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1

			The outside world goes past the window in a blur as the magnified fluorescence of street lamps and headlights glow behind the wet glass. All the colours of life mix together and this is what it comes down to: black and white, like an old nineteenth-century silent film. Words attempt to form, to reassure myself and to comfort Pete, but all that pours out of my mouth is a helpless, nonsensical babble.

			People say cats have nine lives. I will not let this evening be his last - not on a godawful Sunday night, blacker than a crow’s beak, and especially not in this shitty taxi’s backseat that reeks like the devil’s arse. The bundle of ginger fur and whiskers wrapped in the bloody towel in my lap is so light, yet the thought of losing him is unimaginably heavy, for Pete has been my little companion for the past six years, ever since I received him from my parents on my thirteenth birthday. Under a red-stained handkerchief I’m pressing to the wound where Pete was hit, his back rises and falls achingly slow. The taxi is moving even slower. Fuck this.

			“Here’s good, thanks, mate,” I rush, unclipping my seatbelt. The baggy-eyed driver who appears exhausted to the point where he’s slightly drooling like a pit bull, runs his meaty thumb over buttons on the eftpos machine. I swipe my PayWave and jump out onto the path of an oncoming car. It blares its horn and swerves to avoid me. I tell myself to get a grip, otherwise I’ll get hit. I must keep moving. Pete is bleeding out in my arms, and the vet will be expecting me, since I rang the after-hours immediately after my neighbour brought him to the front door.

			I’d been peeling potatoes for a stew. An open beer can on the bench near my hand, because it’s Saturday night and I’ve made it to the weekend. Peel and sip, sip and peel. There was a rap at the door. A string of several urgent knocks. I opened it, expecting my flatmate Ryan to have returned because he forgot something, but it was my neighbour, Hank. He and I had never really had a proper conversation, so initially I was confused and frozen in place until I realised Pete was in his arms. Not moving. My heart sank like an anchor. Then he meowed, barely audible.

			“It was a hit and run, Sam,” he told me, eyes wide. There was a clear patch of wet blood on Pete’s side and he was twitching abnormally. Six years seemed to flash before me. Then the tragic accident from three years ago. “Sam, he needs to go to a vet! I’d drive you, but my wife has the car.” Took the car and ex-wife, he means, after their divorce. That was ten months ago.

			Rain spatters the lenses of my glasses. A reverberating shiver goes down my spine when I see the vet’s sign hanging outside their clinic. Currently, it’s mid-winter in Melbourne, and the evening is severely bleak, which brings me back to my palette, full of grey. When I walk through the door, a warmth from the heater greets me. My mind burns up the feeling instantly as soon as the lanky vet takes Pete from my arms. The ginger tabby meows in discomfort and tries to hiss at the stranger in the white coat, but his body doesn’t allow him to. Why did you let him out the door, Sam? Look what’s happened! You deserve to be the one who got hit. I shake my head as if to shake away the thoughts.

			Hastily, I follow the vet to a little, claustrophobic room with a foul stench and peeling wallpaper of a sickly vomit-green colour. It reflects the nauseating fizzle in my stomach, like a worm slithering inside a rotten apple. Look how much pain Pete’s in. You’ll be lucky if he leaves here with his life. This happened because of you. I try pushing the words back where they belong in the dark.

			I try.

			I try to decrease the skull-shattering volume of the taunts.

			I try.

			As much as I want to stroke Pete’s back or press my forehead gently to his, I can’t because the vet is busy feeling around his fur and has his stethoscope held to Pete’s chest. I dare not breathe, as if doing so will cause his little heart to cease beating. Instants later, he injects a fluid into his back leg to sedate him, hurriedly but cautious of Pete’s obvious pain. My cat’s body becomes so still and limp, I have to ask if he is still there or if…

			“Yes, still alive,” he replies, though his tone suggests that may not be the case twenty minutes from now. “What exactly happened?” the man asks in a measured, authoritative tone, now placing Pete onto a motorised bed within a CT scanner. There’s something admirable about how calm and collected the vet is currently, meanwhile I’m internally freaking out. Almost admirable, if it weren’t for the fact that it’s my cat in that scanner. I try to swallow my fear; my throat is too dry.

			“He got hit by a car. I wasn’t there.” That’s right, you weren’t there, when he needed you most. Instead, it was your estranged neighbour. All of this could’ve been prevented if you were a good owner. I wince, as if I’m the one in pain. If you were a sensible person in general- stop! Come on, you know it’s true. Maybe if you hadn’t gone to that party, Sam.”

			“-leg and three ribs. His heart rate isn’t great either; it’s dropping, which is a sign that you should say your farewell.” The vet pats me on the shoulder and gives a sympathetic nod. His eyes say he often tells owners to say their goodbyes, that for him it’s nothing new, just another day. Just another fucking hit’n’run.

			I can’t quite grasp the truth of his words. My cat is dying? It’s too surreal. Looking at the x-ray now, I can clearly see four cracks, one through Pete’s front leg and three splintered through the ribs. My heart plummets into a dark, bottomless well of despair.

			“Is there nothing you can do? Nothing at all?” I ask.

			He shakes his head as Pete twitches over and over again, then meows as if to comfort me. “I’m afraid not. The pain he is in currently is too much for his body to handle and, given his old age, there’s no guarantee he’d survive a surgery. I assure you, bringing him here is the best thing you could’ve done.”

			Still, I’m not convinced. This has to be some kind of nightmare I’m experiencing, not reality. This sort of stuff wouldn’t happen to Pete. I understand that he, being eighteen, will be on the way out soon, but it shouldn’t be because he got hit by a car! Should’ve. Been. You. I always thought that the day Pete passes would have a gradual lead-up, not be scarily sudden. But sudden things happen in this cruel world, which I’ve seen more than once.

			The vet hopes that I’ll agree to euthanasia. A string of ticks and tocks from a wall clock flap around my head like bats circling their prey. It doesn’t feel right to end Pete’s life when he’s in an unconscious state. I’m less than a couple feet from him, but it feels like we’re miles away. Tick, tock. Thousands of thoughts pass through my head everyday - none of them concern what to do when a close friend and companion that embodies the definition of radiant joy is in severe pain. How do I put an end to that suffering in the gentlest way?

			“May I?” I nod towards the CT scanner. The vet slowly brings Pete back over to the table in the centre of the room. Scratches and teeth marks scar the wooden surface of the bench. It’s probably cats and dogs who refused to be put down without a fight. Pete never fights, but he’s a champion of a pet, only the best of the best. Why him? He wouldn’t even kill a moth.

			When I run the back of my hand along Pete’s fur, I can feel his bones, which have become more visible as he’s gotten older. A flood of memories threatens to make my eyes water, and I let them. One silent tear after another rolling down my cheek. He was adorable from the day I was gifted him. I remember how surprised I was to open the lid of the cardboard box and find a tabby with the most stunning brown eyes staring up at me timidly before he immediately found amusement in swatting at the cord dangling from my hoodie.

			Many other special moments followed. I’d find him lying in my open sock drawer beside Gigi, me and Ryan’s sulphur-crested cockatoo. During his teenage years, he was a ninja, leaping from the armchair to the bookshelf to the couch, then he’d begin all over again. I wish we could start all over again. I’d tell him how much I love him with the stroke of my hand; I’d spend more time appreciating how much of a positive difference his presence made in my life. I’d be a better owner.

			Sighing heavily, I remove my glasses, fidget with the arms, and manage to smile a little. I ignore the vet filling a syringe with the euthanasia and the uncomfortable stuffiness that’s filled the room. It all fades away, so that it’s just Pete and I in this fragile, raw moment.

			“You know what, Pete? I am so proud of who you are. It’s going to be empty for a while without you curled up on the covers, but I wouldn’t trade you for the world. I’m always going to look back on you with a special, reserved fondness. I have always loved you. Rest up now, bud,” I whisper to Pete, lowering my head to his.

			Light reflecting off the syringe’s needle brings me back to reality: this is it, the conclusion of a long-lasting friendship. How can a moment so intimate and quiet feel like a hurricane, threatening to blow the roof off? The needle pierces Pete’s skin. The euthanasia is administered. I don’t dare take my eyes off him. His frail body gently rises, falls, rises.

			Gone. Forever.

			It’s the Big Sleep; the Neverending Nap. Because you weren’t looking out for him. The words sting like nettle now that he is truly dead. The depths of unliving. Death. If I repeat it enough times in my head, the situation almost seems like something that can be remedied. If only there was a time machine.

			I imagine Gigi’s confusion when she searches for Pete but can’t find him. Maybe if I show her his body wrapped in the towel then she’ll understand what’s happened. Gigi is comprehensive like that. And Ryan. Oh, Ryan. He’ll be just as shaken as I am, but will offer a statement as if to dissipate the sadness slightly, such as ‘we never expect tragedy to strike when it does’ or ‘the world is two-sided: wonderful and unfair.’ It is unfair. Why Pete? Why not a rat or a snail instead?

			After an interminable fifteen-minute-long taxi ride, I’m back at my flat. Still holding Pete’s body bundled up in the towel, I’m not sure where to place him, so long as Ryan won’t spot him as soon as he gets back. From the back of the closet in my bedroom, I pull out the cage I’d transport Gigi or Pete in during visits to the vet, and place my cat carefully inside. Now I realise just how long it’s been since I took either of them for a general check-up. Nine months? A year? What kind of person am I? Out of my periphery, I notice Gigi in the doorway, eyeing me. Bewildered, the cockatoo gives a soft cry before hopping closer.

			“Hey, girl,” I breathe, attempting a smile. “Something feels off, doesn’t it?” Gigi cocks her head to one side, and slowly I remove the towel covering him. She retreats back ever so slightly as if in shock. Two loud screeches of alarm echo around the room. “I know. I know.”

			For a few minutes, I sit on the floor in silence, eyes closed, wondering what I could’ve done differently that would’ve altered the outcome - I don’t think the hit’n’run was inevitable. I don’t think anything is inevitable. Really it was one stupid move: letting Pete out late in the evening, when by the time vehicles have spotted him, he’s caught in the headlights. If I’d let him out five minutes earlier or later, perhaps things would’ve turned out better. He would’ve come inside, purring and relaxed, slinked around my legs and rubbed his head against my shin before curling up on the couch.

			When I open my eyes, my vision is foggy because my glasses are steamed-up from the heat of my tears. They’re salty and thick, like the snot dribbling from my nostrils. Fuck, I can’t be seen in such a state when Ryan gets home. He’s probably going to need a box of tissues or a shoulder. I’m meant to be a guy who finally has his life together, not crumbling apart. Bad things happen and I have to suck it up in front of others, otherwise it’ll look like I can’t control myself.

			Once I’ve placed the cage beside the couch, I busy myself with other things. An unbusy mind means memories of the past are likely to surface, although they’re always just below the surface.

			Eating noodles, watching the late-night news, and brushing my teeth take an eternity. My heart beats half the speed, the world spins twice as fast, and, yet, the wall clock keeps ticking the same. By eleven o’clock, I’m slumped on the red second-hand couch. The eeriness of the flat combined with the distress from this evening cause an overwhelming tiredness to overcome me. I glance around at my surroundings: the stereo in the corner; the cane basket of pet toys; three rods acting as perches sticking out the wall; the flat-screen television on a stand. In front of me is the low coffee table, piled with coloured post-it notes relating to university work. Some have plain notes about what being a cardiothoracic surgeon encompasses while others contain diagrams of the heart, and others just a jumble of words. Overall, it serves as a reminder that trimester two begins on Monday at Monash. Ryan and I are almost halfway through our three-year degrees. The pinks, greens and blues all swirl together until my eyes can’t stay open any longer. Just a few seconds of rest. Just a slither of peace.

			“He’s lonely.”

			I whip my head around the room, bewildered. Someone spoke. I heard someone whisper. Could swear it wasn’t a dream. My skin prickles. This isn’t the first time I’ve heard whispers around me. Randomly but very occasionally, I’ll imagine someone speaking or sounds that people make, like teeth chattering or chewing, but nobody is ever there. I’m convinced either the flat is haunted, though Ryan and I have lived in it for over a year, or I need to get my hearing checked. But then I’ll go weeks without hearing anything out of the blue, so the check will slip my mind. Another possibility I’ve reached is that I’m cursed, which, considering my past, is highly likely.

			I strain my ears to see if I can hear any breathing that’s not my own or other noises. Only silence. The whisper sounded like it came from the entrance of the flat, as if the wind had crept under the door and spoken it. Cautiously, I get up and edge towards it.

			“Hello?” I say, keeping myself collected.

			Someone knocks at the door suddenly, causing me to jump out of my skin.

			“Sam, you awake?” hollers a familiar voice that could potentially wake up half the neighbourhood. I put my hand to my chest and breathe out shakily. Shit, so much for keeping myself together. Again, the knocker knocks, not a banging or concerned knuckles rapping the wood, as there was earlier, but a soft rat-a-tat-tat. That’s how I know it’s Ryan, home from his bar shift. He’ll put knuckles to wood once or twice, in case I’m still up, then after a few lengthy seconds he unlocks the door for himself with his key.

			Light from the kitchen reflects off his smooth caramel skin and the black studs in his earlobes as he waltzes over to the sink to fill a whiskey glass with water. It’s small in his sizeable hands, which is a physical characteristic people don’t see until the contrast is visible enough, like when he’s peeling an orange or is holding loose change. However, he’s a gentle giant with a big personality and an even bigger grin. I hate that I’m going to have to turn it into a frown. I open my mouth to speak, but he pours out a monologue before I can begin.

			“Woo! Last shift of the week done and dusted! Such an epic feeling. Am I right or am I right?” He hastily downs some water, then pours the rest out. His eyes, sandy like the grains from the shores of his homeland in Tonga, gleam with excitement, so I know an unavoidable story is about to be told.

			Tell him, Sam. Tell him what happened. How do I even break the news?

			“Guess who took the cake in the Hoedown Throwdown dance tonight? You know them, Sam!” he gushes, retying his shoulder-length black hair into a ponytail.

			“Ryan-”

			“No, it wasn’t me unfortunately, but it bloody well should’ve been! It was Charlotte from university. She was there with her boyfriend. I think - you know how it’s a different guy she’s with each week. You should’ve seen how she owned the dance floor! Man, I was watching her from behind the bar while shaking up a cocktail and damn almost dropped the thing!” Buzzing like a blow-fly, no way to switch him off. If only he didn’t speak everything on his mind, at least not right now. My hands are beginning to sweat and tremble - something I’ll have to control if I’m going to be a qualified surgeon in a couple years - as if nervous. Instead, it’s agitation that’s rising within me like bile.

			“Ryan, I have something to say,” I announce a little louder, folding my arms.

			“I’ll say it first, bro.” Now he glances at the abandoned array of vegetables on the chopping board and chuckles. “I forgot the sauce for the stroganoff. Not entirely sure how that happened… Ah, I was contemplating which brand of soup to buy: basic or gourmet, then I remembered we’re both med students and flatting, so, of course, whichever was the cheapest! Must’ve been reading the ingredients on the back of some packet and just walked straight past the sauce. And don’t even mention the price of cheese!”

			“Ryan, Pete died.”

			His eyebrows furrow together and disbelief crosses his face. He doesn’t say whatever he was going to say next. He catches sight of Pete and the towel in the cage, then his eyes glaze over and a tear rolls down each cheek.

			“Oh my gosh.” He floats across the room. “Oh my gosh. How did this happen?” Shakily, he kneels down in front of the cage.

			“You might not want to look so quickly. He’s bloody. Hit’n’run,” I reply, monotone, as if I’m reading from a play script and not talking about a traumatic event that’s just occurred. But Ryan peeks and then quickly stands up and paces from the couch to the kitchen over and over. “I can’t believe this has happened. I can’t believe it. I should’ve been here. You should’ve rung me. This is such a shock. Who would do such a thing?”

			Silently I shuffle towards my bedroom, frowning, because now the tears are starting to stream again. My back is to him, so he can’t see the grief ripping me apart inside.

			“Sam, we should talk about this. Hey, we’ll get through this. Sam?”

			There’s no energy within me to talk to him about how I’m feeling. Years ago, in primary and middle school, I would’ve. Times change. We grow up. Shit happens to everyone. And the world continues to bustle at breakneck speed when someone needs a buddy to lean on most. Wordlessly, I close the door and crawl into bed, clothes still on. Why is it always me that the world chooses to spare, but keeps me bound within bad luck? In the dark, nobody can see my tears. Under the covers, my groaning cannot be heard.

			 

			Something soft tickles my nose. Something wet on my ear. A drip in the ceiling? Ugh, it’s in my ear!

			“Gigi!” I cry, throwing my glasses on. Proud of being my personal alarm with her feathers and beak, she glides off the bed and out the door. I’m not as emotional this morning, although I still slump at the sight of Pete’s body in the cage. My lockscreen on my phone tells me it’s 1:24 PM. Shit, I slept through the entire morning! A thread of messages from Ryan greets me.

			11:31 PM: Sorry. I shouldn’t’ve overwhelmed you with my overwhelment. If you want to talk, we should.

			9:13 AM: Pete should go to the crematorium today. I can give Daniel a miss in light of last night’s events.

			9:45 AM: I have to head off to church. If I wasn’t rostered to play guitar for the worship, I’d skip this week, but it’s too late notice. Will return afterwards and we can discuss things then.

			12:36 PM: Dude, you’ve slept for quite a while. I’ll go do the grocery shop. Call me when you wake up.

			Wiping the sleep from my eyes, I ring Ryan’s phone and patiently wait for him to pick up. For some reason, he only ever picks up on the first ring or the last, never in between. I think it’s either he has his phone already in his hand or he’s trying to get them into his pockets to retrieve his phone. Much to my surprise, he doesn’t pick up at all. For clarification, he can’t answer anyways, because when I tottle out to the kitchen, I find his phone on the bench. Classic. A good fifty-percent of the time, Ryan will forget something at the flat.

			I cook scrambled eggs on toast, which ends up just being toast even though the eggs turned out perfectly. My appetite strangely seems to have lost interest in eggs overnight. It must be the feeling of loss, because Pete loved a good hard-boiled one. He’d savour it as if it were one of a kind. I guess that’s true - the way I see it, each one has something slightly different about it, such as a fleck or brown mark on the shell. What’s different about the eggs I’ve cooked this afternoon is the yearning it provokes for one last moment with Pete. Alive. And the only way this emotional conflict could’ve been avoided is if Pete simply didn’t eat eggs.

			Just as I’m done showering for a millennium, Ryan returns, carrying all of the shopping bags. They hang off his arms heavily, to the point where the straps may snap, yet he makes it look easy. I help him unpack the groceries into the fridge and pantry.

			“So,” he begins, maintaining a neutral tone, “how are you?”

			Kind of crap, I should say. I feel like Pete’s death is partially my fault. There’s an emptiness in me.

			“I’m doing better, thanks,” I answer. Milk and cheese into the fridge - two more things that he enjoyed every once in a while. “You?”

			“I’m feeling kind of upset, which is okay. The good news is we’re here for each other.”

			“That’s true.” The pessimistic side of me begs to object to what Ryan’s saying, because, no, the truth is both our lives are extremely busy with study, work and other obligations that what being there for each other will look like is asking ‘everything alright?’ at the dinner table before getting stuck into study and whatever meaningful conversation we had will be swept out to the sea of nothingness by the tide of study.

			And that’s what I’m comfortable with. Death isn’t an easy thing to talk about nor is the emptiness. So I’ll keep it to myself. That’s what the whisper told me back in February while I was at work, internally fretting about my first assignment of the year. I hadn’t made much progress and it was due in two days. I should ask for Ryan’s help, I thought. I should ask Professor Ladle for a submit extension. That’s when I heard the voice from behind. “Keep it to yourself.” I was baffled, as it was just the coffee machine, Krispy Kreme doughnuts and I. My manager was out back. For the remainder of the shift, the store had an eerie feel, though customers came and went. Felt like there was an invisible being with its eyes trained on me. After a few days of not hearing anything more, I reassured myself I imagined it. And kept it to myself.

			“I’ll ring the crematorium, see what time we can swing by,” I sigh, picking up my phone to dial them.

			“What’s been done cannot be undone.” Ryan whispers this as he continues unpacking the groceries, but doesn’t say anything else until he catches me looking at him. “What is it?”

			“What do you mean?”

			“Um, I didn’t say anything,” he laughs, confused and skimming his thumb over his silver cross pendant. Strange. It didn’t sound like him either. It was husky, like the dying voice of an old friend. I lift my t-shirt slightly, so I can see the tattoo on my right shoulder. At the base of a tree with green leaves sits a white rabbit. Its pupils are wide and dark.

			



	

2

			When I turned thirteen, I had a dress-up party. In hindsight, it seems a tad goofy for a high school student. When I say dress-up party, I mean cartoon characters, samurais, villains and superheroes. The image on my laptop’s home screen is of Grandpa Terry and I, grinning on the couch in my old living room. He was the legendary Mr. Fantastic from the Fantastic Four, while I was dressed as Batman, kitted out in a long black cape, a solid mask and cheap costume. On the packaging, it read in bold ‘Sexy Black Knight’. It was either that or ‘Golden Fish Man with Fork’. Literally, a golden plastic piece of cutlery.

			When Grandpa was still here, grinning was the easiest thing in the world. It was as if the atmosphere lifted in a magical kind of way when he was in the same room. If there was anyone who had a good story to tell, it was him, riveting from the start. When he’d recount his experience of sailing around Australia with his best friend’s family in his mid-twenties, I’d be on the deck with him. There was the tale of him as a mischievous yet ingenious schoolboy when he sent his English teacher a present in the form of a fire-cracker after she failed him on an assignment - the letterbox was unrecognisable post-explosion. The heartwarming account of how he met my grandmother was nothing short of a sweet love story. It was the kind where they’d sneak out at midnight to the park and he’d push her high on the swing and then the next morning walk her to her all-girls school, but when she got home, she’d find flowers on her windowsill.

			How they actually met was in a dusty old bookstore where my grandma worked as an assistant, stocking the shelves and sweeping the floor. He claimed he’d noticed her working inside on several occasions, but had never plucked up the courage to speak to her.

			“I’m looking for a certain kind of story,” he’d explained, trying his utmost best to maintain eye contact. Looking him up and down, she realised he was of a similar age and most likely a student, so she pointed him in the direction of the classics, imagining it was to study in English class. “Exactly, I’m looking for a classic.”

			“Well, describe it and I may be able to put a name to it,” she’d told him, moving her brown curls out her eyes.

			At this point, Grandpa told me he took a deep breath and right then and there told her what he saw. “It’s about a girl who has the most stunning eyes of the deepest blue in the whole wide world. She’s got a smile that’s too good to be true and has distinct spruce-brown hair. Her voice sounds like syrup and sugar and everything about her spells out ‘gorgeous.’”

			Grandma had to look away because she was blushing. After a beat, she replied, “We don’t have that classic here, I’m afraid.”

			Grandpa just smiled as if he already knew he’d won her over and said, “You know what they say: if they don’t have the story you want on the shelves, go ahead and write it.”

			At the time, she was seventeen and he was nineteen. When I was two, Grandma passed away in her sleep, so I didn’t know her very well, except for her lovely face in family photos. But I was always fascinated by my superhero, Grandpa. My fantastic Grandpa.

			I’m sure there’s never been a wiser man to walk the Earth.

			His wisdom was weaved into his analogies about life of which there was no shortage, as if snatching them straight out of thin air. He’d get this excited look on his face, like when a monkey finds a great banana, then anyone else who knew Grandpa well would reflect his animation.

			Life is a chessboard; people may take all your pawns, but what matters is the king.

			Life is a midnight soliloquy; people are hungry for sleep but when you deliver a good line it catches the audience’s attention like the clock striking twelve.

			Life is a river; some parts of it are rocky and slimy - sometimes rockier and slimier than it seems possible - but it continues to flow and goes on. Every once in a while, you’ll pass through a beautiful, enchanting forest full of birdsong.

			I guess Grandpa would’ve known how slimy nitty-gritty life can be, since he was a widower. I think that’s what I admired most about him: his courage to get back out there after the world tried to bog him down in thick shit.

			 

			A bell chimes above the door when Ryan and I enter the cremation centre. The lady at the reception looks closer to her own funeral than her next meal. It’s weird how death seems to intertwine itself into my thoughts in uncanny ways. On the contrary, she has startling greyish-blue eyes and a fine scarlet blouse that matches her short dyed hair. Ryan does most of the talking to the receptionist and then to a man who escorts us to a room where we are saying our final goodbyes to Pete’s body. In my heart I know it’s the right thing to do, but a part of me still expects him to flick his tail, twitch his whiskers or bat the air playfully. The Pete I knew was proud and adventurous and could make me smile at any time.

			I notice the small things that catch my attention. How at peace Pete looks with his eyes closed; the way the man says his Rs like ‘oar’ with a strong Canadian accent; a blowfly crashing into a wall, looking for an escape; Ryan patting me on the shoulder, though with his big hands it feels more like swatting, as if I’m a blow-fly, and I want to crash myself into the walls, too.

			The man walks us back to the reception and bids us farewell before heading back to prepare Pete for cremation. I suddenly realise I was mumbling my final words to my cat subconsciously, distracted by anything but what really mattered in the moment. Those ten minutes I can never get back. I didn’t give him the right attention then and I’m still not now! Why am I so out of it? Inside, my heart burns, just like how Pete’s will soon. The ventricles, aorta and pulmonary arteries reduced to ashes.

			I tell Ryan he can meet with Daniel, his boyfriend, as planned and shouldn’t cancel as I can pick up the ashes in a few hours then catch a taxi back home. After consideration, he agrees with a touch of concern, but makes me promise to call him if I need him.

			“Yeah, I will definitely call you if I really need to,” I say.

			“I’m serious, Sam. It’s just Cruiser’s bistro downtown, not some five-star Italian restaurant. I’ll be back by no later than ten.”

			“Roger that, bro. See you later.” If he’s not home by ten, it’s difficult for me to get to sleep. Bad things happen after ten at night. Once things are done after ten, they can’t be undone.

			He shoots me a small, warm smile, finally convinced to some extent. Chucks on a pair of black sunnies and drives away. I watch his Jaguar XF cruise down the street until he turns right at an intersection, then I start walking nowhere in particular. That is until I look up and find I’ve automatically taken myself to therapy, also known as the liquor store. Resisting the temptation to go in, I walk away from the store’s lure that I know all too well from my frequent trips there during my final year of high school. Nowadays, my visits there are few and far; usually when I’m in dire need of something so strong it’ll numb the darkness in me temporarily. Today is one of those days, isn’t it, Sam? You’ve done so well keeping off the drink. Like really off the drink. It’s been a whole three months. I try blocking out the thoughts, but they slowly pull me in like a beckoning finger. Come on, just a bottle. Dammit!

			Reluctantly, I turn around and head inside the store. Disappointment and self-pity wallow within me. People say drinkers love to get drunk, druggies enjoy getting a fix and porn-consumers like watching other people do it. The truth is they don’t; they just don’t know how to break free. They feel in bondage to what slowly destroys them. It’s true, the easing-off of a substance or the drink or anything else is the toughest part - at least in my case. The whiskey shelf looks appealing with a variety of different names. I take my time deciding between Fireball, Jameson or Jim Beam; however, Jack Daniel’s takes my fancy just as I’m about to walk away with a Jameson bottle.

			I’m met with a familiar and white flashy smile when I place my Jack Daniel’s 700ml bottle of Tennessee Whiskey on the counter, which I instantly reflect as if it’s contagious. Vaughn’s dreadlocks are tied up above his head as usual, but since last time he’s gotten a few more tattoos on his colourful arms. A flaming red sun rising above an ocean is on his left forearm while the saying “Ain’t no time like the present” is tattooed in cursive just above his right wrist.

			“Smokes, it’s you in the flesh!” pipes Vaughn, fist-pumping me. “How’ve you been, man?”

			“I’ve been really good, just studying and working part-time still,” I answer, putting on a convincing display of cheerfulness.

			“That’s great. Gotta have some ‘body-nerds’ like you to make the world go round. What would we do without surgeons, huh?” he exclaims, scanning the bottle.

			“You’d die, Vaughn,” I answer. Some patients get surgery and they still don’t make it. His cheeks grow red as he gets a cheesy look on his face. “How are you?”

			“Yeah, good thanks. My wife and I returned from Sweden the other day - went over to see her family. It’s good to be back, though.”

			He picks up a card from the counter and laughs when he looks from the card to me and back again. Suddenly, I realise I’ve handed Vaughn my ID without noticing, even though he knows I’m over eighteen. When I gave him my driver’s licence the first time I came here in secret, I’m embarrassed to say I felt intimidated by his brawny stature and the way his eyes pierced me as he stroked his bushy beard in contemplation on whether to sell me the three six-packs of Malibu. At the time, several high school students had been trying to get booze by using a fake ID. Somehow, Vaughn has a real knack for seeing through the customer to see if they’re being fraudulent or genuine. Now his pearly smile is the most noticeable feature about him. It was a real one, by the way. The ID, I mean.

			“I gotta say, Sam, you’re way overdue for a new ID photo. This is a learner’s licence from three years ago,” he says with amusement, handing it back to me as I pay.

			“And I still don’t drive.” I’m not sure if I ever could drive with the right state of mind again, knowing what I know now, remembering a certain night three years ago. “Suppose there’s not much use if I just drive with Ryan most days.”

			“Fair enough. You take care of yourself,” he chortles, and as I’m exiting the store, “Don’t drink it all at once!” He doesn’t know I have a tendency to do just that occasionally. I intend for that to stay unknown. I wonder if he’d be concerned if he was aware of my alcohol bingeing. However, his comment flicks a switch, for a whole bottle of strong whiskey is exactly what I need right now.

			On sweltering days in Melbourne, like today, it’s guaranteed that one will hear the beach before one sees it: waves crashing, people laughing, and plastic bats hitting balls. It doesn’t matter what time of year it is; people still flock to the beach like seagulls. Being July, the temperature’s just warm enough - I mean, this is Australia. Trying my best to relax, I yank off my Vans and socks to feel the softness of the sand beneath my feet. The ocean sparkles like crystals on the water beneath the winter sun.

			I become drowsy quickly, maybe because of my crying last night and oversleeping. There’s an inviting spot, just out of reach of the shore’s arms, near a barefoot woman playing a violin. For some reason, I feel I’ve seen her before, but cannot remember where from. Moreover, I’m confident I’ve seen the birthmark on the side of her neck; it closely resembles the shape of South Korea. The detail
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