowning a little at the screen. He lifted his head and to Kieran’s surprise, shouted out along the beach.

‘Hey! Bronte!’

The young woman had stopped beachcombing and was now crouching at the edge of the surf, focusing a camera on something in the sand. She looked up at Ash’s call, then stood, her skirt flapping in the sea breeze.

‘Liv’s housemate,’ Ash said to Kieran and Mia before pointing towards the cottage and raising his voice again. ‘Olivia at home?’

The girl – Bronte, Kieran gathered – shook her head, an exaggerated gesture over the distance. No. They saw rather than heard the word, her voice snatched away by the wind.

Ash cupped a hand around his mouth. ‘Where is she?’

A shrug. Don’t know.

‘Right, well.’ Ash turned back to his phone, the frown deepening. ‘I dunno. But look, she’s working tonight so let’s all go for drinks. She can say hello there.’

‘Liv’s still working at the Surf and Turf?’ Mia tried and failed to hide her surprise.

‘Yeah,’ Ash said. ‘For now, anyway. So, what time tonight? Eight-ish?’

‘I’m not sure, mate.’ Kieran pointed at Audrey in the towel, awake now underneath her sunhat. ‘We’ve got the bub, so –’

‘So that’s what grandmothers are for, isn’t it?’ Ash was already texting. ‘I’ll let Liv know we’ll be in. Get Sean along as well.’

Kieran and Mia exchanged a look through which they conducted an entire silent conversation, culminating in a barely visible nod from each. They would both go.

‘Okay.’ Texting complete, Ash picked up his backpack and slung it over his shoulder. ‘I’d better get back to work. I’ll see you later.’ He leaned in to Audrey. ‘But not you, little one. You get to spend some quality time with Grandma.’

Audrey turned her head to look at him and the wind caught the edge of her hat, ripping it off. Both Kieran and Ash lunged for it but it was halfway down the beach before they’d moved. Ash cupped his mouth again.

‘Bronte!’

The girl was now knee-deep in the water, examining a length of seaweed she held in both hands. Her canvas bag lay safely up on the sand. She raised her head at his call, the movement both impatient and indulgent.

What now?

She saw Audrey’s little hat skimming along the edge of the surf and dropped the seaweed. She ran after the hat, gathering her skirt above her knees with one hand as she splashed through the water, the white crests of the waves fizzing around her legs. She nearly had it when the breeze spirited it up and away, out to sea and out of reach.

Kieran watched as Bronte stopped, recognising a lost cause when she saw one. She dropped her skirt, the hem falling just clear of the water, and ran a hand distractedly over the back of her neck, lifting her sheet of blonde hair away from her skin in a thick messy handful. She watched the hat float away.

‘What are you waiting for?’ Ash was grinning. ‘Swim out!’

She laughed, and called back something that sounded like: You swim out.

‘Don’t be so bloody selfish, Bronte. You’re already half in.’

She let her hair fall loose again and with her free hand flashed him the finger.

Ash laughed and turned away as his phone buzzed once in his hand. He glanced down but didn’t say anything.

Kieran looked out at the hat, which was doing an unnerving impression of a person as it bobbed in the surf.

‘Oh well.’ Mia reached out and took Audrey. ‘I think it’s gone, sweetheart. Sorry.’

Audrey, unconcerned, simply lifted a chubby hand and grabbed at her mother’s necklace. She yanked the silver chain in her fist as they all stood on the beach and watched as the hat dipped once, then twice, before being swallowed by the sea.




Chapter 2

The Surf and Turf looked exactly the same as it had three years ago. Ten years ago, even. One whole side of the weatherboard building was still adorned by an outline of a giant crayfish, fashioned entirely from sun-bleached shells glued to the wall. A painted sign at the entrance read: In here for fish from there, with an uneven arrow pointing to the ocean that lay a stone’s throw from the outdoor dining deck.

Kieran and Mia, zipped into jackets that barely had cause to leave the wardrobe back home in Sydney, crossed Beach Road without bothering to look either way. Evelyn Bay’s main drag had the ghost-town feel that Kieran had always associated with the end of summer. Parking spaces so coveted in mid-season that they sparked incidents of road rage now lay empty and unloved. Every shop, including the small supermarket, had shut for the evening, and blank windows indicated more than one business had closed its doors for good for the off-season.

It hadn’t always been like that, apparently. Evelyn Bay lay sandwiched between native woodlands and the sea, and its fortunes had been driven by fishing and forestry back when Kieran’s parents had been his age. Now the next generation drove dolphin-watching boats during the summer and scrabbled for labouring and casual work in the winter. Or they left town altogether.

The Surf and Turf was busy, which at that hour of the night and that time of the year meant a handful of people scattered across half-a-dozen tables. No-one paid Kieran any real attention as they entered. He hadn’t expected them to – twelve years was a long time in anyone’s book, and the few people who’d felt the burning need to have a crack had mostly done so – but he still felt a bit relieved.

A couple of young guys Kieran didn’t recognise were drinking on the outside deck, pretending not to be cold in their t-shirts in the twilight, and he was glad to see Ash had already commandeered an inside table near the back. Ash had a beer in one hand and his phone in the other, and put both down on the chipped surface as he saw them heading over.

‘Verity stepped up with the babysitting duty, eh? Good on her.’

Kieran nodded. His mum had, without complaint. She’d simply cleared a collection of half-filled moving boxes before settling down on the couch with her husband and grandchild for a long evening of low-verbal, high-dependency companionship. Kieran and Mia had exchanged guilty looks and hovered in the hallway, taking their time putting on their shoes and finding their phones, until Verity had got up off the couch and opened the front door for them herself, rolling her eyes as they at last stepped out into the evening air.

Ash’s phone buzzed on the table and he checked the screen. ‘Sean’s on his way. He had to fix something on the boat.’

‘Anything serious?’

‘Probably not, think he’s just flat out.’ Ash took a sip of beer. ‘Even Liv was saying –’

‘What was I saying?’ A waitress appeared at the table, pad and pen in hand and sporting the Surf and Turf’s distinctive uniform of orange t-shirt and skirt. She didn’t listen to Ash’s answer, instead moving around the table. ‘Oh my God, Mia, hello.’

Olivia Birch held her arms out to Mia, who was already rising to greet her. The two women hugged, then leaned back to examine each other properly.

Kieran’s guess had been right. Even more than a decade out of high school, in garish orange and with her thick curly bun already collapsing mid-shift, Olivia was still, by any objective measure, the most striking woman in the room.

‘Hi Kieran,’ she said, over his girlfriend’s shoulder.

‘G’day, Liv.’

She looked like she might say something else, but then simply let go of Mia and opened her notebook. ‘So, drinks?’

‘Liv, thanks so much for the little outfit you sent for Audrey,’ Mia said, when Olivia returned with the tray. ‘I’ve got a photo –’

She pulled out her phone and Olivia put down the drinks and peered over.

‘God, she is so cute. Where is she anyway? With Verity?’

‘Yeah,’ Mia said. ‘We’re here all this week, though. I’ll bring her in.’

‘Do. Or stop by my place anytime. I’m only a few doors up from you.’

‘Yeah, Ash said. We kind of met your housemate earlier, actually.’

‘Bronte?’

Olivia glanced across the room, and for the first time Kieran noticed the girl from the beach, now also wearing the orange t-shirt and skirt. She was younger than he’d initially thought, only twenty-one or twenty-two, maybe. She was short, with a neat round face and wide eyes that made her look uncannily doll-like. Her hair was tied back now and Kieran could see that the colour that had looked simply dark blonde on the beach was in fact created by the kind of intricate highlights that were common on the streets of Sydney, but in this context looked exotically groomed.

Bronte was carrying a glass of red wine to a corner table, where a man sat alone glaring at a laptop screen. She made an inaudible remark as she placed the drink on a cardboard coaster and the man smiled despite himself. He sat back, stretching his shoulders, and took a decent swallow of wine. He mimed tipping the rest of the glass over the keyboard in mock frustration and they both laughed. She turned away and the man put his glass down carefully, watching Bronte over his laptop screen as she threaded her way through the tables.

‘She’s not local, is she?’ Kieran asked.

‘No.’ Olivia shook her head. ‘Summer.’

Ears possibly burning, Bronte’s gaze fell on Olivia, before clocking Kieran and Mia. She smiled in recognition, then held up a finger in a wait-a-moment gesture. She disappeared through the swinging door labelled ‘Staff Only’ and re-emerged a few seconds later holding a battered cardboard box with ‘Lost Property’ scrawled on the side.

‘Not the same, I know,’ Bronte said as she made her way over. ‘But it might save you having to buy another one.’

She passed the box to Mia. Inside Kieran could see dozens of sunhats of different sizes and colours, some virtually new.

‘We were getting about five a day left behind at one point, so if there’s anything in there for your baby, you may as well take it.’ Bronte picked up a small yellow floral hat still with the sales tag attached. ‘No-one’s coming back for them now.’

‘Thanks very much,’ Mia said, sifting through the box as she introduced them both. ‘That’s so thoughtful.’

‘Guilty conscience.’ Ash grinned as he took a slug of beer. ‘Eh, Bronte? Least you could bloody do after letting us all down before.’

‘Get lost. That water was freezing.’ Bronte’s laugh trailed off a little under Olivia’s cool gaze, and she launched into the story – how she was minding her own business on the beach, and Kieran and Mia were there, and then Ash arrived – flapping the floral-patterned hat about as she spoke. The incident sounded faintly odd in the re-telling.

‘Ah,’ was all Olivia said when Bronte ran out of steam.

Bronte barely drew breath before turning to Kieran. ‘So Verity’s your mum, is she? She’s so nice. She was clearing out her shed a few weeks ago and she gave me some wire for these little sculptures I’ve been messing around with. I ended up giving her a hand and she let me take a few useful bits and pieces.’

‘Are you an artist?’ Kieran said.

‘Yes. Well –’ Bronte paused as Olivia, who was leaning against Ash’s chair, shifted. ‘Art student. I’m at uni in Canberra.’

‘Cool. What kind of art?’

‘All kinds, I haven’t decided what to focus on yet. But I want to do a big coastal series this term, so I thought this seemed a good place to, you know –’ She made a sweeping gesture. ‘– get inspired.’

Even Kieran caught a flicker in Olivia’s neutral expression that time. Bronte blinked, suddenly self-conscious. She was saved by a call from the kitchen hatch and, not bothering to hide her relief, hurried away.

Olivia glanced sharply at Ash, responding to something Kieran hadn’t caught. ‘What?’ she said.

Ash looked up. ‘Nothing.’

‘I didn’t say a thing to her.’

‘I didn’t say you did, Liv.’

When Olivia didn’t respond, Ash reached out and pulled her closer.

‘Come on. Does she really matter?’ Ash grinned at her until finally she smiled back. ‘Don’t let yourself get wound up.’

‘No. I know.’ Olivia shrugged, a little embarrassed now as she turned to Kieran and Mia. ‘But she is only a student. Same as me. Or if she doesn’t like that, she can say she’s a waitress, same as me. But she’s no more an artist than I am an urban planner. Which I’m not anymore, obviously. I just think it’s disingenuous to go around saying something that’s not the case.’

Mia nodded sympathetically. She put a couple of baby hats on the table and pushed the box aside. ‘There’s nothing at all around here that’s more in your field, Liv?’

‘Not really. I mean, at the firm in Melbourne my specialism was zoning issues for buildings over twelve storeys – for which the demand around here is clearly zero –’

She was right about that, Kieran thought. The tallest building in Evelyn Bay was the former Captain’s Quarters in the old colonial part of town. The heritage-listed sandstone building, now a bed and breakfast, had an upstairs.

‘– but I knew it would be like this,’ Olivia was saying. ‘When I realised I was going to have to move back, I applied to do a Master’s online, so at least that’s something. Try to keep my hand in the industry. For whatever it’s worth.’

She didn’t sound optimistic.

‘How is your mum these days?’ Mia asked.

Olivia shrugged. ‘She’s fine. She’s okay. Happy I’m back. She’d prefer me to be living at home with her, but there’s no way. I’d go crazy in five minutes. Although –’ They could see Bronte now wiping down the outside tables, her hair blowing across her face in the wind. Olivia smiled, attempting to lighten the mood. ‘Frying pan, fire.’

Mia laughed. ‘Is she really that bad?’

‘No, to be fair, she’s not. She’s just –’ Olivia watched as the two young guys shivering in their t-shirts attempted small talk. Bronte smiled and shrugged and continued wiping. ‘– young. I mean, she literally didn’t even know that you have to book hard waste collections. She was dumping all this art stuff next to the wheelie bins and honestly expecting it to disappear. It’s as if –’

She stopped as Ash rested his hand on her waist.

‘She’ll be gone soon,’ he said. ‘How long to go? Three weeks?’

‘Two weeks, five days.’

‘There you go. Keep your eye on the prize.’ He grinned. ‘You’ll be back to walking around the house naked before you know it. You’ll love it.’

‘I’ll love not having to chase up her share of whatever bill she owes me. Oh –’ Olivia looked across the dining area. ‘Hang on, I’d better see to that.’

The t-shirt boys, their arms only the faintest shade of blue, had admitted defeat and come inside to pay. Kieran watched with interest as Ash’s eyes followed Olivia all the way to the cash register. He had never known Ash and Olivia as a couple. They weren’t quite how he would have imagined, but then he’d never really imagined them together. Ash almost certainly had, though. Kieran would be surprised if the idea of being with Liv Birch hadn’t crossed the minds of most blokes in town at one time or another.

As he reached for his drink, Kieran felt it before he saw it. The prickling sensation of being under scrutiny. He didn’t move his head, instead sliding his gaze slowly around the room. It took him a second to locate the source, but when he did, it was with a sinking feeling.

The boy – man, really, these days – was standing behind the kitchen hatch. He was broad-shouldered and wearing a grease-stained apron and an expression that made Kieran wish he were anywhere else.

From the guy’s size and stance he could have been in his mid-twenties, but Kieran knew for a fact he was nineteen. He was wearing a nametag too small to read, but Kieran didn’t need it anyway. Liam Gilroy.

Kieran took a breath, then another, and forced himself to make eye contact. Liam immediately pretended to be looking past him, then turned back to his grill. Kieran waited for a feeling of relief, but none came. There would be no real trouble, he knew, there never was, but the room suddenly felt stifling. Kieran checked if Mia had noticed the exchange, but she was absorbed in picking a loose thread off one of the hats without unravelling the whole row of stitches. He stood, a little too quickly, and his chair squealed against the floor.

‘Back in a minute.’

Ash and Mia immediately looked up, both flashing an identical don’t leave me plea with their eyes. They got along fine in wider company, but struggled with small talk one on one, Kieran knew. Still, that couldn’t be helped.

He left them to their slightly strained smiles and made a beeline for the toilets. There was no-one else there, and he stood in the quiet. The mirrors above the sinks were streaked and in the harsh bathroom lights his reflection looked a little older than his thirty years. He was always tired these days. The lack of sleep since Audrey had arrived had been brutal. He washed his hands slowly, debating whether he and Mia could decently leave before Sean arrived. Probably. He and Sean went back far enough that he could get away with it. But at the same time, it went against the grain a little.

Mia didn’t really get it.

‘Male friendships are so weird, you guys barely keep in touch,’ she’d said to him as they were packing to come here.

‘Yeah, we do. I see them every time I visit.’

‘In between, though. I mean, you never even speak.’

That was true. Kieran had heard about Ash and Olivia getting together through Mia, who had heard it from Olivia in one of their thrice-yearly catch-up emails.

‘I suppose,’ he’d said. ‘Works out, though.’

And it did. Kieran was never worried about that. Partly because when the three of them did see each other they really were able to pick up where they’d left off. But mostly because if they had been going to fall apart, it would have happened twelve years ago. Kieran turned off the tap and looked away from his reflection. If they’d managed to survive that – those really dark days of blame and reckoning – they could certainly survive a couple of years of sporadic text messages.

Kieran dried his hands, checked his phone and, unable to string things out any longer, finally pulled the door open. He’d barely stepped out into the tight vestibule separating the toilets from the dining area when he heard the familiar voice floating from the kitchen. The words were muffled by the whine of the industrial fan, but were clear enough to make him stop short. Kieran stood very still, knowing with an instinct that he’d fine-tuned over the years that the conversation was about him.

‘If it was up to me, he wouldn’t even be allowed in here.’ Liam sounded very pissed off.

A girl’s polite laugh. ‘Well, last I checked, nothing around here was up to us.’ It was Bronte speaking; Kieran recognised her voice now. ‘Anyway, he seems all right.’

‘And how would you know that?’

Bronte seemed taken aback. ‘I don’t, really –’

‘You don’t know anything about him.’

‘No. I suppose not. I just –’

‘What?’

‘I don’t get why you’re giving him a hard time, that’s all.’

‘No?’

Kieran realised he was holding his breath. He let it out. There would be no surprises in what was coming next.

‘Well, whatever.’ Liam’s voice was hard. ‘But the way I see it – you kill someone, you deserve all the shit that’s coming your way.’
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