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      The past never stays buried forever.

      

      John Faimu is an Australian-Samoan police officer who deals with hurt kids every day. He loves what he does, but he’s tired of the grind of shift work, and of trying to find a balance between his job, his family, and the young man who straddles the increasingly blurry line between both.

      

      Caleb Fletcher was the teenager John saved from a cult eight long years ago, and he’s now the young man John wants in ways that neither of them should risk.

      

      Eight years after his rescue, Caleb is still struggling with PTSD and self-harm. John has always been his rock, but now Caleb wants more. Can he convince John to cross a line and love him the way they both crave? And when the monsters from Caleb’s past come back seeking to silence him for good, will John’s love be enough to save him?

      

      The Parable of the Mustard Seed is an mm gay romance featuring hurt/comfort, first times, found family, and angst with a happy ending.
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      John was in love with Caleb Fletcher.

      He had been since the day he’d met him.

      Caleb was fifteen and John was twenty-three. Caleb was covered in blood, delirious with pain, and when John unwound the rope from his wrists the first thing he did was try and punch him in the face.

      Holy fuck, John thought as he dodged it, this kid’s a fighter.

      So it was his spirit he fell in love with.

      All of the rest came later.
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        * * *

      

      The alarm sounded.

      John snaked his arm out and found it, thumped it into silence, and hauled himself upright. He swung his legs over the side of the bed and sat blinking in the darkness while his brain caught up. He squinted at the clock and waited until his bleary eyes translated the stark red digital lines into something tangible: 9:00.

      The sheet had twisted around his hips as he’d slept, so John tugged it free and rose to his feet. Nine p.m. That was good to know. The day of the week eluded him as he headed naked for the bathroom, but that was okay. It was either Thursday or Friday, and it would come to him sooner or later.

      He showered quickly, and shaved under the jets.

      When he came out of the bathroom, his towel wrapped loosely around his hips, he spotted his phone where he’d dropped it on the kitchen bench and checked it for messages while he dripped onto the tiles.

      A text from his sister Mary, warning him that Jessie was up to her usual tricks.

      A text from his mother, asking him to call about Jessie.

      Another text from David, telling him that Jessie was fine and staying at his house for the night.

      And three texts from Jessie, telling him that she’d run away from home because Ma was being a bitch and not letting her do what she wanted, and she meant it for real this time, and John better not come looking for her.

      John closed his eyes and willed the germ of his headache away.

      Jessie was a pain, a fucking pain. She was a teenage drama queen. She needed a kick up the backside, and the whole world knew it. She was sixteen, entitled, a smart-mouthed little bitch. She was also the baby of the family, and their father’s death had hit her the hardest.

      No, that wasn’t fair. Shit, even John couldn’t think of it without feeling crowded by a sense of unreality, but it had only been eight months and they were all still feeling their way through to the other side, to the new world none of them had been prepared for, and Jessie was still a kid. A frightened, heartbroken kid.

      John carried his phone with him into the bedroom and held it awkwardly while he dressed. He didn’t have time for this, but he also couldn’t ignore it. Otherwise his mother would stay awake all night worrying.

      “It’s me, Ma,” he said when she answered.

      He rummaged through his drawers searching for some clean underwear. The fact that he was down to a pair with dodgy elastic and a hole in the crotch meant that it was high time he threw on a load of washing.

      “John, I just don’t know what to do with that girl.” His mother’s voice was pitched higher with worry. “She won’t go to youth group, and last week her principal called and says she’s wagging school again, but she won’t talk to me! And she won’t talk to her teachers, or the guidance counsellor, or even Pastor Ian!”

      “Yes, Ma. I know.” He pulled the briefs on, only half-listening. They’d had this conversation a thousand times. John knew it by heart. So did his mother, but it didn’t stop her from worrying. John felt a stirring of guilt, and frowned. No, he was being sensible by not getting sucked into Jessie’s drama. He knew that.

      Except for the part of his brain that was sure he’d be struggling to recall this entire conversation one day for the missing person’s report, he knew that.

      “…even listening to me?”

      John shrugged his shirt on, sandwiching the phone between his shoulder and his ear. “Yes, I’m listening, Ma.”

      And now you’re going to hell for lying to your mother.

      John fumbled with the buttons of his shirt. “Did David call you? She’s with David.”

      “Yes, David called me!” his mother said, and followed up with a predictable request to go and fetch Jessie. His mother had a licence but didn’t drive, not that John would have wanted her to. Not even the short hop from Woodridge to Yeronga. At night, without her glasses.

      God, he must have been eight or nine that time she’d tried to drive to the shops. She’d loaded David, John and Mary into the back of the station wagon, screwed her courage up as she turned on the ignition, and, flustered by the three kids bouncing excitedly in the back seat, reversed straight into the rubbish bin.

      “Well, we needed a new bin anyway,” their dad had said when he got home. He hadn’t commented about the broken taillight or the ruined paintwork, just made the repairs quietly over the next few days.

      John closed his eyes for a moment. His quiet, patient dad.

      “No,” he said. “I can’t go and get her tonight. I’m on nightshift. I start at ten.”

      His mother’s quiet sigh worked better than any plea. John heard the truth in that sigh: she was worried, worn out, and, just like all of them, lost.

      “John, will you go and see her, please? And come and see me too?”

      “I’ll see if I can stop in, Ma,” John said. “I can’t promise. If it’s not too busy I will.”

      “Thank you, baby.”

      Her gratitude made him flinch with guilt.

      “If you can’t, will you at least call David?”

      “Yes, I’ll call David.” He stepped into his pants. “And, Ma, you know you can’t force her to go to youth group with Pastor Ian if she doesn’t want to. I know it would help her, but she’s sixteen.”

      Sixteen was still a baby to his mother.

      The shit she didn’t know… Sometimes John resented her naivety. Sometimes it embarrassed him. Other times he wanted to move mountains to preserve it.

      “John, can’t you make her come home? You’re a policeman!”

      John made a face. “No, if she’s sixteen the police can’t force her to come home.”

      “But she’s your sister! Of course you can!”

      “I can’t, Ma. I already told you that.”  He shook his head “Jesus!”

      He had to hold the phone away from his ear before she reached through and ripped it off for blaspheming.

      “I’m sorry, Ma!” he said, when he could get a word in. “I have to go. I’ll call you from work. Bye.”

      John’s headache was definitely anchored in his brain now, throbbing gently.

      His bedside clock told him it was 9:28.

      John put on his shoes and socks, shoved his tie into his jacket pocket, and was out of the front door in under a minute.
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        * * *

      

      John didn’t mind working nights, but he didn’t have a partner or kids. He could sleep for eight hours a day without interruption. Most of his colleagues didn’t have that…was it a luxury? The single life was feeling less like a luxury and more like loneliness lately.  Maybe that was because of his dad’s death. Maybe it was because he was staring down the barrel of his thirty-first birthday. Thirty hadn’t bothered him, but thirty-one felt a lot bigger than thirty, more than twelve months’ difference. Thirty-one felt like if he hadn’t found someone yet, then maybe it wasn’t going to happen for him.

      And shift work sure as hell didn’t help.

      Friday night, for fuck’s sake. The rest of the world was busy getting laid, and John Faimu was walking into work with a takeaway coffee in one hand and his phone in the other.

      A text from David:  J is very upset you haven’t replied.

      And another one a few minutes later: J thinks you don’t care. Text her pls.

      A text from Mary: I want to wring her neck! Call me. I need to vent.

      John made a face. He and Mary were usually on the same page when it came to Jessie, but that wasn’t always a good thing. Often it meant they just went around and around in circles.

      On nights. Talk soon. He sent the same text to both of them and shoved his phone into his pocket. He might have guilted Mary and David into leaving him alone, but Jessie wouldn’t be as easily dissuaded. She hated to be ignored.

      John sighed as he swiped his security pass at the back door.

      He had absolutely no idea what to say to Jess. He dealt with messed-up kids on a daily fucking basis, and didn’t know what to tell his own sixteen-year-old sister.

      Maybe that was the problem. John had dealt with so many kids in so many horrible situations that all he could feel for Jessie was frustration. Their dad was gone, and that sucked, but didn’t she know how good she had it? Didn’t she realise how fucking lucky she was?

      He headed up the stairs to the office.

      He hated that she made him this angry. It wasn’t her fault that other kids had it worse. It wasn’t her fault that other kids didn’t break under the same pressure. And it wasn’t her fault that John couldn’t separate her from every other kid who walked through his office door. Or was hauled through in cuffs.

      “Senior Constable Faimu,” Liz said in a too-serious-to-be-real tone.

      John fought down a smile. He snapped out a salute instead. “Acting Senior Sergeant Grant, good evening.”

      Liz laughed. “Very respectful. I could get used to that.”

      “You’d better not,” John said. “It won’t last. I can feel it slipping away already.”

      Liz’s laugh ended with a snort.

      John headed for his desk and sat down. He sipped his coffee, ignored the newest message notifications on his phone, and logged into his computer. He had three statements he’d intended to get typed up, but it was unlikely he’d get a chance to do those on a Friday night. Liz had said something last night about trying to get a few plainclothes crews together to execute a warrant, but they’d ended up with a rape instead. The investigation was a nightmare. A house full of underage kids, no supervision, a shitload of alcohol, and a couple of boys who thought that passed-out-drunk equated to consent.

      John scrolled through his emails.

      It felt vaguely parasitic sometimes, like living off other people’s misery. That feeling was symptomatic of night shift, a side effect of fatigue. John fed it with coffee, sugar, and takeaway food. He wasn’t like Aaron, the office gym junkie, with his wheatgrass-detox-no-sugar-spirulina-wholefoods-protein-shakes bullshit. Or whatever.

      “I cycle nineteen kilometres to work every day,” Aaron always said. He said it every day as well, until Liz had threatened to take his bike pump and shove it somewhere that would make sitting in the saddle a physical impossibility.

      “I love you,” John had told her. “Marry me.”

      John craned his neck to peer over his computer monitor. Clare was packing up her bag to leave and Aaron was still working over at his desk. Liz hadn’t mentioned any big jobs, so John doubted it was official overtime. He was probably finishing up a few things in his own time. They all did that. Asking for overtime was like asking for the boss’s firstborn child. It wasn’t worth the lecture on budgetary restraints, time management, and personal responsibility. Sometimes it was just easier to work on that court brief after your shift ended and hope to get an early mark further down the track.

      Aaron glanced up and caught John’s gaze.

      “Hey,” John said. “How’s the training going?”

      It was a broad target. Aaron was always training for something.

      “Great thanks, mate,” Aaron beamed. “Only six weeks to go!”

      “Cool.” John ducked back down behind his monitor.  Six weeks until what? John might have asked, except Aaron didn’t know the difference between polite conversation and unbridled enthusiasm. Ask him if those were new running shoes and before you knew it you’d be signed up into doing the Bridge to the Bay marathon. Or the Kokoda Track.

      “You ought to come with me one morning,” Aaron said, right on cue.

      “That’d be good,” John lied.

      Running. Bullshit. Who would do that for shits and giggles?

      Aaron rose from his desk and crossed the office as the printer began to whir. Hopefully, he’d leave before they locked in a time, a date, and a comprehensive training schedule and diet plan.

      John stared at the screen and tapped the mouse. Delete. Delete. Delete. Most of his emails were crap anyway. So-and-so was retiring, someone else was running a charity auction, someone who’d last served in 1992 had passed away, and if anyone wanted to order any lamingtons they had to have their money to Judy downstairs by Friday.

      His phone buzzed as it received another message and John frowned at it.

      “Everything okay?”

      He looked up to find Liz leaning on the corner of his desk.

      “Family,” he muttered.

      “Want to talk about it or is it none of my business?”

      That’s what he liked most about Liz. No bullshit.

      “None of your business.” Except they both knew that Liz would be fully appraised by the end of the shift.

      “Okay.” She flashed him a smile. “In that case, do you want to kit up and go for a drive?”

      “Hell, yes.”
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        * * *

      

      “And then he told me that he’d read it was hard for women to get back their pre-pregnancy bodies, but since Harry is eight months old now, shouldn’t I at least be trying?”

      “Wait, what?” John was driving, and had been distracted by a white Ford Falcon whose driver thought the sign read Stoptional. Idiot deserved a ticket, except John didn’t even know if they had a ticket book with them, and he sure as shit couldn’t remember the code or penalty. “Craig said that?”

      “God, no! If Craig said that I’d smack him in the head.” Liz made a face. “Aaron said that.”

      “Aaron?” John shook his head. “Fucking Aaron?”

      “I know!” Liz wrinkled her nose. “What a cunt!”

      John burst out laughing.

      “What?”

      “You just lost all your insulted new mother credibility right there. Right there.”

      “‘Insulted new mother credibility’,” Liz muttered. “You talk shit, Faimu.”

      John turned into Lyndale Street. There were a few parks around the area that usually attracted kids on a Friday night. Drunk and stupid, and likely to get themselves into all sorts of shit.

      “Big party in Timor Avenue tonight,” Liz said. “It’s all over Facebook.”

      “Great.” John frowned. “Timor runs off Bryant, right?”

      “Yep.”

      Nice and close to the Hyperdome shopping centre. The party would be overrun with gatecrashing teens full of alcohol and wanting to fight.

      “The uniforms are keeping an eye on it,” Liz said. She checked her text messages, her face illuminated by the screen. “Craig says it’s no problem now, but there are about seventy kids there already.”

      John hoped to hell that Jess was still at David’s, and hadn’t sneaked out.

      “Is Harry with Craig’s parents?”

      “Yeah. I thought one benefit of being an acting senior sergeant would be fewer night shifts. More fool me.”

      “The money’s alright though.” John’s attention was caught by a group of four kids wandering along the road—hoodies, baggy shorts and backpacks.

      “Our first customers of the night,” Liz said, brightening.

      John pulled the car over to the side of the road and watched the kids approaching in the rear-view mirror. It was hard to tell in the darkness, but he thought he recognised one of the faces.

      They got out of the car.

      “Reggie!” John called out as the kids began to veer away. “Reggie, get over here.”

      The boys exchanged glances.

      “Reggie Noble,” John said. “You still living at your uncle’s place?”

      The boy in question sighed, rolled his eyes, and walked toward them. His friends followed, muttering.

      “What’s in the backpack, Reggie?” John asked, pulling on some gloves.

      Reggie scowled and handed it over.

      A bottle of Bundaberg Rum, and another of vodka. An iPod, and —bingo!—a screwdriver.

      “What’s this for?” John held it up.

      Reggie mumbled something.

      “Where’d you get the iPod?”

      “Some kid.”

      “Some kid? Some pretty generous kid, hey?”

      Reggie shuffled his feet and shrugged his skinny shoulders.

      “Did he give you the alcohol as well?” The seals on the bottles were already cracked. John unscrewed the lid of the rum and turned the bottle up. Rum poured out onto the road.

      “Fuck, man!” Reggie said. “That was for the party!”

      John did the same with the vodka, all four boys groaning in disappointment.

      “Uncool, man, uncool!”

      Fourteen years old, and they thought they could drink alcohol straight from the bottle. Not that any of them would be thanking John for saving them from alcohol poisoning—not once the other boys’ backpacks turned up a pretty good collection of house breaking tools, a set of car keys that belonged to an Audi, and an iPhone in a glittery pink case.

      “Either you can tell us where you’ve broken in,” Liz told the scrawny little redhead who’d been carrying the phone, “because you know we’ll find out in a few hours anyway, or you can stick to the story that this pink sparkly Barbie phone is yours.”

      The boy blustered for a second, then wilted under Liz’s scrutiny and gave them the street name.

      John kept an eye on the boys while Liz called for a van to transport them all back to the station. He checked his watch. It was just past eleven, and they’d already made four arrests.

      That was okay. The busy nights went the fastest.
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        * * *

      

      It took two hours to get the four boys processed. A uniform crew took the complaint for the break and enter, leaving John and Liz to deal with the boys. All of them except Reggie were released into the custody of their parents. Reggie’s uncle wasn’t answering his phone. In the end they drove to his address, pounded on the door until he woke up, and told him to get to the station to collect his nephew.

      “So, Jess has run away again,” John said as they were driving away from the address. “She’s at David’s.”

      “You mother must be pretty upset.”

      “Yeah.” John sighed. “She’s probably still up, worrying.”

      Liz looked at him for a moment, then she smiled. “Does she still make that slice with coconut on the top?”

      John couldn’t stop his smile. “That won’t help you get your pre-pregnancy body back, will it?”

      “Fuck you,” Liz said, jabbing a finger into her belly. “This is my pre-pregnancy body.”

      John laughed and took the exit for Woodridge.

      It was one-thirty when they pulled up outside the modest brick house. The light in the lounge was on, glowing from behind the closed curtains. It still amazed John how his parents had raised four kids in the tiny two-bedroom place that had been all they could afford when they’d arrived in Australia from Samoa. It had been a point of pride for his dad that they’d never gone on welfare. Never on the dole and never in prison, unlike most of their neighbours.

      “That’s all we need, more fucking Māoris!” the man next door had said when the family had moved in. Bad teeth, bad mullet, and he couldn’t tell the difference between Māori and Samoan, but he’d only been there a few months before Housing threw him out.

      Mr. and Mrs. Nguyen had been there ever since, and they were good people. Mrs. Nguyen and John’s mother went to the same church. Mr. Nguyen slept in on Sundays and ignored his wife’s harassment on the subject.

      The Nguyens’ house was dark.

      The wire gate squeaked as John pushed it open. Liz followed him up the path. They didn’t even make it to the front door before his mother opened it.

      “You’re late.”

      John held up his hands. “I’m working, Ma.”

      “Hello, Mrs. Faimu,” Liz said. “How are you?”

      “Liz!” Sepela Faimu’s face split with a smile. “Come in, and show me some pictures of that sweet little baby of yours.”

      John made a face as they went inside.

      It was a small house, but it felt too large without his dad’s presence. John glanced into the living room as they passed: his dad’s recliner was still in front of the television. John would bet everything he had that his mother didn’t sit in it. He wondered if they should have got rid of it when his dad’s clothes went to charity. Maybe that would have been better than to have it just sitting there, conspicuous, drawing every gaze to its emptiness.

      They went into the kitchen.

      Liz sat at the table. John leaned in the doorway, watching his mother fill the kettle and rattle around with mugs. She was wearing the maroon dressing gown he’d bought for her last Mother’s Day. Her dark hair, shot through with twists of gray, hung in a thick braid down her back.

      “David said Jessie’s okay staying at his place tonight,” John said.

      Her back stiffened. “She should be here at home!”

      “She’s sixteen, Ma,” John reminded her.

      Ma huffed and turned around to face him. “You can make her come home! You’re her brother, and a policeman!”

      At six-foot-two John towered over his mother these days, but as soon as she got that determined expression on her face he felt like he was a little kid again. “Shit, Ma, that’s exactly why I can’t make her!”

      “Language!” Ma said.

      John looked to Liz for backup. She shook her head at him, as though she was deeply disappointed. Hypocrite.

      The boiling kettle saved him from having to make any reply. His mother turned back around to the bench, and John took the opportunity to mouth a rude word in Liz’s direction before he crossed the floor to help his mother.

      “There’s chocolate cake in the orange container in the pantry,” she told him.

      By the time John had found it, his mother was sitting beside Liz at the kitchen table scrolling through photographs of baby Harry on her phone.

      “Such a fat little baby!”

      Nothing wrong with fat babies according to John’s Samoan mother. Fat babies were healthy babies.

      Liz knew it. She laughed. “Look, in this one he’s got at least four knees!”

      John ate his cake and listened to them talk about Harry for a while, knowing that sooner or later the conversation would turn back to Jessie. It was sooner.

      “Will you go and talk to her, John?” Ma asked. “Just talk?”

      Lucky for Jessie she wasn’t in the room right now, because if she had been John would have frogmarched her to her bedroom and stood guard to make she never left again. The grief that passed over his mother’s face was only a shadow, but it was so genuine that John’s throat ached.

      He’d seen it on her face too often lately.

      He reached his hand across the table and closed it over hers. “Yes, Ma, I’ll go and talk to her tomorrow.”

      Ma didn’t reply. She pressed her lips together tightly for a moment, and then nodded. She was close to tears, John realised.

      Fucking Jessie.

      Jess was their dad’s little princess. She’d been born when Mary was already at university and the boys were both in high school. And their parents, who should have been looking forward to a time when all the kids were out from underfoot, were suddenly elbow-deep in nappies and tiny, tiny socks. It was crazy. They loved it.

      Their dad had spoiled Jess. And Jess had worshipped him.

      You couldn’t calculate grief, John knew, couldn’t put a value on it. Couldn’t say her grief is worse than mine because our circumstances are different. Jessie didn’t hurt more than John—couldn’t—but she hurt in a different way. John was thirty-one. He had a job, his own place, knew where he was in life. Questioned the hell out of it sometimes, but he knew. Jess was sixteen, and she’d lost the ground underneath her feet.

      John knew that. He also knew she needed to get her shit together. Yeah, life wasn’t fair. That wasn’t an excuse to put their mother through hell.

      Liz’s phone began to ring, some catchy pop song that John didn’t know. Neither did Liz, probably. She and Craig often stole one another’s phones and sabotaged the settings.

      “Sorry,” she said, standing up. She walked out into the hallway to answer the call.

      “Thank you for coming,” Ma whispered.

      He squeezed her hand, and smiled. “I couldn’t stop Liz. She wanted some of that raspberry jam slice with the coconut on top.”

      Ma put her free hand on her breast. “I don’t have any made!”

      “It doesn’t matter, Ma.”

      Ma fixed him with a stern gaze. “You come by and visit tomorrow night, and I’ll make sure there’s enough for you both to take some back into work, ioe?”

      “Ioe, Ma,” John agreed. He looked up again as Liz stepped back into the kitchen. “Was it work?”

      Liz nodded. “Comms has been calling you.”

      Jessie, he thought, fumbling at his belt for his phone. He’d left it on silent. Shit. What trouble had she gotten herself into?

      Liz read the expression on his face and shook her head. “Darren Fletcher has been trying to get through to you,” she said. “Caleb’s in hospital.”
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      A hospital. A locked room.

      “My name’s John,” John said to the kid. “What’s yours?”

      The kid swiped his tongue over his cracked lips. “Caleb.”

      John wrote that down. “What’s your last name, Caleb?”

      “Gray,” the kid said, his dark eyes large.

      John wrote that down as well. Then he looked at it, anger burning low in his gut, and crossed it out roughly.
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        * * *

      

      John hated hospitals. He’d spent too much time in them. He hated the cold air, the florescent lights, the scuffmarks on the floors, and the pervasive stink of antiseptic. He hated it when the staff didn’t pull the curtains around the patients’ beds in the emergency room. He hated it more when they did.

      John flashed his badge at triage. “Where’s Caleb Fletcher?”

      The nurse raised her weary gaze from her computer screen. She frowned. “I think there’s been a mistake. The paramedics did the E.E.A.”

      John ignored her, pushing through the doors into the emergency room and leaving Liz to explain, or apologise, or whatever.

      He found Caleb in the fourth bed from the door, lying there fully dressed with his eyes closed. His dark lashes rested on his pale cheeks. His arms were bandaged wrists to elbows. His shirt was stained with dried blood.

      John’s guts twisted, and he didn’t know if it was anger, fear, or if it was relief: He’s okay. This time, he’s okay.

      Except there would always be a next time with Caleb.

      John had stopped believing there was a power in the universe that could prevent it.

      A doctor—young, probably too young—was bending over Caleb’s bed. She straightened as John approached, her eyes widening at the Glock on his belt, at the badge. “Can I help you?”

      “How is he?” John asked.

      The doctor might have been young, but she was no pushover. “Who called you? This isn’t a police matter.”

      “I’m a friend of the family,” John said. Even after eight years it sounded wrong. Friendships weren’t made like that, but he didn’t know what else to call it. “How is he?”

      The doctor eyed him for a moment before she relented. “Most of the cuts are superficial.”

      Attention-seeking, one of Caleb’s first therapists had called his attempts once. A cry for help, another one had said. John had never doubted the intent behind them. John had long ago stopped questioning what sometimes drove Caleb to this point. He just thanked fuck that something had so far held him back.

      Caleb wanted to live. He was a fighter but, like all fighters, sometimes he took a hit.

      The doctor’s expression softened. “The paramedics did an Emergency Examination Application. We’re just waiting for the psych registrar.”

      John nodded. A weekend in the Mental Health Unit wasn’t ideal, but at least they could medicate Caleb there, keep him too doped up to think about cutting. Keep him treading water until he could go back to his regular psychiatrist on Monday.

      “He was doing okay,” John said. “Was he drinking tonight?”

      The doctor nodded.

      “Shit.” John sat in the chair beside the bed.

      “Do you know where the coffee machine is?” the doctor asked.

      “Yeah, thanks.” John checked his watch. Almost three in the morning. He’d stay until Darren got here, which shouldn’t be too long. Darren was in the Gold Coast hinterland, but the traffic would be light at this hour.

      He’d called Darren on the way here and they’d talked. No, not talked. That implied conversation, an exchange of ideas. The only thing they’d exchanged were the basics: Where is he? How is he? How far away are you? Everything else went unsaid, because it was unnecessary. They were practised at this.

      John looked at the screen of Caleb’s monitor, but the readings meant nothing to him. In the next bed over, a woman was crying.

      Fucking hospitals.

      John scrubbed his knuckles over his scalp. He felt more tired now than he had for a long time, and it wasn’t just the shift work. It was Caleb, and this place, and the knowledge that they’d been here before and they would be here again. Different hospitals, different beds, different scratchy blankets and too-cold air conditioning, but all of them stuck in the same old cycle.

      Eight years of this.

      It wasn’t always this dramatic. Most of the time it didn’t end in a hospital. Most of the time it was increasingly erratic behaviour. It was risk-taking. It was subtle and pervasive, but John knew how to read the signs. He’d talked Caleb down from plenty of metaphorical high places before. Enough to wonder every time if he was only delaying the inevitable. If Darren was, and the psychiatrists and psychologists were, and the pharmacists.

      John sighed.

      Of course it felt hopeless. It was almost three in the morning and he was sitting in a fucking hospital. Shit always felt dire in the middle of the night.

      John reached out and brushed his fingertips against the back of Caleb’s right hand. His skin was cold to the touch, his fingers white and bloodless. Several of his knuckles were grazed. The wounds weren’t fresh.

      Darren had said last week that Caleb had punched a wall. Out of nowhere. No warnings signs, no meltdown, just a sudden, furious burst of anger that had broken over him. And afterward, Darren said, when Caleb was sitting on the floor nursing an icepack, he’d refused to talk about it.

      Sometimes even Caleb didn’t know what the fuck was happening in his head.

      John’s fingertips brushed the wrinkled edge of the tape that held the canula in the back of Caleb’s hand. The plastic tape was dry and rough.

      “I bleed and you’re here.”

      Fuck.

      John straightened and turned his face toward Caleb’s. His face was pale, his lips colourless. Dark circles carved out hollows under his eyes.

      “Your dad called me,” John said. “He’s on his way.”

      Caleb’s gaze dropped away.

      John leaned closer and frowned. “What the fuck are you doing, mate?”

      “Bad night.” Caleb pressed his lips into a thin white line.

      “Were you clubbing?” John gestured at his clothes: dark jeans, a tight shirt, and—what were the kids calling them these days?—expensive kicks.

      Caleb inspected the bandages on his arm. “Yeah.”

      “What happened?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Don’t bullshit me, Caleb.” John was always there to pick up the pieces, but he didn’t coddle Caleb. He never had, not even at the start. “You think I drove all the way here to listen to you lie to me?”

      “I was with a guy.” Caleb flinched as he said it.

      “Were you safe?”

      Caleb’s gaze faltered. “I was with a guy.”

      “So you said.” John wondered what reaction Caleb had been expecting. “Were you safe?”

      Caleb nodded, turning his face away.

      John studied him for a moment, unsure how to react. A part of him was afraid to react at all in case any reaction was an overreaction. Caleb wasn’t coming out as gay—he’d done that at nineteen—but by admitting to a sexual encounter he was coming out in another way: Caleb was coming out as human being who wanted to be touched. A human being with sexual needs. This was a big step. The biggest in a long time. Nobody had expected him to remain celibate forever; nobody thought that was remotely healthy. But fuck, this big step had turned into a hell of a stumble, hadn’t it? Caleb was in freefall.

      John reached out and squeezed Caleb’s shoulder. “Did this guy try something? Something you didn’t want to do?”

      “No.” Caleb shifted. His worried gaze found John again. “No, it was me, not him.”

      John nodded.

      “We went to a hotel.” Caleb’s gaze slipped away again. “He said I was a slut.” His voice hitched. “Said I was bad.”

      John moved his hand from Caleb’s shoulder to his cheek. Caleb was still so cold. “If you tell me he was being a prick, I’ll track the fucker down.”

      “The way he said it, I was supposed to like it. Wasn’t his fault.” Caleb closed his eyes. “I didn’t even mind, not much, not when he was there.”

      John sighed. “What happened when he left?”

      Caleb shuddered. “When he left, all I could hear in my head was Ethan.”

      John tensed, and tried not to let Caleb feel it.

      “So loud,” Caleb sighed.

      John withdrew his hand. “Look at me.”

      Caleb opened his eyes.

      “Next time you hear Ethan Gray in your head, you don’t listen to him.” John shook his head. “You call you dad, or your doctor, or you call me, doesn’t matter what time, you call me and I will be there. You understand me?”

      Caleb jerked his chin in a nod.

      “You don’t cut yourself, Caleb.” John frowned. “You understand me?”

      “Okay,” Caleb murmured.

      The worst part, John knew, was that Caleb meant it, and would go on meaning it right up until the next time he was holding a blade against his wrists.

      You’ll break my heart one day, Caleb Fletcher, I know you will.

      John forced a smile. “Okay.”

      Caleb sighed and closed his eyes.

      John watched him until he fell asleep, then got up and hunted down a blanket.
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        * * *

      

      Darren Fletcher was Caleb in thirty years. It wasn’t just genetics; Darren’s face was etched with just as much tired misery as Caleb’s.

      Darren leaned against the wall outside Accident and Emergency and lit a cigarette, ignoring the signs that said it was a non-smoking area. And the one pointing to the oncology unit.

      “I’ve got to head off,” John said.

      They didn’t bother with small talk. They were both too practised at this.

      It had been a while, but they fell back into the routine easily enough. Was it nine months or ten since Caleb had last ended up in hospital? Ten, John thought, but the maths was impossible in the middle of the night. A long time, anyway. Long enough that John had started to think that maybe it wouldn’t happen again, that maybe Caleb was better.

      Stupid dumb hope, because Caleb wasn’t going to get better. He had no baseline of good mental health to try to reclaim. Caleb had been broken for too long, into too many pieces, and there wasn’t a doctor or a medication in the world that could plaster over all the cracks and pretend they didn’t go bone deep.

      Caleb couldn’t go back. None of them could.

      “Jason’s never coming home,” Darren had said to John eight years ago in another fucking hospital. “I’ve got Caleb now.”

      Not the same son he’d lost.

      A cuckoo in the nest.

      A changeling.

      “You right?” John asked Darren.

      Darren exhaled, breathing smoke into the air. “Yeah. I’ll call you when we’re finished with the psych registrar.”

      John knew exactly how things worked on a busy night: Caleb’s mental health assessment would very much depend on whether or not the hospital had a spare bed. “If they try and push him out the door, call me straight away.”

      “I will.”

      John looked across to where Liz was waiting. She was leaning on the car, talking on the phone.

      “Did he tell you what happened?” Darren asked.

      John hesitated.

      “Yeah,” Darren said, and flashed him a wry smile. “He told you.”

      John nodded.

      Darren flicked his cigarette butt onto the concrete, the ember flaring brightly for a moment in the air. “I wish he didn’t try to do everything on his own.”

      “He doesn’t want to tell his dad he’s going out to find a guy and get laid,” John said. “It’s understandable.”

      “That conversation,” Darren said, “would have been a shitload less awkward that the one we’re going to have now.”

      “Yeah.”

      “I mean I know I can’t hold his hand.” Darren lit another cigarette and shoved the packet back into his shirt pocket. “He’s twenty-two. The last thing he needs is his dad sticking his nose in his sex life but, Jesus, what the hell am I supposed to do?”

      John looked up, but the glare of the lights in the car park hid the stars.

      Darren exhaled heavily, and said again, “What the hell am I supposed to do?”

      John didn’t answer.

      There was nothing to say.

      They stood there in silence for a few minutes more.

      “I’ve got to head off,” John said at last.

      “I’ll call you later.” Darren shook John’s hand and headed toward the doors of Accident and Emergency.
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        * * *

      

      “You okay?” Liz was driving.

      The lights on the freeway slid up the windscreen.

      “Yeah,” John said. He squinted at his notebook. “Did those car keys for the Audi come from the break at twelve or fourteen? I wrote down twelve, but I thought the occurrence said fourteen.”

      Liz didn’t answer.

      “What?”

      She raised her eyebrows. “Is that really what we’re doing?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “We’re going to pretend that didn’t happen, are we?” She snorted. “Caleb only slashed his wrists again, but you’re fine and dandy? Really?”

      John shrugged.

      Liz took the exit for Logan.

      “Not much I can do about it,” John said at last. “Can’t fix him.”

      You’ll break my heart one day, Caleb Fletcher, I know you will.

      “No,” Liz agreed. “But are you okay?”

      “Is this because you went on the Peer Support Officer course last week?”

      “Fuck off. I’m asking as a friend, not a PSO.”

      “Okay,” John said. “I’m tired, and I’m pissed off, and I want to fucking slap him around the head for doing something so stupid.” He struggled to draw an even breath. “And every time he does something like this, every time he thinks he’d be better off dead, a part of me wonders if he’s right.”

      Shit.

      “I get that,” Liz said, her tone soft.

      John closed his notebook. A second later he closed his eyes. “So what’s your advice?”

      It was an unfair question, he knew—unanswerable—but he couldn’t help asking. Maybe some part of him hoped that she’d actually have the solution.

      “A vanilla thickshake,” Liz told him. “And a cheeseburger with fries.”

      John opened his eyes and flashed her a smile. “Did you even pass that PSO course?”

      “Everyone passed. It was that sort of course.” Liz stopped for a red light and drummed her fingers on the steering wheel. “If I order a large fries will you help me eat them?”

      “Sure.” His stomach rumbled.

      “I’d better order two then,” Liz said.

      There was a crowd of kids at the nearest McDonald’s, hanging around outside and yahooing at cars using the drive-through. Probably stragglers from the party in Timor Avenue, John thought. That was fairly close.

      Liz parked the car and they got out.

      “How’s it going?” she asked the nearest bunch of kids, flashing her badge. The others melted away like magic. “Isn’t it past your bedtime?”

      They took names and addresses and checked backpacks and pockets.

      “What’s this?” John asked, holding up a can of deodorant. “You been sniffing?”

      “Nah.” The boy didn’t look high. “I don’t do that.”

      “That will fuck you up, yeah?” John shone his torch in the boy’s eyes to check his pupils. “It can kill you or give you brain damage.”

      The boy mumbled something.

      John passed him his backpack. “Keep out of trouble.”

      The boy squinted at him. “Can I have the deodorant back?”

      “No,” John said. “Get out of here.”

      The boy trailed away.

      John and Liz went inside and ordered, and John dumped the can of deodorant into one of the bins. When they walked back outside to the car, the kids had gone.

      They’d hardly left the car park when the radio blared: “Three-oh-six, urgent!” A blast of static. “—hit with bricks. At least two armed with knives.”

      John recognised the voice: Craig, Liz’s husband.

      “VKR to any units able to attend Timor Avenue. Code One authorised.”

      John reached for the radio as Liz hit the siren, waiting for a break in the suddenly frantic radio traffic. “Five-forty, VKR. Show us proceeding from Bryants Road.”

      So much for dinner.
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        * * *

      

      They didn’t make it back to the office until a quarter past five.

      Timor Avenue, the surrounding streets, the watch house, then back to Timor Avenue when it all kicked off again. Then the watch house again, then back to the office to write up the log.

      The sky was softening to grey in the east. The birds were awake, swooping through the car park as John cleaned out the car: their vests, their gear, and the congealed, cold fries.

      John went inside, leaving Liz on her phone talking to Craig: “Have you seen a doctor yet? How’s your newbie?”

      John made a coffee and inspected the red marks on his forearm. Lucky for both of them the drunk girl hadn’t drawn blood. Lucky for her because otherwise John would have charged her for assaulting police instead of just resisting arrest, and lucky for John because otherwise he’d be facing months of disease testing.

      John sat at his desk and drank his coffee. There was nothing like a street brawl to get the blood pumping, but the adrenaline dump had hit while he was waiting in the long queue at the watch house. Now he was just tired.

      “Is Craig okay?” he called out as Liz came back into the
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