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    ABOUT  
 
    LIGHTS AND SIRENS 
 
      
 
    Paramedic Hayden Kinsella is single and the life of the party. He likes driving fast and saving lives, and he doesn’t do relationships—he does hookups. Except he wouldn’t hook up with copper Matt Deakin if he were the last guy on the planet. Hayden thinks the feeling is mutual . . . until clearing the air leads to a drunken one-night stand, which leads to something neither of them was expecting: a genuine connection. 
 
      
 
    Police officer Matt Deakin moved to Townsville to take care of his elderly grandfather. In between keeping an eye on Grandad, renovating his house, and the demands of his job, he somehow finds himself in a tentative relationship with Hayden and very slowly gets to know the damaged guy beneath the happy-go-lucky persona.  
 
      
 
    But the stressors of shift work, fatigue, and constant exposure to trauma threaten to tear Hayden and Matt apart before they’ve even found their footing together. In the high-pressure lives of emergency services, it turns out it’s not the getting together part that’s hard, it’s the staying together.  
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    To all the people I’ve worked with whose stories have inspired many of the incidents in this book, and throughout the series. And especially to Sal the ambo, for helping me get some things right. The things I still managed to get wrong are, as always, my own fault.  
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    Anxiety is love’s greatest killer. It makes others feel as you might when a drowning man holds on to you. You might want to save him, but you know he will strangle you with his panic.  
 
    — Anais Nin 
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    “Okay, who wants to tell me what happened here?”  
 
    Hayden Kinsella snapped his head up at the sound of that familiar, stern voice. Great. No, not great. Typical. It was fucking typical. He raised his eyebrows and met Kate’s gaze. “Watch out,” he said. “Constable Dickhead’s here.”  
 
    Kate looked down pointedly at the patient lying in the sand between them. The guy’s face was scrunched up with pain, but even he was side-eying Hayden right now.  
 
    Hayden grimaced as he checked the patient’s neck brace.  
 
    Okay, so he wasn’t being very professional, but it wasn’t like it mattered. The guy’s dirt bike was lying ten metres further down the beach; he had a fractured wrist, abrasions all over him, possible spinal injuries, and his breath stank of alcohol. He had problems of his own. It wasn’t like the first thing he was going to do was dob Hayden in for calling one of the coppers Constable Dickhead.  
 
    Still, Hayden’s bravado withered a little under Kate’s frank stare.  
 
    Yeah, it was unprofessional and he shouldn’t have said it. The copper just got under Hayden’s skin, and not in a good way. He glanced the short distance along the beach to where Constable Dickhead was trying to get information out of the patient’s clearly unwilling friends. There was a lot of foot shuffling and head shaking going on in response to his questions.  
 
    Kate finished bandaging the guy’s wrist and positioned it across his chest. “Can you keep that there for me?”  
 
    The guy tried to nod, discovered he couldn’t do it with the neck brace, and so grunted his assent instead.  
 
    “Okay,” Hayden said. “I’ll get the stretcher.”  
 
    He rose to his feet, sand raining out of the creases in his pants, and left Kate with the patient. Bloody beaches. His boots were full of sand as well. The ambulance was parked up on the road, on the other side of the grassy dunes. Getting the patient out was going to be a pain in the arse, and he was going to have to ask for help. He was going to have to ask Constable Dickhead.  
 
    Hayden headed up towards the ambulance, his boots slipping in the sand. A small interested crowd had gathered at the top of the dunes: dog walkers, sunbathers and perverts. The usual Pallarenda types. Between Hayden and the dunes, the patient’s unhappy friends were still being questioned by Constable Dickhead.  
 
    Hayden sighed as the copper turned around and saw him. He forced out a smile. It was nothing at all approaching the range of friendly, but more of a ‘Hey, how’s it going?’ type of smile.  
 
    Constable Dickhead—shit, he had to stop thinking that. Deakin, Constable Matt Deakin—returned the smile with a curt nod, and that was it.  
 
    Hayden looked away, fixing his eyes on the ambulance and fighting down his irritation. A nod. A curt fucking nod. Deakin was just a tool. And good luck to him. Hayden wouldn’t give a shit except it felt like Deakin had been stalking him for weeks now. Somehow their shifts had synced up lately and their respective Comms were sending them to a lot of the same jobs. That was the problem working somewhere the size of Townsville. It was a good-sized regional city, but it was too small to avoid the people you didn’t want to see. Particularly in the narrow field of emergency services.  
 
    Hayden climbed the dunes heading for the road, his boots finally hitting the wooden rungs that had been laid down as a path through the beach spinifex and finding some traction again. He quickened his pace and made it to the car park at a jog, then opened the back doors of the ambulance and hauled the stretcher out. It was light enough now, but it would be a different matter when their patient was strapped to it. He closed the doors again.  
 
    The assembled onlookers watched him curiously as he headed back to the shore. His boots sank in the sand, slowing him down enough to give him a moment to appreciate the view.  
 
    The white beach glimmered like a thread of ribbon under the afternoon sun. The water shone. It was as smooth as glass this afternoon, reflecting the brilliant blue sky above it. In front of him, in the bay, lay hilly, green Magnetic Island. To the north, following the sweep of the beach, smaller islands dotted the water on the way to the horizon. To the south, Castle Hill rose out of the centre of the city. It was only a ten-minute drive away, but it seemed almost distant in the shimmering light.  
 
    The salt air filled his lungs as he made his way back towards Kate and the patient.  
 
    Would be nice, Hayden thought, to come and spend some time here when he wasn’t lugging a stretcher. Maybe he could even come back here after his shift, and just sit for a while. Soak it all in and enjoy the salt air and the sand without being in the middle of a job. 
 
    Things had livened up a little while Hayden had been collecting the stretcher. All of the patient’s friends were talking now, all of them at once, all of them with a different, strident story, and Hayden hid a smile. Sucks to be you, Deakin.  
 
    Hayden positioned the stretcher in the sand beside the patient, took a moment longer to enjoy the stony-faced expression on Deakin’s face as the patient’s friends jabbered at him, and then braced himself mentally. He had to ask Constable Dickhead—the living, breathing definition of the fun police—for help.  
 
    He walked over to where Deakin and his partner were listening, unmoved, to the friends’ litanies of excuses. Well, Deakin appeared unmoved. His partner was new, and at every job Hayden had seen him he’d been wearing a slightly panicked look like he was barely managing to keep himself together.  
 
    “Hey,” Hayden said. “Can you fellas give us a hand with the stretcher?”  
 
    Deakin gave another curt nod and closed his notebook. He eyed the rider’s friends. “Stay right here. Understood?”  
 
    They mumbled their assurances.  
 
    Deakin turned to Hayden. “Where do you want me?”  
 
    Holy hell. Wasn’t that the loaded question? And the image that had shot into Hayden’s head the second Constable Deakin had asked it was unprofessional, inappropriate, and filthy as fuck. Hayden shook it off. There was no point fantasising about the cop, or even flirting with him. Jesus, there was no point even being friendly. He’d tried that once, and Deakin had shot him down in flames. 
 
    He’d been speeding at the time. Not by much—he’d been doing seventy-one in a sixty zone down Hugh Street. And it had been the middle of the night, and there had been no other traffic on the road, but Hayden had still been prepared to cop it sweet when he’d seen the flash of red and blue lights behind him.  
 
    Cop it sweet, hell yes. The cop who’d approached the window was cute. And cute plus uniform equalled smoking hot—that was simple maths. He was slightly taller than Hayden, pushing about six foot, and he was lean. Not ripped, not thin, but lean. The fine light hairs on his arm had gleamed in the streetlight as he’d gestured for Hayden to put the window down. Hayden had caught a glimpse of a tattoo poking out from under his shirt sleeve, just curling down towards his elbow, and he’d wanted to follow it all the way up the cop’s arm to his shoulder and throat.  
 
    The copper had light brown hair and blue eyes, full lips, and a smattering of faint freckles on his nose. Too damn cute.  
 
    Cuff me, I’m yours.  
 
    “Hey,” Hayden had said, handing the cop his licence. God, he was nice. “You new in town?”  
 
    A flicker of something had passed through the copper’s eyes. Mistrust? Disgust? Hayden hadn’t been sure.  
 
    “I haven’t see you around before,” Hayden had said, flashing him a friendly smile.  
 
    The cop had raised an eyebrow and stared back at him.  
 
    Which was when Hayden had realised he’d just given him what sounded like a completely cheesy pick-up line, and had tried to laugh it off. “I know most of the coppers in town,” he’d said. “I’m an ambo.”  
 
    He hadn’t been asking for a favour or special treatment or anything. There was a line, and Hayden was always careful not to cross it. Dropping where he worked into conversation wasn’t a hint or a demand; it was just making sure the cop had all the relevant information at hand if he wanted to use his discretionary powers. They were all on the same team, right? Generally speaking.  
 
    There had been no reaction from…from—Hayden had tried not to appear too obvious as he looked for the cop’s nametag—from Constable Deakin. 
 
    Deakin had studied his licence for a moment longer and then eyed him again. There hadn’t been even a flicker of a smile on his face when he’d said: “Then you’re well aware of the dangers of speeding, Mr. Kinsella.”  
 
    Hayden had almost choked. Was he fucking serious? Jesus, give me the ticket, arsehole, not the fucking lecture.  
 
    “Sure,” he’d managed. “I, ah, lost track, I guess.”  
 
    Deakin hadn’t said anything in response to that. He’d written out the ticket in complete silence, and then torn it from the ticket book. He’d handed it over to Hayden along with his licence. “Have a pleasant evening, sir.”  
 
    And he’d left Hayden sitting in his car, holding his licence and his speeding ticket and wondering what the hell had just happened.  
 
    So when Constable Deakin asked Hayden now, ‘Where do you want me?’ the correct answer was rotting in a shallow grave. Or in lieu of that, living in a cockroach-infested hovel with asbestos in the walls. There was no possible reason in hell he should have suddenly—vividly—imagined Matthew Deakin lying underneath him while he kissed and licked a path along that tattoo he hoped swirled all the way down his shoulders and chest.   
 
    “Come on,” Hayden managed, walking back to the patient.  
 
    The newbie copper followed at Deakin’s heels like an anxious puppy.  
 
    Hayden caught Kate’s gaze. Her lips were curved into a tiny smile, held a fraction away from impassive. The smile was for Hayden alone, because she knew exactly how much the bloody cop got under his skin. Humourless fucking prick. Hot, humourless fucking prick who’d cost Hayden $168 and a demerit point off his licence.  
 
    Hayden crouched down beside the patient, his boots squeaking in the sand, and risked a sneaky glance at Deakin.  
 
    Deakin was standing back, waiting for instructions. He was resting his hands on his utility belt. One on his Glock, one on his radio. Hayden couldn’t help eying the way the utility belt hung off his slim hips. He also couldn’t help noticing how good the man looked standing in the sunlight with the gleaming ocean at his back. And how the uniform shirt he wore was almost—almost—thin enough to let Hayden see the lean shape of his body in the brilliant light.  
 
    Hayden tore his gaze away before his imagination helpfully filled in all the blanks for him.  
 
    “How are you doing, mate?” he asked the patient, needing the distraction. And also trying to preserve some level of professionalism at this late stage of the game.  
 
    “Good,” the guy wheezed. “Aw, shit, I’m in big trouble with the coppers, aren’t I?”  
 
    Hayden smiled at that. “Let’s get you up to the hospital and you can worry about that later, hey?”  
 
    “Yeah,” the guy said, squinting at the sky. “What about my bike? Oh fuck, I had my phone in my pocket! Where’s my phone?”  
 
    His phone? The guy was lucky they weren’t extracting it out of some bodily orifice during his autopsy.  
 
    “You’ll be okay, mate.” Hayden stood up. Yep. No serious injuries here. The neck brace and the back board were a precaution. No doubt this idiot would be up and about again in no time.  
 
    He nodded at Deakin’s partner as the guy moved closer. He’d been introduced before, not that it mattered. The newbie took his lead from Deakin and was just as standoffish as his dickhead of a partner.  
 
    “Okay,” Kate said. “Hayden will take his head. You guys take his body.” She fixed them with a careful stare. “We’re going to do a log roll. Possible spinal injuries, remember. Take it easy.” 
 
    Hayden knelt down in the sand, placing his hands to support the patient’s head and neck. Kate made sure the coppers were positioned correctly, and got the stretcher ready to shove under the guy. “On three, you roll him towards you, onto his side. Ready?” She waited for their nods. “One, two, three.”  
 
    Kate slid the stretcher into place and they eased the patient back down onto it.  
 
    Hayden stood up. He picked up his bag and slung it over his shoulder.  
 
    “Hayden and I will take his head,” Kate said. “You guys take his feet.”  
 
    They hefted the stretcher up smoothly.  
 
    It took a long time to reach the road, up through the dunes and the grass. And Deakin, to his scant credit, didn’t take the opportunity to give the rider a lecture on stupidity. Or drag him off the stretcher and cuff him.  
 
    Jesus though, Deakin was uptight as well as arrogant. He kept his shoulders stiff as he carried the stretcher, and that would cost him in the morning. His jaw was also so tightly clenched that it was surprising he didn’t crack a few teeth.  
 
    When his boots finally hit bitumen again, Hayden was probably more relieved than the patient to see the back of the coppers. They loaded him into the ambulance, and Kate tossed Hayden the keys.  
 
    “Don’t drive too fast, honey,” she said with a wink the coppers couldn’t see.  
 
    Hayden smiled. “I wouldn’t dream of it, dear.”  
 
    Kate climbed into the back with the patient, and Hayden flashed a grin at a stone-faced Deakin as he swung himself up into the driver’s seat of the ambulance.  
 
    He reversed out of the parking bay, and headed for the road. In the rear-view mirror, he watched as Deakin and Newbie trudged down to the beach again to deal with their unwilling witnesses.  
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    Hayden and Kate were already in the ambulance bay when the police car arrived at the hospital. They’d handed their patient over to the nurses in A&E, and were sweeping sand out of the back of the ambulance while they waited for their next call. The police car drove slowly past them looking for a park.  
 
    Hayden caught a glimpse of Deakin’s serious profile, and wondered if he was still clenching his jaw.  
 
    “Here’s Constable Dickhead,” he said, brushing sand into the bay.  
 
    Kate sat down on the stretcher in the back of the ambulance. She’d been ferreting around for a discarded bandage wrapper, but given up the fight. She rested her folder on her knees, and her chin in her hands. “You have got to learn to shut your mouth sometimes, Hayden.”  
 
    Hayden scowled, and then relented. “Yeah, I know.”  
 
    Kate narrowed her gaze, and winkles appeared around her dark eyes. “I mean, I’ll help you take the piss out of him for the speeding ticket, but you’ve got to stop that ‘dickhead’ stuff where someone could hear it. He could make a complaint against you.”  
 
    Hayden considered that. “Yeah, he seems like that type, doesn’t he?”  
 
    Kate ran a hand through her short hair. “He does. And you don’t need the grief, my love.”  
 
    Hayden couldn’t remember when they’d started all the loves, dears, and honeys. Was it when Kate’s husband had made some comment about her spending her nights with a man young enough to be her son? Probably. Their flirting was all in fun. Jimmy knew he had absolutely nothing to worry about on that front. Hayden and Kate had been working together for two years now. Kate was very, very married, and Hayden was very, very gay. Kate was also old enough to be his mother, but she’d never once treated him like she treated her kids, thank Christ.  
 
    “Oh, honey,” she’d told him when he’d been deliberating about whether to text some guy who’d given him his number, “I get enough of this soap opera shit at home. Harden the fuck up. If you want to get laid, text him. If you don’t, shut up about it.”  
 
    Hayden doubted she gave her kids the same advice.  
 
    “How’s Sam going?” he asked as worked the brush around Kate’s boots.  
 
    Kate sighed. “Oh, you know. He doesn’t want to finish school. He wants to do an apprenticeship instead. But I know what will happen. The lazy little shit won’t do anything about it, and end up living in my house until he’s thirty-five, playing World of Warcraft and getting into flame wars on the internet about crap that actual adults don’t care about.”  
 
    Hayden snorted with laughter. 
 
    Kate lifted her feet for him. “I swear I need to put a bomb under that kid. I keep telling him nobody wants to hire a grotty teenager who can only communicate by using a system of grunts, and he just stares at me.” She rolled her eyes. “God give me strength!”  
 
    Hayden smiled. Kate didn’t mean a word of it. “And Heather?”  
 
    Kate sighed. “Don’t get me started on Heather. She’s got this boyfriend now, did I tell you? And she wants to change from Medicine to Performing Arts, because that’s what he does. That’s all well and good for now, I told her, but what happens six weeks down the track when you realise he’s not the love of your life? I thought I’d skipped all the teenage drama with Heather, but I think she’s just a late bloomer.”  
 
    Hayden hauled himself up into the back of the ambulance. “Are we stocked up for everything?”  
 
    “We’re okay. We need to fuel up though. Any plans for days off?”  
 
    “Not really.” Hayden rolled his shoulders. “Sleep, I guess. Catch up on some TV.”  
 
    And he’d probably end up hitting a few of the clubs in town at some point, slinking home before dawn and spending the next day sleeping off his hangover and avoiding the judgement of his flatmate, Monique. Monique was a third-year Marine Biology student at JCU, and knew way more about sea lice than Hayden cared to think about. Thanks to her study habits and Hayden’s shiftwork, they could usually go days without running into one another. It suited both of them.  
 
    Kate chewed on the end of her pen. “We’re having a barbeque tomorrow night. Come over about six.”  
 
    “Want me to bring anything?”  
 
    “Just yourself, dearest,” Kate told him. “And whatever you’re drinking. You can crash in the spare room.”  
 
    “Sounds like a plan,” Hayden said. The clubs would still be there the next time he had a weekend off. Besides, he could always bump and grind with Jimmy. 
 
    “If you’re leaving me for a man, Jimmy, I’m not breaking it to your mother!” Kate had told them one night when they’d drunk just a bit too much and had been holding one another up as they sang along to Lady Gaga. 
 
    Good times. Hayden smiled broadly at the memory as he began to take inventory of the supplies in his kit. In fact, didn’t he have some Lady Gaga on his phone? He drew it out of his pocket and flicked through his music catalogue. Hell yeah, Bad Romance. That’s what he and Jimmy had been singing.  
 
    He turned it on, and turned it up.  
 
    Kate laughed and began to move from side to side with the beat. She raised her arms and sang along.  
 
    There wasn’t much room in the back of an ambulance for an impromptu lap dance, but Hayden gave it his best shot anyway. Kate threw her head back and roared with laughter.  
 
    A flash of movement in the periphery of Hayden’s vision made him realise he had more of an audience than he’d intended. 
 
    It was Constable Dickhead and the newbie. They were both staring at Hayden and Kate. The newbie looked like he was trying not to laugh, but Deakin was as stony-faced as ever.  
 
    Well, Hayden thought after the initial burn of embarrassment had worn off, if Constable Dickhead can’t see the funny side of having a middle-aged woman smack your arse in the back of an ambulance to the beat of Bad Romance, he needs to get out more.  
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    CHAPTER 
 
    TWO 
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    Day shifts bled into afternoon shifts bled into night shifts. Days off passed in the blink of an eye, and before Matt Deakin knew it he was facing another week of 6 a.m. starts. Morning shifts always seemed to drag. More corro and less excitement than on an afternoon or a night shift, particularly at the beginning of the week. And all shifts dragged with a First Year stuck to his side like a wet tissue. Sean Foster was only in his third week of the job, and painfully new. He was trying Matt’s patience, but no more than any other First Year he’d ever had. The first few weeks were always torture, and all the newbies walked around with slightly panicked looks on their faces that said: Holy crap, they gave me a gun. What if they expect me to use it? 
 
    But Sean was okay, if a little shell-shocked. Not because of any particular jobs they’d been to, but because he’d just spent six months slogging it out at the academy and was now facing the horrible realisation that he still knew next to nothing about operational policing.  
 
    At just past 8 a.m. on Thursday morning, the 610 job appeared on the Q-Tasks list, and Matt winced as he read it. A woman was reporting she hadn’t seen her elderly neighbour in days, and there was a bad smell coming from his house. There were a few other crews on who could take the job, but nobody would be tripping over themselves in their hurry to grab this one.  
 
    He tapped the screen of his device, accepting the job.  
 
    “Let’s go,” he said to Sean, and they left the station together.  
 
    The address was in West End, only a few minutes’ drive from the station. It was a nice neighbourhood. The street was right at the base of Castle Hill, and full of old railway cottages. Most had been renovated, but some hadn’t. Some, like this one and the old lady’s next door, had probably housed the same people for the past sixty years. No fancy architraves and latticework on them. The bull-nosed windows were the originals. It was a lot like Grandad’s place, which was an association Matt could do without right about now.  
 
    “I haven’t seen him since last week,” the elderly neighbour who came out to meet them fretted. “He has a heart condition, you know.”  
 
    Had, Matt thought, staring at the cottage. He had a heart condition.  
 
    “Okay,” he told her. “Why don’t you go and make a cuppa, and we’ll take a look.”  
 
    “How do you have it, dear?” she asked him.  
 
    “I’m okay,” he said, patting her arm. “You just make one for yourself.”  
 
    He watched as she tottered back down the footpath and turned into her own neat garden.  
 
    Matt exchanged a dubious glance with Sean.  
 
    The old fibro cottage was locked up. From the footpath Matt could see the cloud of flies against the windows inside. It turned his stomach, and he hadn’t even smelled it yet.  
 
    “Let’s get it over with,” he said almost unwillingly.  
 
    Sean nodded grimly.  
 
    The little front gate squeaked open as Matt pushed it. He took a few steps onto the cracked concrete path, and then looked back as an ambulance rumbled into the street. It pulled to a stop behind the police car, and the doors opened. The guy who climbed out of the driver’s seat was tall, lean, and had short-cropped red hair that immediately drew the eye. There was no mistaking him.  
 
    Great.  
 
    Hayden Kinsella, of fucking course.  
 
    “Hey,” Matt said, forcing himself to keep his tone conversational as Hayden and his partner Kate met them at the gate. “Looks like it could be a bad one.”  
 
    Kate nodded, her mouth a grim line as she took in the flies that pinged lazily against the windows.  
 
    “Super,” Hayden muttered.  
 
    “Okay,” Matt said to Sean. “This one’s yours.”  
 
    Sean squared his shoulders and approached the house. He climbed the three low steps that led to the front door, and turned the knob. The door was locked. Sean’s shoulders slumped in relief. Sean was new, but he wasn’t stupid. He wasn’t eager to get inside.  
 
    Matt tried not to think about exactly what it would smell like the moment the door was opened. Sights, he could handle. Smells usually did him in. It took a lot of washes to get the stench of a really bad dead body out of his uniform, and a lot of hot showers to get it off his skin, his hair, and out of his throat and lungs.  
 
    It would be like something out of a horror movie in there.  
 
    “I’ll go check around the back,” Matt said, and headed down the side of the house.  
 
    “That was harsh,” Hayden said, his voice travelling.  
 
    Matt stopped.  
 
    “What?” Sean asked.  
 
    “Your mate there,” Hayden said. “Flicking this job to you.” 
 
    “I need a dead body,” Sean said, sounding colder than Matt had ever heard him. “For my competencies.”  
 
    Matt hoped that Hayden’s sudden silence was an awkward one. He continued on towards the back of the house. The back door was locked as well.  
 
    Sean popped up at his side, looking uncomfortable. Matt wondered how much of that was to do with what was waiting inside for them, and how much was Hayden Kinsella. “Locked?” he asked.  
 
    “Yeah.” Matt exhaled heavily. “Which leaves us with a few options. We can try and track down a relative with a key, but you have to factor in long that could take. And the last thing we need is family turning up to see this, and that’s supposing they even live locally.” He unhooked his baton from his belt and extended it. “We’ll smash a window. It’s an old house, no security screens.”  
 
    Sean nodded.  
 
    “You ready?” Matt asked.  
 
    Sean took a breath and held it.  
 
    Smart bloke.  
 
    Matt smashed the window.  
 
    The glass shattered and then the cloud of flies was free. It dissipated quickly on the breeze, and Matt gagged as the stench followed it out of the broken window.  
 
    “Here,” a voice beside him said.  
 
    It was Hayden, and he was pressing a mask into Matt’s hand. Not that it would do much against the smell, but at least it would keep the remaining flies away. Hayden passed one to Sean as well.  
 
    “Thanks,” Matt said, pressing the mask over his mouth and nose.  
 
    Hayden Kinsella might be a prick, but they were still on the same team. In theory, at least.   
 
    Matt edged into the house. It was disgusting. The place crawled with flies and insects, and the stench was enough to turn his guts. He fought against the nausea, pushing it back down. He was not going to vomit.  
 
    Not in front of Hayden. The last thing Hayden needed was more ammunition in this weird little feud they had going on.  
 
    Matt was used to people hating him just for doing his job, but he wasn’t used to getting it from other emergency service workers. And all over a speeding ticket. Jury fuckers, he’d heard them called once, and wasn’t that the truth? It didn’t mean he was allowed to stop giving them out though, and if anyone knew what speeding could do it should have been an ambo.  
 
    But, no. Hayden Kinsella had taken the whole thing personally apparently. Maybe he’d really thought Matt was dumb enough to fall for his attempt to talk his way out of the ticket by saying where he worked, or flirt his way out of it, but Matt wasn’t putting up with that shit from anyone, colleague, ambo or Joe Public. It was the insult behind it. The assumption that all it would take would be a pretty face and a friendly smile to weasel out of a ticket. Attractive guys like Hayden probably got away with that shit all the time.  
 
    The worst part was that everyone else seemed to like Hayden. Matt had never heard anyone say a bad word about him. Why he’d taken such an intense dislike to Matt over a bloody speeding ticket, he had no idea. Most of Matt’s colleagues at the station had met Hayden, and most of them thought he was a barrel of laughs. It didn’t hurt that he was a good-looking guy a well, with a confident swagger and an easy smile.  
 
    Although, Matt thought as he tried not to choke on the stench, he wasn’t so hot now. He glanced back at Hayden. He was pale, the mask shifting as he grimaced, and he appeared like he was trying very hard to keep the contents of his stomach where they belonged. He frowned when he saw Matt watching him.  
 
    Matt turned his attention back to the job at hand.  
 
    They found the body in the bedroom. The room was crawling with insects, and the air was thick with black flies. Matt forced his nausea back, and crossed to the window to open it. The mask Hayden had handed him was no real protection against the stench.  
 
    The man had been there for some time. His flesh had started to melt into the bed. It was grotesque, and Matt threw a worried glance at Sean.  
 
    “Oh, Jesus.” Sean spun around and headed for the door.  
 
    “I’ve got him,” Kate said, following.  
 
    In the gloom, the man appeared to be moving. Maggots.  
 
    Matt closed his eyes as his nausea threatened to overwhelm him. He forced it down, holding his breath and trying not to hear the buzz of insects in the air. Trying not to give in to the stench that crawled down his throat to his churning stomach. Trying not to vomit.  
 
    A fly crawled over his cheek. Matt brushed it away and opened his eyes again.  
 
    It had been a long while since he’d seen a body as bad as this one. Strange, but it was still the fresh ones that affected him worst on a visual level. The traffic accidents and the violent, sudden deaths. This would have been almost tolerable except for the smell that threatened to gag him, because it didn’t look quite real. As long as Matt didn’t stare too closely, it didn’t look much like a human being at all.  
 
    “I’m calling it.” Hayden’s voice was muffled by his mask. “And we’re out of here.”  
 
    Alright for him, Matt thought as Hayden left the bedroom. Come in, pronounce it, and sail off again. The job was just beginning for Matt and Sean.  
 
    He glanced around the bedroom, taking note of the name of the medication on the bedside table. Then he headed into the bathroom and did the same there.  
 
    He rattled through the cabinet above the sink. The cap was still off the toothpaste. There was a set of dentures in a glass on the sink. Mosquito larvae twisted in the cloudy water.  
 
    God, the whole house was putrid. The poor old guy must have been here for days, and nobody deserved to end up like that. It was bad enough that he’d died alone, but it was far worse that it had taken this long for anybody to notice.  
 
    Matt looked at his face in the bathroom mirror, obscured by the mask. His eyes told the whole story though. He saw scenes like this and wondered if that was what would happen to him. His pity wasn’t reserved for the old man alone. A lot of it was self-pity, and it was pathetic.  
 
    He was twenty-eight years old. He was healthy. He had a good job. And he had plenty of time, didn’t he, to find someone?  
 
    Twenty-eight wasn’t old. He’d said something similar to that last night.  
 
    “Oh, you think you’ve got all the time in the world,” Grandad had said. “One minute you’re living the life of Riley, then before you know it you’re eighty-one and your hip shatters like a bloody light bulb.”  
 
    “Good pep talk, Grandad,” Matt had said. “Thanks.”   
 
    He needed air. He left the bathroom. Desperate to get out of the house, he collected what he hoped was an address book from beside the telephone in the hall, and headed back outside into the yard.  
 
    He cleared the steps quickly, tearing his mask off as he reached the safety of the footpath. He could still smell it though. He would for days.  
 
    Sean was braced against the front fence, and Kate was patting him on the back. He’d obviously been sick.  
 
    “You okay?” Matt asked.  
 
    Sean managed a nod. His face was grey.  
 
    “Okay.” Matt could still feel his skin crawling, and couldn’t tell if there were insects inside his shirt, or if it was just the power of his imagination. “There’s water in the car.”  
 
    Sean nodded again.  
 
    Matt crossed the road to the car and opened his notebook on the bonnet. He listened to the radio for the moment. One of the other crews booked off for a meal. Another one was given a break and enter at a business in Currajong. Matt envied them for that.  
 
    He switched over to the enquiry channel and contacted Comms, putting in his request for the detectives, for Scenes of Crime, for the duty officer, and for the undertakers to attend. There were so many boxes to tick with a sudden death, and they’d only just started.  
 
    It was going to be a long day.   
 
    Matt watched as Hayden climbed out of the front seat of the ambulance. Hayden had his back to the street, and Matt let his gaze slide over him. The ambulance uniform—bluish-green trousers and a matching shirt with red epaulettes—suited him, but Hayden Kinsella didn’t need a uniform to enhance his looks. He braced his arms against the side of the ambulance and leaned into it, stretching his back. Matt tried not to imagine the way the muscles moved under his uniform.  
 
    It was getting more and more difficult to concentrate on the task at hand.  
 
    A moment later Kate headed back to join Hayden by the ambulance.   
 
    “Hey,” Hayden called to her as she approached. “Is Constable Dickhead still inside?” 
 
    Matt didn’t hear what Kate said, but Hayden slowly turned and saw him standing by the police car. Hayden’s eyes were wide with shock.  
 
    Matt glanced away, fighting against the sudden stab of humiliation. He forced himself to study at his notebook, to stare at the words he’d written there until they coalesced into something that made sense.  
 
    Fuck him. Fuck Hayden Kinsella. He was the one with the fucking problem.  
 
    Matt pressed his lips together tightly, and waited until the sting of humiliation receded. He could put it out of his mind. He’d been called worse, hadn’t he? Jesus, it happened on a daily fucking basis. What the hell did it matter where the insult came from?  
 
    He sighed again, and wondered how many hours it would be until he could get back to the station and change his uniform.  
 
    This was going to be a long day. 
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    The showers were in the basement of the station. Matt showered and changed and bagged his uniform in a bright blue garbage bag he begged off the cleaner. Even then, he still felt like the stench of decay was clinging to him. He wasn’t sure if he wanted to take his uniform home to wash it or burn it.  
 
    He trudged up the steps again, holding the bag at arm’s length.  
 
    Sean was at the back of the station, fiddling with the lock on his bike chain.  
 
    “You okay?” Matt asked him.  
 
    “Yeah.” Sean made a face. “About, um, about throwing up…”  
 
    “It happens to everyone at least once,” Matt assured him.  
 
    “Yeah?” Sean looked like he didn’t know whether to be comforted by that or not.  
 
    “Absolutely.”  
 
    A car rolled to a stop. The officer in the passenger seat got out and opened the back door. A woman and a teenager got out. The girl was sullen, her face blotchy and tear-stained. Her mother was flustered, distressed, ready to break down.  
 
    Matt recognised the police officer as one of the blokes from Mundingburra. He was holding a shopping bag from Myers. He tucked it under his arm as he ushered the teenager and her mother toward the back of the station.  
 
    Matt held the door open for them.  
 
    The driver parked the car in a space further up in the car park.  
 
    “…what you were thinking!” the mother hissed under her breath she passed Matt.  
 
    Matt exchanged a wry look with the officer from Mundingburra.  
 
    Not the worst thing, he wanted to tell the mother. A little shoplifting is so, so far away from being the worst thing your kid can do.  
 
    Matt had seen kids at that age who’d done things there was no coming back from. Kids who’d raped, and kids who’d killed. When he’d started in the job, he’d thought the worst thing would be talking to kids who’d been victims of unspeakable crimes. Turns out the worst thing had been talking to the kids who’d been the perpetrators.  
 
    A part of him wanted to say something like that to Sean now. To tell him that there were worse things than seeing a body that was so rancid it wasn’t even a body anymore. That there was something much, much worse in seeing something fresh. Something stark and blood-stained and violent. At least the guy today had been old. At least he’d lived a life. But what sort of pep talk would that be?  
 
    “Do you want to grab a beer?” he asked instead.  
 
    “Nah.” Sean rolled his shoulders. “I’ve got a couple of mates coming over.”  
 
    That was good. Sean was new to the job, and he’d had a bad day, and he was single and lived alone. And Matt could remember when he could tick all of those boxes. He knew what it felt like to go home and have nothing to do except replay every damn detail of a shitty job over and over again. Talking it out, even if it meant a gentle ribbing from his mates over a couple of beers, was better than sitting in silence and letting it build.  
 
    “How about tomorrow night?” Matt asked.  
 
    “I was thinking about it,” Sean said, shrugging his backpack on and fastening the clips across his chest. “City Lane, right?”  
 
    “Yeah. I think Linda said at seven.”  
 
    It was a regular thing. The team met up for drinks every time they knocked over a week of morning starts, and every time they finished night work. A combination of morale building and the week’s debriefing, Matt supposed. It kept everyone working well together. They’d pushed it back to tomorrow instead of tonight because it was Rawiri’s birthday.  
 
    Sean looked hesitant.  
 
    “Come tomorrow night,” Matt said. “I’ll shout the first round.”  
 
    Sean nodded. “Yeah,” he said. “Okay. I’ll see you there at seven.”  
 
    Matt headed for the street, still holding his blue garbage bag at arm’s length. He could use some beers tomorrow himself.  
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CHAPTER 
 
    THREE 
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    Hayden hoped he still didn’t stink like decay when he entered the club on Thursday night, moving easily between the patrons in the now-you-see-them-now-you-don’t flash of strobe lights. It had been a few weeks since he had been here but it looked like nothing much had changed: the guys were on the dance floor and the girls were in the beer garden, and all was right with the world. He squeezed in at the bar, ordering a vodka and Coke to start the night. He wanted someone sickly sweet to chase the smell of death out of his throat, just like he wanted to be surrounded by people tonight—people that were alive, sweaty, loud, and exuberant—to chase the memory of that maggot-ridden corpse out of his mind.  
 
    Getting laid had always been Hayden’s go-to pick-me-up in the past.  
 
    He stepped away from the bar, and found a wall to lean against where he could watch the guys on the dance floor. There were a few faces that seemed familiar. The regulars. And it didn’t take long for somebody to approach him. 
 
    “Hey,” the guy said, and looked him up and down.  
 
    “Hey,” Hayden said.  
 
    Thank God for sure things, because Hayden had work tomorrow, and he didn’t want to be out all night. He wasn’t on the road tomorrow at least, but he still needed to be reasonably alert. He was technically on a day off, but he’d agreed months ago to fill in for Jocelyn, who was on one of those river cruises in Europe with her husband. Hell if Hayden knew why. Jocelyn didn’t seem to like spending time with her husband. There was a bet going around the station that she was probably going to push him overboard and collect his superannuation money. Hayden wasn’t sure if they were joking or not.  
 
    Fucking relationships. They made no sense to Hayden. Never had, really. Because on one hand, sure, there was Kate and Jimmy, but on the other hand there was Jocelyn and whatever her husband’s name was. Did people not notice when they started to hate their partner, or did they just want to stick it out to the bitter end? It made no sense to him. Then again, he hadn’t exactly grown up surrounded by examples of healthy relationships, had he?  
 
    “I’m saying this as kindly as I can,” Kate had told him once, “but you, my love, are fucked in the head.”  
 
    “Jesus. I’d hate to hear what it sounds like when you’re being blunt then.” 
 
    Though she’d had a point.  
 
    The music in the club was loud. Too loud for conversation, and that was fine. Sure Thing was stocky, clean-shaven, maybe in his thirties. Yeah, he’d do—and by the look he was giving Hayden, he obviously thought the same.  
 
    Sure Thing leaned into his space. He smelled like aftershave. “Do you want to dance?”  
 
    “Not here for that,” Hayden said, downing the rest of his drink.  
 
    His head throbbed a little with the music, or maybe it was because of the way he’d pretty much inhaled his vodka and coke. Whatever. Hayden needed that buzz to distract himself from the memory of that body, half-melted into the bed, with larvae spewing out of it. And that smell…there was nothing in the world quite like that smell. Hayden almost felt bad for Constable Dickhead and Newbie for having to stick around and deal with it. Almost.  
 
    A jolt of guilt—or maybe it was shame—went through him when he thought of how Constable Dickhead had heard him call him that. Hayden could get in a lot of shit if Constable Di—Deakin, Constable Deakin—complained, but that didn’t explain his guilt. It had been a prick of a thing to say, however much Deakin deserved it. Hayden shouldn’t have sunk to his levels of arseholery. He was better than that. Well, he should have pretended to be better than that, which was almost the same thing.  
 
    Hayden forced a flirty smile and pushed himself off the wall, and then set his empty glass down on a nearby table and headed for the toilets. Didn’t even have to look back to see if Sure Thing was following him.  
 
    Of course he was.  
 
    Hayden knew he was an attractive guy. Which was what he deserved, frankly, after a childhood of being teased as a skinny, freckled ranga—and he fucking hated that word—and while the red hair and freckles weren’t going anywhere, at least he’d grown into them, and he’d filled out. He also had a great arse. No doubt Sure Thing’s gaze was stuck to it right now.  
 
    The warmth coiling in Hayden’s gut, the buzzing just under his skin; it had just as much to do with knowing how much the guy wanted to fuck him than the drink he’d thrown back. It was a powerful, heady thing to be wanted, and it made him feel alive. It was hardwired into him, and into everyone—that primal urge when confronted with death to push back. To prove something. To scream at the universe: I’m alive! And in Hayden’s experience there was nothing more life affirming than getting laid.  
 
    Hayden pushed the door to the toilets open. There was a guy at the trough, and he looked Hayden up and down, dick in hand. Hayden flashed him a smile and headed for one of the stalls. Sure Thing followed him in.  
 
    “Michael,” the guy said.  
 
    “Hayden,” Hayden replied, although it didn’t matter, and then Michael was pushing him up against the wall and shoving his tongue down his throat. He tasted like bourbon and sickly-sweet post-mix Coke. His tongue was slimy, and Hayden fought against a rush of revulsion as he thought of wet decay. He tugged Michael’s head back for a moment, sucking in a breath before leaning back against the wall and letting Michael in for another go. As long as Hayden got someone else’s hand on his dick at some point he could overlook the fact that Michael couldn’t kiss for shit.  
 
    Michael slobbered into his mouth for a moment, and Hayden saw melting flesh. He pushed Michael away.  
 
    Michael was panting, wide-eyed. “What?”  
 
    Hayden slid a hand up between Michael’s jean-clad thighs. “Want me to blow you?”  
 
    “Fuck yeah.”  
 
    Like anyone would turn a blowjob down.  
 
    There was a sudden burst of noise as the door to the toilets opened, letting in all the sound from the dance floor. It was a bit early in the night for It’s Raining Men, wasn’t it? The door swung shut again, muffling the sound, but only a second later it was back, and this time accompanied by someone making a high-pitched whine of distress.  
 
    “Fuck! Fuck fuck fuck!”  
 
    “Let me see! Let me see it!” A gasp. “Oh, fuck! That’s blood!”  
 
    “Of course it’s fucking blood! What did you expect? Fucking glitter?”  
 
    Hayden slid out from between Michael and the wall. “Sorry, mate.”  
 
    He tugged the door open and stepped out of the stall.  
 
    And yes, that was blood alright. Two guys stood in front of the sinks. One of them was waving his hand around, and blood was dripping down his wrist, his elbow, all over his tight shirt and his jeans, splatters of it hitting the floor. His friend was pale and swaying, his eyes wide at the sight.  
 
    Hayden moved forward. “I’m a paramedic. What happened?”  
 
    The injured guy—too drunk to be panicking yet—flapped his bloody hand in Hayden’s direction. “I put my hand through a glass.”  
 
    “Okay.” Hayden stepped over to the paper towel dispenser, and grabbed a wad of them. “Sit down,” he said to the swaying friend. “Now. And call an ambulance.” 
 
    The last thing he needed was a second casualty.  
 
    And so much for forgetting about work tonight, right? Hayden hardly noticed as Michael left the toilets.  
 
    “Omigod,” the injured guy said, staring past Hayden at his friend. “I can’t believe I’m the one hurt, and you’re the one having a breakdown!”  
 
    “Oh, fuck you, seriously,” his friend said, holding his phone up to his ear. “Um, yes. Ambulance.”  
 
    “You don’t get to be a drama queen about this,” the injured guy said. “This is my drama-queen moment!” He waved his hand again, blood splattering.  
 
    Hayden caught his wrist. “Don’t do that.”  
 
    The guy looked chastened.  
 
    There didn’t appear to be any glass still in the wound that Hayden could see, so he pressed the wad of paper towels into the guy’s hand and curled his fingers around it. “Keep your fist closed on that. As much pressure as you can, okay?”  
 
    The guy nodded.  
 
    Hayden grabbed more paper towels.  
 
    The door to the toilets swung open, and one of the bouncers appeared. “What’s going on in here?”  
 
    “Put my hand through a glass,” the guy volunteered happily, lifting his hand to show him.  
 
    The bouncer glanced between him and Hayden.  
 
    “I’m a paramedic,” Hayden said. “Can you get me a clean towel or something?”  
 
    The bouncer nodded and left again. Behind Hayden, the injured guy’s friend was talking to Comms.  
 
    “Tell them there’s an off-duty paramedic here,” Hayden said. “And tell them the bleeding isn’t stopping.”  
 
    In the few minutes since Hayden had applied the paper towels, they’d already bled through. He replaced them and curled the guy’s fist tighter. He was pale now, his smile vanished. The combination of alcohol and blood loss meant that he might not have been feeling any pain, but he was going to get very shaky on his feet very fast.  
 
    The bouncer reappeared with a stack of folded bar towels.  
 
    “Help me get him outside for the ambulance,” Hayden said. He and the bouncer escorted the guy outside, through the crush of people dancing, and out into the sudden strange silence of the street. The music was muffled from here, a dull and distant beat.  
 
    A group of women stood some distance away, puffing on cigarettes.  
 
    A curlew scuttled across the street.  
 
    A car with a whining transmission roared down the street.  
 
    Hayden heard sirens in the distance, and hoped they were on their way here.  
 
    He and the bouncer sat the guy down on the edge of the footpath, his feet in the gutter. Hayden sat next to him, making sure he kept his injured hand elevated. His friend hovered around anxiously.  
 
    “Have you been drinking tonight?” Hayden asked him.  
 
    The guy nodded.  
 
    “Did you take anything else?”  
 
    A guilty look.  
 
    “What’d you take?” Hayden asked, and sighed when the guy hesitated. “Mate, I’m not a cop. I don’t care, except some drugs interact badly with others, and it’s important that the doctors at the hospital know exactly what they’re dealing with.”  
 
    “I, um…” 
 
    “I don’t care,” Hayden repeated. “And nobody is going to dob you in to the cops if you took something else, okay?”  
 
    “Okay,” the guy said. “Ah, I took an eccy.”  
 
    That certainly explained why he wasn’t feeling the pain.   
 
    The sirens grew louder, and the flashing red and blue lights heralded the ambulance as it turned the corner and pulled up in front of the club.  
 
    Hayden rose to his feet and waved them down. It was Becky and Brian. Hayden called them the B-Team, but only because they both had senses of humour and thought it was hilarious. He was glad it was them who’d got the call, and not Greg, who Hayden knew was also working. Hayden didn’t get on with Greg, and he knew Greg would have made some comment about how unsurprising it was to find Hayden at a gay club.  
 
    Because of course it was unsurprising. Hayden was gay and liked to get laid. Where the fuck else would he go?  
 
    “The patient’s twenty,” Hayden said. “Conscious and breathing. He’s affected by alcohol and MDMA. Got a laceration to his palm, about four centimetres. It’s still bleeding pretty badly. I couldn’t see any glass in it, but I didn’t have a close look.”  
 
    “Thanks, Hayden,” Brian said.  
 
    “So much for your night out, huh?” Becky raised her eyebrows.  
 
    Hayden glanced down at his blood-spattered shirt. “Yeah, so much for that.”  
 
    He left the patient in the care of Becky and Brian, and then went back inside to scrub his hands clean. He looked around once for Michael before deciding he didn’t really care enough to pick things up again, and exited the club. 
 
    The night was a bust.  
 
    He headed home.  
 
    A stray cat followed him furtively for about half a block, darting from shadow to shadow, but it vanished long before Hayden got home.  
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    Hayden flicked through all the channels on the TV, and then flicked through them again. Monique was out, so the apartment was his, but the freedom to wander to the kitchen and back naked wasn’t really doing it for him right now. He was tired, but he was also restless. So much for getting laid to remind himself that he was alive, when instead he was lying on the couch in his track pants watching reruns of fucking Masterchef. He thought of Kate, and how she sometimes complained about having to go home to Jimmy and the kids after a shitty shift and have them dump their problems on her as well. And yeah, that sounded annoying, but less lonely and pathetic than what Hayden currently had going on.  
 
    He glared at the TV, and at the open packet of Barbecue Shapes on the coffee table in front of him.  
 
    Masterchef and Barbecue Shapes.  
 
    Living the dream.  
 
    It was late—close to midnight—and Hayden was too tired to sleep. Too aware that whenever he closed his eyes he’d just find himself looking at the decaying body of that old man on the bed. And the smell…Jesus, but there was nothing worse than the stench of a rotting corpse. It got right into his skin, into his throat and lungs, until he couldn’t be sure if it was really there or if it was only the memory of it, visceral, stomach-churning, still clinging to him.  
 
    He’d washed his uniform twice, and then thrown some more detergent into the machine and run it empty.  
 
    That poor old bastard, living and dying alone like that. Those were always the worst jobs to deal with, because they always left that question in the back of Hayden’s mind, that fear: What if that’s how I end up? And it wasn’t so much the living alone that scared him—Hayden had done that before and he’d do it again—but the dying alone. The thought that he had made so little impact on the lives of the people around him that maybe one day he’d just drop out of their thoughts, and nobody would even realise they hadn’t heard from him until the neighbours complained about the smell.  
 
    Hayden was more than that, wasn’t he? More than a footnote in someone else’s life? More than an anecdote: Did you hear what happened to our neighbour? 
 
    He rubbed the heel of his hand over his eyes.  
 
    Of course he mattered to people.  
 
    To Kate and Jimmy.  
 
    To Monique, who would at least notice if the rent wasn’t paid.  
 
    And people liked Hayden. He was likeable. He was popular. He was the life of the fucking party. But he didn’t have a large circle of close friends. He didn’t have anyone who badgered him about the unimportant shit in their lives after a horrible shift.  
 
    It was a strange thing to be jealous of.  
 
    Thoughts like these were night time’s specialty, weren’t they? Dark and insidious, but the sunlight killed them. Hayden just needed a good night’s sleep, provided he could trust himself to close his eyes.  
 
    It was midnight, and he hadn’t even looked over his lesson plan for tomorrow. Not that he needed to—Hayden knew that shit backwards. Then, tomorrow night, he had Heather’s birthday dinner. Hayden had been invited because somewhere along the way he’d been unofficially adopted by Kate and Jimmy, and he got corralled into all their family events.  
 
    And then he had a weekend off, and he’d hit the club again and find someone to hook up with. Finally work this restlessness out of his system with a good hard fuck.  
 
    He thought about Constable Matt Deakin, and that tattoo that climbed up his arm, and the way it drew Hayden’s gaze unerringly every damn time. He thought about how the muscles in Deakin’s forearms had corded when he’d put his hands on Hayden’s car that night and leaned in. The guy was an arrogant dick, but, well, Hayden would by lying to himself if he didn’t find him hotter for it. Hotter in an ‘I want to suck this guy’s brains out through his dick and make him beg for mercy’ sort of way.  
 
    Hayden slid his hand under the loose elastic waistband of his track pants and rubbed his fingers over his abdomen, teasing himself by not going any lower.  
 
    Yeah.  
 
    Matt Deakin and that tattoo, and that stoic façade Hayden would like to put a few cracks in.  
 
    The fantasy burst like a bubble as guilt flashed through him. He’d called Deakin Constable Dickhead, and he’d heard. Fuck. It had been dumb, and unprofessional, and even if Deakin didn’t report it—he wouldn’t, right? His mates, if he had any, would talk him out of it. The rest of the coppers loved Hayden—Hayden felt like shit for saying it. Because Deakin was a dickhead, but it was hard for Hayden to take the moral high ground when he’d thrown the word out there like a playground insult.  
 
    He withdrew his hand from his pants and reached for the remote control again.  
 
    Fuck his life, and fuck Masterchef.  
 
    He turned the television off and went to bed. 
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    CHAPTER 
 
    FOUR 
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    On Friday morning Matt turned up at the academy at a quarter to eight for his First Aid refresher course. The academy fronted Rowes Bay. It had a caravan park on one side of it, and a kindergarten on the other. Matt had vivid memories of his time at the academy: the kindergarten kids hanging over the fence watching him and the other recruits on the obstacle course get yelled at by the ex-military trainer who’d really had to curtail his language because of their audience.  
 
    “Get over the wall, you—you lazy person!”  
 
    He wondered if the recruits were still invited to the kindy kids’ graduation, and vice versa.  
 
    There was a group of people waiting outside one of the classrooms. He knew most of the faces, but there were a few strangers from outlying country stations. Matt wandered up and joined the group. It felt strange not to be connected at the hip with Sean, but Sean’s First Aid and CPR certifications were all up to date, and today he was flying solo. Well, he was doing paperwork at the station where he couldn’t get into too much trouble on his own.  
 
    This was probably what parents felt like on their kid’s first day at school.  
 
    “I hope we’re out of here by lunch,” Dave said.  
 
    The best thing about training days was the promise of an early knock off.  
 
    “I hope we don’t get the same woman as last year,” Helen said. “I had to do the whole course, and we were here until five. At least I’m only here for CPR this time.”  
 
    Matt was only half-listening. He was looking out at Rowes Bay, and watching the way the water gleamed in the sunlight. It was mesmerizing, but that might have been just because it was morning, and Matt was not enough of a morning person to be awake yet.   
 
    “Fingers crossed we get Hayden,” Dave said.  
 
    Matt twisted his head around. “Hayden?”  
 
    He shouldn’t have bothered asking. How many Haydens were there in the local Ambulance Service?  
 
    “Hayden the ambo,” Dave confirmed. “You’ve met him, haven’t you?”  
 
    “Once or twice,” Matt said, hoping his face didn’t show what he really thought.  
 
    “Yeah, he’s alright,” Dave said. “If we get Hayden we’ll be out of here by two.”  
 
    Matt didn’t care if they were here until midnight. He would have preferred anyone but Hayden.  
 
    But of course it was hot, arrogant Hayden who waltzed through the door at eight sharp with a smile on his face and a bag of red frogs big enough to share with the entire class. Matt, slouching in a seat toward the back of the room, was glad he’d been given the heads up before Hayden arrived. He wasn’t sure he would have been able to school his expression into something approaching neutral otherwise.  
 
    “Hey. Is Constable Dickhead still inside?” 
 
    Fuck Hayden Kinsella.  
 
    “Hi, everyone,” Hayden said, leaning against the desk at the front of the room. “I think I’ve met most of you before.” His smile faltered as his gaze settled briefly on Matt. “I’m Hayden, I’m a paramedic here in Townsville, and I’ll be taking you through your First Aid certification today. We’ll do the CPR component first, and let you guys get straight back to work.”  
 
    The smile on his face and the tone of his voice said he knew full well that none of them would be heading back to their stations after this.  
 
    There was something very distracting about Hayden’s smile, Matt thought, pretending he hadn’t noticed it. It was a nice smile, a cheeky smile, though it lost its warmth when it was turned in Matt’s direction.  Sitting in a classroom for the rest of the day while Hayden held the floor was going to be an exercise in patience.  
 
    “And, as for the rest of you,” Hayden continued, “if we push through lunch, I think we can be out of here by one.”  
 
    That got a murmur of approval from the room.  
 
    “Okay,” Hayden said. “Let’s open up at the chapter on CPR and get started.”  
 
    Hayden the teacher was a very different man from Hayden the ambo. And both of them had nothing in common with Hayden the impromptu lap dancer—an image Matt was having difficulty getting out of his head.  
 
    Apparently what everyone said was true: Hayden Kinsella was fun. He was fun, and he was friendly, and he’d decided to hate Matt over a stupid fucking speeding ticket. When Matt had seen him straighten up in the back of the ambulance, his gorgeous smile vanishing in an instant, Matt had felt the sting. It had been as though a door had been slammed in his face. Everyone was invited to the party except Matt. Constable Dickhead. It shouldn’t have rankled, but it did. It was Hayden’s problem, not Matt’s, but it didn’t stop him from feeling excluded.  
 
    Of course it didn’t help that Hayden was so hot. That was the metaphorical kick in the balls that followed up the figurative slap in the face of the whole Constable Dickhead thing, wasn’t it? Just the shitty icing on the cake.  
 
    Matt, caught up thinking about how nice Hayden’s ass had looked as he’d waved it around in the back of the ambulance, realized a fraction too late that the man himself had asked him a question. And, from the way everyone was staring at him, he’d already taken too long to answer.  
 
    “Sorry, what?” he managed.  
 
    “Breaths and compressions,” Hayden said. “How many?”  
 
    “Two breaths and thirty compressions.” Lucky he had his book open at the right page.  
 
    “Exactly.” Hayden looked around the room. “Although, new research suggests that the breaths themselves aren’t necessary. If you do the compressions properly, air will get drawn into the lungs anyway, providing there are no obstructions. We’re still teaching it with breaths, but it will probably change in a few years.”  
 
    Matt studied his book and tried to appear interested.  
 
    “Handy to know,” Hayden said, “if you really don’t want to get that up close and personal with someone.”  
 
    Matt glanced up in time to see Hayden catch his gaze, and couldn’t decide it was an insult or not.  
 
    “Who wants to put their mouth on someone with weeping sores and pus?” Hayden said, his lips quirking in a smile.  
 
    Matt couldn’t stop looking at Hayden’s lips. Nothing disgusting about them. They were perfectly shaped. Matt couldn’t decide if he wanted to run his tongue over that full lower lip, or follow the delicate arch of the Cupid’s bow instead. He shifted uncomfortably in his seat, and stared fixedly at the page in front of him until the words blurred.  
 
    “We tell people that they don’t have to perform First Aid or CPR if they don’t want to,” Hayden continued, “but obviously that doesn’t apply to anyone in this room, because you have a duty of care. You guys on the road carry masks? I don’t need to tell you that the last thing you need is to end up with a communicable disease from trying to save someone’s life.” 
 
    A murmur of agreement filled the room.  
 
    “Okay,” Hayden said. “Get into pairs, and let’s break out the dummies.”  
 
    Matt rose from his seat and crossed the room. He found himself partnered up with Tina from admin. Together they wrestled a plastic torso from its bag and laid it on the floor. Hayden, walking around the various groups, passed out mouthpieces and demonstrated how to correctly insert the plastic bags that would function as the dummy’s lungs.  
 
    “You guys start when you’re ready, and I’ll come around, see how you’re going, and ask questions,” Hayden said. “Talk it out loud.”  
 
    It always felt a bit stupid, looking around for danger on a classroom floor, and then reaching for a non-existent hand.  
 
    “Can you hear me?” Tina asked the dummy in a bored voice. “Open your eyes. What’s your name?” Then she winkled up her nose. “Shit.”  
 
    “Airways,” Matt reminded her, flashing her a quick smile.  
 
    “Right,” she said gratefully. She lowered her voice to a whisper. “I did the questions in the back of the book in the car park this morning. I copied off Dave. I hope he didn’t get any of them wrong!”  
 
    Everyone had to do First Aid, but some of them were less likely to need it than others, so Matt prompted Tina with whispers whenever she got stuck, and soon Hayden tapped her on the shoulder to say she’d passed.  
 
    She leaned back on her knees, her face flushed, and helped Matt prepare the dummy for his turn.  
 
    Matt ran though the scenario aloud, conscious of Hayden standing behind him and watching closely. Too closely for comfort, truth be told, but any faint arousal he’d felt staring at Hayden’s mouth before vanished. CPR was hard work. The dummy’s chest rose and fell under his compressions: thock, thock, thock. If only it was so easy to judge on people when you hit the right spot.  
 
    Two breaths, thirty compressions.  
 
    Stop, check for pulse. Start again.  
 
    Two breaths. Thirty compressions. Matt counted them in his head: twenty-six, twenty-seven, twenty-eight—  
 
    “You broke a rib,” Hayden said suddenly. “What do you do?”  
 
    “Reposition and keep going,” Matt replied, glancing up at him.   
 
    Hayden watched as he slid his hands up the dummy’s sternum. “Until?”  
 
    “Until the ambos take over, a medical professional tells me to stop, or I can’t physically continue,” Matt said, continuing the compressions.  
 
    “Okay, the ambos take over, you can stop,” Hayden said, and moved on to the next pair.  
 
    Matt leaned back. His thighs were aching. He reached down to remove the dummy’s lower face, carefully drawing out the plastic bag lungs.  
 
    He’d expected Hayden to take the opportunity to punish him by telling him to keep going, and was grateful for the unexpected show of mercy. He rose to his feet and stretched, and handed the dummy over to the next pair. Sliding back into his seat, he watched Hayden for a moment, then worried he looked too obvious about it, and flipped through his book instead.  
 
    Maybe he’d judged Hayden too harshly. Maybe he wasn’t as hostile at he’d originally thought. He’d gone fairly easy on Matt and Tina after all. It was Dave he was torturing.  
 
    Matt tore his gaze away from Hayden and stared at pictures of spider bites instead.  
 
    Probably safer.   
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    For lunch, Matt found himself heading to the nearby fish and chip shop with one of the coppers from out of town. Matt’s local knowledge saved him from getting McDonald’s, and they introduced themselves on the short walk to the fish and chip shop. Gio Valeri was a senior constable from Richmond—Matt felt a jolt of recognition at the name and wondered why he hadn’t placed the guy before. He’d seen his picture in the media enough times.  
 
    “You like it out there?” Matt asked as they waited for their steak burgers to get cooked.  
 
    Gio’s mouth quirked, and he ducked his head. “It’s grown on me.”  
 
    There’s a story there, Matt thought, but he didn’t know the guy well enough to ask.   
 
    There were only seven of them left after their short lunch break, and seven did not divide into pairs. Tina from admin had finished her CPR component and left, leaving Matt with no partner when it came to the practical section of the First Aid stuff: bandages and slings.  
 
    “Right,” Hayden said, and beckoned him forward. “I’ll do you.”  
 
    Someone at the other end of the room whistled. Dave, that arsehole.  
 
    Hayden rolled his eyes and threw a red frog at Dave, and Matt saw a smudge on the pale skin of his inner wrist that looked like a bruise. No, it was the entry stamp for a club—of course Hayden Kinsella was a party boy—and he hadn’t been able to scrub it all off before work. And no. Matt didn’t need to think about Hayden showering either.  
 
    He stared at the wall and tried to ignore how close Hayden was as he used Matt to show the class the proper technique in applying an elevated arm sling. In real life he’d be in excruciating pain but even playing pretend this shouldn’t have felt this nice or as strangely intimate.  
 
    He tried not to react as Hayden took his hand and pressed it carefully up towards his collar. His first instinct was to pull away from the touch. His second was to press into it. And he castigated himself silently for both while he tried to keep his face impassive.  
 
    Hayden leaned in while he knotted the sling on Matt’s shoulder, and Matt could smell his aftershave. He could also feel the warmth rising off Hayden’s body, and turned his head slightly so that he could watch Hayden’s face as the man’s gaze was on the sling. Just learning from the expert.  
 
    Hayden quirked his lips as his long slender fingers knotted the bandage, and Matt’s heart beat a little faster. He hoped to hell that would be his only physical reaction to Hayden’s close proximity.  
 
    Hayden slid his hand gently back down Matt’s bandaged arm. He took the end of the bandage in his hand and twisted between his fingers until it tightened, and then tucked the end in behind Matt’s elbow. Their gazes met and held, and Matt’s stomach clenched when Hayden’s eyes narrowed slightly.  
 
     “And it’s that simple,” Hayden said abruptly, turning back to the room. “Now, who can show me a collar and cuff sling?”  
 
    Matt unwound the bandage and tried not to stare at Hayden’s arse.  
 
    Constable Dickhead, remember?  
 
    Hayden was an arsehole, and Matt really, really needed a drink tonight.  
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Training was finished by two. Matt walked out of the classroom with Gio, heading toward the gate. There was yelling from the oval, and a moment later a group of recruits swept into view, and then out of it again as they continued their circuit.  
 
    “I don’t miss that at all,” Gio said.  
 
    “Hell no.” Matt tugged his mouth down into a sympathetic grimace. “Hey, listen, my team’s meeting up for drinks tonight. If you’re stuck in town with nothing to do, you’re welcome to join us.”  
 
    “Thanks,” Gio said, and glanced at his watch. “But I’m heading back this arvo.”  
 
    “That’s a long drive.”  
 
    “It’s not too bad.” Gio’s phone chirped an alert, and he pulled it out of his pocket. He squinted at the screen, snorted, and then shook his head. “Sorry. My boss’s kid wants me to get him Subway for dinner tonight and reckons it’ll still be good after a five and a half hour drive.”  
 
    Matt wrinkled his nose.  
 
    “Thanks for the offer though,” Gio said, and his smile seemed genuine. “It was nice meeting you.”  
 
    “You too. Drive safe.”  
 
    Gio’s phone began to ring as he walked toward his car, and he answered it. “Taylor. Why aren’t you at school? No, I’m not at Subway. Put your dad on.”  
 
    Matt watched him go. What would it feel like to kill someone? He shook the thought off, disgusted by it. More like, what would it feel like to have everyone wonder the same fucking thing when they looked at you? All that scrutiny and speculation. No wonder Gio wasn’t going to rearrange his schedule just so he could go out drinking with a bunch of people he didn’t know. Who could blame him?  
 
    Matt didn’t ever want to find himself in a scenario where he had to shoot someone.  
 
    He walked to his car, boots crunching through the gravel. He unlocked his car, and opened the door and tossed his first aid book on the passenger seat. Then he turned the ignition on and checked his phone for messages in the blast of the air conditioning. He had a message from Linda and one from Sean, both checking he was still coming for drinks tonight.  
 
    Hell yes, he was. After a day spent in Hayden Kinsella’s company, Matt deserved a drink. He sent both of them back a text confirming he’d be there at seven, and then set his phone aside as he prepared to pull out onto the road.  
 
    God, what a day. It was nice to get a break from general duties once in a while, but yeah, he could really use a drink.  
 
    He glanced down at his First Aid Manual, and then rolled his eyes at the smiling ambulance officer on the front cover. He swept the book off the passenger seat and into the foot well. The smiling ambulance officer landed on his handsome face, and Matt grinned and imagined it was Hayden.  
 
    He pulled out onto the main road and headed back toward town.  
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    “Oh, fuck my life,” Hayden muttered as he turned around from the bar and saw the group taking up residence at the table next to the one Kate had snagged.  
 
    Matt Deakin, of course, and Newbie, and an entire table full of coppers.  
 
    He fixed a smile on his face and headed back to Kate’s table.  
 
    It was Kate’s daughter Heather’s nineteenth birthday, and Hayden had been roped in, as Kate said, to keep her and Jimmy sane. Heather and her friends were all dressed to the nines, clearly intending on hitting the clubs down Flinders Street East after dinner. The girls were all in strappy short dresses and heels, and the guys were in skinny jeans and tight-fitted shirts. When they were all been introduced, Hayden was fairly certain that one of the guys was giving him the eye, and for a moment his interest was piqued, but then it turned out that it was Heather’s Performing Arts boyfriend, and no. Because if Heather was half the woman her mother was, and she was, then she could definitely take Hayden in a fight.  
 
    He set the drinks down on the table. The drinks here were stupidly expensive, weirdly hipster, and came served in mason jars. Hayden hadn’t been here before. He sure as hell hadn’t realised it was the watering hole of choice for Matt Deakin and his team.  
 
    He sat down, and slid Heather’s drink over to her. “Happy birthday, Heather.”  
 
    She beamed at him, her face already a little shiny. She was wearing the silver bracelet he’d bought her. “Thank you, Hayden!”  
 
    Sam, Kate and Jimmy’s son, was sitting at the end of the table. He looked like he’d rather be anywhere but here.  
 
    Hayden sipped his drink, forcing himself not to drink too fast. At these prices he’d be bankrupt before he was buzzed. He fell into a conversation with Jimmy, and tried to ignore the bunch of coppers sitting right behind him.  
 
    It didn’t work for long.  
 
    “Hayden! Kate! How’s it going?” Linda popped up beside them.  
 
    “Yeah, good,” Hayden said. His gaze slid past hers, and landed on Matt Deakin. Arsehole looked hot. He was dressed in jeans and a graphic t-shirt, but he wore them well. He was resting his forearms on the table. His muscles corded as he lifted his drink and raised it to his mouth, and Hayden looked away before he was caught staring.  
 
    Linda chatted for a few minutes before returning to her table.  
 
    “Oh,” Kate said, elbowing Hayden in the ribs. “Your favourite copper’s here too.”  
 
    “Yep.” Hayden drank his Moscow Mule much faster than he intended and ignored Kate’s smirk.  
 
    When the food came, he ordered another drink. With his back to the coppers’ table he couldn’t see what was going on, but every time a roar of laugher sounded from them, Hayden’s spine stiffened and he felt the urge to turn around and make sure he wasn’t the butt of whatever joke they were telling. He tried to enjoy the company instead, and his surroundings.  
 
    City Lane was a purpose-built alley that ran between Flinders Street and Sturt Street. It had bars and restaurants on each side, with seating spilling out from each one and meeting in a central area. The public toilets were situated near the exit onto Sturt Street. It took two drinks for Hayden to have to go and search them out. He picked a path through the tables and stools, the slight rush of dizziness warning him to slow down his alcohol consumption. He wasn’t driving—the apartment he shared with Monique was at the bottom of Stanley Street, less than a five-minute walk away—but he didn’t want to have to crawl home either.  
 
    The toilets were oddly quiet after the sound of so many people outside talking and laughing in a small space. Hayden pissed, and then washed his hands. He inspected his face in the mirror, checking he wasn’t obviously drunk yet, and then pulled a paper towel out of the dispenser. He wiped his hands, and turned to toss the towel in the bin— 
 
    “Shit.”  
 
    The balled-up paper towel bounced off the front of Matt Deakin’s graphic t-shirt, and landed on the floor.  
 
    Matt Deakin looked down at where the paper ball had landed, and then back up at Hayden. “Are you fucking kidding me?”  
 
    Hayden showed him his palms. “That was an accident, mate.”  
 
    “Oh, I’m your mate now, am I?” Deakin snorted. “Constable Dickhead?”  
 
    Fuck. Fuck fuck fuck.  
 
    Hayden’s stomach clenched, and heat rose in his face. He didn’t want to escalate things with Deakin, but he didn’t want to back down either. He had to stand his ground here, right? Or was that just the alcohol talking? All Hayden could remember was that you were supposed to stand up to bullies. And, okay, possibly he was the bully in this situation given that he’d been the one calling Deakin names, but the principle was still the same, surely? And besides, Deakin had started it.  
 
    He held Deakin’s gaze. “To be fair, you were a dick to me the night we met.”  
 
    “Excuse me?” Deakin’s eyebrows shot up. “You mean the night you tried to flirt your way out of a speeding ticket?”  
 
    “Wait, what?” Hayden blinked. “I wasn’t trying to flirt my way out of a speeding ticket! I was just trying to flirt!”  
 
    “What?” Deakin asked, his voice flat.  
 
    “I was just trying to flirt!” Hayden huffed out a breath.  
 
    Deakin stared at him. “Are you for real?”  
 
    “Yes! Fuck!”  
 
    Deakin’s mouth twitched, and he appeared to be fighting the beginnings of a rueful smile. “Seriously?”  
 
    “Yes!” Hayden raised his hand to cover his own smile, but a laugh bubbled out of him that had as much to do with the buzz of alcohol in his blood than it did the absurdity of the situation. The tension drained out of him. “Holy shit!”  
 
    “I—” Deakin looked almost abashed. “I’m sorry?”  
 
    It came out like a question, and who could blame him? Even Hayden didn’t know if Deakin owed him an apology or not.  
 
    “Well, I didn’t have to be a dick about it,” Hayden admitted.  
 
    Deakin raised his eyebrows. “You really didn’t.”  
 
    Hayden shrugged. “To be fair, I totally thought you started it.”  
 
    “Jesus.” Deakin didn’t hide his smile this time. He laughed, the skin at the corners of his eyes wrinkling. He shook his head. “So who owes who a drink in this scenario?”  
 
    Hayden smirked, and let his gaze drift down Deakin’s body. “Is a drink all I’m going to get out of this?”  
 
    Pushing his luck maybe, but Deakin looked good. His shirt was tight enough to pull a little across his chest, and the sleeves hugged his upper arms nicely. And yeah, there was that tattoo of his, the ink climbing his arm and vanishing under the sleeve of his shirt. Hayden was very interested in seeing how far that tattoo went. He was also interested in what Deakin was packing in his dark jeans. Even when the guy had been a dick—and the thirty seconds or so that had cleared that little misconception up wasn’t quite enough time to adjust to Hayden’s new world view that he wasn’t—he’d been hot.  
 
    “Are you serious?” Deakin asked, his voice low.  
 
    Hayden wet his bottom lip with his tongue. “Are you up for it?”  
 
    For a moment neither of them moved, and then suddenly Deakin was closing the distance between them, pushing into Hayden’s space and shoving him up against the wall. For a sharp, breathless moment Hayden didn’t know what was happening, and then Deakin was kissing him.  
 
    He tasted like beer and salt.  
 
    Hayden opened his mouth, jutting his chin out to meet Deakin’s aggression with some of his own. He reached up and gripped Deakin’s hair, tugging, making sure Deakin felt it. Then he slid his other hand down the curve of Deakin’s arse, gripping tightly and swallowing Deakin’s answering moan.  
 
    “Yeah?” Hayden asked, pulling back, challenging. “You wanna do this?”  
 
    There were two stalls in the toilets.  
 
    Hayden pushed himself off the wall, knocking Deakin a few steps back. Hayden grabbed him by the belt, reeling him in again and dragging him into the stall.  
 
    Deakin slammed the door shut and twisted the lock.  
 
    Hayden almost laughed at the absurdity of this moment. Of being here. With Constable Dickhead. But why the hell not? A stressful job and shift work meant that Hayden preferred hook-ups—no awkward ‘getting to know you’ phase when he just wanted to fuck or be fucked. Deakin probably knew that feeling, right? They were on the same page here—there was nothing wrong with a little bit of mutual stress relief.  Nothing wrong with remembering they were alive, even if sometimes it took a real effort for Hayden to remember that the body underneath his wasn’t the old man’s from yesterday, melting into the bed, wasn’t the woman’s with maggots in her wounds, wasn’t something decaying with disease or death. Hayden had seen the human body at its most disgusting. He hated leaning in for a kiss and suddenly getting a flashback to someone’s ulcerated mouth and tongue. Dissociation was the name of the game, until his libido kicked in again.  
 
    Not with Deakin though. Not tonight. Hayden was fully onboard with every moment of this.  
 
    Hayden pushed Deakin up against the back of the door, making it rattle in the frame. He leaned in, mouth crashing against Deakin’s in a move that felt too aggressive to be called a kiss. He tugged Deakin’s shirt up, and slid his palm across his abdomen. Nice. His abdominals were tight without being too sculpted. Deakin was clearly no gym junkie, but must keep in shape. Hayden swept his palm along Deakin’s abdomen, laughing into his mouth when Deakin sucked in a sharp breath and his stomach at the same time. Hayden followed his treasure trail downward, sliding his hand into Deakin’s jeans, his fingers grazing the elastic of his underwear.  
 
    He leaned back from the kiss. Deakin’s blue eyes were wide.  
 
    Hayden held his gaze, and popped the button on his jeans. As Hayden peeled his fly open, the rasp of his zipper was loud.  
 
    The stall was small, but not too small. There was plenty of room for Hayden to drop down onto his knees— The floor was dry, thankfully. Hayden was nowhere near drunk enough to be cavalier about kneeling in piss. He looked up at Deakin’s startled expression, and flashed him a cocky grin, giving Deakin a moment to push him away. When that didn’t happen, Hayden tugged his jeans down. Deakin was wearing plain blue jocks. It amused Hayden that Deakin clearly hadn’t been expecting to get lucky tonight. Either that, or these were his fanciest underpants and he just had shit taste. The dick straining at the fabric wasn’t inferior quality though. It was a good length, solid thickness, and the pre-come dampening Deakin’s jocks made Hayden’s mouth water. It appeared cut too, which Hayden confirmed when he hooked a finger under the elastic of Deakin’s jocks and freed his dick.  
 
    “Jesus,” Deakin muttered, his head thunking back against the door.  
 
    Hayden reached into his back pocket for a condom.  
 
    “Jesus,” Deakin said again, his breath hitching.  
 
    Lucky Hayden wasn’t here for the vibrant conversation.  
 
    Hayden rolled the condom down over Deakin’s dick, relishing the way Deakin squirmed a little, and the muscles in his abdomen tightened, and his fingers curled into loose fists that knocked against the toilet door. Hayden could shatter a guy into pieces with a blowjob—Deakin was about to get more than his dick blown, that was for sure. Hayden was going to ruin all future hook ups for him.  
 
     He circled his fingers around the base of Deakin’s dick and then leaned in. He breathed out a blast of hot air that made Deakin’s dick twitch. Then, still grinning, Hayden licked a stripe up the underside of the condom. He hated the taste of latex—it reminded him too much of work—but if the alternative was not sucking dick, then he could live with it.  
 
    “Holy shit.” The words escaped Deakin on the tail end of a gasp, and his hand came to rest on Hayden’s head. His fingers carded through Hayden’s hair. 
 
    Hayden wet his lips, and then slid his mouth over the tip of Deakin’s dick. He shuffled his knees further apart, adjusting his stance so that he could get his free hand to his fly and pull the zipper down. As he worked Deakin over with his mouth, he squeezed his aching dick through the fabric of his boxer briefs.  
 
    Deakin’s grip in his hair tightened. Hayden tensed, but Deakin didn’t try to force him to take his dick deeper.  
 
    Hayden closed his eyes. Deakin’s breathy groans, combined with the girth and the weight of his dick in his mouth, were all the incentive Hayden needed to push through the twinge in his jaw. He licked and sucked, his chin wet with spit, squeezing the shaft of Deakin’s dick while he worked over the head.  
 
    And then he opened his throat and swallowed Deakin down.  
 
    “Fuuuuuuck.” Deakin jerked like he was having a seizure.  
 
    Come on, Hayden thought. Come on.  
 
    And then Deakin was coming, the toilet door rattling in its frame as he shuddered against it. Hayden stilled while Deakin came, and then shifted back to sit on his heels. His dick was almost painfully hard. He gazed up at Deakin, at his still-shocked face and his slack jaw, and finished himself off in three quick strokes, catching most of the mess in his hand.  
 
    “Shit,” Deakin said softly. He slid the condom off.  
 
    Hayden grabbed for a handful of cheap, scratchy toilet paper, wincing as he cleaned his hands. Then he climbed to his feet and dropped the paper into the toilet before flushing it. He zipped himself up again, and flashed Deakin a satisfied grin.  
 
    Deakin peeled himself off the toilet door, still looking shell-shocked.  
 
    Hayden washed his hands and inspected his flushed face in the mirror while Deakin wrapped the condom in layers and layers of paper towel from the dispenser and shoved it down the side of the bin.  
 
    “Give me your phone.” He held out his hand.  
 
    Deakin checked his pockets, fumbling his phone when he unlocked it and handed it over.  
 
    Hayden entered his number in Deakin’s contacts. “There,” he said, passing the phone back. “Maybe next time you can return the favour?”  
 
    “Yeah,” Deakin said, blinking at him. He huffed out a breath that sounded like it was trying to be a laugh. “Sure.”  
 
    Hayden checked his reflection one more time and sailed back outside to rejoin the party.  
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    Monique was out when Hayden got home. They got on fairly well, but the apartment was definitely more hers than Hayden’s. Monique was a uni student, which the eighth-floor apartment overlooking Ross Creek didn’t really reflect. Hayden had never asked for details, but it was obvious that money was not an issue for her at all. The apartment looked like it had been furnished out of a glossy catalogue—Monique’s parents owned a high-end furniture place, so it probably had been—all except for Hayden’s room. Hayden’s room definitely had the feel of an impoverished university student’s hovel instead, even though he was the one with an actual fulltime job.  
 
    Hayden checked the kitchen cupboards for a snack and helped himself to one of Monique’s homemade choc-chip biscuits. He put the lid back on the container, then thought the better of it and helped himself to another two.  
 
    He poured himself a glass of milk from the fridge. It was two days past its expiry date, but it still smelled okay. Hayden wasn’t worried enough—or desperate enough—to help himself to Monique’s soy milk instead. He wasn’t a masochist.  
 
    The milk killed the last of his beer buzz. Hayden left the glass in the sink and wandered into the living room and sat on the couch. The remote control was out of reach, and he couldn’t be bothered to move, so he ate the biscuits and listened to the hum of the air conditioner. The short walk home from City Lane had left him feeling sweaty. It wasn’t quite summer yet, but the humidity was already starting to creep in. Even at night the temperature didn’t drop by much. Hayden had some hot, sticky nights to look forward to, and not in a fun way.  
 
    Not like tonight. 
 
    His mouth quirked as he thought of Matt Deakin and his stunned mullet impression. Yeah, he’d sucked the guy’s brains out through his dick. He wondered if Deakin would call him. Hayden didn’t do relationships—those he’d attempted had usually crashed and burned under the pressures of shiftwork, as well as other things—but he wasn’t opposed to the idea of a repeat performance with Deakin. Deakin had a nice dick, and Hayden definitely liked the idea of getting it inside him at some point.  
 
    His grin grew. Funny how things worked out. If anyone had asked Hayden earlier tonight how much he hated Constable Dickhead, Hayden could have delivered a thesis, complete with pie charts and a PowerPoint presentation on just how far that arsehole got under his skin, and offer up his top ten suggestions on all the horrific ways Deakin could die. Now though… 
 
    Now Hayden really wanted to suck his dick again. Deakin was hot, and had a nice dick, and a nice laugh, and Hayden still hadn’t mapped out the exact dimensions of that interesting tattoo yet. It was important to have goals, right?  
 
    He dug his phone out of his pocket and checked for messages.  
 
    None yet, but Hayden smiled at his reflection in the home screen anyway. He didn’t doubt for a second that Deakin would call, and they could pick up where they’d left off.  
 
    Hayden drifted off to sleep with his phone clutched to his chest, and biscuit crumbs littering the floor around the couch.  
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    SIX 
 
    [image: :heart rhythm.tiff] 
 
      
 
    The sun was well and truly up by the time Matt rolled out of bed. He yawned and dragged his hands through his hair. He smelled of stale alcohol and sweat. Apparently he’d been so drunk last night he’d just face-planted into bed and not even bothered to turn the ceiling fan on. The day already felt heavy with humidity.  
 
    Last night had been… 
 
    Matt had no idea what last night had been. Unexpected, certainly. Mind-blowing, absolutely.  
 
    For starters, he couldn’t believe he’d done something as reckless as getting off with someone in a public toilet. With his colleagues nearby. His colleagues who could technically arrest him for that, if anyone had seen them. And he hadn’t got off with just any guy either, but Hayden Kinsella. That was the craziest part, actually. Not that Hayden wasn’t good looking—Matt had always had a thing for redheads—but he was a prick. Which, okay, might have been a mistaken impression thanks to a case of crossed wires somewhere along the way, but still.  
 
    Totally unexpected.  
 
    Matt sat on the edge of his bed and stared at his bedroom floor. He could hear the radio on in the kitchen.  
 
    Matt’s bedroom was the same one his mother had grown up in. Matt had opened the built-in cupboard when he’d moved in and found the faded Wham! stickers decorating the mirror stuck on the inside of the door—which was more than he’d ever needed to know about his mum’s teenage fangirl ways, thanks. In the four months since he’d moved down from Ingham, Matt had barely unpacked. Most of his gear was stored in the spare room, or was gradually migrating throughout the house: his television had replaced Grandad’s, his plates and cutlery were mixed in with Grandad’s in the kitchen, and he’d taken one look at Grandad’s clunky old vacuum cleaner before going out and buying a new one from this century. Matt was slowly making his mark on the place.  
 
    He yawned and stretched, and shuffled down the hallway toward the kitchen. The floorboards creaked underfoot. 
 
    Grandad’s house was an old railway cottage. It had solid bones, but there was a lot of stuff that needed fixing or updating, just like the house from the other day. Before Matt’s transfer to Townsville, Grandad had been living alone like the old man from the other day too. If Matt hadn’t moved down from Ingham, what then? It gave him chills to think about it. Would the neighbours only notice something was wrong when they hadn’t seen him in days? Nobody deserved to end up like that.  
 
    Grandad was sitting at the kitchen table, reading the newspaper. A cup of tea steamed away in front of him. He was Matt in fifty-odd years. His once-dark hair was grey nowadays, and thin and tufty. He was pretty much bald on top, though Matt took what consolation he could in knowing that hadn’t started to happen until Grandad was in his fifties. So some hope there.   
 
     Grandad peered at Matt, and then took his glasses off and peered at him again. “You look like shit warmed up.”  
 
    “Feel like it too,” Matt said, opening the fridge and grabbing the juice.  
 
    Grandad laughed, his jowls shaking. His skin was wrinkled and sagging; the crows’ feet at the corners of his eyes were deep furrows. His ears had outgrown his skull. It sometimes surprised Matt to look at him and realise how old and frail he’d gotten. Not that Matt would dare tell him that. 
 
    Charlie, lying on the floor beside Grandad’s feet, lifted his massive head long enough to see what the fuss was about, and then thumped his tail a few times against the floor and started to snore. Charlie was a Bull Arab; mostly dirty white with tan patches and spots, and one blue ear.  
 
    Matt poured himself a juice, blinking out through the wooden louvers into the back yard. As he watched, the chooks swept across the grass in some sort of complicated formation, before diving into the ferns to forage.  
 
    “Is that yesterday’s paper?” He put the juice back in the fridge and then sat down at the table with his glass.  
 
    Grandad shook it, and then set it down on the table. “You could pick me up today’s, if you’re heading out at all?”  
 
    Matt checked the clock over the fridge. It was nine; way later than he’d intended on sleeping. Nine was practically lunchtime for Grandpa. “Yeah. I’m going to go to Bunnings and grab what I need to fix the cabinets.”  
 
    They both looked over to where the doors of the kitchen cabinets were hanging open. The catches on most of them had busted years ago and, thanks mostly to Charlie’s inquisitive nose, they didn’t stay closed for long. And Grandad was in no position to repair them. He’d had been slowing down long before his hip replacement surgery anyway. When Matt had got the transfer to Townsville from Ingham, moving in with Grandad had seemed like the best solution for both of them.  
 
    “Make sure you get a receipt,” Grandad said, a warning tone creeping into his voice.   
 
    He was keeping careful tabs on what Matt spent around the house, so that, as he put it, when he fell off the perch and the house was sold Matt could get his money back. Given that he was only paying nominal rent, Matt had told him not to bother, but Grandad was equal measures proud and stubborn.  
 
    “I will.”  
 
    Grandad scrubbed his stubby fingers through his wispy hair. “Thought you said last night was going to be an early one.”  
 
    “That was the plan, yeah.”  
 
    “Wasn’t early when you got in.”  
 
    Matt sipped his juice and shrugged.  
 
    “Did you get lucky?” Grandad asked, waggling his eyebrows.  
 
    “Oh, Jesus.” Matt drank the rest of his juice and then set the cup down. “I am not talking about my sex life with you, Grandad.”  
 
    “Why not?” Grandad demanded. “When you get to my age, you have to live vicariously!”  
 
    Matt snorted, and then stood and put his cup in the sink. “I’m pretty sure you don’t want to know all the details.”  
 
    “Well, you can leave out the stuff about penises, and I’ll just close my eyes and think of Julie Christie.”  
 
    “I don’t know who that is,” Matt said, running water in his cup.  
 
    “Bloody philistine,” Grandad said. “So, did you get lucky or not?”  
 
    Matt sighed and turned around to lean back against the counter. “I’m not talking about this with you!”  
 
    Grandad cackled.  
 
    Charlie woke up long enough to lift his head and to wag his tail enthusiastically, then collapsed in a huff. He was big, and old and lazy, and spent most of his days sleeping.  
 
    “So anyway,” Matt said, shaking his head. “We are never going to mention this conversation again. Ever.”  
 
    “Sure, Matty,” Grandad said, lifting his mug and taking a sip of his tea. “Whatever you say.”  
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    Matt was standing in the line at the checkout at Bunnings when he remembered that Hayden had put his number in his phone last night. Did that mean he wanted Matt to call him? Or expected Matt to call him? Matt didn’t want to screw this up. It was bad enough when Hayden had hated him for no reason at all. How much worse could he get if Matt actually did the wrong thing? Probably something Matt should have thought about before letting Hayden suck his dick.  
 
    Letting.  
 
    As though Matt hadn’t been totally, enthusiastically fucking on board with everything that had happened.  
 
    He finally made it to the checkout, paid for the fittings to fix the cabinets and the few other things he’d picked up, and then headed outside into the blazing sunlight to join the next queue: the one for the sausage sizzle.  No way in hell were Matt and his hangover braving Bunnings on a Saturday morning and not getting a sausage out of it.  
 
    He ate his sausage leaning up against the boot of his car, watching the Saturday morning shoppers circle for a park. A police car crept through the car park at one point, heading for the lighting store nearby. Scenes of Crime, Matt realised. Must have had a break or something overnight. Matt hadn’t been in Townsville long enough that he knew all the Scenes of Crime guys—they worked out of Mundingburra Station, not Town Station—and he was too far away to wave anyway, without looking like a dick.  
 
    The move to Townsville had been mostly for his career. Ingham was great, and it was his hometown, but it was a small station. There hadn’t been the same room for career advancement there as there was in a bigger centre like Townsville. The move had partly been for Grandad too, because Grandad was adamant he wasn’t going into a bloody home—his words—but he was fast getting to the point where he couldn’t take care himself. And Matt’s mum had been tired of getting calls from the neighbours that she’d frantically relayed to Matt:  
 
    “He’s up on the roof again, Kelly. I think he’s fixing the gutters.”  
 
    So maybe it was a little strange to be sharing a house with his Grandad at his age, but it worked for them.  
 
    Matt finished his sausage, wiped his fingers on his shirt, and then pulled his phone out of his pocket. He stared at the screen for a moment before finally typing out a text to Hayden Kinsella:  
 
    Hey. Last night was fun. Let me know if you want to catch up again sometime.  
 
    That was okay, right? Not too pushy, not too needy, not too desperate and lonely? Which Matt wasn’t, not exactly, but it had been a long time since he’d bothered navigating the world of dating. Or hooking up. Or whatever this thing with the world’s most annoying ambo could be called.  
 
    Okay, so Matt didn’t know what it was, but he was sure as shit interested in figuring it out.  
 
    He hit Send, and then put his phone back into his pocket in case he was tempted to stare at the screen until he got a response, and then headed home. 
 
    He cranked up the air conditioning on the drive so that he was blasted with cold air. Air conditioning was another thing he wanted to sort out at Grandad’s house, and he needed to look into it before summer really hit. Grandad had a rattling old window unit in his bedroom that was as loud as a freight train and probably hadn’t been serviced in years. Matt figured he’d replace it with a split system, and get one for his room as well. No way in hell would he be able to sleep though a sweltering summer’s day when he was on night shift.  
 
    He stopped off at the corner store to pick up a newspaper for Grandad, and a Fanta for himself. Apparently his hangover was calling for something fizzy and orange and full of sugar, and Matt wasn’t in the mood to deny it. He’d stayed out a lot longer than he’d intended last night, buoyed by…buoyed by Hayden Kinsella’s blowjob, probably, even though they hadn’t had any more contact after that. Just a few smirks exchanged between their tables. Hayden had left soon after, but Matt had stayed on with his team. They’d been there until closing. He definitely needed this Fanta.  
 
    When Matt arrived back home, the chooks met him at the front gate. Charlie, swaggering, brought up the rear. The chooks were unbothered by Charlie. He was way too old and lazy to chase them, although he did still get himself jammed in the entrance to the coop from time to time, trying to get to the eggs. Matt ran the gauntlet from the gate to the front steps with the chooks racing after him, sharp-eyed and eager just in case he was carrying food for them. He had to be careful they didn’t follow him inside.  
 
    Grandad was still in the kitchen, his old toolbox opened up on the table. He was digging through it, rattling away.  
 
    “Got you the paper.” Matt set it on the table. 
 
    “Good lad.” Grandad closed his toolbox. “Have you seen my Phillips head screwdriver?”  
 
    “Nope.”  
 
    Grandad huffed. “We’re going to need it for the cabinets.”  
 
    “No, we’re not. I’ve got a power drill with a screwdriver bit.” Matt cracked open his Fanta. “You sit there and read the paper. I’ll take care of it.”  
 
    Grandad snorted, but sat down and opened the newspaper straight to the Classifieds, just like he did every Saturday. Listening to Grandad muse aloud over the price someone was asking for a second-hand pressure washer or looking for parts for a 1971 HQ Holden stripped the years away, and transported Matt back to all the school holidays he’d spent here as a kid. It reminded him of Saturday morning cartoons, of the fanfare played before the news was broadcast on ABC radio, of sneaking Iced VoVo’s out of the biscuit tin on top of the fridge and, oddly, of the smell of sarsaparilla. A bottle of it must have been spilled in Grandad’s kitchen at some point and the smell had never truly vanished.  
 
    Matt screwed the lid back on his Fanta and put the rest in the fridge for later, and then headed out the back door. His appearance in the yard invigorated the chickens: they raced around the corner of the house and ambushed him on his way to the shed.  
 
    As a kid, Matt had been leery of Grandad’s shed, convinced that every dark corner and cranny was hiding a snake or a spider, and age hadn’t improved the place. It was probably a good couple of decades overdue a clean out, but Matt kept pushing that task to the bottom of the list. His own toolbox was on a shelf within reach of the door, so he didn’t need to brave his childhood fears today.  
 
    The chickens followed him hopefully back to the house, and Matt shooed them out of the way while he held the door open for Charlie, who struggled up the three shallow steps from the yard, and collapsed with a sigh at Grandad’s feet.  
 
    “Lazy old bugger,” Grandad said fondly, and rubbed his head with his slipper.  
 
     Matt set his toolbox on the table next to Grandad’s, and opened it to find his drill just as his phone chimed in his pocket. He held his breath as he checked the message: Sounds good. You off for the whole weekend?  
 
    A smile spread across Matt’s face as he tapped out a reply: Not working again until Tuesday arvo.  
 
    “Oooh,” said Grandad. “Is that your new fella?”  
 
    Matt flushed and set his phone on the table. “He’s not my anything, but yeah, it’s the guy from last night.” 
 
    Grandad smirked. “If you say so.” 
 
    Matt rolled his eyes, found his drill, and sat on the kitchen floor. He opened the first cabinet door, and unscrewed the old broken catch. Charlie’s ears twitched at the buzz of the drill, but he didn’t open his eyes. 
 
    “So tell me about this new fella who’s not your anything,” Grandad said, the crisp pages of the newspaper rattling.  
 
    Matt sighed. “He’s an ambo. He’s cute. A redhead. He…” He sucks dick like he’s competing at an Olympic level? No. Grandad didn’t need to know that. “I don’t know much else about him yet.”  
 
    Grandad hummed.  
 
    “It might just be casual,” Matt said. “He might not be looking for anything else.”  
 
    “But you are?”  
 
    “Maybe.” Matt shifted so he could reach far enough to hook a finger around the Bunnings bag and tug it onto the floor. He popped open the packet of new catches. They were the same size as the old ones, which meant he didn’t even need to drill any new holes. That would make an already simple job even easier. “I don’t know. I’m open to it, I guess. I mean, for the last few months I thought he was a complete arsehole, but it turns out we got off on the wrong foot.”  
 
    “Sounds like a story there,” Grandad commented. “What changed your mind?”  
 
    Matt was glad Grandad couldn’t see his blush. “Um…” 
 
    Grandad laughed.  
 
    “Anyway, we’ll see how it goes,” Matt said.  
 
    “That’s all you can do.”  
 
    “Yeah.” Matt shuffled on his arse to the next cabinet door and opened it. The plastic catch was cracked, not totally broken yet, but he might as well replace it while he was doing the others. “If he’s interested.”  
 
    He took his drill and unscrewed the old catch. Grandad laughed at something, and Matt twisted around to find him holding his phone and squinting at the screen.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    Grandad’s laugh turned into a wheeze. “I think he’s interested!”  
 
    Matt scrambled to his feet and snatched his phone. He stared at the screen, horror flooding through him.  
 
    Hayden was interested alright.  
 
    He’d sent a dick pic.  
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    Grandad was still chortling about the dick pic that night as he settled down in his recliner, his phone within easy reach as he waited for his regular Saturday night call from Matt’s mum. Matt made him a cup of tea, checked he had his cane, and pointed at the phone: “Do not tell Mum about that picture!”  
 
    “I’m saving it to tell her in person when she’s down next,” Grandad called after him as headed for his room. “I want to see the look on her face!”   
 
    “You’re a bloody menace!”  
 
    Grandad’s cackle followed him down the hallway.  
 
    Matt lay on his bed and went through his phone. He and Hayden had exchanged texts throughout the day—Matt was keeping the fact that Grandad had seen Hayden’s dick pic to himself—and they’d agreed to meet up tomorrow evening at City Lane to grab a few drinks and a feed. Matt wasn’t sure if it was a date or not, but that was fine. He was content to see how things went and, like he’d told Grandad, he was open to more. 
 
    Provided he and Hayden didn’t murder each other. 
 
    Matt shook his head.  
 
    Weird how much last night had suddenly flipped everything he’d thought about Hayden Kinsella. Yesterday morning he could have written a thesis on exactly how much he hated the guy, and now…now they were going on a date.  
 
    Or for drinks and a feed.  
 
    Which was probably just another name for a date.  
 
    Or maybe it wasn’t. The only thing he was sure of right now was that it had been a long time since he’d felt this tightly wound with anticipation, a giddy, bubbling sensation in his gut, and he liked it.  
 
    He liked it a lot.  
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    On Sunday afternoon Hayden met Matt Deakin at City Lane. Matt looked good in his jeans and his button-down shirt—definitely a step up to smart casual after Friday night’s casual-casual—and Hayden smiled when he saw him walking toward him.  
 
    They went to the same place they’d been at on Friday. It was quieter tonight, with more families with children and less people dressed up to hit the nightclubs after they’d finished their meal. They talked about work, and about people they knew in common.  
 
    “Are you from Townsville originally?” Matt asked while they ate.  
 
    “Nobody’s from here originally.” Hayden laughed. “They just move here and forget to leave again.”  
 
    Matt laughed too. “So where are you from?”  
 
    “Born in Melbourne, moved around a lot, ended up here.” Hayden shrugged the question away. This bullshit small-talk stuff was why he preferred random hook-ups—so much less work. But Matt Deakin interested him enough that he might be worth the effort. He turned the question back onto Matt. “What about you?”  
 
    “I’m an Ingham boy.”  
 
    “And what brought you to Townsville?”  
 
    Matt took a sip of his beer. “Better opportunities for promotion, mostly. Also, my Grandad is here, and he’s getting on a bit.” He hesitated for a moment, and a flush rose in his cheeks. “I actually live with him.”  
 
    “Oh.” Hayden raised his eyebrows. That was…unexpected, but he was nothing if not practical. He could roll with the punches. “So I guess if we’re fucking tonight, we’re doing it at my place?”  
 
    Matt huffed out a laugh. “You get straight to the point, don’t you?”  
 
    “Never saw any reason not to.”  
 
    “Fair enough.” The corner of Matt’s mouth twitched. “So yeah, your place would be a better option.”  
 
    It had been a while since Hayden had taken anyone home. It was less messy to go home with someone else and extricate himself later when they were done. He much preferred the walk of shame to hours spent dropping hints about what time it was, and how he had to be up in the morning, and do you need me to call you a taxi? Besides, what was shameful about getting laid?  
 
    Hayden had always had a healthy attitude towards sex, not so much his sexuality, but sex. He’d known from the time he was a teenager that sex was something that should be fun and safe, even if at the same time he’d known to shut his mouth about who he wanted to have sex with. He hadn’t been ashamed of sexuality, but he’d been acutely aware that other people were prepared to hate him for it: he’d stayed in the closet because that had been the safest place to be, and he’d been desperate to burst out and finally get some dick the moment he could. He had spent most of his late teens and early twenties making up for lost time.  
 
    He wondered what the closet looked like in small-town Ingham. It was hard to imagine a small town in North Queensland would have been more accepting of Matt than Melbourne had been of Hayden. Then again, Hayden had hardly grown up in St. Kilda, had he?  
 
    “So, how long have you been an ambo?” Matt asked.  
 
    “Three years since I qualified. How long have you been a copper?”  
 
    “Four years.” Matt set his knife and fork down on his plate. “What made you want to get into that?”  
 
    Sometimes people expected a story—a singular moment in Hayden’s life that put him on the path to his calling. Sometimes Hayden thought he should just make something up—and sometimes he did—but he gave Matt the truth.  
 
    “I like the rush of driving fast and saving lives.” He raised his eyebrows. “And the Service paid for my degree.”  
 
    Matt’s mouth tugged up at the corners. “Fair enough.”  
 
    “What about you? Why’d you want to be a copper?”  
 
    “When I was a kid, we lived next door to the old sergeant,” Matt said. “He busted me for shoplifting when I was about twelve, read me the riot act, and promised not to tell my parents if I came to the station every day after school for a month and washed all the cars.” He shook his head. “I don’t know. I guess the place grew on me.”  
 
    “Sounds like Stockholm Syndrome.”  
 
    Matt laughed. “Maybe.”  
 
    Hayden smiled at him and knocked his foot against Matt’s under the table. “You were a real bad seed as a kid, huh?”  
 
    “I was a literal boy scout, actually.” Matt snorted. “I just really wanted those Yu-Gi-Oh! cards.”  
 
    The waitress came to clear their table. “Another drink?”  
 
    Hayden met Matt’s gaze, and felt heat stirring. “No, thanks. I think we’re good to go.”  
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    They were kissing the moment they made it through the front door. It was rough and messy and rushed, and Hayden hardly had time to check that Monique was out before he dragged Matt toward his bedroom. For an apartment as flash as this one, the walls were surprisingly thin, and Hayden planned on being as loud as he wanted once he had Matt in his room.  
 
    He shut the bedroom door behind them and crowded Matt toward the bed. Got up into his space, tilting his head to lick a stripe along Matt’s jaw that made Matt’s breath shudder. The faintest hint of stubble rasped against Hayden’s tongue, and he came back and worried the place with his teeth.  
 
    “Fuck.” Matt dragged his fingers through Hayden’s hair, and Hayden wished he wore it longer. Wished that Matt really had something to grab hold of, to curl around his fist and pull.   
 
    Hayden pushed Matt down to sit on the bed, and climbed onto him. Grinning, he straddled his thighs, and popped the top button of Matt’s dress shirt. Matt’s hands settled on his hips, his fingers digging in. Hayden worked his buttons free, and slid the shirt off his shoulders to reveal tanned skin that tasted a little like salt when Hayden dipped his head to lick it, and that tribal tattoo that he’d only caught tantalising glimpses of before. It was a half sleeve that extended across his shoulder to his scapula at the back and his right pectoral at the front. The ink covered his skin like some sort of gladiatorial armour. The design was Celtic; intricate knot work that must have taken hours in the chair. Hayden wanted to follow every loop and scroll with his tongue.  
 
    “Nice,” he murmured.  
 
    Matt flushed. “Your turn.”  
 
    Hayden leaned back, tugging his shirt off and dropping it onto the floor. His skin warmed as Matt’s heavy-lidded gaze raked over him, and then Matt closed the space between them and pressed his mouth to the juncture of Hayden’s shoulder and neck. Hayden shivered at the scrape of his teeth. He squirmed, laughed, and pushed Matt away so that he fell back onto the bed, Hayden still straddling him.  
 
    Hayden rubbed a hand across Matt’s chest, exploring the small thatch of hair between his pecs that thickened as it got lower, and eventually darkened into a treasure trail that vanished into the top of his hip-hugging jeans. He always liked this part with someone new: exploring a body that was unknown to him and mapping it out with his fingers and his tongue. And Matt was an enthusiastic subject—dropping his head back and moaning as Hayden touched him and pulled up marks on his neck with his mouth. 
 
    “How do you want to do this?”   
 
    Matt looked a little dazed. “Um…how do you want to?”  
 
    “Now’s not the time to be shy, Constable Deakin,” Hayden said, grinding against the bulge in his jeans. “Do you want to fuck me? Get your dick in me?”  
 
    Hayden wouldn’t call himself a size queen or anything, but he remembered with enthusiasm that Matt’s dick had been more than a mouthful, and he couldn’t wait to get it inside his arse.   
 
    “Yeah.” Matt swiped his lower lip with his tongue. “I want to get my dick in you.”  
 
    Hayden ducked down and licked the same path along Matt’s bottom lip. When he leaned back, Matt followed him up. They jostled with flies and underwear and jeans that were suddenly a pain in the arse to get off. Hayden rolled off Matt, laughing when Matt got his jeans caught around his shoes. He helped him tug the shoes off, dropping them one at a time with a dull thunk onto the floor.  
 
    He liked this part of sex as well. The awkward, fun part where it was okay to laugh. 
 
    Hayden climbed off the bed, naked now, and opened the drawer in his bedside cabinet. Condoms, lube, tissues, and a couple of toys. Lately he’d been lazy and couldn’t be fucked with cleaning up his toys afterwards, so he hadn’t used them much. Not even the plug. And one glance at Matt’s dick told Hayden he was definitely going to feel the stretch tonight.  
 
    Good.  
 
    Hayden tossed the lube and a condom onto the bed. “Come on, Constable Deakin, get that dick in me, huh?”  
 
    “It’s Matt.” Matt raised his eyebrows. “I don’t want to think about work right now.”  
 
    “Really?” Hayden climbed onto the bed again and straddled his thighs. “Not even about handcuffs? Do they let you take those home, by the way?”  
 
    Matt laughed again, breaking off into a moan as Hayden wrapped a hand around his dick. “Fuck. I’m—I’m sure that could be arranged.”  
 
    Hayden rubbed his thumb over the head of Matt’s dick, loving the way that Matt shuddered underneath him. “I could be into that.”  
 
    He caught a bead of hot precome on his thumb, and spread it over the head of Matt’s dick. He pressed hard, dragging his thumb across that sensitive flesh. Matt dropped his head back, his spine arching.  
 
    “You’re big,” Hayden said. He ducked down and licked Matt’s pec, following the lines of the tattoo. “Gonna feel you for days, aren’t I?”  
 
    “You want that?” Matt asked, his voice rough.  
 
    “Yeah.” Hayden flashed him a cocky smile. “Yeah, I do.”  
 
    He didn’t waste much time on prep—a couple of fingers, a shitload of lube, and nature would find a way. It was a philosophy that had always served him well in the past, so it was the work of minutes before he was straddling Matt again, pushing him down and digging the fingers of one hand into his shoulder. Into the lines of his tattoo. He reached behind himself with his other hand, caught Matt’s dick, and held it in place while he sat back.  
 
    The stretch was good. Shocking enough that Hayden’s skin pebbled with a sudden chill and his breath punched out of him before his body adjusted. He arched his spine, and Matt’s hands came to rest on his hips.  
 
    “Fuck!” Matt squeezed his eyes shut as Hayden began to ride him.  
 
    This.  
 
    Hayden was good at this. It felt good too. It took a little while for them to fall into a rhythm, but once they did Matt lifted his hips to meet Hayden whenever Hayden pushed back down, and his dick rode Hayden’s prostate every time.  
 
    Hayden clutched Matt’s shoulders and let out a breathless laugh.  
 
    Matt was pretty fucking good at this too, and then it was better than good. It was amazing.  
 
    Hayden leaned down to nip Matt’s bottom lip. “Fuck, yeah. You like this?”  
 
    Matt gripped Hayden’s hips tighter. “Y-yeah.” His voice was ragged at the edges. “Yeah, I like it.”  
 
    Hayden straightened up, pulling his shoulders back and arching his spine. He rose up on his knees again, feeling the burn in his thighs and his arse, and rolled his hips as he slid down onto Matt’s dick. Matt’s eyes were wide, and the tendons in his neck stood out when he rolled his head back. Sweat darkened his hairline, and shone on his upper lip. Hayden grinned at him, and then clenched down hard on his dick just to listen to the sounds he made.  
 
    Matt groaned, and lifted a hand from Hayden’s hip. He reached up above his head, and wrapped his fingers around the one of the slats in the headboard of the bed, as though he was trying to anchor himself. The sight of his biceps bunching, making his tattoo move, pushed Hayden right to the edge of coming. He sucked in a breath, and began to jerk himself off. So close. He rocked against Matt, the springs in his mattress sighing.  
 
    “Come on,” Matt rasped. “Come on!”  
 
    Hayden stroked himself faster, pleasure tightening in a coil inside him, his balls drawing up. His muscles locked, and then he was there, coming over his fist and over Matt’s stomach and chest in sudden hot spurts. He collapsed forward onto Matt, thighs aching, fingers twitching, the aftershocks of his climax still shivering through him.  
 
    Matt rolled him onto his back, following him over. They jostled against one another briefly, Matt’s dick slipping free, and then Matt was hooking one of Hayden’s legs over his shoulder. Hayden tilted his pelvis, and closed his eyes as Matt pushed into him again.  
 
    It was Hayden’s turn to grip the slats of the headboard.  
 
    Matt thrust. Two times, and then three, and then he was shuddering through his own orgasm.  
 
    For a moment he held himself up above Hayden, his eyes wide and his chest heaving, and then he shifted and face-planted into the mattress beside him. “Holy fuck.”  
 
    Hayden, breathless, couldn’t agree more. 
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    They sat on the balcony with a beer each. The balcony overlooked the creek, and the park, and the restaurant precinct over in Palmer Street. It caught a good breeze at night.  
 
    Hayden was wearing his boxer briefs and a T-shirt. Matt was wearing his jeans. His button-up shirt hung open, framing the planes of his chest. Hayden sipped his beer while he stole glances, and waited to feel that itch, that restlessness that usually translated into a need to get this stranger out of his space now. But he didn’t feel that building impatience with Matt, which was weird. It usually hit twice and hard and fast with someone he’d brought home instead of going to their place.    
 
    Instead, they slipped easily into conversation.  
 
    They talked about work, about some of the jobs they’d been to, and the frequent flyers they had in common. They talked about shiftwork, and how isolating it could be, and then Matt told Hayden about how he was slowly doing up his grandfather’s house while he was living there, and that was how he spent most of his time off.  
 
    “Just the little stuff, mostly,” he said. “I mean, the roof will need looking at soon, but I’ll get someone in for that. You don’t want to fuck up a roof, you know?”  
 
    “Seems like it could be an expensive mistake,” Hayden agreed. “Does the house need a lot of work?”  
 
    “It’s mainly cosmetic stuff, apart from the roof.” Matt tilted his head back as he drank his beer, and Hayden watched his throat bob. “Grandad’s old, so he hasn’t been keeping on top of things. And since he’s refusing to take a fair amount of rent, this is the least I can do.”  
 
    Hayden had spent so long hating Matt Deakin that it felt strange to realise that maybe he liked him instead. And not just because he was hot, but because he might actually be a decent person as well. Hayden was usually a lot shallower than that.  
 
    “You should come over sometime,” Matt said. “Check the place out. I could make you dinner or something.”  
 
     “Yeah.” Hayden said, warmth bubbling up in his chest. “That sounds good.”  
 
    They sat in silence for a long time, watching the sweep of traffic follow the curve of the road on the other side of Ross Creek.  
 
    It was late by the time Matt left. Hayden saw him out, and then shuffled into the bathroom. His body ached in all the right ways. He stripped his clothes off, and turned from side to side in front of the mirror to see if Matt’s fingers had left bruises on his hips. There were no marks he could see, but the skin was tender to touch.  
 
    Hayden showered, stroking his dick lazily and replaying the sex as the hot water coursed over his skin. Shit. He and Matt were doing that again, and as soon as possible. 
 
    Hayden left damp footprints through the apartment when he finally headed back toward his room, a towel tucked around his waist. Monique was still out, so the apartment was silent apart from the low hum of the air-conditioner. Hayden lay on his bed. His sheets smelled like sweat and sex, but he told himself he couldn’t be bothered change them now.  
 
    He turned his head and buried his face in his pillow, chasing the ghost of Matt’s aftershave. No, it wasn’t laziness that kept him from changing his sheets. He just wanted to hold onto the memory of Matt in his bed for as long as he could.  
 
    He fell asleep breathing in the scent of sex, and dreamed of Matt’s fingers digging into his hips like he would never let him go.  
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    EIGHT 
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    On Tuesday afternoon, Matt was back at work. He spent the first hour checking his emails and following up whatever he could while Sean was in an interview with one of the sergeants from the FYC program. From what Matt remembered from his own time as a first-year constable, they’d be checking in with Sean to see how he was travelling, and to make sure that Matt was doing right by him. It was past three by the time Sean was done and they were heading for the car. They had a few break and enters to attend, and a complaint of wilful damage in South Townsville.  
 
    “You wanna drive today?” Matt asked.  
 
    Sean grinned, and held out his hand for the keys.  
 
    Matt settled into the passenger seat.  
 
    “Did you have a good weekend?” Sean asked as they waited for a break in the traffic to turn onto Sturt Street.  
 
    Matt smiled when he thought of Hayden. “Yeah, not bad at all. You?”  
 
    “Me and a mate went down to Cungulla,” Sean said. “His uncle’s got a fishing hut there.”  
 
    Sean was mad keen on fishing. Matt wasn’t. But it was good that Sean had got out and done something with his weekend. Often, because of the shift work and because of the general shittiness of the jobs they went to, it felt easier to climb into bed and not crawl out until it was time to go to work again. And the danger in that was that it could be the start of a vicious downward spiral. It was important to keep active. That work/life balance the HSO talked about wasn’t just physical; you couldn’t let the job take over your entire psyche either. And that could be a difficult line to walk, especially for the newbies who were anxious to prove themselves. Listening to Sean talk about his weekend fishing was a small price to pay for knowing he was choosing a healthy way to deal with stress.  
 
    Matt let Sean take the lead at their break and enters. It was basic stuff: checking in with the complainant, and then knocking on a few neighbouring doors to see if anyone had seen anything suspicious. In Matt’s experience, neighbours fell into two categories: those who wouldn’t notice the Great Train Robbery happening right in front of their nose, and those who could give a rundown of every stranger they’d seen in the street since 1985. And Sean wasn’t so great at shutting down the second sort yet.  
 
    Mrs. Jessup was telling them about how she didn’t like the look of the bloke who’d delivered the junk mail three weeks ago, when the “Any Unit” call came through for a disturbance in Hyde Park: a report of twenty people fighting in the street.   
 
    They jogged back to the car, leaving Mrs. Jessup peering after them unsatisfied.  
 
    Driving at code in peak hour traffic was always interesting—there was always someone who didn’t know how to get out of the way—but they made good time. They weren’t the first unit on the scene though. The Mundingburra crew was already there, and someone else was pulling as Matt and Sean did.  
 
    The twenty people turned out to be five people, so all the parties were separated when the ambulance rumbled into the street. One guy was definitely worse for wear. He had a busted mouth, and blood dripping out of his nose. One of the others was complaining loudly of sore knuckles.  
 
    “Maybe you shouldn’t hit anyone next time,” Caroline from Mundingburra suggested.  
 
    The guy stared at her like she was asking him to flap his arms and fly.  
 
    “Oh, great,” Sean muttered as Kate and Hayden approached the scene. “Look who’s here.” 
 
    Right. Because on Friday, Hayden and Matt had hated one another. Matt felt a rush of warmth at Sean’s solidarity, and ducked his head to hide his smile. When he glanced up again, Hayden caught his gaze and winked. Heat rose on the back of Matt’s neck, and he raised his eyebrows at Hayden in what he hoped communicated Really? At work? Although of course Hayden wouldn’t give a fuck about that.  
 
    Matt turned his attention to one of the combatants, while Kate and Hayden dealt with the guy with the split lip and the bloody nose.  
 
    “Hey!” And suddenly the other guy was trying to push in the queue. “What about my knuckles?”  
 
    “Back off, mate,” Hayden said, his voice firm. “Sit down. We’ll get to you.”  
 
    Kate was pressing a dressing to the injured man’s mouth.  
 
    “. . . and then Muzza just started chucking punches,” the guy talking to Matt said.  
 
    Muzza? Matt tried hard to not to prejudge people, but come on.  
 
    “Back off!” Hayden said again, an edge to his tone this time.  
 
    Matt held up a hand to forestall the guy he was speaking with, and went and stood by Hayden’s side. The guy with the busted knuckles—Muzza—was red in the face and getting more belligerent by the second.  
 
    “Problem?” Matt asked him.  
 
    “Yeah!” Muzza spat on the ground by Hayden’s boots. “I’m injured, and this arsehole won’t help me.”  
 
    “You’ve gotta wait your turn,” Matt said firmly. “You can either sit down and shut up and they’ll take a look at you here when they get the chance, or you can go and wait in a cell in the watchhouse. Your call.” 
 
    Muzza grumbled, but stepped back and sat down heavily on the edge of the gutter.  
 
    Matt held Hayden’s gaze for a moment, and Hayden nodded and flashed him a quick smile.  
 
    Matt turned back to the guy he’d been speaking to before, keeping half an eye on Muzza to make sure he behaved himself. Kate was still dealing with the victim when Hayden turned his attention to Muzza and his knuckles.  
 
    “Ouch!” Muzza exclaimed as Hayden examined his hand. “Fucking watch it!”  
 
    “Hey!” Matt closed the distance between them, just in case. “How about you pull your head in and let the ambos do their job?”  
 
    Muzza curled his lip up, and stared at Matt, and then at Hayden, and then at Matt again. Then he snorted, and glared up at Hayden. “Why’s this copper all over my fuckin’ arse?”  
 
    “He’s just doing his job.” Hayden’s tone was calm.  
 
    “Fucking coppers.”  
 
    “Sure.” Hayden caught Matt’s gaze briefly, and pressed his mouth into a thin line. “This is gonna sting, okay?”  
 
    He did something with a gauze pad that made Muzza flinch and recoil from his attention.  
 
    “Fuck!” Muzza wrenched his arm back, fingers curling into a fist. “You fucking arsehole!”  
 
    Hayden was already stepping back, palms held up, as Matt moved in. Muzza swung a clumsy punch as he launched himself to his feet, and Matt caught him by the arm before it landed. He twisted Muzza’s arm up behind his back, and, with Sean materialising beside him to help, shoved the man down onto his knees, and then onto his stomach on the patchy grass on the footpath.  
 
    Matt wrenched Muzza’s arm up further, and knelt on his back while Sean fumbled with the cuffs.  
 
    “Call my boyfriend an arsehole again,” he said, digging his knee into Muzza’s kidney, “and I’ll make sure you’re charged with every offence I can think of.”  
 
    Muzza thrashed and grunted.  
 
    Hayden grinned.  
 
    Kate and the crews from Mundingburra stared.   
 
    And Sean, wide-eyed, dropped the cuffs.  
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    The gossip beat Matt and Sean back to the station, which was no surprise. The gossip didn’t have to swing by the watchhouse, charge Muzza with assaulting and obstructing a police officer, and then hand the entire thing over to the Mundingburra crew, who were taking the statement from victim. The gossip also didn’t stop to pick up fish and chips for dinner from that place on Bayswater Road because it was starving by that point. 
 
     Matt and Sean pulled up at the rear of the station, their headlights throwing a wide arc of light against the grey brickwork, then climbed out of the car and headed for the back door.  
 
    The station at night was always more relaxed than during the day. At night, the chances of running into an inspector or some other commissioned officer were slim to none. Most of the offices were locked up, the lights off. Steve, the shift supervisor, was behind the front counter with Lynette—she was pregnant, and on light duties until she went on maternity leave—watching a cat video online.  
 
    Busy evening then.  
 
    Matt followed Sean into the dayroom, where a bank of lockable pigeonholes divided the room. Matt saw something taped to his. He set his fish and chips down on the nearest desk, and crossed to his pigeonhole. There was a small twist of unease in his gut that tightened as he approached…and then evaporated with the snort of laughter that escaped him.  
 
    Someone had printed out a cartoon paramedic, drawn a large heart around him in pink highlighter, and taped it to Matt’s pigeonhole.  
 
    There was no insult, no barb in it that Matt could see. He was a part of this joke, not the punchline.  
 
    He left the paper taped where it was, and returned to the desk, and to his fish and chips.  
 
    He and Sean got stuck into their paperwork while they ate. Paperwork was still Sean’s bugbear. It took him almost an hour to work halfway though the Objection to Bail for Muzza. Matt’s phone buzzed with another text from Hayden, and he opened it to see a selfie from Hayden that looked like it had been taken at the ambulance bay at the hospital. Hayden was scowling at the screen, holding up half a bottle of blue Powerade.  
 
    Matt had no idea what that was about, so he called. “Hey.”  
 
    “Hey.” There was a smile in Hayden’s voice. “Kate drank my Powerade when I was taking a leak. I want you to charge her with theft and arrest her.”  
 
    “I’m not going to do that. 
 
    “And if you could rough her up too, that would be great.”  
 
    “I’m not going to do that either.”  
 
    Hayden exhaled heavily. “What’s the point of having a copper as a boyfriend if you won’t arrest people for me?”  
 
    Heat rose in Matt’s face, and he lowered his voice. “So, um, about that…” 
 
    Hayden laughed. “Have you been shitting yourself for the past few hours that I’ve been shitting myself because you called me your boyfriend at work?”  
 
    “Little bit, yeah.”  
 
    Hayden laughed again. “I like it.”  
 
    Warmth spread through Matt. A cautious kind of hope bubbled up inside him. As new and fragile as this thing between them was—he and Hayden barely knew one another yet—it felt good that they were both on the same page. It had taken one crazy weekend to prove they had chemistry. It would take longer to prove if they had anything more than that, but he liked that they were taking that step together.  
 
    “Me too,” he said. 
 
    He was aware of Sean sitting at the desk beside his, tapping away at the keyboard and pausing every once in a while to eat. Sean didn’t appear to be actively listening in, but he must have been hearing every word Matt was saying. Matt turned around in his chair slightly, as though showing Sean his back would give him any privacy. The illusion was enough for now.  
 
    “How’s your shift going?” Hayden asked him.  
 
    “Yeah, not bad. Still finishing the paperwork for the Hyde Park job.”  
 
    “Really? Wow, you guys are slow workers.” Hayden’s tone was teasing.  
 
    Matt smirked, and rose to the challenge. “Unlike you, we don’t get to just dump our customers at the hospital and then fuck off again.”  
 
    Hayden laughed, and there was a faint burst of static. “Hang on a second.” It sounded as though Hayden was getting a call on his radio. It was a few moments before he returned to the phone. “Gotta go. What time are you finishing tonight?”  
 
    “Ten, hopefully,” Matt said. “Fingers crossed. How about you?”  
 
    “Same. Want to meet up for a coffee?”  
 
    Matt had a sudden flash to some ad he’d seen as a kid. He couldn’t even remember the brand of coffee it had been for, but the man walked the woman home. She invited him up for coffee, and he checked the brand before he agreed. Matt had been young enough that he hadn’t known what his mum snorted about when she watched the ad. She was just going to make the guy coffee, right?  
 
    “Yeah,” he said, a flicker of arousal igniting at the memory of Sunday night. He wondered if Hayden would be in the mood for a repeat. “Coffee sounds good.”  
 
    “I’ll see you then.” Hayden ended the call.  
 
    Beside Matt, Sean worked away, keys clicking.  
 
    Matt ate his fish and chips and wished the rest of the shift away. It felt odd to have something to look forward to other than going home and climbing into bed. Well, the climbing into bed part was still in the picture, only it was a lot more exciting imagining climbing into Hayden’s bed than his own.  
 
    Matt sent a couple of further texts to Hayden throughout the shift. Sometimes he got an answer straight away, and sometimes he had to wait a while. He and Sean were sent to a traffic accident just after nine on Woolcock Street, but it was a different ambulance crew that attended, and Matt felt a strange pang of disappointment.  
 
    It had been a long time since Matt had been in a relationship. He’d forgotten that odd breathlessness that came at the start. He’d forgotten the butterflies and the spontaneous smiles that came just from thinking about the other person. He’d forgotten how invigorating a new relationship could feel.   
 
    Matt and Sean ended up being sent to a domestic violence incident just before knock off, and landed some overtime out of it. He sent an apology to Hayden, and got a winking face in return that he didn’t really know how to interpret, but figured it was an acknowledgement they’d have to postpone coffee. It was close to midnight when Matt finally left the station. He’d parked his car in the council car park off Sturt Street. The lighting, as always was broken, and Matt’s boots crunched against shards of glass as he trudged up the incline of the car park.  
 
    There was a figure leaning on the back of Matt’s car.  
 
    “Hey,” Matt said, a smile spreading across his face. Hayden was waiting for him to finish work.  
 
    A long-legged curlew froze for a moment, and then scuttled across his path.  
 
    “Hey.” Hayden straightened up. He was wearing jeans and a t-shirt instead of his uniform. “So, coffee?” 
 
    Matt shrugged. “I’m pretty sure the only place open now is Macca’s, or one of the servos.”  
 
    Hayden smiled. “Guess you’d better come home with me then.”  
 
    “Guess I’d better.”  
 
    Hayden’s building was only two short city blocks from the station, so Matt locked his bag in the boot of his car, and they walked it. There weren’t many people about at this hour, and nothing much open on the route between the station and Hayden’s place to draw them out. His building overlooked Ross Creek and the parklands on either side of it. That usually meant groups of itinerants hanging around, but at this hour they were either all sleeping or they’d moved up to Bulletin Square to sit outside the Night Owl.  
 
    The night was warm, but the breeze was cool. Summer wasn’t here just yet, with its humid days and nights when the heat pressed down heavily on the city. 
 
    Matt and Hayden walked close together, shoulders bumping companionably. Matt thought about taking Hayden’s hand, but he didn’t know if they were there yet. They were boyfriends—and yeah, that word filled him with a bubbling warmth—but he didn’t know if their expectations matched up. Maybe Hayden wasn’t a fan of holding hands. All of that—his quirks, his foibles, his weird little habits that might one day drive Matt insane—were still unknown, still waiting to be discovered.   
 
    They reached Hayden’s building. The foyer was empty at this hour, and so was the elevator. When the doors rolled open on his floor, the lights in the hallway were dim.  
 
    Hayden unlocked the door to his apartment, and turned on the light.  
 
    Matt followed him in.  
 
    The air inside the apartment was still and stale, and Hayden walked through the living area and pushed open the door to the balcony. The breeze filtered inside, rustling the takeaway menus stuck to the kitchen refrigerator.  
 
    “Beer?” Hayden asked as he turned back to look at Matt. The corner of his mouth quirked up in a grin. “Unless you really did want a coffee?”  
 
    “A beer would be great.”  
 
    Matt glanced around the apartment. He hadn’t taken much of it in on Sunday night, too eager to get to Hayden’s bed. The apartment was clean and neat. There weren’t any personal touches to the living area, and absolutely no mess. Even the kitchen bench was clear of any clutter. The apartment was comfortable, but as impersonal as a hotel room or a display home. One of the occupants had to be a neat freak, and Matt had seen Hayden’s bedroom—it wasn’t him.  
 
    Hayden took two beers from the fridge and he and Matt went and sat out on the balcony. A few yachts bobbed in the creek, lights bouncing off the water. The night air smelled of salt. It was quiet. The faint wail of a siren rose somewhere in the distance, but the wind stole it away.  
 
    “This is a great view,” Matt said, leaning back in his seat.  
 
    “I like it.” Hayden’s voice was soft. “It’s nice to come and sit out here after a shitty shift and just take the time to breathe, you know?”  
 
    “Yeah.” Matt could get used to a view like this one.   
 
    The beer was cold, and tasted crisp. Matt stole a glance at Hayden and caught him looking back. He ducked his head to hide his smile, and Hayden’s fingers brushed against his own. Matt turned his palm upward, and Hayden laced their fingers together loosely. Matt’s skin prickled, and heat flared. He caught Hayden’s gaze again, and this time he held it.  
 
    Hayden raised his eyebrows. “If you finish that beer, you probably shouldn’t drive.”  
 
    “Probably not,” Matt agreed easily, even though one beer wouldn’t put him over the limit. He rubbed his thumb over Hayden’s, and figured that Hayden would appreciate his forwardness. “Plus, you could always make me that coffee for breakfast.”  
 
    Hayden laughed, the sound bright and clear, and then leaned in close. “Yeah, I suppose I could.”  
 
    Hayden’s mouth tasted like beer when they kissed, and the lights on the creek glittered in the distance.  
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    A week of shared arvo shifts led to crossing paths on the occasional job, meeting up once for a meal at the Walkabout, and Hayden falling asleep with Matt beside him on two different nights. This thing with Matt felt easy, and Hayden distrusted it because of that. He wasn’t entirely bitter and cynical—not yet—but there had to be a catch, right? There was always a catch.  
 
    Friday afternoon’s shift started with a call to Castletown, and an elderly woman who’d had a turn in the food court. She was more upset by all the fuss than by her dizzy spell and fall, and Hayden turned on the charm to get her onto the gurney. She was as frail as a bird. Hayden could have wrapped the blood pressure cuff twice around her stick-thin arm. Her blood pressure was low, and she admitted that she couldn’t remember when she’d last had anything to eat. She also couldn’t remember why she’d come to the shops.  
 
    Dementia, probably. If it was, it was clearly only the early stages. She was a little fuzzy-headed—and apologetic for it—but she was clean and dressed neatly, with her hair brushed and her nails trimmed. She might not have remembered why she came to the shops, but she remembered her name and her address and told Hayden that she had a daughter down in Bowen.  
 
    “I think I’d feel better if I could have a cup of tea.” Her voice wavered, reed thin, and Hayden had to lean in to hear her over the bustle of the food court: the voices, the cheery music, the obligatory screaming toddlers and the echoing P.A. system. 
 
    “I’m sure someone at the hospital will make you a cuppa,” Hayden promised.  
 
    Mrs. Mann clutched her handbag tightly as Hayden and Kate wheeled her toward the escalator.  
 
    Hayden rode in the back with Mrs. Mann while Kate drove. He sat beside the gurney, filling in his paperwork and chatting to Mrs. Mann. He had to reassure her every few minutes that it wasn’t a bother, and that she wasn’t wasting their time. Once at the hospital they wheeled Mrs. Mann into A&E and got her settled into the care of the nursing staff there.  
 
    Hayden ran through his handover with the nursing staff: the patient’s name, and age, and her presentation. Her vital signs, and her medications and medical history. Then her social situation—the fact she lived alone but had a daughter in Bowen—and the belongings and valuables she had with her when they’d transported.  
 
    Once Mrs. Mann was checked over, a social worker would follow up with her next of kin and make sure there was someone to care for her at home. Sometimes people fell through the gaps, like that old man from West End last week who was already decomposing by the time his neighbours noticed, but Hayden hoped Mrs. Mann wouldn’t be one of them. If her daughter wasn’t in a position to look after her, then hopefully she’d see about putting her into a home where someone would at least make certain she remembered to eat.  
 
    All the talk of a cup of tea had made Hayden crave a coffee, but he and Kate bypassed the break room at the hospital and headed back out. There were better options for coffee out on the road than from the machine in the break room.  
 
    Kate drove, and Hayden flipped through the channels on the commercial radio, hunting for a decent song.  
 
    “How are things going with Matt?” Kate asked as they crossed the bridge over Ross River.  
 
    “Good.” Hayden chewed on the end of his pen for a moment and shrugged. “I think. I don’t know. I’m not planning the bloody wedding or anything.”  
 
    He expected Kate to laugh, but she only raised her eyebrows. “Huh.”  
 
    “What does that mean? Huh?”    
 
    “You.” Kate shrugged. “I’ve known you for three years, and I’m not used to you being so prickly about a guy.”  
 
    Hayden gave her the side eye. “I’m not prickly.”  
 
    Kate snorted. “Sure you’re not.”  
 
    He rolled his eyes.  
 
    The thing was, Kate wasn’t wrong. In their three years working together, Hayden had never had a boyfriend. He’d had a shitload of random hook ups with the occasional encore performance thrown in, and Kate probably knew more about the ins and outs of Hayden’s sex life than anyone short of his GP should have, but relationships? Hayden didn’t have relationships.  
 
    Something about Matt Deakin felt different.  
 
    For some reason Hayden hadn’t figured out yet, he was different.  
 
    Or maybe he wasn’t. Maybe it was Hayden who was different. Maybe he just happened to be at a point in his life where he was open to the idea of a boyfriend, and Matt had turned up at the right time. Or maybe it was both: the right guy and the right time.  
 
    “It’s new,” Hayden said at last, glancing at Kate. “I’m still trying to get my head around it.”  
 
    He gazed out the windscreen at the traffic, at the day, at the clouds rolling in and trapping the heat. He was already looking forward to tonight. He and Matt were both supposed to finish at midnight—fingers crossed on that—and Matt was going to come over for a while before he had to head home.  
 
    “Well,” Kate said, her voice uncharacteristically soft, “I’m just glad he’s not the total dickhead you thought he was.”  
 
    “That was a whole lifetime ago,” Hayden replied airily.  
 
    “It was last week.”  
 
    “A lifetime,” Hayden repeated, his mouth tugging up in a grin.  
 
    Kate snorted.  
 
    They picked up coffee from the place with the drive through at the Lakes, and then headed back along Hugh Street to the station. Most of the vehicle bays were empty; the other crew were out on jobs. Friday late shifts were usually hectic, but at least the time flew.  
 
    Hayden checked his phone as he climbed out of the ambulance. No texts from Matt yet, but he might have hit the ground running.  
 
    Hayden followed Kate through the door to the interior of the station, knowing that it wouldn’t be long at all until they were rushing out again.  
 
    He was right. He was taking a piss when their next call came in. His radio, hanging from his epaulette, spat out a burst of static and a high-pitched squeal that bounced off the tiles in the toilets. Hayden ignored it, and concentrated on hitting the trough and not his boots, and let Kate write down the details in the break room. A six-year-old child had fallen from a tree, and was breathing but unconscious. His stomach clenched. He hated jobs with kids. They always got under his skin the most, like it was suddenly paper-thin, brittle, and they were always the hardest jobs to shed again at the end of a shift.   
 
    Hayden finished up and washed his hands, and met Kate in the corridor.  
 
    “I heard,” he said, tramping down the stairs after her.  
 
    They were halfway to Belgian Gardens when he remembered he’d left his coffee in the break room.  
 
    It was late afternoon; the sunlight hit the city in long, slanting rays that burned everything golden and caught in flashes in the scratches on Hayden’s sunglasses.  
 
    “Get out of the fucking way,” he muttered as they slowed at an intersection. A blue sedan was blocking their path, failing to move aside despite the fact they were running under lights and sirens. “Come on, dickhead, move.”  
 
    He flicked the siren over to yelp for a few beats and Kate leaned on the horn.  
 
    The blue sedan inched painstakingly out of their path, and Hayden resisted the urge to give the guy the finger as they passed.  
 
    They made good time to the incident despite arsehole drivers. Hayden heard a child screaming even as they pulled up outside the address. The sound was high-pitched, and nails-on-a-blackboard raw. It made Hayden’s skin crawl, but he also hoped it was their patient and not a sibling. Screaming meant conscious.  
 
    The frantic father met them on the footpath and ushered them in.  
 
    The yard and the house were neat and well kept, with no obvious hazards. It looked like the place was lived in by decent, average people, unlikely to be the sort who’d suddenly want to punch an ambo in the head. Experience had taught Hayden never to put money on those kind of assumptions, though.  
 
    The screaming grew louder as they hurried with the father around the side of the house. Their patient was lying on the ground under a large mango tree, her mother kneeling over her. The mother’s head was tilted as she sandwiched her phone between her head and her shoulder. She was doing her best to keep the child still, and the kid was probably screaming because she wanted to be held, not held down.  
 
    “Okay,” Hayden said, kneeling down next to her. “Are you on the phone to Triple Zero?”  
 
    The mother nodded, red-faced and teary-eyed.  
 
    “You can tell them we’re here now,” Hayden said, “and you can hang up.”  
 
    The kid on the ground continued to scream, blood running down the side of her face.  
 
    Nothing wrong with her lungs at least.  
 
    Hayden and Kate worked quickly, Hayden checking the little girl over while Kate mostly ran interference with the parents and allowed him room to work. The girl stopped screaming as Hayden snapped his gloves on.  
 
    “Hi,” he said, shining his torch into her eyes to check her pupils. They both constricted, but the left remained larger than the right.  A definite concussion then. “Can you tell me your name, princess?”  
 
    She was wearing a pink taffeta dress and there was a plastic tiara lying on the grass not too far away. 
 
    “Isa—Isabella!”  
 
    “With a name like that, you really must be a princess.” She was breathing okay, so Hayden turned his attention to the gash in her hairline. It looked deep, and would probably need to be glued once she was at the hospital. Hayden held a dressing onto it. “Can you tell me where you’re hurting, Princess Isabella?”  
 
    “M-my head! And my t-tummy!”  
 
    Hayden pressed his fingers gently against her abdomen. “Does it hurt more when I do this, or does it hurt less?”  
 
    “More!” Isabella wailed.  
 
    “Okay,” Hayden said. He pinched her fingers to check her circulation, and then did the same to her toes. “We’re going to take you up to the hospital, so the doctors can check your tummy and your head. Have you had a ride in an ambulance before?”  
 
    “No!” She blinked rapidly, her pain clearly fading now he had engaged her interest.  
 
    “Well the best part is, we get to carry you on a stretcher.” Hayden hoped that the concussion was the worst of Isabella’s injuries, but they’d put her on a backboard until x-rays at the hospital ruled out a spinal injury. “And we’d better take your crown with us, otherwise the doctors might not know you’re a princess.”  
 
    Isabella rewarded him with a watery smile.  
 
    It took a few minutes to get Isabella situated on the backboard that Kate fetched from the ambulance.  
 
    “Now we do the straps up,” Hayden told her, “to make sure you don’t wriggle around too much. It feels funny, I know, but I need you to be a brave princess for me, okay, and stay as still as you can?”  
 
    “Okay,” Isabella said, her voice shaking.  
 
    “And Mum’s gonna ride with us, and hold your hand the whole way.”  
 
    Hayden rode in the back of the ambulance with Isabella and her mother, describing the equipment to Isabella, and polishing her dirty tiara with an antiseptic wipe. It was shining by the time they made it to A&E and wheeled Isabella inside.  
 
    Hayden handed Isabella to the nurse in charge of intake, and solemnly presented her with her tiara before she was whisked off into triage.  
 
    Then they were off to the next job, and the next, and the next.  
 
    Night fell, and the shift blurred into a haze of flashing lights and radio transmissions, of strangers’ houses and the smell of antiseptic. They attended a few jobs with the police, but not Matt and Sean. Hayden heard Matt’s voice once, on one of the copper’s radios. Just booking off at the station or something similarly unexciting, but it made him smile anyway.  
 
    By the time his shift ended Hayden was wrung out but still buzzing with adrenaline. He checked his messages, disappointed when he read the text Matt had sent an hour or so before: Have overtime until 3 am. Raincheck?  
 
    No problem, Hayden texted back.  
 
    It was the reality of their jobs. And even if part of him was disappointed he wouldn’t be seeing Matt tonight, he was also looking forward to just crawling into bed and crashing out as well.  
 
    Monique was still awake when Hayden got home: a thin band of light spilled out from underneath her door. A faint tapping of keys was coming from her room. She was probably on a study bender, so Hayden didn’t bother her. He went into the bathroom, and stripped off his uniform. He needed to do a load of washing tomorrow; he was fast running out of clean clothes. He showered quickly, ridding himself of the smell of work: nitrile, antiseptic, the hospital. At least nobody had thrown up on him tonight, or bled all over him, so Hayden was counting it as a win.  
 
    Monique’s door was still closed when Hayden treaded back to his room with a towel around his hips. He dug a pair of boxer shorts out of his drawer, draped his towel over the end of his bed, then turned his light out and crawled under his doona. The air conditioning blew cold air into his room, chilling his exposed shoulders pleasantly. He checked for any new messages, played a few rounds of Solitaire, and then set his phone aside and closed his eyes.  
 
    He thought of Matt, still working, and wished he was here instead.  
 
    It took a long time for sleep to come.  
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    Hayden came up from sleep thrashing and gasping for breath. He threw his doona off, sweat chilling on his skin. It had been months since he’d had a nightmare. Months. But after last night’s shift he should have expected it. It was always the jobs with kids that did it. Princess Isabella might have been smiling by the time Hayden gave her tiara back, but those piercing screams when they’d first arrived…they’d been just the right pitch to hook into his subconscious and drag a nightmare out of him.  
 
    He swung his legs out of bed and planted his feet on the floor, breathing deeply for a moment and waiting for his heart to stop racing.  
 
    He reached for his phone.  
 
    5:17 a.m.  
 
    Hayden was dog-tired still, but he knew from experience he wouldn’t be able to get back to sleep. So he climbed out of bed, dressed in a pair of baggy basketball shorts and a shirt, and dug around in the bottom of his closet for his trainers.  
 
    The sun was rising when Hayden hit the street. His soles slapped against the footpath as he followed Ogden Street towards Victoria Bridge. The streets were almost empty of cars, but there was some pedestrian traffic. It was that strange hour of the day when the dregs from the nightclub strip, drunkenly staggering homeward, crossed paths with the early morning joggers and cyclists. A few taxis zipped past, ferrying people away from Flinders Street. A dual cab ute towing a boat trailer headed toward the Breakwater.  
 
    Hayden crossed Victoria Bridge. Dawn was slowly brightening the sky, and light glittered on the surface of Ross Creek. A drunk snored on one of the benches on the bridge. An empty beer can washed back and forth in the trap of a cluster of mangroves at the edge of the creek. An ibis stalked along the bridge, staring Hayden down and then scuttling out of his path when he got too close.  
 
    Hayden squinted into the dawn and kept jogging.  
 
    Forty minutes later he was unlocking the apartment door, stinking with sweat. He showered and changed, and then ate a bowl of cereal standing over the kitchen sink. Monique’s room was as quiet as a tomb and he wondered what time she’d finally crashed out.  
 
    His phone buzzed with a call, and he pulled it out of his pocket to check the screen: Kate. What the hell was she doing calling him at this hour?  
 
    He accepted the call. “Kate. What’s up?”  
 
    “Sorry.” She sounded off. “Did I wake you?”  
 
    “Nah, I was up. Are you okay?”  
 
    “I’ve broken my ankle.”  
 
    “What? When? It’s six in the morning!”  
 
    “Yes, and at two in the morning I was going to the toilet, and I tripped over the fucking cat. I just got home from the hospital.”  
 
    “Holy shit.” Hayden hissed in sympathy. “Jesus.”  
 
    “So I’ve got surgery scheduled for Monday,” Kate said. “And I’m looking at least three months off the road.”  
 
    “Shit.” Hayden’s stomach sank.  
 
    “I wanted you to hear it from me before you heard it from John.”  
 
    John Feehan was the officer in charge of the Townsville Ambulance Station.  
 
    “Yeah, I appreciate that.” He and Kate had been partners ever since Hayden had been at the Townsville station: going on three years now. Hayden had never wanted to work with anyone else, and he knew Kate felt the same. They made a good team. “Do you need anything? Does Jimmy?”  
 
    “Jimmy is a grown-arse man,” Kate said dryly. “If he suddenly can’t cope around the house because I’m stuck in bed, the only thing he’ll need help with is filling out the divorce papers.”  
 
    “I see the painkillers have really brought out your soft and cuddly side.”  
 
    “Fuck you.” But there was a smile in her voice.  
 
    “Do you need anything?”  
 
    “No, I’m good for now,” Kate said. “I just wanted to give you the heads up.”  
 
    “Text me if you change your mind,” Hayden said. “And rest up in the meantime, okay, my love?”  
 
    “I will, dearest.”  
 
    Hayden ended the call, and rubbed his forehead to try to ease the tension gathering there. Shit. He hoped Kate would be okay. Fuck her cat, seriously—now he was going to be stuck with some other partner for however long it took Kate to get back on her feet.  
 
    He closed his eyes for a moment, and drew a deep breath.  
 
    It’d be fine. Maybe he’d get a newbie. Get the chance to show off, and cultivate a little hero worship or something. God knew he’d never get anything like that from Kate. They knew each other way too well for that.  
 
    He’d go and visit her in the afternoon.  
 
    Hayden sighed, and tugged his fingers through his damp hair. His lack of sleep seemed to hit him all at once, despite his run and his shower, and he dragged himself back to his bedroom and into bed.  
 
    When he woke up several hours later there was a text from Matt waiting: Want to come to my place for dinner tonight?  
 
    Hayden stared at the screen bleary-eyed for a long moment, enjoying the sudden loop-de-loop of butterflies in his stomach. Because dinner with Matt at his place meant meeting his grandfather, right? Like a real boyfriend? Like a proper relationship? 
 
    Yeah.  
 
    Yeah, this was a thing they were doing.  
 
    It felt good.  
 
      
 
      
 
    [image: :heart rhythm.tiff] 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 
 
    TEN 
 
    [image: :heart rhythm.tiff] 
 
      
 
    Grandad’s house wasn’t exactly set up for a romantic dinner for two. The dining room was separated from the living room by a decorative wooden architrave instead of an actual wall, and eating dinner while listening to Grandad swear at the football on TV was not the vibe Matt was going for. The kitchen was more or less a cluttered mess, but at least it would be private in there. And Matt had cleaned up, kind of. He’d shoved what he could off the bench tops and into the cupboards, swept the worst of Charlie’s hair out the back door, and evicted the chicken that kept popping inside to see what was going on whenever the back door was open. That was as good as things were going to get, honestly. Grandad’s place was never going to look as impressive as Hayden’s apartment with its sleek modern lines, its impeccable kitchen, and its sweeping views of the park and Ross Creek. Grandad’s place had sweeping views of…the shed, and the back yard where Charlie was currently collapsed on the brown grass and a chicken was pecking at his tail. It wasn’t inspiring, but it was a step up from a public toilet. That had to count for something.  
 
    “What are you cooking tonight?” Grandad asked, hobbling into the kitchen on his cane.  
 
    “Pasta.” Matt rattled around under the sink. “Do we own a colander?”  
 
    “Don’t think so. You could drill a couple of holes in a salad bowl.”  
 
    Matt shot him a look. “Do we own a salad bowl?”  
 
    Grandad hissed through his teeth. “Doubtful.”  
 
    “Maybe I should make something else.”  
 
    “Matty.” Grandad sat down the table. “He’s not coming over for your cooking skills.” 
 
    Matt straightened up. “Please don’t take that thought any further.”  
 
    Grandad cackled. “Don’t worry. I’ll make myself scarce when he’s over. Leave you two lovebirds alone.”  
 
    “If you could never use the word ‘lovebirds’ again, that would also be great.” Matt wet the sponge under the tap and wiped the bench top down. “We’ll probably just have dinner and watch a movie in my room or something.”  
 
    Grandad’s eyes sparkled. “Is that what the young people are calling it nowadays?”  
 
    “Jesus.” Matt winced. He turned back to the cabinets and wrenched one open. “Seriously, there has to be a colander in here somewhere.” 
 
    “Oh, let me tease you a bit,” Grandad said. “You remember when you were a little fellah and had a crush on that friend of your sister’s? What was her name?”  
 
    “Sheree. And I only had a crush on her because she looked like a boy and she taught me how to catch cane toads.”  
 
    “It was hilarious then and it’s hilarious now,” Grandad said. “You’re a grown man, you’ve been in more blues than I have because of your job—you have a gun—and you’re absolutely shitting yourself because we don’t have colander.” 
 
    Put like that and it didn’t sound hilarious at all. It sounded sort of pathetic.  
 
    “I don’t want to screw it up,” Matt said. “I like him.”  
 
    “And does he like you?” Grandad asked.  
 
    “Yeah. Yeah, I think so.”  
 
    “Then he’s not going to give a rat’s arse if we have a colander or not.”  
 
    Yeah, that made sense actually. “Thanks, Grandad.”  
 
    It was just after six when Hayden arrived. Matt heard the squeak of the rusty front gate and went outside to greet him, and to shoo the chickens away. Hayden was wearing jeans and a t-shirt, and his smile when he saw Matt seemed a little self-conscious, or even shy.  
 
    He dragged his fingers through his hair. “Hi.”  
 
    “Hi,” Matt said, close enough now to see the dark shadows under Hayden’s eyes. “Did you sleep okay?”  
 
    There were probably a hundred different reasons that was rude as hell to say to someone, but Matt and Hayden were shift workers. Asking about sleep was a more common conversation starter in their circles than any pointless bullshit about the weather.  
 
    “I got about six hours,” Hayden said. “Broken though.”  
 
    Matt knew that feeling. Sometimes he felt like he’d lived his whole life in a state of mind-numbing fatigue, pushing through with a few scant hours sleep here and there and as much caffeine as he could handle. And sometimes it felt like all he did on his days off was sleep, and it didn’t make a bloody difference. The cycle could be vicious.  
 
    “Sucks,” he said, and Hayden nodded and flashed him a smile. “Come in, and I’ll get dinner started.”  
 
    Grandad was lurking by the front door, clearly attempting to look casual, and failing miserably.  
 
    “Grandad, this is Hayden,” Matt said, ushering Hayden up the few short steps. “And Hayden, this is my grandad.” 
 
    “Call me Joe,” Grandad said, and stuck out a wrinkly hand.  
 
    Hayden took it. “Nice to meet you, Joe.”  
 
    Matt had worried that dinner would be awkward—that Grandad would be awkward, mostly—but everyone loved Hayden, didn’t they? He was friendly and funny, and though that had rankled so much back when Matt had apparently been the only person in the universe that Hayden hated, it didn’t rankle now. Hayden sat at the kitchen table with Grandad, and they chatted and laughed while Matt got dinner started.  
 
    Hayden asked about the house, and Charlie, and it didn’t take long before Grandad was telling him all sorts of stories, including one or two from his army days that Matt had never heard before. And given that they involved the price of a prostitute in Kapooka back in the sixties and a mysterious burning sensation for weeks after when Grandad peed, he wasn’t sure he ever wanted to hear them again.  
 
    Even Charlie joined in, flopping on the floor at Hayden’s feet with a loud sigh, and resting his boof head on Hayden’s shoe. Hayden leaned down and scratched his ears while Grandad talked, and Charlie closed his eyes and drooled blissfully.  
 
    Matt knew how the dog felt.   
 
    Hayden listened to Grandad’s stories, his eyes bright, and his laughter loud. Grandad looked regretful when he finally eased himself to his feet, gripped his cane, and shuffled away to go and watch TV like he’d promised Matt he would.  
 
    “Can I do anything to help?” Hayden asked.  
 
    “I’ve got it.” Matt set the saucepan on the stovetop and turned the burner on. “Do you want a beer?”  
 
    “Yeah. Thanks.”  
 
    Matt was aware of Hayden’s gaze taking in the kitchen as he worked. Matt had been working hard over the past few months to get around to all the fiddly jobs that needed doing— the cabinet doors, the dripping tap, the warped skirting board—but even with all those repairs done the place was still undoubtedly a little rundown. Chipped paint, scratches on the floor from Charlie’s claws, and the general marks and stains of age. It was comfortable though. It was home.  
 
    “This is nice,” Hayden said at last. “Thanks for inviting me around.”  
 
    “You sound like you’ve had a rough day.”  
 
    Hayden exhaled. “The lack-of-sleep thing, for starters. I spent most of the afternoon at Kate’s place. She’s broken her ankle.”  
 
    “Shit. Seriously? What happened?”  
 
    “She tripped over her cat.”  
 
    Matt raised his eyebrows. “Wow. Is she okay?” 
 
    “She’s scheduled for surgery.” Hayden wrinkled his nose. “She really did a number on herself. Which sucks for her, and also sucks for me, because it means I’ll be stuck with a new partner at work.”  
 
    “Mmm.” Matt laid the rashers of bacon out onto the chopping board and reached for the knife. “Do you know who?”  
 
    “Not yet.” Hayden shrugged. “But me and Kate are a good team. I don’t have to…”  
 
    Don’t have to be on all the time, Matt thought. Hayden was always smiling, always joking, and people loved it. Now, looking at him sitting at the kitchen table, quiet and tired, Matt wondered how much of that didn’t come naturally, and how much of an effort it might be for him to sustain it. And how many people ever got to see Hayden like this.  
 
    “It’s always hard working with someone new,” he said, attempting to bridge the sudden silence between them. “I mean, I like Sean a lot, but I have to watch everything he says and does, to make sure he’s doing it right. It’s easier with someone you can trust not to screw it up.”  
 
    “That’s why I don’t work with newbies.” Hayden’s smile was wry.  
 
    “It’s not just newbies though. It could be someone with twenty years in the job, but if you’ve never worked with them before you still need to make sure you’re on the same page the whole time.” Matt shrugged. “It’s exhausting.”  
 
    “Yeah.” Hayden snorted, and took a sip of his beer. “I bet it will be. So what are you making over there, anyway?”  
 
    “Spinach and bacon ravioli.”  
 
    “Sounds fancy.” 
 
    “Not really. The ravioli is that premade stuff.”  
 
    “Matt.” Hayden’s eyes widened. “I had baked beans on toast three times for lunch this week. And the only green thing I’ve eaten in twenty-four hours was the lettuce off the Big Mac I got for dinner last night. This is going to be amazing.”  
 
    “No pressure,” Matt deadpanned.  
 
    “Oh, please,” Hayden said. “I already know you’re incredible in bed. You could give me food poisoning and it still wouldn’t be a deal breaker.”  
 
    “That’s good to know,” Matt said, laughing as he tipped the ravioli into the saucepan.  
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    When dinner was cooked, Matt took a plate to Grandad in the living room, and then he and Hayden ate at the kitchen table. He felt a low burn of satisfaction in his stomach when Hayden asked for seconds. And when he helped Matt with the washing up, a tea towel slung over his shoulder and a smile hovering around his lips, it felt right, like a piece of something slotting into place.  
 
    “Want to watch a movie?” Matt asked, setting the last plate in the dish rack.  
 
    Hayden snatched the plate up and wiped it dry. “That sounds good.”  
 
    It was dark outside, but it wasn’t until Charlie wandered into the kitchen and stared up at Matt pointedly that he realised he’d forgotten to lock the chickens in their coop. They would have taken themselves to bed by now, but if Matt didn’t latch the door after them there was nothing to stop a python getting in and gorging itself overnight. Grandad had lost chickens that way before.  
 
    “I just have to go and lock the chooks up.”  
 
    “Spoken like a true copper,” Hayden said, and walked into the yard with him.   
 
    The warm air was heavy and sweet with the fragrance of frangipani blossoms. There was enough light from the moon to follow the cracked back path to the clothesline and beyond. The chicken coop was under the cover of a large tulipwood, the ground almost inky black underneath the canopy of thick leaves. Matt flipped the door of the coop shut and latched it by feel, then stepped back out into the moonlight again.  
 
    “Look at those stars,” Hayden said softly, and Matt guessed that there was one thing Hayden’s apartment with its sweeping views didn’t have. There was too much light pollution in his neighbourhood to really see the stars. Not here though. West End was an old neighbourhood, and this was one of the quieter streets. There was barely even any street lighting, and certainly nothing that made it to the back yard. The darkness made the stars seem bright and close.  
 
    Weird how Matt locked the chooks in every night, but always forgot to look up. He felt a little breathless doing it now, gazing into something too vast for words. Something incomprehensible.  
 
    He had a sudden flash of memory. Lying on his back on the jetty at Lucinda at night, with the ocean whispering below him, and the stars burning above. He must have been about ten or eleven, no older, and he’d felt a flash of fear that the dark, vast ocean of the universe was going to swallow him whole. For a moment he’d been gripped with the same deep-set fear as one of those occasional nightmares where he couldn’t move—sleep paralysis, he figured out years later—but then he’d heard the whirr of his dad casting off, the reel on his fishing rod clicking rapidly on every rotation, and suddenly the spell had been broken and he’d felt the rough wood of the jetty underneath him again.  
 
    The memory amused him. Ten years old, and a bout of night fishing had brought on his first case of existential panic.  
 
    Hayden stepped closer and bumped their shoulders together. When he spoke, his voice was soft, his tone held just on the gentler side of teasing. “I think you’d better kiss me now.  
 
    “Yeah.” Matt lifted his hand and brushed his knuckles against the side of Hayden’s throat, chasing the moonlight on his skin. “I think I’d better.”  
 
    The kiss was soft. It tasted like ravioli and beer, and they broke apart with a shared smile that was as comfortably domestic as the moment they’d knocked shoulders together while standing at the sink. Tonight Hayden seemed quieter, softer. It was a very different side to him than the one he’d shown Matt that first night in the toilets in City Lane, where he’d been brash, unashamedly sexual.  
 
    Matt liked this side of him too.  
 
    They went inside again, and Matt closed the door on the vastness of the night sky, making the world small again. He took Hayden by the hand and drew him along to his room. It was cluttered—not as messy as Hayden’s room, but full of stuff. There were boxes of gear he hadn’t unpacked yet, and didn’t want to store in the shed because of damp.  
 
    “What are we watching?” Hayden asked, toeing his shoes off and making himself comfortable on Matt’s bed.  
 
    “Whatever you want,” Matt said, tossing him the remote control.  
 
    They sat on the bed, pillows shoved behind them and legs stretched out, while Hayden went through the Netflix menu.  
 
    “Just so you know, I’m weirdly impressed by anyone with their shit sorted out enough to have Netflix on their TV,” he said, selecting some movie Matt had never heard of. “I’m strictly a laptop guy.” 
 
    “When I moved in, Grandad didn’t even have the internet.” Matt bumped his shoulder against Hayden’s. “I got it all set up for him, and the first night we had everything connected he told me not to forget to turn the Wi-Fi off before bed so we didn’t waste it overnight.”  
 
    He liked the sound of Hayden’s laugh, and the way his eyes crinkled at the corners. “Oh, man.”  
 
    “Have you got family up here?” Matt asked.  
 
    “Nah.” Hayden turned away slightly, setting the remote aside.  
 
    “All back in Melbourne?”  
 
    “Yeah, I don’t really see my family.” He turned back, angling his body toward Matt’s. “We’re not close.”  
 
    “I’m sorry.”  
 
    Hayden shrugged. “It’s not a big deal.”  
 
    Maybe there was a story there, and maybe there wasn’t, but Hayden clearly didn’t want to talk about it. Matt reached down between them and curled their fingers together, and watched the way the corner of Hayden’s mouth twitched with a small smile when he rubbed his thumb over the soft skin of his inner wrist.  
 
    “I like you,” he murmured.  
 
    “Good.” Hayden’s smile grew. “I like you too.”  
 
    Was this it? Was it too soon to be thinking about a future together? Not as the objective, or the point of the game, exactly—Jesus, it wasn’t as though he was at the stage where he was picturing two little plastic grooms on top of the cake or whatever—but maybe this was something subtler than that: I like him and he likes me. Maybe we can get wherever it is we’re going together. Maybe it could be this easy. Not a big moment. No fireworks, no cheers, no dramatic public declarations. Just this. Just two people holding hands and inhabiting the same space. Two people inhabiting the same emotion in the same moment in time. That seemed more amazing than fireworks.  
 
    “I’m glad.”  
 
    “Yeah.” Hayden jutted out his chin. “Of all the dickhead coppers who’ve ever given me speeding tickets, you’re my favourite.”  
 
    “You paid that, right?” Matt asked. “I’d hate to have to give you another one for driving on a suspended licence.”  
 
    “You’d do it too, wouldn’t you?”  
 
    “I would.”  
 
    “Jesus Christ,” Hayden said, his eyes closing slowly as Matt leaned into brush their mouths together. His breath was hot against Matt’s lips. “My boyfriend is such an arsehole.”  
 
    Matt laughed softly and squeezed Hayden’s hand.  
 
    They settled into a warm, companionable silence, and watched the movie for a while. Hayden’s breathing deepened, and he gave a series of long, slow blinks as he slipped towards sleep. His hand was warm in Matt’s, his grip loosening a moment after his eyes finally closed.  
 
    Matt let him sleep. He obviously needed it.  
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    Greg Carson wasn’t the last guy Hayden would have chosen to work with, but he was close to the top of that list. He was perfectly friendly and personable, but there was an undercurrent when he dealt with Hayden, and Hayden knew just what it was: homophobia. A beat, a tightening of the skin around his eyes, or a smile frozen in place a fraction too long when Hayden said something gay. It wasn’t the sort of homophobia that waited down an alleyway with clenched fists, but it was persistent and pervasive in its own way. Greg was the type of guy who’d loudly tell his friends all about how he was totally okay with the gays, but why did they need to shove it everyone’s faces? And then ask Hayden what he did on the weekend, hardly hiding his flinch when Hayden mentioned his boyfriend.  
 
    It made Hayden’s shifts feel a lot longer than they should have. A part of him took Greg’s discomfort onboard and carved out a nice little home for it in the corner of his mind where he secretly mocked it, because why the fuck was Greg’s homophobia Hayden’s problem? Another part of him wanted to show Greg exactly what shoving it in his face would be like—Do you know what’s great, Greg? Dicks. Big, fat dicks—but he also had to spend twelve hours a day with the guy in the confined space of an ambulance. At least it was only for a few months until Kate came back.  
 
    Hayden could tough it out for a few months. Toughing shit out was kind of Hayden’s thing. He spent most of his shifts texting Matt and Kate anyway.  
 
    Hayden had plenty of time for texting, since Greg preferred to drive. Another thing Hayden couldn’t be fucked to take issue with at the moment. Kate would be back soon enough, right? And he would never complain about her shit taste in music again.  
 
    Kate had been back at work within two weeks of her surgery, but she was stuck in Comms until she could get back out on the road. When he was at the station, Hayden hung out with her, doing his paperwork or eating his lunch next to her, listening to the chirp and blare of the phones and radios around him.  He decorated her headset with unicorn stickers he’d bought especially for that purpose, and stole her pen and drew penises all over her notepad.  
 
    “Well then, my love,” Kate said, her foot propped up on a spare chair as she took a break between calls one afternoon shift, “how are things with your hot copper?”  
 
    Hayden stole back one of the fries from the Happy Meal he’d bought her. “He likes to cuddle.”  
 
    “That fucking monster,” Kate deadpanned, and slapped his hand. “Those are mine.”  
 
    “I paid for them.”  
 
    “They’re still mine.” She grabbed the fries and held them close. “You and your cuddly copper should come over sometime this week. Jimmy can fire up the barbeque, and you can bring a potato salad from Woolies, like always.”  
 
    Hayden spun her pen on her desk. “Maybe.”  
 
    Kate raised her eyebrows.  
 
    “I’ll have to see what our rosters are like.” It was a good excuse. Hayden was on mornings at the moment, and Matt was on nights. Hayden had been to his place a few times in the afternoon, but it felt weird to have Joe let him in so he could be Matt’s afternoon wake-up booty call. Yesterday Matt had been so dead to the world that Hayden hadn’t had the heart to wake him, and had watched an episode of The Chase with Joe instead. Matt had finally crawled out of bed at around seven, just as Hayden had been heading off. He’d been a picture of bed-hair and yawning apologies.  
 
    Hayden liked Matt a lot, but he didn’t know if he was ready to be Hayden-and-Matt yet. He didn’t know if he was ready for Kate and Jimmy to pull Matt into their circle of friends—and that’s what would happen, no question. He’d already caught Matt looking at him sometimes like there were questions he wasn’t sure how to ask, and Hayden didn’t know if he wanted Matt to see him from another angle yet, shaped through the prism of Kate and Jimmy’s friendship. His reluctance made no sense, and the more that Hayden tried to unpack the idea the more nebulous it became, but it was there, inside him, unsettled and unsure.  
 
    There was that old joke about men being afraid of commitment, but it wasn’t quite that. Hayden was afraid of being truly seen by Matt. He was afraid of being naked in a way that had nothing to do with how many times he’d stripped and offered up his skin to Matt.  
 
    It was stupid.  
 
    And whenever he tried to catch hold of that feeling—unsettled and unsettling—to examine it and to crush it, Hayden found it had slipped out of his grasp again.  
 
    “Well,” Kate said. “Let me know a night you’re both off.” 
 
    The pen wobbled as he spun it on the desk again. “Okay.”  
 
    He was glad when Kate’s phone began to ring, and the emergency on the other end distracted her from prying further. He stole a few more fries and left her to it.  
 
    The rest of the day was quiet, with a call out to the aged care home in Rowes Bay for an old man who had swollen feet because of his diabetes—Hayden and Greg transported him the hospital for treatment—and then a possible allergic reaction in Mysterton where the patient went into anaphylactic shock. Hayden gave the woman a shot of adrenaline, and administered oxygen on the way to the hospital. Her bright red flush was already fading by the time they wheeled her into A&E.  
 
    “Are you in the footy tipping?” Greg asked him out of the blue as they were heading back to the station.  
 
    “No.” Hayden looked up from his log. “Why?”  
 
    Greg shrugged. “Just wondered who you liked for this week.”  
 
    “I couldn’t even tell you who’s playing,” Hayden said. “It’s not really my thing.”  
 
    Greg’s mouth tightened into a thin line.  
 
    “I’m from Victoria,” Hayden said. “I follow the AFL, not the NRL.”  
 
    “Oh!”  
 
    Yeah, and Hayden didn’t need to be particularly switched on to know exactly where Greg’s surprise came from, did he? He’d assumed that Hayden’s lack of interest in Rugby League was because of his sexuality, not geography. Greg was as transparent as glass.  
 
    “My boyfriend’s a huge Cowboys supporter though,” Hayden said, just to watch Greg squirm. He honestly didn’t know if Matt gave a rat’s arse about the game at all, but fuck it, he was allowed to enjoy Greg’s momentary discomfort. Greg was a dick. Hayden deserved whatever payback he could get, even tiny victories like this one.  
 
    Greg mumbled something about the Cowboys looking good this year, and they spent the rest of the ride back to the station in silence.  
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    Matt finished nights on Tuesday morning, and Hayden had days off on Tuesday and Wednesday. He spent most of Tuesday at Matt’s place, lying in bed with him and watching movies while Matt dozed on and off and tried to force his body to remember how to be diurnal. Hayden knew that feeling well.  
 
    They went out to dinner on Tuesday night, and Matt slowly became more animated as the evening wore on. Yeah, he was going to be bouncing off the walls at three in the morning, wasn’t he? Hayden had been there. Every shift worker had. Those godawful hours between about 2 a.m. and dawn, tossing and turning and trying to sleep, knowing that tomorrow was going to be hell.  
 
    “We should go for a walk,” he said.  
 
    Matt raised his eyebrows. “A walk?”  
 
    “Yeah.” Hayden flashed him a smile. “After dinner, let’s go out to Pallarenda and walk along the beach or something.”  
 
    Matt looked at him like he’d never heard anything so crazy. And then he smiled too. “Why not?”  
 
    There were only a couple of cars pulled in at the beachfront parking bays at the end of Cape Pallarenda Road: a silver Subaru with a sports kit, and a piece of shit Commodore with the exhaust almost hanging off. There were guys sitting in the Subaru. The windows were up, but the thump of the bass reverberated through the night air. Cape Pallarenda Road was a favourite for the hoons to meet up on, and then thrash the hell out of their cars as they raced back toward the city.  
 
    Hayden and Matt took their shoes and socks off and left them in Matt’s car. Hayden didn’t miss the way that Matt took in the rego plates of both vehicles.   
 
    They walked down to the beach, following the wooden slatted path over the rise of the dunes. A woman walking a dog on a lead gave them a wary nod as she headed back toward the road.  
 
    The beach was mostly empty. Hayden saw a few figures some distance away to the left: he and Matt turned right. It was a bright, moonlit night and the ocean swelled and receded, pushing tiny waves up onto the sand.  
 
    In the distance, lights from the city were visible, as were the lights on Magnetic Island. Red and green buoys flashed in the bay between the city and the island, marking out the safe shipping channels from the port through to the open ocean. There was at least one large cargo ship moving slowly out to sea now, lights blazing.  
 
    Hayden and Matt walked, bumping shoulders at first and then, as the people further up the beach were swallowed by the darkness, holding hands. They walked close to the water, and small waves tickled Hayden’s toes. His bare feet sank in the wet sand, and the hems of his jeans were soaked wet and stuck to his legs. He tasted salt on his lips.  
 
    “I always forget I live ten minutes away from the beach,” Matt said. “I mean, it’s really nice, but it never occurs to me that it’s an option to just come out here, you know?”  
 
    “Same.” Hayden nudged him. “Have you ever had beach sex?”  
 
    Matt snorted. “No!”  
 
    “We should have beach sex,” Hayden said, laughing. “Not like now, since we don’t even have a blanket or anything, and I don’t want sand in my arse, but like, at some point. When we have it better planned.”  
 
    “That sounds awful. You know what we should do though?”  
 
    “What?”  
 
    “We should go up to Mission Beach or something for a few days. Or over to the island.” Matt squeezed his hand. “Stay in one of those places that’s right on the water, but also really private. That way we can leave the doors open and have sex while we’re looking at the beach, without getting sand in either of our arses.”  
 
    “We could do that,” Hayden agreed. “Very practical.”  
 
    “I thought it was romantic.”  
 
    “Well, I’m not exactly a hearts-and-flowers kind of guy.”  
 
    “I noticed that.”  
 
    “When?” Hayden asked. “Was it when I blew you in a toilet?”  
 
    “Yeah, it was round about that time.”  
 
    Hayden laughed, and tugged Matt into the shallows. The water was cool. Wet sand shifted and crunched under his feet. “To be fair, I was slightly drunk.”  
 
    “Same,” Matt said, and drew him close for a brief kiss. It tasted of salt.  
 
    Hayden shivered as the breeze tickled over him. There was something about the sea air. It was invigorating, but he always slept soundly after spending time in it. Good, solid sleep, not the usual piecemeal awake-every-few-hours bullshit he got most nights. Hopefully Matt was the same, and that a walk along the beach would help him sleep through the night.  
 
    He looked out across the bay toward the island.  
 
    “You know that Captain Cook called it Magnetic Island because his compass went all weird when they sailed past it,” he said. “Except that it’s not magnetic, so it’s a misnomer. Which is fine, but then what the hell happened to Captain Cook’s compass that day?”  
 
    Matt smiled.  
 
    “Can you imagine what it must have been like back then?” Hayden leaned down to scoop up a shell, water dripping off the tips of his fingers as he straightened up again. “Navigating through the reef when nobody had done it before? Thinking that every minute you might hit something and tear a hole in your ship?”  
 
    He wondered for a moment if it felt anything like this. Like being in a relationship that was so new he couldn’t read it yet, couldn’t see the hazards underneath the surface. Like a part of him was waiting for them to hit a reef and be wrecked. And Hayden didn’t know what to do with that feeling, except to push it down and pretend it wasn’t there.  
 
    He closed his fingers around the damp shell for a moment, and then pressed it into Matt’s free hand. A tension he didn’t know he’d been holding inside him loosened when he saw Matt slide the shell into his pocket.  
 
    “Come on,” he said. “Let’s go back to my place.”  
 
    Hand in hand, they walked up the beach again, putting distance between themselves when they got to the walkway that led back over the dunes to the road. Hayden’s hand tingled where Matt had held it, and he wished they didn’t have to leave yet, and break the beach’s spell.   
 
    The doof-doof-doof of the bass from the Subaru’s stereo made itself heard from the crest of the dune. It grew louder as they stepped back onto the cement path at the end of the wooden slats, and one of the windows of the Subaru slid down as they approached.  
 
    A guy stuck his head out the window. “Hey!”  
 
    Hayden and Matt kept walking.  
 
    “Hey, fags!”  
 
    Matt stopped and turned. “What’d you say?”  
 
    The guy sneered. “You heard me!”   
 
    Matt stepped towards the car, reaching into his pocket and drawing out his badge as he did. He flipped the wallet open and showed it to the guys in the car. Hayden could barely swallow down his laughter when the guy’s face dropped, and heard the chorus of dissent coming from inside the car as the other three occupants suddenly claimed that their idiot mate had nothing to do with them.  
 
    “Turn the stereo off,” Matt said. “And take the keys out of the ignition.”  
 
    Hayden leaned up against Matt’s car and folded his arms over his chest as Matt took his phone out of his pocket and called someone. He had a short, clipped conversation, giving their location and the registration number of the Subaru. His expression gave absolutely nothing away. Apparently he didn’t need to be in uniform to transform back into Constable Dickhead. Hayden wouldn’t have guessed he’d ever be happy to see that guy again, but here he was enjoying the show.  
 
    Matt checked the tread on the Subaru’s tyres, while the guys inside the car got progressively more annoyed.  
 
    “Come on, mate,” one of them said, then backtracked when he caught Matt’s look. “Officer. We weren’t doing anything wrong. You can’t keep us here!”  
 
    “I can,” Matt said. “Under the Police Powers and Responsibilities Act 2000, section 59, Power for regulating vehicular and pedestrian traffic, I am legally able to inspect your vehicle for defects.”  
 
    That shut them up.  
 
    A few minutes into Matt’s impromptu inspection of the car, a marked police car drove up, slowed, and did a u-turn to park behind the Subaru, neatly boxing it in. The man who climbed out of the driver’s seat was sandy-haired and barrel-shaped. He wore the insignia of a senior sergeant on his epaulettes, and looked vaguely familiar.  
 
    “Constable Deakin,” he said, his voice gravelly.  
 
    Matt nodded in greeting. “Boss.” 
 
    “What’s the problem here?”  
 
    “No tread on the back tyres, boss.”  
 
    The senior sergeant shone his torch on the tyres. “They probably left it on the road between Rowes Bay and here. Someone’s been laying down some rubber along there tonight.” He raised his voice. “You boys wouldn’t know anything about a car doing burnouts around here about an hour ago, would you?”  
 
    They denied it robustly.  
 
    “Righto.” The senior sergeant snorted and looked at Matt. “Defect notice book is on the front seat.”  
 
    Matt went to collect it, and the senior sergeant strolled over to Hayden. “Hayden the ambo.”  
 
    Hayden glanced at his nametag: Senior Sergeant Gordon. “Yeah, that’s me.”  
 
    “You were at that fatal up at Rollingstone not that long ago,” Senior Sergeant Gordon said. “Car versus truck. The truck won.”  
 
    “Yeah,” Hayden said, chest tightening at the memory. “I was at that one.”  
 
    He wondered if he imagined the slight softening of the senior sergeant’s expression. He wondered if the senior sergeant remembered the way Hayden had held the girl’s hand and talked to her while the fireys cut her out. Held her hand, and also held the plastic sheet in place to block her view of her dead little brother in the seat beside her. Hayden remembered an older copper who could have been the senior sergeant passing him a water bottle through the twisted remains of the sedan and angling it for him so he could take a quick drink.  
 
    “Hell of a day that was,” Senior Sergeant Gordon said.  
 
    “Hell of a day,” Hayden echoed.  
 
    Matt was speaking to the driver of the Subaru now, filling out the defect notice for the bald back tyres.  
 
    “Want to tell me why he’s ruining your nice evening out with this?” Senior Sergeant Gordon asked in an undertone.  
 
    Hayden threw him a speculative glance. “Apparently the way the front-seat passenger called us fags really drew Matt’s attention to those tyres.”  
 
    “That’s lucky,” Senior Sergeant Gordon deadpanned. “They could get into a tragic accident driving on tyres like that.”  
 
    Hayden shook off the memory of that Rollingstone job and decided that he very much liked the senior sergeant. “Right.”  
 
    It was the work of minutes for Matt to present the disgruntled driver with his defect notice, and then he returned the notice book to the senior sergeant. “Thanks, 
Gordy.”  
 
    Senior Sergeant Gordon tucked the book under his arm. “I’m always happy to help promote greater road safety, Constable Deakin. You know that.”  
 
    He nodded at them both and headed back for his car. He got in and reversed far enough to let the Subaru out. Then he pulled onto the road behind it and followed it towards the city. Hayden had no doubt the dickheads in the Subaru would be doing at least five kilometres under the speed limit the entire way there.  
 
    Their unexpected delay in the parking bays had one plus: most of the sand on Hayden’s feet had dried and was easy enough to brush off before he climbed into Matt’s car. Those guys sure as hell hadn’t been expected some barefoot target of their bigotry to whip out a police badge.  
 
    “Sorry about that,” Matt said, clipping his seatbelt on.  
 
    “Why?”  
 
    “For ruining the mood?”  
 
    “They were arseholes and they deserved it,” Hayden said. “I don’t know why you’d think that petty and vindictive isn’t a total turn on for me.”  
 
    For a second Matt’s expression didn’t shift, and Hayden was again reminded of the aloof, unreadable mask that Constable Dickhead wore, but then he laughed, the sound warm and maybe even a little relieved, and the strange moment of tension passed.  
 
    By the time they got to Rowes Bay it was like it had never happened at all.  
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    A group of girls in short dresses and tall heels—as long-legged as a herd of gazelles—swept past Matt and Sean as they stood outside Flynn’s Irish Bar, and Sean turned to watch them go, eyes widening appreciatively.  
 
    Friday night on Flinders Street East. Matt hated it, but he’d volunteered himself and Sean for the shift because the more experience Sean got before Matt cut him loose, the better. So instead of driving from job to job as a general duties crew, they were on foot on the nightclub strip, trying to hear the radio transmissions in their earpieces over the music pumping out of the clubs and making a discordant cacophony of the street.  
 
    Flinders Street East was two blocks of nightclubs, with the occasional restaurant sandwiched in between them.  And on what Gordy called Fuck or Fight Friday—where if you couldn’t get the first, you settled for the second—it was busy as hell.  
 
    Matt and Sean crossed the road to the hotdog stand and walked up to the Drink Safe tent. It was staffed by volunteers from one of the local charities, and provided water, basic first aid, and other forms of assistance to the club-goers. Matt checked they weren’t having any problems, and then he and Sean took the opportunity to linger on this side of the street for a while. This side, backed by Ross Creek, was quiet and dark compared to the other side, where music blasted out, pedestrian traffic snarled up and down the wide footpath, and people leaned on balconies from the various clubs and restaurants and shouted at everyone below them.  
 
    Matt could see Linda and Paul across the road, and he knew the others were up where the police cars were parked. Only eight of them tonight, plus the supervisor, which meant they’d be stretched, but no worse than usual, and the general duties crews drove past when they could to make sure the foot patrols had it under control.  
 
    By morning Matt would have sore feet and a headache, but at least the shift would go quickly. It always did on a Friday night. Still, on balance, he’d rather be in bed with Hayden.  
 
    Hayden was on nights as well though, and they’d spent the afternoon tangled up in his sheets. Matt should have known that they wouldn’t get any sleep before they started work, but it turned out that a little bit of sleep deprivation was a price he was more than willing to pay to exchange long, lazy kisses—and hand jobs—with Hayden.  
 
    “Hey, Matt?” Sean’s question broke him out of his reverie.  
 
    “Yeah?”  
 
    Sean threw him a worried look. “Am I doing okay?”  
 
    “Yeah.” Matt could see that Sean didn’t believe him. “Look, you’re fresh out of the academy still. And honestly, for about the first six months you’re going to wonder what the hell you thought you were doing. It feels like you’ve been thrown in the deep end, and you’re sinking, but you’re doing fine.”  
 
    “Really?”  
 
    “Really,” Matt said firmly. “Learning this job is all about getting in and doing it. And eventually you’ll have been to so many different incidents that they become second nature to you. And there’s never any shame in having to ask a supervisor what to do. That’s what they’re there for. So don’t worry that you can’t do it, because you’re already doing it, every day. And I have no doubt that in a few years you’ll be giving this same talk to your own First Year.”  
 
    Sean snorted. “That’s pretty hard to imagine from where I’m standing.”  
 
    “I know it is. But I’ve been where you’re standing, so you’ll have to take my word for it.”  
 
    Sean ducked his head when he smiled. “Okay. Thanks, Matt.”  
 
    By midnight Flinders Street East was full, and Matt and Sean spent the next few hours going from incident to incident. It was the usual stuff: people arguing with security guards about getting into venues—funny how their arguments dried up when they were offered the choice between getting in a taxi or getting in the back of a police van. Matt wrote out a few tickets for public urination, and he and Sean shuttled a couple of arrests up to the watchhouse. There was at least one girl who got her drink spiked—Matt didn’t recognise the ambulance crew that came and picked her up—a few fights that broke out between drunken young blokes who thought they had something to prove, and a very embarrassed couple who’d thought they’d been getting down and dirty in private, until Sean pointed out the CCTV camera to them.  
 
    Matt had lost track of time when he got the call from the Flinders Street supervisor to get back to where the police cars were parked.  
 
    “The generals crew are getting smashed,” he said when they met him there. “You and Sean are theirs for the rest of the shift.”  
 
    He looked pissed off, but the decision would have been made far above him, Matt knew.  
 
    Matt tossed the keys to Sean, tugged his earpiece out, and reached for the car radio. “Eight-oh-three, VKR.”  
 
    “Eight-oh-three, go.” The radio operator sounded stressed as hell.  
 
    “Eight-oh-three and eight-oh-four going mobile. Have you got a job for us?”  
 
    “You guys are three-one-two now, if you can start proceeding Code Two to Bushland Beach. I’ll go with details when you’re ready.”  
 
    Bushland Beach? Shit, that was two divisions away. There really must be nobody else available. Matt wrote his new call sign on his hand so he didn’t forget it. “Show us proceeding Code Two, and go with details.”  
 
    They peeled out of the car park, and Matt hit the lights and sirens.  
 
      
 
    [image: :heart rhythm.tiff] 
 
      
 
    The incident location in Bushland Beach was a house in a quiet residential street in a new subdivision. The houses had all been built from the same four or five cookie cutter templates. Except Matt knew this address. He’d never been, but the Deeragun crews were regularly dispatched here. The house was rented by a charity that had a contract with the state government to provide care for kids who were under the care of the Department of Child Safety. The ones who had burned all their bridges with foster families. The violent ones, or the ones with behavioural issues that regular foster carers couldn’t deal with. Except half the time the professional carers couldn’t deal with them either. Share houses like this were usually staffed by a single youth worker at a time who couldn’t do a damn thing when the kids decided to abscond or, like tonight, grab a knife and start cutting.  
 
    The ambulance was parked at the front of the house when they arrived. The youth worker on duty—flanked by a couple of annoyed, sleep-deprived residents—met them in the front yard.  
 
    “The ambos went in without us?” Sean asked. “And the kid’s armed?”  
 
    The flustered youth worker nodded. “They’re talking with him in the bathroom.”  
 
    “And you’ve seen the knife?” Matt clarified.  
 
    “Yeah. It’s a steak knife.”    
 
    Matt and Sean entered the house. The lights were all on. The living room was a mess, but it wasn’t clear if that had been the result of tonight’s disturbance, or just the result of this many teenagers living in the same house. He and Sean made their way deeper into the house, heading down the hallway—there were a couple of fist-sized holes in the wall here and there—toward the bathroom. There was an ambo standing outside, his kit on the floor beside him.  
 
    He turned when he heard them. “About fucking time.” 
 
     Arsehole. 
 
    “Got here as quick as we could,” Matt said blandly. “What’s the sitrep?”  
 
    “My partner’s in there talking to him,” the ambo said. “The kid won’t let anyone else in.”  
 
    “Okay.” Matt really, really didn’t want this to turn into more of a situation than it was. He already didn’t like it enough as it was. A paramedic stuck in there with an armed kid? That could go sideways quickly.  
 
    He approached the door carefully. It was shut. Matt knocked on it gently, and winced at the sudden burst of shouting that elicited. And then, underneath the pitch of the teenage boy’s rage, he heard another voice, this one calm and steady. A familiar voice.  
 
    Hayden.  
 
    Matt turned the doorknob. Locked.  
 
    Shit.  
 
    “It’s Hayden,” he mouthed at Sean, and Sean widened his eyes. Matt dug his phone out of his pocket, and brought up Hayden’s name in his contacts. He called. Then, when he thought there would be no answer, Hayden picked up.  
 
    “Hey, Matt. Is that you on the other side of the door?”  
 
    “Yep. What’s going on?”  
 
    Hayden’s voice was calm. “Me and Isaiah are talking.”  
 
    “Does he still have the knife?” Matt asked.  
 
    There was a pause before Hayden answered. “Yes.”  
 
    “Get out of there, Hayden.”  
 
    “We’re just talking.”  
 
    “Open the door.”  
 
    “If I open the door, you need to promise you’re going to stay outside.”  
 
    “You’re not a fucking negotiator!” Matt hissed.  
 
    Hayden ignored that. “If I open the door, you’re staying outside.”  
 
    “Fine! Just open the door!”  
 
    It might have only been seconds before the door swung open, but it felt like a lot longer. Matt peered around the edge of the doorjamb and into the bathroom. There was a kid sitting on the edge of the bath, a knife held in his hand: Isaiah. There was blood splattered on the tiles underneath his bare feet, streaked and smudged where he’d dragged his toes through it, agitated. Isaiah was an Islander kid, skinny and half-grown, and wearing baggy basketball shorts and nothing else. A ladder of cuts climbed up the inside of his left forearm, dripping blood onto the floor. 
 
    Hayden was crouched a little way away from him—but not far enough away. One easy lunge and Isaiah could be on him. Hayden had his back to Matt. Good. At least he was keeping his eye on the kid, and the knife. But, if anything happened, Hayden was also blocking Matt’s path to Isaiah.  
 
    “The guy in the doorway is Constable Matt Deakin,” Hayden said, still without turning away from the kid. “He’s not going to hurt you. He wants you to put the knife down too.”  
 
    Isaiah lifted his gaze and stared at Matt, and then looked down at the knife in his hand. He tightened his grip on the handle. 
 
    “So I think that it’s a good idea to put the knife down, Isaiah.” Hayden’s voice was so calm, as though he knew exactly what he was doing, and it had never even occurred to him that it could go catastrophically wrong in the space of a single heartbeat. “Can you do that for me, mate?”  
 
    Matt’s gut clenched as Isaiah stared up at him.  
 
    The kid’s expression was blank. Matt couldn’t read it at all.  
 
    “Can you put the knife down, Isaiah?” Hayden asked.  
 
    Isaiah continued to stare at Matt.  
 
    For a moment Matt was sure everything was going to go to hell, and then Isaiah uncurled his bloody fingers from the grip of the knife and let it clatter to the floor.  
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    Matt was still feeling the low burn of anger when he arrived at the hospital. Friday night at A&E was hectic too. Matt saw the drink-spiked girl from Flinders Street East lying in a bed. He nodded at a uniformed copper he recognised from Kirwan who was lingering by a bed as a doctor inspected a patient’s wounds. Matt wondered if the patient was the victim or the offender in whatever incident the police had been called to. It was sometimes hard to tell. He continued through to where Sean, who’d travelled here in the back of the ambulance in case Isaiah had gotten violent, was watching Hayden hand Isaiah off to a waiting nurse. Isaiah would need to get the lacerations on his wrists dealt with before being sent over to Mental Health.  
 
    “Hayden,” Matt said as soon as Hayden was done. “I need a minute.”  
 
    Hayden’s look was unreadable, but he nodded and followed Matt outside to the ambulance bay and the humid night. Clouds of insects hummed around the lights. A few cigarette butts littered the cracked concrete. 
 
    Matt’s chest was still tight, and his anger was still bubbling away inside as he turned on Hayden. “Why the hell would you do something as bloody stupid as locking yourself in a bathroom with someone armed with a knife?”  
 
    Hayden narrowed his eyes. “I know Isaiah. He wasn’t going to hurt me.”  
 
    “I don’t care if you know him!” Matt exclaimed, stepping into Hayden’s space. “You couldn’t know what state of mind he was in!”  
 
    “I made a call,” Hayden said, lifting his chin. “And it was the right call. What was I gonna do? Sit outside while he kept self-harming? While you lot took over twenty minutes to get there? He could have killed himself by the time you showed up!”   
 
    “Don’t even bring response times into this.” Matt shook his head. “We got pulled off Flinders Street because our crews are getting absolutely fucking caned tonight.”  
 
    Hayden snorted. “And ours aren’t?”  
 
    “He could have killed you.” Matt drew a breath and forced his anger down. “So yeah, you should have sat outside and let him keep cutting himself instead of putting yourself into danger like that.”  
 
    “He wasn’t going to hurt me.” Hayden exhaled heavily. “I know Isaiah. Hardly a fortnight goes by that we’re not sent out there to deal with him. He might hate coppers, but he likes us.”  
 
    “He had a knife!”  
 
    “He’s a kid!” Hayden’s eyes blazed, and his voice grew louder as he spoke. “Jesus, you’re all like that, aren’t you? You coppers? He’s a kid with a mental illness who’s been dealt a shitty hand in life, and you just write him off, don’t you? What is he? Fourteen? Fifteen? And you’re treating him like that’s it. He’s fucking done. Case closed. He’s never going to be any different!”  
 
    “What?” Matt shook his head as his confusion battled with his anger and swamped it. He’d never seen Hayden furious like this. “Did we miss a step? How the hell did we get here from you locking yourself in a bathroom with an armed person?”  
 
    Hayden put his hands on Matt’s chest and pushed him back. “Fuck off.”  
 
    “No.” Matt caught his wrists. “Hold on a second.”  
 
    “Let go of me.”  
 
    Matt suddenly remembered the CCTV cameras in the ambulance bay, and wondered if anyone was watching them right now. Wondered what the fuck this looked like. How bad it looked. He released his wrists, and Hayden took two steps back. Matt’s heart pounded, and there was a bitter taste at the back of his throat. “Hayden.”  
 
    Hayden breathed heavily.  
 
    “I don’t understand why you’re angry,” Matt said, keeping his voice low. “Can you explain it to me?”  
 
    “Just—” Hayden pressed his mouth into a thin line for a moment, tension radiating from him. “Just don’t tell me how to do my job, okay?”  
 
    No fucking way was it Hayden’s job to put his own safety at risk for a patient. And while Hayden knew Isaiah and had previous dealings with him, no fucking way had locking himself in the bathroom been the right decision. A part of Hayden must have known that, but Matt knew he couldn’t push that point at the moment. Not while Hayden was still angry.  
 
    If Hayden had been working with Kate, Matt might have approached her for a quiet word to find out if this recklessness was out of character, or if it was part of a pattern of behaviour. He would also be well within his rights to have Gordy or someone take it up with Hayden’s supervisor, but he couldn’t imagine that would end well between him and Hayden, to say nothing of the tensions it would cause between their respective services. That could be a rocky enough relationship at times. Matt didn’t want to escalate whatever the hell this was, but he didn’t want to ignore it either.  
 
    “Okay,” Matt said, and the word tasted sour. He fought to keep his tone reasonable, non-confrontational. “But what happened back at the house, that scared me. It could have gone really wrong, and I need you to know that’s why I reacted the way I did.”  
 
    Hayden eyed him steadily for a moment. “Take your negotiator hat off and don’t fucking patronise me. I made a call, and nothing went wrong, and that kid is now getting stitched up instead of bleeding out on the bathroom floor because everyone was too scared to get close to him.”  
 
     “It could have gone really wrong, Hayden.”  
 
    “But it didn’t.”  
 
    Matt held his gaze, and wondered if there was anything he could say that would even get through to Hayden. He wasn’t sure if it was just the wall of Hayden’s ego he was hitting, or if there was something else at play here.  
 
    The back doors rolled open. “Matt?”  
 
    Matt turned to see Sean heading toward them, looking apologetic. “Yeah?”  
 
    “I’ve handed Isaiah over to security,” Sean said. “We’ve got a disturbance in Mundingburra now. It’s another Code Two.”  
 
    “Yep.” Matt rubbed his forehead, trying to ease away the tension headache building there. “Hayden, will I see you later?”  
 
    Hayden was stony-faced. “Sure.”  
 
    And Matt wanted to think he had a lot of things to say to him, but did he? Maybe, if he didn’t have another job to get to, he and Hayden would have stood here for long minutes with absolutely nothing between them except the heavy weight of silence.  
 
    Matt turned on his heel and walked away.  
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    On Saturday afternoon Hayden was hanging around the apartment eating cereal in his pyjama pants. Monique was at a study session at the university, so the place was his. He watched a movie, ate his cereal, and thought seriously about phoning in sick to work tonight. The thought of another twelve hours stuck in an ambulance with Greg? Hayden would rather beat himself repeatedly over the head with a blunt object. He didn’t phone in though. Instead he climbed back into bed for another few precious hours of sleep, and told himself he’d feel better when he woke up.  
 
    A lie.  
 
    He didn’t even sleep. Instead, he tossed and turned, replaying last night’s confrontation with Matt over and over in his head.  
 
    It was too late for a jog by the time he crawled out of bed again.  
 
    “Hey,” he mumbled, dragging himself toward the bathroom to shower. 
 
    “Hey.” Monique looked up from the couch. “I’m having friends over tomorrow to study.”  
 
    “Yup.” Hayden zombie-shuffled past her.  
 
    The hot shower revived him somewhat. He changed into his uniform, ate a hastily-made sandwich and called that breakfast, and then headed into work. On his way he swung by McDonald’s to grab a coffee, and wondered if he’d even have time to finish it before he and Greg got their first call.  
 
    On nights like this, when he was tired like this, Hayden thought about throwing it all in and going somewhere else. Finding something else to do. It was the fatigue talking—Hayden loved his job usually. But shit, the fatigue had a way of dragging more than his body down. It became like a fog, almost, thick and heavy, and every shift became an exercise in endurance. Working alongside Greg didn’t exactly make things easier.  
 
    Hayden checked his phone when he got to work: still nothing from Matt. Annoyance flared in his gut, before it occurred to him that maybe Matt was waiting for him to text. And despite last night, maybe Hayden liked him enough to at least try to meet him halfway.  
 
    Working tonight? he sent, even though he knew Matt was.  
 
    It was only a few minutes until he got a reply: Flinders Street again. Breakfast on the Strand?  
 
    Hayden closed his eyes briefly. So it seemed like Matt was meeting him halfway as well. Ok, he sent back. Coffee club, around 7?  
 
    See you then.  
 
    So, maybe an awkward conversation to be had but, on the plus side, a hot breakfast. The promise of a hot breakfast was enough to sustain Hayden through twelve hours of the usual Saturday night shit: assaults, drunken tumbles, and a traffic accident where a P-Plater wrapped his shitty hotted-up Toyota around a light pole and was lucky to escape with the minor injuries he did.  
 
    The night went quickly, but by the time dawn broke and the pace slowed at last, Hayden was tired and aching. He and Greg finally got a break just before their shift ended, and Hayden dozed on the couch in the break room back at the station. He was jolted awake only a few minutes later by his radio, and they went out for one last job: a local itinerant who was too drunk for the police watchhouse. Greg and Hayden transported him up to hospital; Hayden holding his breath in the back the whole way, since the old guy stank.  
 
    It was a little past seven when Hayden got off work. He showered at the station, changed, and joined the morning traffic heading into the city. By the time he made it to The Strand it was closer to half past, but Matt was there, sitting at one of the outside tables, a coffee in front of him. The shadows under his eyes were as dark as bruises.  
 
    “Hey.” Hayden slid into the seat across from him. “Sorry I’m late. Have you ordered?”  
 
    “Not yet.” 
 
    Hayden grabbed a menu and gave it a cursory scan as the waitress approached. “Eggs Benedict and an orange juice, thanks.”  
 
    “I’ll have the same,” Matt said. He waited until the waitress had gone before he leaned forward in his seat. “Are you okay?  
 
    Hayden dragged his fingers through his hair. “Uh…yeah.”  
 
    Matt’s gaze was confronting. “Are we okay?”  
 
    Hayden fiddled with the tiny packets of sugar in the caddy in the middle of the table to distract himself while he figured out how the hell to answer a question like that. A sudden burst of cyclists zipped down The Strand past the outdoor seating area of the cafe, all whirring noises and flashes of neon lycra. Sunlight glittered on the ocean in scattered shards, and palm leaves rustled in the brisk breeze. The morning smelled of salt and coffee.  
 
    “I’ve never done the boyfriend thing,” Hayden said at last, and wondered if it was his tiredness that caused the words to tumble out. “Not until you. I’m probably doing it wrong.”  
 
    “Same.” Matt’s mouth twitched at the corner.  
 
    “But the other night…” Now the incident was behind him a little way, Hayden could see Matt’s point. He’d seen it back on Friday night too, but Hayden knew Isaiah. He hadn’t been in any danger from him, despite what it looked like. “I know how to do my job.”  
 
    Matt’s expression tightened. 
 
    “I’m going to ask you to let it go,” he said. “I don’t want this to get in the way of what we have here. I’m not going to change my mind, and I’m pretty sure you’re not going to change yours. So do you think you can let it go?”  
 
    Matt held his gaze for a long moment, and then sighed slowly. “I don’t know. Can you tell me you won’t put yourself in that position again?”  
 
    “I can try.”  
 
    Matt nodded. “Then I can let it go.”  
 
    Hayden hadn’t realised how much tension he’d been holding in his muscles until he released it. He turned a sugar packet over and over in his palm, so he didn’t need to look Matt in the eye. Maybe he owed Matt an explanation as to why the situation with Isaiah hadn’t just come out of nowhere. Maybe, if he wanted to keep his relationship with Matt, he needed to tell him why it mattered to him. “I grew up in places like that. Down in Melbourne. Just so you know.”  
 
    Matt was silent.  
 
    “I went through a lot of foster families when I was younger.” Hayden rubbed the packet between his thumb and forefinger. The sugar was as gritty as sand. “Then I stayed in a bunch of group homes until I aged out. And I can count on one hand the number of people who thought I might be sitting somewhere like this today, with someone like you, instead of in prison or dead. Plenty of people told me those were my only options when I was fifteen.”  
 
    “I didn’t know that.”  
 
    “It’s not some tragic back-story,” Hayden said, and paused when the waitress returned with their breakfasts. He unwrapped his cutlery from the serviette. “I wasn’t flogged or touched up or anything.”  
 
    People expected horror stories, but Hayden’s time in care hadn’t been like that. Some of the other boys had been violent at times, and Hayden had learned how to take a punch before he’d learned how to fight back, but those incidents had been few and far between. Hayden’s childhood hadn’t been a horror story—it had been Robinson Crusoe, and Hayden had been the castaway trapped in exile, learning to endure. He had received perfunctory attention from the carers who rotated through the place; they’d had their hands full with the other residents. The sort of trouble Hayden had got into back then—smoking, drinking, shoplifting, wagging school—had flown under the carers’ radars. It was what it was. Some kids had it worse, and some kids had it better. It was the luck of the draw.  
 
    But people always expected horror stories. 
 
    “I don’t talk about it because there’s not much to tell.” Hayden sprinkled pepper on his eggs, and then took a mouthful, almost closing his eyes in pleasure as the taste of it burst over his tongue. Yeah, that was good. Worth staying awake for. He looked at Matt. “How was your shift?”  
 
    Matt cleared his throat. “It was fine. Busy, but nothing too crazy.” 
 
    “That’s good.” It was good that Matt hadn’t had any shit jobs. Good that he’d taken the hint to change the subject too.   
 
    “Yeah.”  
 
    They ate in a silence that Hayden hoped was companionable. A myna bird hopped up to their table, its head on a curious tilt, and Hayden waved his hand at it to make it skip away. It chittered at him angrily, so Hayden relented and tore a corner off a piece of crust and tossed it over toward one of the garden beds that ran along the top of the low wall separating the outdoor eating area from the street. The myna bird followed it.  
 
    When Hayden glanced at Matt again, he was smiling. “What?”  
 
     Matt snorted. “I’ll bet you feed seagulls too, don’t you?”  
 
    “Well, you can’t just say no to seagulls,” Hayden said, a smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. “They won’t stand for that sort of behaviour.”  
 
    Matt’s eyes danced. “That’s true.”  
 
    They fell into easier conversation after that, lingering longer than Hayden had expected over breakfast. When they got up and went inside to pay and Hayden checked the time, it was past eight-thirty.  
 
    “Wow.” He stretched. “I thought I’d be asleep by now. Monique’s got a study group or something today, and they can get loud. I hope they don’t come over too early.” 
 
    “You could come to my place,” Matt said. “The guy came around to put the split system in on Friday. No more window rattler. And Grandad’s pretty quiet.”  
 
    Hayden tucked his wallet back into his pocket, and nodded. “Okay. I’ll, um, I’ll follow you there?”  
 
    “Yeah.” Matt brushed the back of his hand against Hayden’s as they walked outside into the bright sunlight again. “That sounds good.”  
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    Hayden blinked himself awake hours later, unsure of what had woken him, and took a moment to orientate himself. A cream ceiling in need of a repaint, a pillow that didn’t smell like his and…oh, right, Matt lying beside him. Matt was lying on his side, one arm wedged under his pillow, with his back to Hayden. He was wearing nothing but a pair of boxer briefs, and the sheet had slid down to his hip. Hayden touched a hand to his cool skin, following the map of his tattoo over his shoulder blade.  
 
    Then, from the floor beside the bed, came the noise that had woken him again: a long drawn-out sigh.  
 
    The bedroom door was open.  
 
    Hayden leaned over Matt carefully to confirm his suspicions: Charlie had nosed his way inside to sleep in the air conditioning. He was wedged with his head under the bed, as though he was working on the theory that if he couldn’t see Hayden and Matt, then they couldn’t see him either and they couldn’t throw him out. His tail thumped guiltily against the floorboards.  
 
    “I see you,” Hayden whispered. “Bad dog!”  
 
    Charlie’s tail thumped a little faster.  
 
    Hayden needed to piss. He climbed out of bed, then walked around it and poked Charlie with his toe. The dog wriggled.  
 
    “Yeah, you’re so invisible, aren’t you?” Not wanting to risk running into Joe in only the worn rugby knit shorts he slept in, Hayden helped himself to a t-shirt out of Matt’s drawer, and pulled it on before leaving the room.  
 
    From the living room, the television played at a low volume.  
 
    Hayden rolled his shoulders to relieve the ache in his neck from sleeping in a strange bed, and headed for the toilet.  
 
    “Matty?” Joe called from the living room when he made his way back. “Is that you?”  
 
    Hayden wiped his hands on Matt’s shirt as he walked down the hallway. He leaned in the doorway of the living room. “Hey, Joe. It’s me. Matt’s still asleep.”  
 
    “Hayden. How are you, son?” Joe’s craggy face split with a grin, and he curled his gnarled fingers around the frame of his walker, and Hayden wondered if he was in pain today, or if he used the walker in here because it was easier to lever himself out of his armchair with it.  
 
    “Not bad,” Hayden said, stepping forward to offer Joe a hand up. “How are things with you?”  
 
    Joe hauled himself to his feet with Hayden’s help. “Oh, I’m falling apart a little more every bloody day, but that’s life, isn’t it?”  
 
    “It sure is.”  
 
    “I’m about to make lunch.” Joe pushed the walker in front of him. “You want some?”  
 
    “It’s the middle of the night for me,” Hayden said, “but a cup of tea sounds good.”  
 
    They went to the kitchen. Hayden turned on the kettle while Joe made a series of trips to the fridge and back, carting a collection of what looked like ancient Tupperware containers to the table. He set a loaf of bread and a tub of margarine down on the table with them, and then peeled all the lids off the containers. There was a container of cheese slices, one of beetroot, one of lettuce leaves, one of grated carrot, one of shredded ham, and one of sliced tomato.  
 
    Joe pulled up a chair, and set about assembling a sandwich.  
 
    “Did you want a cup of tea as well?” Hayden asked.  
 
    “Yes, thanks.”  
 
    It felt odd how easily Hayden was able to move around this kitchen—around Joe—even though he hadn’t spent much time here. Maybe a part of it was thanks to his job; the same way he had learned to walk into a stranger’s house—the bedroom, or the bathroom, at any time of day or night—and not be thrown by whatever he saw there. And he was good with the oldies.  
 
    It felt different with Joe though. Hayden was used to breezing into someone’s life and out again, kind, sympathetic, and professional, but here he was tired and worn out, hair mussed up and face creased with sleep, wandering barefoot around Joe’s house like he lived here or something.  
 
    There was an intimacy here that he found difficult enough to navigate with Matt. Who got a boyfriend and his grandad at the same time?  
 
    “How’s that new air conditioner going?” Joe asked, crunching down on his ham and salad sandwich.  
 
    Hayden set a cup of tea at his elbow, and then sat across the table from him. He curled his hands around his own mug. “It’s good. Really quiet.”  
 
    “So it bloody should be, the amount it cost.” Joe slurped his tea. “Still, if that’s what Matty wants to waste his money on.”  
 
    Hayden hid a smile. Like a quiet air conditioner was some sort of luxury, not a necessity for a shift worker in a Townsville summer.  
 
    “Place won’t be the same when he’s finished with it,” Joe grumbled, but there was a glint of pride in his eye when he said it.  
 
    “I like old houses like this,” Hayden said. “There’s a lot you can do with them.”  
 
    “Oh, it was old even when the wife and I bought it,” Joe said. “We got it as a starter place. Always figured we’d get a bigger house when we had a bunch of kids, but Irene couldn’t have any more after Kelly—that’s Matty’s mum—came along. So this place was big enough.” He gazed around the kitchen as though seeing though the years. “I don’t know how old the place is exactly, but when I got the roof redone the blokes said that whoever wired it up first had carved his initials and the date into one of the trusses. 1929.” He smiled. “The neighbourhood must’ve looked a hell of a lot different back then, hmm?”  
 
    “Yeah.” Hayden thought of everything the house must have withstood in all that time. Just a typical little worker’s cottage, with tough bones. How many cyclones had smashed over it since it had been built? How many floods had swept through in that time? And here it was, still standing on foundations that went back generations.  
 
    Hayden rubbed at the unexpected tightness in his chest.  
 
    “Are you sure you don’t want a sandwich?” Joe asked him, gesturing to the open containers with his butter knife.  
 
    “You know,” Hayden said, leaning forward, “I think I could manage a sandwich.”  
 
    Joe didn’t seem to want too much conversation as they ate, and he didn’t seem to mind when Hayden lapsed into silence for long periods at a time. Hayden blamed it on sleep deprivation, but the way his thoughts kept coming back to Matt, and back to the fight they’d had, he wasn’t sure that was entirely true.  
 
    Half an hour later, when Hayden climbed back into bed, Matt rolled toward him and blinked awake. He smiled slowly at Hayden before mumbling something nonsensical and closing his eyes again.  
 
    Hayden watched him for a while, suddenly afraid at how close they’d come to throwing away this thing they were building. How close he’d come. Because Matt had been the peacemaker, hadn’t he, with his steady gaze and his calm negotiator’s voice? It had been Matt who had said he could let it go, while Hayden had been ready to tell him to go fuck himself.  
 
    He could see Matt’s point. He could see what the incident with Isaiah had looked like from the outside, and why Matt, who was trained to think in terms of worst-case scenarios, had gotten angry about it. But he didn’t know Isaiah like Hayden did. Whatever warnings came up on the system beside Isaiah’s name didn’t tell the full story. And Hayden wasn’t an idiot. He was capable of making judgement calls too. He was good with people, and he was good at his job. No, why be modest? He was more than good at his job. If he made a call on the best way to approach a situation, his judgement was worth just as much as Matt’s. Hayden had been prepared to tell Matt to fuck off if he couldn’t support him. He could see Matt’s point—objectively—but it hadn’t been Matt’s call to make. Hayden knew how to do his job.  
 
    Matt’s hair was messy. It was stuck down in some places like it had been ironed flat by the pillow and stuck up in others. His mouth was open a little. There were creases on his cheek from where he’d been lying on his other side for hours, and Hayden resisted the urge to trace them with his fingertips.  
 
    If Matt hadn’t been the one to step down at breakfast, there was no way Hayden would have been lying beside him now. No way his pride would have let him be here in this moment. The realisation was dizzying.   
 
    It was a long time before Hayden drifted back off to sleep.  
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    Summer didn’t technically start until December, but nobody had told North Queensland that. By early November it was already stinking hot, and Matt felt like he spent half his shifts drenched with sweat, and the other half dripping with rain. The rain, when it came, was only a brief respite against the humidity: as soon as it let up, the heat pushed back in and brought mosquitoes with it. The change in temperature brought snakes as well and, living so close to scrubby Castle Hill, Matt started leaving a shovel by the back door just in case, although the only snake he’d seen so far was a tree snake that had still had the chickens rushing about in a panic.  
 
    Grandad took to spending more time in the garden now the soil was good and wet, checking on his passionfruit vine and pawpaw trees. Charlie, showing more sense than Grandad, slumped in the shade of the kitchen doorway and supervised from there.  
 
    The change in temperature also brought the first Cyclone Watch, and Matt hauled Grandad’s generator out of the shed and checked it was in working order. They could at least keep the fridge running if they lost power, which was Matt’s main concern. The tropical low hadn’t developed into a cyclone in the end, but the Watch was a reminder to get things in order around the house for the wet season. There was every chance that he’d be called into work in a cyclone—that’s how it had always been up in Ingham—so he wanted to have everything in order for Grandad to be able to sit it out easily. For certain values of easily.  
 
    He and Hayden had somehow muddled through their difference of opinion over that incident with Isaiah, and nobody at work gave Matt surprised looks when he referred to Hayden as his boyfriend anymore. They were no longer new and gossip-worthy. They were an established couple—how the hell had that happened? As far as Matt could tell, they were a one night stand that had gone horribly wrong.  
 
    Hayden had laughed uproariously when Matt had told him that.  
 
    They’d talked about maybe heading up to Mission Beach for a few days, but when Matt had suggested stopping at Ingham on the way to meet his family, Hayden had deflected.  
 
    It became more apparent to Matt how skittish Hayden was about stuff like that. He was friendly, outgoing, funny, but that was all surface stuff. Someone could spend hours in conversation with Hayden Kinsella, and walk away still knowing nothing about him. Most days, Matt was that someone.  
 
    Hayden’s silent moments were Matt’s though. Hayden dropped his guard in those times—just watching a movie, or sharing a takeaway, or walking along the beach at night—and allowed himself to be quiet, to be still. Matt grew to love those moments the most, because he knew not many other people got to share them with Hayden.  
 
    Those quiet moments were recompense for whenever it all went to hell.   
 
    There were days in Matt’s job, and in Hayden’s, that were shit. And sometimes there was a run of them, when every job they went to was just another punch in the gut. Just another dose of someone else’s pain and hatred and misery and fear and loss. Sometimes Matt and Hayden got to see people at their best, but most often they saw them at their worst, over and over again. It could be hard not to take that onboard. Hard not to bring it home.  
 
    Matt and Sean were first on the scene at the stabbing in South Townsville on what was supposed to be a dull Wednesday morning shift. Their priority was the offender, who was still armed with the knife, and waving it around in the front yard. His shirt was covered in blood.  
 
    “That fucking bitch!” the man screamed. “That fucking whore!”  
 
    “Put the knife down!” Matt called, advancing with his gun drawn.  
 
    He was aware of Sean beside him, gun also drawn.  
 
    Upstairs, someone was screaming.  
 
    “Put the knife down and step away from it!” Matt called again.  
 
    The guy dropped the knife.  
 
    “Get on the ground.” A beat. “Get on the fucking ground!”  
 
    Sirens wailed nearby. Backup.  
 
    The guy got on the ground.  
 
    Matt and Sean moved in. Matt kicked the knife out of the way, and knelt on the guy’s back while he cuffed him. The sirens grew louder, and cut out with a squeal of brakes. Upstairs, someone was still screaming.  
 
    “Got him?” Matt asked Sean.  
 
    Sean nodded, holding the guy down as he swore and bucked into the dirt.  
 
    Linda and Rawiri joined Matt as he raced up the stairs.  
 
    The victim was on the living room floor, blood pooling around her. There was a teenaged girl with her: the one screaming.  
 
    It was the work of moments to check the house was clear, and then Linda went outside to wave the ambos in. Matt knelt on the floor with the teenager, checking she was putting pressure on the woman’s wound. Boots thumped on the steps, and then Hayden was crouching beside him, pushing him out of the way.  
 
    His blue gloves were bright against the woman’s blood.  
 
    The woman’s breathing was shallow and desperate. She closed her bloody fingers around Hayden’s wrist, and he unpeeled them carefully.  
 
    “You’ll be okay,” he said, his voice steady. “You’re gonna be okay.”  
 
    Matt headed back outside and down the creaking stairs.  
 
    The woman’s husband was still screaming into the dirt about how the slut deserved it.  
 
    Later, up at the hospital, Hayden said to Matt in a quiet tone, “Do you ever wonder how that happens? How they can hate each other so much?” And then he snorted and shook his head. “I hate people sometimes.”  
 
    Matt knew that feeling all right. He took Hayden’s hand and squeezed it. “You want to get Thai for dinner tonight? And eat it in bed in front of the TV?”  
 
    “Seems like a recipe for disaster,” Hayden said, and flashed him a quick smile. “I’m in.”  
 
    And then Matt’s radio blared and drew him away.  
 
    They didn’t eat Thai that night. Hayden ended up picking up overtime, so Matt made toasted chicken, cheese and asparagus sandwiches for himself and Grandad instead, and they watched some home renovation show on TV.  
 
    “Why the hell do all these people put windows in front of the bathtub?” Grandad asked. “Scaring the bloody neighbours like that.”  
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind for if I ever get around to a bathroom reno,” Matt said, texting Hayden to see how his overtime was going.  
 
    Grandad snorted.  
 
    It was a while before Matt got a reply back: I’m over Greg’s bullshit.   
 
    You ok?  
 
    Another hour before Hayden’s answer: Finishing up now. Gonna sleep at my place. Need to wash my uniforms before tomorrow. Talk to you later.  
 
    Ok. 
 
    Thursday was a fatal traffic crash on the Bruce Highway. Matt and Sean were working on a stealing complaint, but they heard the job given out over the radio. Two vehicles. Entrapments. Multiple injuries. Possible fatalities. The highway was blocked in both directions.  
 
    Sean winced and sucked a breath in through his clenched teeth. “Sounds bad.”  
 
    “Mmm.” Matt turned his radio down as they approached their complainant for the stealing so she didn’t hear it.  
 
    When he got the chance, he sent a text to Hayden: Did you get sent to that fatal?  
 
    He took Hayden’s lack of response to mean that yes he had been, and that he was up to his neck in it at the moment.   
 
    Matt and Sean grabbed an early lunch from Subway at The Lakes, and ate it back at the station while Sean entered the occurrence for the stealing and guiltily picked shreds of lettuce from the keyboard. Matt took the opportunity to catch up on his emails. By 11 a.m. they were back on the road and on their way to keep the peace while a man attended his ex-partner’s address to collect property. They had a history of domestic violence, and, annoying as it was to play babysitter to grown adults, it was better to stand there for half an hour or so to make sure it all went smoothly than risk a repeat of yesterday’s stabbing.  
 
    The rest of the shift was routine enough that Matt was able to check his phone a lot, but Hayden hadn’t answered yet. At one thirty he and Sean were heading back to the station to tidy up their paperwork before finishing their shift at two.  
 
    “VKR to any unit able to attend a job code five-one-three in Hermit Park.”  
 
    Fuck. This close to knock off.  
 
    Sean reached for the radio, but hesitated for a moment, probably thinking the exact same thing.  
 
    “VKR to any unit.” The dispatcher sounded tense. “Five-one-three in Hermit Park. CPR in progress.”  
 
    Matt nodded. 
 
    “Two-oh-six, VKR,” Sean said. “We’re in Walker Street.”  
 
    “Two-oh-six, you’re authorised Code Two. I’ll go with details when you’re ready.”  
 
    Matt flipped the sirens on, and stepped on the accelerator.  
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    The little boy was only about two or three years old, and he was laid out on the deck beside the pool. He was wearing a pair of bright yellow shorts, and a single plastic sandal. A Spiderman shirt lay discarded beside him. His other sandal was bobbing on the surface of the pool still.  
 
    Hayden and Greg were crouched over the boy, a pocket mask discarded beside them. Too big for such a tiny face, maybe. The heel of Hayden’s hand was positioned on the boy’s sternum. He was counting compressions. As Matt watched, Hayden leaned down and breathed quickly into the boy’s mouth. The boy’s thin little chest expanded.  
 
    The wires from the defibrillator snaked over the small body. The machine was beeping, the display showing a reading that Matt didn’t understand.  
 
    Hayden gave him a second breath, and then straightened up again.  
 
    Greg pressed his fingers against the boy’s throat. He leaned over to look at the defibrillator, and then shook his head. “No shockable rhythm.”  
 
    Hayden continued his compressions.  
 
    The boards on the deck were damp, but not soaking wet. The boy’s curls were standing out from his head, not plastered to it. How long had they been at this?  
 
    A woman sat in a chair on the deck. She was wearing gym gear. Her wet hair dripped down her back. Her gaze was fixed on some indeterminate point above where the ambos were working on the boy, as though she couldn’t bring herself to either watch or to look away.  
 
    Matt crouched beside the chair. “Hey. My name’s Matt. What’s your name?”  
 
    She stared at him blankly for a moment. “Clare.”  
 
    “What’s your little fellah’s name?”  
 
    “Zach.” She clapped her hands over her mouth. “Oh my god. Oh my god.”  
 
    “Can you tell me what happened, Clare?” Matt tried not to flinch as he heard Greg’s terse “No shockable rhythm” from over by the poolside again.  
 
    “I was on my exercise bike.” She blinked, and tears slid down her pale face. “I thought—I thought he was having a nap. I don’t know—” She shuddered suddenly, violently. “I don’t know how he got through the fence!”  
 
    “Okay.” Matt stood, and drew Sean aside. He lowered his voice. “Go out the front and call VKR. Get them to find out if there’s another ambulance coming for the mum. And ask them to send the DDO out here.”  
 
    Sean hurried away.  
 
    Matt crossed over to Hayden and Greg. Hayden’s face was a mask of concentration, so fixated on his patient that Matt doubted he even knew he was there. Greg looked up at him, and shook his head minutely.  
 
    Matt’s stomach twisted, and a wave of dread, cold and dark, rose up in him. He went and stood by Clare as she rocked back and forth in her seat, her hands moving restlessly as though searching for something to hold.  
 
    The minutes ticked by interminably.  
 
    Matt thought of that First Aid refresher course. He thought of Hayden’s laughter, and his bag of red frogs, and of the way he’d told them to continue CPR until the ambos took over, a medical professional told them to stop, or they couldn’t physically continue. The first two didn’t apply in Hayden’s case, and Matt wondered how long until the third became an inevitability.  
 
    Hayden leaned back, rolling his shoulders. “That’s three cycles.” 
 
    “No pulse,” Greg said. He took the boy’s tiny arm and slid a cannula into it. Then he retracted the needle, disposing of it in the sharps container sticking out of his bag, and fastened a valve onto the end of the cannula.  
 
    Hayden’s hand still rested on the little boy’s chest, his blue gloves stark and bright against the boy’s pallor. He rubbed his thumb over the boy’s skin as he watched Greg work. 
 
    Greg injected something into the cannula.  
 
    Matt felt sick with anticipation as he waited for something to happen—for anything to happen—but nothing did.  
 
    “No shockable rhythm,” Greg repeated, and Hayden wordlessly began another round of compressions.  
 
    In the pool, the little plastic sandal bobbed and spun in an eddy created by the filter.  
 
    Matt had never waited longer to hear sirens in his life.  
 
    Sean reappeared with a second ambulance crew in tow. They slotted in beside Hayden and Greg, and transitioned smoothly. Hayden scooted backwards, away from the edge of the pool, and slumped down in the shade. He sat there, arms resting on his drawn-up knees, his head bowed.  
 
    Gordy the DDO turned up soon after with a pair of detectives from the Child Protection Unit, and a supervisor from the Ambulance Service on their heels. All these people, Matt thought wildly, for such a tiny boy.  
 
    Such a tiny boy who’d probably been dead long before his mum pulled him out of the pool.  
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    It was late by the time Matt and Sean finished at work.  
 
    “That was…that was something today,” Sean said, shoving his gear in his locker. He closed the door and it bounced back. He slammed it again, the sound reverberating sharply in the basement room, and then leaned his forehead against it. “Fuck.”  
 
    Matt put a hand on his shoulder. “You want to talk about it?”  
 
    Sean snorted. “Pretty sure you can’t give me a pep talk for this, Matt.”  
 
    “I’m pretty sure you’re right,” Matt agreed. “But talking helps.”  
 
    Sean sighed, and then straightened up and turned around. “I think I’m going to be hearing his mum screaming for a long time.”  
 
    A chill rose in Matt. “Yeah.”  
 
    “Zach! Zach! Zachy!”  
 
    If Matt never heard the name again, it’d be too soon.  
 
    Sean twisted his mouth. “I’m fine.” And then, in response to Matt’s look: “I’ll be fine. You should go and check in with Hayden, yeah?”  
 
    “Yeah. I’ll see you tomorrow, okay?”  
 
    “Let’s do it all again,” Sean said dryly.  
 
    Matt smiled despite himself, and hefted his bag onto his shoulder. He left the station, but instead of heading for the car park, he turned down Stanley Street towards Hayden’s place.  
 
    He called Hayden on the way, to make sure he’d be there to buzz him in.  
 
    “Bring beer,” Hayden said.  
 
    Dusk was turning the sky pink and orange and purple when Matt stepped out onto the balcony of Hayden’s apartment after Monique let him in. Hayden was leaning back in one of the chairs, his fingers curled around the neck of a beer bottle.  
 
    “I knew it wasn’t going to work,” he said. “He was already cold. He’d probably been there a while.” His voice rasped, and he took a swig of beer. “I couldn’t stop with his mum looking at me though, could I?”  
 
    Matt sat down in the seat beside him. Watching today had been difficult enough. He didn’t want to think about what it would have felt like if he’d had to touch the little boy. Feel his skin. His curls. The pressure of his small chest expanding with the breath he pushed into him, while knowing that it wasn’t making any difference at all.  
 
    Hayden’s eyes were red rimmed when he turned his gaze to Matt. “Three.”  
 
    “Three what?”  
 
    “Two fatalities at that accident, and then the little kid.” Hayden’s mouth twisted into something too sour to be considered a smile. “One of the fatalities at the accident was a seventeen-year-old girl. What a waste, I thought. She never even got the chance to have a life. I figured that was the shittiest job I’d get for a while, you know?”  
 
    Matt winced.  
 
    “Yeah,” Hayden said. “Fuck you, universe, for going one better.” He exhaled heavily, and then seemed to shake himself awake. “Did you bring more beer?”  
 
    “Nope.”  
 
    “Arsehole.” There was no heat in the word.  
 
    “Have you eaten yet?” Matt asked.  
 
    “I’m not hungry.” Hayden set his beer bottle down on the tiles with a hollow clink. Empty.  
 
    “Come on.” Matt stood up, and held his hand down for Hayden, who rolled his eyes, but took it, and allowed Matt to draw him to his feet and into an embrace. He was resistant for a moment, and then the taut line of his shoulders gave way and he leaned into Matt on a long sigh. Matt brushed his fingers over the short hairs at the nape of Hayden’s neck and breathed in his scent. He smelled faintly of antiseptic.  
 
    A shitty day in a so-far shitty week, and things like this…they had a way of digging into the mind and staying there. Matt could brush off most stuff, but he still carried around the ghosts of a few jobs and probably always would. Some things, and not always the ones he expected, were hard to get past.  
 
    The nature of the job.  
 
    Matt had learned to use that phrase to excuse so much, when it wasn’t the nature of the job that was the problem at all, was it? It was the nature of the universe; the job just tied a bow around it and shoved it right in his face.  
 
    “Today was a bad day,” Hayden murmured, his voice cracking and his breath hot against Matt’s throat. “A really bad day.”  
 
    Matt swallowed around the ache in his throat. “I know.”  
 
    “Jesus fuck.” Hayden straightened up, rubbing at his eyes with the heels of his hands. “I’m just… I’m over today, Matt.”  
 
    His mouth quirked, as though he recognised the gulf between what he was feeling and the inadequate words he had to express it. He looked tired. He looked angry, and helpless, and bitter and miserable, and a thousand other things that were exactly how Matt felt too, all of them competing for space inside his skin.  
 
    Matt held his breath as he watched him, unsure which emotion would win out for now.  
 
    And then Hayden’s shoulders slumped, and he shook his head. There was a trace of his customary humour in the quick smile he flashed at Matt. “I’m just tired. Thanks, though, for coming to check on me.” He raised his eyebrows. “Are you okay?”  
 
    “Just tired,” Matt echoed, and they both let the lie hang in the air between them as the dusk softened into night.  
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    Hayden didn’t sleep well the night after Zach drowned.  
 
    He sat out on the balcony for a few hours after Matt left, feet propped against the railings, and played dumb games on his phone long past when tiredness had transformed into fatigue. His shoulders ached. His abdomen and his thighs did. It had been a while since he’d done CPR for so long. He’d be even more sore tomorrow.  
 
    He closed his stinging eyes. When he opened them again, his vision was fuzzy. A stream of headlights blurred into a smear of light on the other side of the creek, and he blinked to clear his vision.  
 
    There was no horror story in Hayden’s past, but there was a recurring nightmare of screaming and screaming and screaming while someone carried him out of his mother’s flat. He must have been five, maybe six. His memories of that time of his life were hazy, but sometimes, stepping into some filthy house with holes in the wall and kids covered in lice, he got a rush of something that felt like recognition. He wondered how much of that was memory, and how much was just putting the pieces together as an adult, filling in the gaps in his memory with the knowledge gained by experience.  
 
    There was some part of his mind—the part that still belonged to that screaming kid maybe—that couldn’t let go of the unfairness of a world where he’d been born to a mother who’d never given a damn about him and probably hadn’t even noticed when he’d gone, but mothers like Zach’s mum would have given anything to turn back the clock on today and spent a lifetime hating themselves the moment’s inattention that had cost them everything.  
 
    It was an unfair comparison, but his brain wouldn’t let it go.  
 
    When he finally dragged himself to bed, sleep didn’t come. His alarm was set for five in the morning, and didn’t doze off until around one, after hours of tossing and turning, tasting phantom chlorine on his lips.  
 
    The taste of it was still with him the next morning. His eyes stung from the too-bright light of day, and he wore his sunglasses at work and tried not to listen to Greg ramble on about the football, or the cricket, or the V8 supercars, or whatever the fuck it was that Greg was rambling on about.  
 
    Hayden curled his shaking fingers around his seatbelt and his heart tumbled over a few missed beats whenever the radio crackled. It felt like the seatbelt was the only thing keeping him anchored. Keeping him from opening the door and falling out into traffic.  
 
    Tired. He was just tired.  
 
    Not dissociating.  
 
    Tired.  
 
    He needed to sleep, that was all.  
 
    When they were stopped in traffic he let his eyes slide shut.  
 
    It was Matt’s bed he thought of. Matt’s bed in that sturdy little house at the base of Castle Hill that Matt was fixing nail by nail. The floorboards that groaned, the click of Charlie’s claws as he moved from room to room, Joe’s old leather armchair creaking as he settled in it to watch TV. The way the dust motes hung in the light that spilled in from outside. The slow, lazy rhythms of the hours that Hayden had spent under that roof.  
 
    He jolted awake when the lights changed and the ambulance lurched forward.  
 
    He glanced at Greg, and found him looking back, mouth pressed into a disapproving line.  
 
    Fuck him.  
 
    Hayden turned and stared out the passenger window.  
 
    If he’d been partnered with Kate, no way in hell would they have started today’s shift with nothing more than a curt nod. Not after yesterday. They would have started the day with an abomination of a coffee—double shots of caramel, whipped cream, and more sugar than in anyone’s recommended daily intake—and then they would have talked, dragging normality back into their day with every word—the conversation forced at first, but not by the end.  
 
    Hayden didn’t have that familiarity with Greg. When Greg talked, Hayden didn’t want to join in. Hayden wanted to punch him in the face. So yeah. Silence was the safer option, probably. Silence and fatigue.  
 
    Hayden turned his phone over and over in his hand, sliding the pad of his thumb over the dark screen. Was Matt even working this morning? Hayden had lost track of Matt’s roster somewhere in the fug of his mind. Maybe he wasn’t at work. Maybe he was still in bed, relaxed and sleep mussed, his expensive new air conditioner humming quietly.  
 
    Hayden closed his eyes, and the over-bright voice of the dispatcher jerked him into wakefulness again. He reached out for the radio before he registered what he was doing: muscle memory.  
 
    His voice rasped a little as he told the dispatcher to go ahead with details.  
 
    His hand shook as he wrote the address down.  
 
    It was going to take all the coffee in the world to get through today and make it to the other side.  
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    Mrs. Marchetta lived in the retirement village off Fulham Road, in a small unit that smelled faintly of vinegar. A collection of plastic saints, faded by the sun, lined the window sill behind the kitchen sink. She had wispy white hair, skin as thin as paper, and a cut on hand that had dripped blood onto her pristine floor tiles. The knife still sat on the cutting board, a half-sliced tomato beside it.  
 
    Her son, a middle-aged man in a bright orange workman’s shirt, loomed over Hayden and Greg anxiously as they worked.  
 
    “There we go,” Hayden said, finishing up with the tape. “Who’s your GP?”  
 
    “I go to the medical centre in Currajong,” Mrs. Marchetta said. “I usually see Dr. Gupta.”  
 
    Hayden nodded. “Okay, so you can either go there and get it stitched up, or we can take you up to the hospital.”  
 
    “Oh!” Mrs. Marchetta looked faintly surprised. “It needs stitches then?”  
 
    “I told you it did, Mum,” her son grizzled.  
 
    The son had been the one who called the ambulance, and had been berating his mother gently when they’d arrived, because she should have called them herself instead of getting him to come over first. It wasn’t that he’d been called away from work that annoyed him. It was that she hadn’t also called the ambulance at the same time, and she’d sat here bleeding into a tea towel for at least half an hour because of it by the time Hayden and Greg arrived.  
 
    “Oh, don’t make such a fuss,” she said, rolling her eyes.  
 
    Hayden thought of Joe, and of how he rolled his eyes exactly the same way when Matt chided him about something. Did it ever feel strange, this shift in roles that happened in families over time, where the adults and the children changed roles so completely? Hayden wondered if it was a gradual process, one of creeping increments, or if it was sudden and shocking. Family dynamics were a foreign language to him, and one he’d never felt the burning desire to learn.  
 
    “It definitely needs stitches,” Hayden told her. “And it’s not a bother for us to come and check you out at any time, even if you aren’t sure if it warrants it or not. Better safe than sorry.”  
 
    Mrs. Marchetta huffed out a breath, but her son looked pleased to have been vindicated.  
 
    “I’ll take her to her GP,” he said.  
 
    “If they don’t get you straight in, go to the hospital,” Hayden advised, but he didn’t think it would be an issue.  
 
    He and Greg packed up, refused an offer of tea, and headed back to the ambulance just in time to get the call.  
 
    A familiar address in Bushland Beach.  
 
    A hanging.  
 
    A fifteen-year-old male patient who wasn’t breathing and had no pulse.  
 
    And Hayden knew, because this was the week for it, right? This was the day for it. Because fuck the universe, and fuck his life.  
 
    Traffic parted before them as they headed north, lights flashing and siren wailing. Wasn’t there some story about the first sirens being designed to sound like a woman’s screams? To sound urgent enough to catch people’s attention, to make their hair stand up on the back of the neck? Hayden was tired of women screaming. He heard the echo of one of them in the siren’s rising wail now.   
 
    “Zach! Zach! Zachy!” 
 
    Hayden was tired of fucking everything. Adrenaline coursed through him, fighting his fatigue and making his muscles jerk and his fingers twitch. He tried to listen as the dispatcher relayed that the operator was giving CPR instructions over the phone, but could hardly hear her over the roar of blood in his skull.  
 
    Hayden licked his bottom lip and tasted chlorine.  
 
    He knew.  
 
    He knew who it was even before they pulled up at the house in Bushland Beach, even before a frantic kid ushered them inside, and even before he saw the youth worker hunched awkwardly over the body on the bedroom floor. 
 
    Isaiah.  
 
    His eyes were open, and bloodshot. His neck was distended. The noose—the shoulder strap from a canvas bag by the look of it—was lying on the floor beside him. The soles of Isaiah’s bare feet were grimy. One of his arms was stretched out along the floor. Scars—both old and pale and new and pink—crosshatched the dark skin of his forearm.  
 
    And Hayden froze.  
 
    Just froze.  
 
    He didn’t realise he’d done it until Greg shouldered him aside roughly, and knelt down to take over the CPR.  
 
    Hayden stared at the sparse bookshelf beside the bed. At the little Torres Strait Islander flag stuck in a blob of Blu-Tack on one corner, leaning at an odd angle. At the ratty textbooks stacked beside it. At the dented orange stainless steel water bottle lying on its side. At the poster of the North Queensland Cowboys above the bookshelf, the corners peeling up.  
 
    He was done.  
 
    It was too much.  
 
    Hayden was done.  
 
    He dropped his bag on the floor with a dull thump. If Greg noticed, he didn’t turn. If he said anything, Hayden didn’t hear it over the blood roaring in his skull. Hayden tore his gaze away from Isaiah’s bare feet, turned and walked away.  
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    Sunlight glittered on the water, blinding him, but Hayden couldn’t look away. The sand was hot underneath him. It burned his palms, and he dug his hands underneath it, into the cooler places hidden below the surface. It trickled over his wrists. Sweat slid down his back.  
 
    His phone buzzed in his pocket. Again. It hadn’t let up since he’d turned his radio off, but Hayden didn’t make any move to answer it.  
 
    He wanted…  
 
    He wanted to get up and walk into the gleaming water until it was all over. He wanted to vanish. To close his eyes and open his lungs and just be gone. Except that wasn’t going to happen. No exits in life were that neat, were they? None of them were that peaceful. The water wouldn’t take him like that. It would only shock him awake; jolt him straight back into a reality he didn’t want to face right now.  
 
    He was too tired.  
 
    He was worn too thin.  
 
    The last few days… 
 
    Hayden’s throat ached sharply, and he shuddered. His chest hurt. He closed his stinging eyes finally, and lost himself in the endlessly receding blue shapes burned into his retinas.  
 
    He didn’t know how long he’d been sitting there when he heard the crunch of boots in sand. The sunlight dazzled him when he opened his eyes and squinted at the silhouetted figure approaching. He saw a dark blue uniform, and narrow hips made wider with a bulky utility belt. His breath caught— 
 
    “I found him,” the copper said into his radio. “On the beach.”  
 
    It wasn’t Matt. The figure stepped closer. It was Newbie. What was his name again? Sean? Maybe it was Sean.  
 
    “Hey.” Newbie crouched down in the sand beside him. His face was pinched and anxious. “You okay?”  
 
    What the hell sort of question was that? But Hayden understood the practicalities of it. Newbie was checking he wasn’t in the middle of a breakdown—was he?—and that he hadn’t done anything to harm himself. Shit. Was this going to turn into an Emergency Examination Assessment? Because no offence to the guy, but Hayden wasn’t confident Newbie could tell his arse from his elbow yet, let alone be the judge of anyone else’s mental state. But if Hayden wanted to make sure this didn’t turn into an Emergency Examination Assessment—because that would do wonders for his career—then he needed to get his shit together immediately. Needed to laugh and smile, and be the Hayden Kinsella that everyone knew and fucking loved.  
 
    He was just…he was just so fucking tired.  
 
    He opened his mouth to say he was fine, but the words didn’t come. They caught in his throat, behind some invisible obstruction, and he saw Isaiah again, that canvas strap wrapped around his distended neck, his eyes bulging.  
 
    Hayden stared out at the ocean. The Titanic was unsinkable. All those little compartments built into the hull that were supposed to contain a breach, except something came along and tore a hole though every one of them and the dark, cold waters had flooded in all at once. And maybe if Hayden had been able to keep every incident in its own tiny compartment—the people from the accident, Zach, Isaiah—he wouldn’t be drowning right now. But there was a gaping wound in his side, the waters were rushing in, and he was foundering. 
 
    He drew his legs up, crossed his arms over his knees, and rested his head on his forearms. The sun burned the back of his neck.  
 
    He closed his eyes for a moment; let the ocean take him.  
 
    “Hayden?” Matt’s voice. A hand between his shoulder blades—solid and steady— the touch pulling him back. Cool fingers brushed his nape. “Hayden? Can you look at me?”  
 
    You, Hayden thought. You are the only good thing in my life, Matt Deakin. And the burden of that seemed so unfair to the both of them.  
 
    He lifted his head and opened his eyes. The sunlight blinded him. He turned and squinted at Matt, who was kneeling in the sand beside him while Newbie hovered nearby.  
 
    “Hey, Matt,” he rasped.  
 
    “Hey.” Matt lifted his hand from the back of Hayden’s neck. Brushed his knuckles gently down the side of his face instead. “It’s okay. You’re okay.”  
 
    He wasn’t though.  
 
    Fuck.  
 
    He wasn’t.  
 
    He’d walked away from a job. Left his bag—full of drugs and equipment—on the floor of a house full of teenagers with histories of substance abuse. Walked away from Greg, from Isaiah, and even though Hayden had known by looking that there was sweet fuck all they could have done for him, you didn’t walk away.  
 
    Hayden pressed the heels of his hands against his stinging eyes. He saw a burst of colours, and forced tears out. “Fuck.”  
 
    “You’re okay.” Matt’s voice was calm and sure. “Come back with us, yeah? I’m gonna take you home.”  
 
    Hayden let Matt and Newbie pull him to his feet, and he walked between them back toward the road. The dry sand squeaked and slipped underneath the tread of his boots, and Matt kept a steadying arm around his shoulders.  
 
    Up on the verge where the grass met the sand, a woman with a dog watched them approach. What sort of strange picture did they make? Two coppers flanking an ambo, and no patient or arrestee in sight.  
 
    The house was a block away from the beachfront. There were more cars lined up there now than there had been a while ago. Two marked police cars, and one unmarked. Hayden’s ambulance, and another one. A sedan with the QAS logo on the side—Hayden’s heart skipped a beat as he recognised it. It was John Feehan’s car. Of course the boss was here. Probably to give Hayden a well-deserved arse-kicking, followed by a write up and a suspension for misconduct. But it was hard to even care about that when Hayden glimpsed the final car at the scene: the undertaker’s vehicle.  
 
    He flinched back, and Matt dug his fingers into his shoulder.  
 
    “It’s okay,” Matt said. He steered Hayden toward the nearest police car, and leaned him against the bonnet. “Just wait here for a minute.”  
 
    Newbie waited with him while Matt headed into the house.  
 
    A few moments later Matt was back, with John Feehan and Gordy. Gordy looked as gruff as always, but he nodded at Hayden when he caught his gaze and Hayden wondered if he imagined his expression softening.  
 
    “Take a few days off,” John said, stepping into Hayden’s space. “Get some rest, and call me when you’re ready to come back to work.” He slipped a card into Hayden’s top pocket. “And call Priority One.”  
 
     Hayden nodded mechanically.  
 
    Priority One was the in-house support system for the Queensland Ambulance Service. A phone call would put him in contact with a psychologist or counsellor, or a Peer Support Officer. Those hoops were perhaps preferable to jump through than John taking disciplinary action against him, although the last thing he wanted to do right now was talk about how he was feeling.  
 
    And then Matt was beside him, unclipping his radio from his epaulette, and lifting it out of his belt, and patting down his pockets for the rest of his gear. Hayden wasn’t carrying anything else he couldn’t take home though. He carried a few drug reference cards and protocols in the left thigh pocket of his cargo pants, but it had been a while since he’d had to refer to them. They rattled around in there with at least three different pens. He carried his phone in the right thigh pocket, and a small pen torch in his left breast pocket, shoved in there with his notebook and pen. He had a pair of tuff cuts on his belt as well: Matt left them where they were. The pouches on Hayden’s belt were stuffed with gloves, a breathing mask, and a pair of protective eyewear; stuff he might need at short notice to get close enough to make an initial assessment of a patient. Everything else he kept in his bag.  
 
    John nodded at Matt, and took Hayden’s radio.  
 
    Hayden watched as Matt unholstered his firearm and taser, and handed them over to Gordy. “Thanks, boss.”  
 
    Gordy grunted in response.  
 
    That…that didn’t make any sense. Matt was still on shift, wasn’t he?  
 
    “Come on,” Matt said, ushering Hayden toward the car. “Sean’s driving us home.”  
 
    Hayden was too tired to ask any questions. He climbed into the back of the police car, and Matt climbed in beside him.  
 
    He closed his eyes so he didn’t have to look at the scene again, but it didn’t make it vanish at all. It just brought Isaiah’s face back to him, every detail in sharp relief. He shuddered.  
 
    Only Matt’s hand holding his tight kept him from drowning.  
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    The new air conditioner hummed, and condensation fogged up the inside of the window. Droplets slid down the glass like tears. 
 
    Hayden lay on his side in Matt’s bed, one arm jammed up under the pillow, and the other extended forward. His hand hung out past the mattress, fingers extended into space. He had one knee pulled up. His other leg was straight. The sheet was drawn up to his torso, leaving his shoulders bare. Matt lay behind him, gazing at the freckles on his shoulders. So many they were almost an even tan. Matt wanted to trace the constellations they made. There were entire galaxies written on Hayden’s skin. Hayden’s breathing had evened out at last. He was asleep.  
 
    Hayden hadn’t made a fuss when they’d pulled up in front of Matt’s place an hour ago. Matt hadn’t mistaken it for agreement, exactly. It was doubtful Hayden had registered where he was. He would have let Matt take him anywhere. Would have let anyone take him anywhere, probably. 
 
    Grandad had been pottering around in the front garden when they’d arrived home, poking into the billygoat weeds with a long stick and overturning the damp earth for the eager chickens. He’d looked up when the police car pulled up at the kerb, and had raised a hand to block the sun from his eyes as Matt had climbed out of the back seat, drawing Hayden with him.  
 
    Grandad hadn’t said anything as Matt had steered Hayden inside. He’d only held Matt’s gaze, and Matt had nodded to let him know everything was okay.  
 
    Matt hoped it was.  
 
    He hoped that Hayden just needed to sleep, and that when he woke up he’d be able to talk about what had happened. Talk about it, and begin to work through it.  
 
    Matt heard the click of Charlie’s claws against the floorboards in the hallway. Tick-tick-tick as he meandered along, and then a deep sigh and the jangle of the tags on his collar as he settled in front of Matt’s closed door, soaking up the cooler air that slipped out from underneath the door.  
 
    The house was quiet otherwise. Matt couldn’t even hear the television today. Maybe Grandad was in the garden again, or reading the paper.  
 
    Matt gently placed the palm of his hand against Hayden’s shoulder. Hayden didn’t move. His skin was cool to the touch, so Matt tugged the sheet up further.  
 
    Hayden’s uniform and boots and socks were still lying on the floor, messed up with Matt’s. Matt should probably get up and throw them in the washing or something. He itched to do something. To start putting things to right, in whatever small ways he could. He was too wired to just lie here, and it didn’t help that it wasn’t even midday yet, and his body clock was on its correct diurnal setting for once. He couldn’t have slept if he’d wanted to.  
 
    He reached behind him to grab his phone from the bedside table. It was on silent. Matt unlocked it, and saw that he had a few texts. One was from Sean, reminding him that if he needed anything to let him know. One was from the HSO, checking in with him since he’d been to a sudden death. His second one this week.  
 
    His second. Hayden’s…was it fourth? Shit. Yeah, it was the fourth. Two dead at the traffic accident, then the little boy who’d drowned, and now Isaiah. There was no rhyme or reason to it. Sometimes it just happened. Sometimes you could go for months without a major incident, and then you got four deaths—each one uniquely terrible—in the space of two days.  
 
    Matt sent the HSO a reply letting her know he’d taken the rest of the shift off and that he’d send her an email when he was back at work.  
 
    He also had a text from Kate, Hayden’s usual partner: Look after him for me, and get him to call me when he’s up to it.  
 
     Matt set his phone down, and moved closer to Hayden, careful not to jostle him awake. Hayden shifted a little, pulling his knee up further so that space opened for Matt to slide a leg between his. Matt liked the way they fitted so easily together. He curled his fingers gently over Hayden’s hip, tucking his thumb into the elastic of Hayden’s boxer briefs. Hayden drew a deep breath, and let it out again in a long sigh.  
 
    Christ.  
 
    Four sudden deaths in two days.  
 
    Matt squeezed his stinging eyes shut for a moment. He felt a surge of protectiveness for Hayden. He wanted to drag him even closer, to hold him as tightly as he could and to promise him that everything would be okay. Except that the last thing Hayden needed was for Matt to wake him. And it would be stupid, too, because Matt didn’t have any of the answers. Nobody did. There were no magic words for times like these.  
 
    Matt lay quietly as Hayden slept. He watched the condensation bead on window. Watched a knotted thread of spider’s silk spin in a corner of the ceiling—a reminder that he needed to get the broom in here. He watched as Charlie nosed the door open, heaved himself inside, and then collapsed on top of the pile of uniforms and began to snore.  
 
    Matt probably could have ignored the dog, but not the increasing pressure in his bladder. He moved carefully away from Hayden, and climbed out of bed. He grabbed a T-shirt out of his dresser drawer, and pulled it on.  
 
    “Out,” he hissed at Charlie, and nudged him with his foot. “Outside!”  
 
    Charlie sighed mournfully and hauled himself to his feet. His claws tick-tick-ticked outside again. Matt followed him, closing the bedroom door shut firmly behind himself.  
 
    He stretched as he walked down the hallway towards the bathroom, which was at the back of the house. Matt’s mum had told him plenty of horror stories about when the toilet had been up the backyard, and going for a pee in the middle of the night had involved grabbing a torch and running the gauntlet through all the cane toads, but those days were thankfully long past.  
 
    He flushed the toilet when he was done, knowing the noise would alert Grandad to the fact he was up and about. So he wasn’t surprised when Grandad poked his head out of the kitchen as Matt approached.  
 
    Grandad pushed his walker over to the bench. “Cuppa?”  
 
    “You sit down,” Matt said. “I’ll get it.”  
 
    Grandad eased himself down and rested his elbows on the kitchen table. “Want to tell me what’s going on?”  
 
    Matt dragged his fingers through his hair. “He’s having a bad week.”  
 
    “Mmm.” Grandad raised his eyebrows. “I’ve seen that look on blokes’ faces before. The thousand-yard stare. I saw it mostly in Vietnam.”  
 
    Matt dropped a teabag into a mug. “What’d you do for it there?”  
 
    “Waited until we were back at base and made ’em drink until they passed out, mostly.”  
 
    “And did that help?” Matt asked.  
 
    “Not for long.” Grandad stared past Matt for a moment, and then seemed to shake himself awake. “They sent you home to keep an eye on him?”  
 
    “Yeah.” Matt put Grandad’s tea on the table and sat down beside him. “He walked off a job today. A kid he knows hanged himself.”  
 
    “Shit.”  
 
    “Yeah,” Matt said again, because what else was there to say?                
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    It was the middle of the afternoon by the time Hayden woke. Matt had been sitting in bed struggling with his assignment for an hour or so—it wasn’t due for another month, but he was technically still on work time, so he wanted to do something work-related—when Hayden’s pattern of breathing changed. He rolled onto his back, and slowly blinked awake.  
 
    Matt set his laptop aside.  
 
    “Fuck,” Hayden whispered. He lifted a shaking hand to his face, and scrubbed at his eyes.  
 
    “Okay?” Matt asked softly.  
 
    “Mmm.” Hayden dropped his hand back onto the mattress. “I dunno. I fucked up big time, didn’t I?”  
 
    “You had a bad day.” Matt kept his voice level. “It happens.”  
 
    Hayden’s mouth quirked. “Sure it does.”  
 
    “You want to talk about it?”  
 
    “Not really.” Hayden blinked at the ceiling. “Maybe just, um…” He cleared his throat. “Lie down with me?”  
 
    Hayden rolled onto his side again, facing away from Matt, who shifted so that he was lying behind him, spooning him. He slid a hand over Hayden’s hip, and Hayden tangled their fingers together and tugged his hand higher. Their clasped hands came to rest against Hayden’s chest, above his heart.  
 
    Matt brushed his nose against the fine hairs at the nape of Hayden’s neck. Then he tilted his chin up and pressed a soft kiss to the warm skin there.  
 
    “What were you doing?” Hayden asked after a moment. His voice was quiet, but Matt felt the vibration of it in his chest. “On your laptop.”  
 
    “My assignment.” Matt kissed the back of his neck again and squeezed his fingers.  
 
    “They give you guys homework?”  
 
    “Kind of. We have to enrol in this study program and do all these units before we qualify for promotions. So if I ever want to be a senior constable, I have to finish a whole bunch of these essays and shit.”  
 
    Hayden exhaled slowly. “And you do want that? To be a senior constable? To stay in the job?”  
 
    “Yeah. I think so.”  
 
    “You think so?” There was something sharp in Hayden’s voice, something almost bitter, and Matt guessed they weren’t just talking about his job anymore. They were talking about Hayden’s too.  
 
    It was difficult to know how to respond.  
 
    “I don’t know,” he said at last, settling on the truth. “For now, I do. I’m good at my job, and most of the time I like it. That’s more than a lot of people can say.”  
 
    Hayden’s hand shook in Matt’s. “And what about the bad days?”  
 
    “I don’t know,” Matt said. “Jobs like mine—like yours—there are always going to be bad days. I think they might be easier to handle with someone by your side though.”  
 
    Hayden didn’t say anything for a long time. For long enough for Matt to worry he’d fucked up somehow. And then Hayden shifted slightly, pressing back against Matt. When he spoke, his voice was soft. “He didn’t believe me, the first time I told him I grew up in care.”  
 
    Isaiah.  
 
    Matt rubbed his thumb over Hayden’s knuckles.  
 
    “He thought I was bullshitting him.” There was the hint of a smile in Hayden’s voice, tempering his tone. “He didn’t think it was possible that kids like him could get out, could put it all behind them.”  
 
    “But you did.”  
 
    “Just as easily might not have.” Hayden shrugged. “I never knew my dad. Pretty sure my mum didn’t know him either. She was a junkie—that’s all I remember. They took me away from her when I was about five or six. I didn’t know houses were supposed to be clean. I didn’t know you didn’t just leave takeaway containers on the floor when you were finished eating.”  
 
    Matt’s eyes stung.  
 
    “It’s not like this tragedy or anything,” Hayden murmured. “People think kids like that sit around all day looking sad and big-eyed like the ones they use on charity ads. It’s not like that though. You don’t know you’re missing anything because you never had it. It’s just, it’s just normal, until you realise it isn’t.”  
 
    “I’m sorry that happened to you.”  
 
    Hayden made a small, dismissive noise. “It happens to a lot of people.”  
 
    And Matt knew not to press this. Not now, and maybe not ever. Because it was important to Hayden that he framed it as not a tragedy. Not a tragedy, Matt guessed, meant that Hayden was not a victim. And Matt could understand why he wanted that. Why he didn’t want to be pitied. Except to think of Hayden, six or seven, living in a dirty house with an addict for a mother and not knowing any different, made his chest ache. Made him want to heal the wounds Hayden would never admit to having in the first place.  
 
    Made him feel like a hypocrite too, because he’d never wanted to do the same for Isaiah, had he? Matt saw abused and neglected kids every week, if not every day, and he didn’t feel the same ache for them.  
 
    Couldn’t.  
 
    Couldn’t, or he’d burn out in a year.  
 
    You had to build walls. Had to become cynical. Had to use that hard-won experience to hone some sharp edges, or it would all become too much.  
 
    Or was that just an excuse?  
 
    Matt couldn’t tell anymore.  
 
    “I know it happens to a lot of people,” he said. “But I’m still sorry it happened to you.”  
 
    He felt some of the tension Hayden was carrying in his shoulders ease. Matt might have been content to lie like this for hours yet, but after a moment Hayden pulled away. He sat, swinging his legs over the side of the bed and putting his feet on the floor. He stretched, raising his arms. The muscles in his back shifted under his skin.  
 
    “Fuck.” Hayden dragged his fingers through his hair. “I have to call John, don’t I?”  
 
    “There’s no rush.”  
 
    Hayden twisted slightly to look back at him. He still had shadows under his eyes. The delicate skin there appeared almost greenish, like a days-old bruise. His eyes were bright though, and the quirk of his mouth was wry. “Yeah, there is.”  
 
    He was right, of course. Hayden’s boss would want to know that he wasn’t still in the middle of a breakdown, or on the way to getting dragged forcibly up to the secure mental health unit at the hospital.   
 
    “Where’s my phone?” Hayden asked, rising to his feet.  
 
    “On the desk,” Matt said. He’d plugged it in to charge. “You need to call Kate too, if you’re up for it.”  
 
    “I’ll probably just text her.” Hayden crossed to the desk and picked up his phone. He glanced up from the screen, and flashed a quick, brittle smile in Matt’s direction. “I don’t really want to...” He shrugged.  
 
    “You don’t want to talk about it?”  
 
    “Not really.” Hayden curled his fingers around his phone. “No.”  
 
    Matt nodded. “Anything you need me to do?”  
 
    Hayden shook his head, and looked back down at his screen.  
 
    “Want me to wait outside?” Matt asked softly.  
 
    Hayden lifted his gaze. It was naked, vulnerable. He shook his head again, a tremor running through him.  
 
    Matt rose to his feet and closed the distance between them. He drew Hayden back over to the bed, and sat with him on the end of it while Hayden stared down at his phone. His hands were shaking.  
 
    Matt rubbed his back.  
 
    Hayden unlocked his screen and navigated to his contacts. He selected one, and held his phone to his ear. Hunching over a little, he swallowed and closed his eyes. “John? It’s, um, it’s Hayden.”  
 
    Matt could hear the low murmur of a voice on the other end of the call, but he couldn’t make out the words. He traced small circles on Hayden’s back, his touch leaving warmth on Hayden’s cool skin.  
 
    “Yeah,” Hayden said, sagging slightly. “I will. I’m sor—” He was cut off. Colour rose in his cheeks. “Understood, boss, yeah. I’ll call them, yes.” He listened for a moment longer. “Yeah. Thanks.”  
 
    He ended the call and dropped his phone onto the bed.  
 
    “Okay?” Matt asked.  
 
    “Still got my job.” Hayden sounded shaky. “I’m not even in any shit, as long as I call Priority One and talk to them. I’ll probably end up with a referral to a psychologist or some bullshit, I don’t know.”  
 
    “That doesn’t sound like the end of the world.”  
 
    Hayden’s fingers clenched and unclenched. “Lots of bloody hoops to jump through.”  
 
    It isn’t, Matt thought, not really. And he had no doubt that Hayden needed to talk to a professional about Isaiah, and about Zach, and about the week from hell. Cracking under that sort of pressure wasn’t shameful. Given Hayden’s fatigue, it had been inevitable. Matt couldn’t imagine any half decent psychologist would disagree with that.  
 
    And better to deal with the fallout now, than to let it fester.  
 
    Hayden rolled his shoulders. “Sorry. About all this.”  
 
    “For what?” Matt asked.  
 
    “For dumping all this on you.” Hayden pressed his mouth into a tight line. “For making it all complicated.”  
 
    “You didn’t dump anything on me,” Matt said. “I’m your boyfriend. I care about you.”  
 
    Hayden shot him a sideways look he couldn’t quite read. “It’s as simple as that, huh?”  
 
    “Why not?” Matt remembered what Hayden had told him all those weeks ago at the Coffee Club. That he’d never done the boyfriend thing before, and that he was probably doing it wrong. And Matt had said “Same.” He had no way of knowing if he was doing it right either, or if he and Hayden were just the blind leading the blind. But he liked Hayden. Whatever it was they were trying to do here, wherever they were trying to be, it was worth working at, and nothing that had happened today had changed his mind on that. “Why shouldn’t it be simple?”  
 
    “Dunno.” Hayden shook his head slowly. “I dunno.”  
 
    Matt leaned in and pressed a kiss to his shoulder.  No way was Hayden in any condition today to discuss their relationship, and what it meant. He had bigger stuff to deal with at the moment, to work though. “Want to stay here for a few days?”  
 
    Hayden threw him a narrow glance. “So you can make sure I’m not going to top myself?”  
 
    Matt’s stomach clenched. “Is that something you’re thinking about?”  
 
    Hayden’s gaze was blank for a moment, and then he snorted. “No. But I’d hardly tell you if I was, would I? We both know how to follow that script, Matt.” His mouth twisted into a bitter smile. “I’m just tired still, and I say dumb shit when I’m tired.” He shook his head. “I’m angry too.”  
 
    Matt curled his fingers around the back of Hayden’s neck, and hoped that his touch was warm. Hoped that it anchored him in some way.  
 
    “I thought he was listening.” Hayden’s throat bobbed as he swallowed. “We talked about how he could finish school. Or get an apprenticeship. Or go somewhere else when he aged out, and start fresh.” His mouth twisted. “And I thought he was listening, but he wasn’t, was he? He wasn’t fucking listening.” 
 
    Maybe he tried to listen, Matt thought, but he just couldn’t hear your voice over all the other noise in his head.   
 
    It would be no consolation right now, so he didn’t voice it.  
 
    “It’s just…” Hayden shook his head. “Fuck, Matt. It’s just been a really shit week.”  
 
    And that summed it up, didn’t it?  
 
    “Yeah.” Matt put his arm around Hayden’s shoulders. “It really has.”  
 
    “I want to rewind a few days,” Hayden murmured. “Start over. Because it’s fucked up. Everything’s just fucked up right now, and I’m just waiting for the next thing to happen.” 
 
    “Nothing’s going to happen.” Jesus. As if Matt could even make a promise like that. It was hollow, and they both knew it. “Stay here. I want you to stay. I don’t want you to be alone.”  
 
    “Okay,” Hayden said softly.  
 
    “Okay?”  
 
    “Yeah.” Hayden leaned against him. His eyes were closed. “I’m tired, Matt, and I don’t want to be alone either.”  
 
    A shiver ran through him, and they sat at the end of the bed together for a long while, Hayden’s phone discarded beside them.  
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    Saturday dawned overcast. The clouds pressed down over the city, hugging Castle Hill and, in the distance, Mount Stuart. The clouds pushed the heat low, and held it there. The city sweltered. Hayden woke to discover he’d kicked the sheet off as he’d slept, and even the chill of Matt’s new air conditioner couldn’t stop him from sweating. He thought at first that the heat must have woken him, and then became aware that Matt was moving around the room.  
 
    Hayden groped for his phone, and squinted at the screen. It was just past five. “Hey,” he rasped, blinking up at Matt. “You going to work?”  
 
    Matt leaned down and kissed him quickly. “Yeah. See you at two?”  
 
    “Yeah, I’ll be here.” Hayden dozed off before Matt left, and woke again some time later. The room was brighter now, and his phone told him it was almost eight. Hayden climbed out of bed and dug through Matt’s drawers for a pair of track pants and a T-shirt. Maybe he should go home and get a few sets of his own clothes…although to go home and then come back with an overnight bag almost implied permanence, or at least something more organised than what this was.  
 
    Whatever this was.  
 
    They were boyfriends. They liked each other. Did they have to know any more than that yet? At what point were they supposed to sit down and parse it out, check they were on the same page, or ask if there was a future in it? Was there a future in it? Hayden didn’t know.  
 
    And today wasn’t the day to make an issue out of it. Hayden needed to get his own head space figured out before he started worrying if there was room in there for Matt as well. Hayden felt cautiously hopeful that there was—he liked Matt, and Matt liked him, and Matt was a good guy. He’d proved that yesterday, and he seemed like the sort of guy who’d keep proving it in the future.  
 
    It was difficult to remember now how much Hayden had actively hated him—Constable Dickhead. Although, looking back, at least ninety percent of that had been lust. Maybe even ninety-five. Hayden liked him. That was the word they were throwing around, wasn’t it? Like. It was an inadequate word. Hayden liked a lot of people, and a lot of people liked him. But this thing between him and Matt was different than that. It was bigger than like. Why the hell wasn’t there another word between like and that other l-word? 
 
    Because Hayden wasn’t there yet, and he didn’t think Matt was either, but it was hanging there on the horizon, maybe, for the future.  
 
    Hayden wasn’t afraid of commitment, exactly. It was uncharted territory, but so what? No, it was the vulnerability that scared him. That moment when he’d have to open up, to show Matt Deakin all his weak points, and hope Matt didn’t laugh at him for it.  
 
    Stupid.  
 
    Hayden stared at his drawn face in Matt’s mirror.  
 
    Stupid, because Matt wasn’t like that. Matt was a good guy. The knowledge didn’t quell Hayden’s worry though. Didn’t soothe away his disquiet. Matt was a good guy and Hayden liked him; there had to be another step between that, and I love you.  
 
    Who said that? Who just came out and said something like that? Hayden…Hayden never had. He’d never told his mum that he loved her. He’d never been taught to say a thing like that, let alone feel it. And then there were foster homes, where maybe he’d come close to loving some of his foster parents—he hated some of the others—but you didn’t say those words. You didn’t let yourself fall for a feeling like that. Not when you could get moved at any time, for any reason, clothes and books and scant toys shoved in a garbage bag. Herded into the back of a car and driven to somewhere new to start all over again.  
 
    Hayden thought of walking on the beach yesterday, and feeling the dry sand shifting under his boots, falling away, eroding. Couldn’t build a foundation on that.  
 
    He stared at his reflection and it stared back until he didn’t recognise it anymore. Until it was a stranger’s face. 
 
    He squeezed his eyes shut and pulled breath into his lungs.  
 
    This was nothing more than the tendrils of yesterday’s day from hell reaching out for him. He was fine, and he and Matt were fine, and it was okay to not have all the answers right now.  
 
    Hayden scrubbed his hands over his face, and then left the bedroom.  
 
    Charlie met him in the hallway, tail swinging in a lazy wag, and then led the way to the kitchen, where Joe was sitting at the table with a cup of tea and a couple of biscuits.  
 
    “Morning,” Joe said.  
 
    Hayden scratched the back of his neck, ducking his head a little. “Morning.”  
 
    “The jug’s still hot.” Joe nodded towards the bench. “If you want a cuppa.”  
 
    Hayden shuffled over to the bench. Was it weird that he already knew which cabinet the mugs were kept in? Which canister held the teabags, and which held the coffee? Because today was a coffee morning, definitely.  
 
    Outside, a low rumble of thunder sounded, and the day seemed to darken even further. A moment later a burst of rain hit the tin roof like a barrage, the roar of noise drowning out any other sound. Hayden looked out the window in time to see the chickens darting for shelter. Most of them vanished from his view as they got close, presumably ducking into the space under the house. One clearly miscalculated, and appeared at the top of the steps into the kitchen, squawking.  
 
    Charlie heaved himself to his feet, but before he could take a step toward the door the chicken flung herself back down the shallow steps in a flurry of feathers and indignation.  
 
    Hayden’s mouth quirked up in a smile before he even realised it. And then he saw Isaiah again, and Zach, and the people from the traffic accident, and a ball of emotions too confused to unknot—anger, grief, guilt, and some that flashed by too quickly to put a name to—expanded in his chest, pressing down on his lungs.  
 
    Another rumble of thunder, and a burst of warm air through the kitchen that rustled the papers stuck to the fridge, but then the rain eased to a steady patter on the roof. Hayden could hear himself think again. Could pull in a breath again.  
 
    He made his coffee and sat down at the table with Joe.  
 
    “You sleep okay?” Joe asked.  
 
    Hayden jerked his head in a nod.  
 
    “Good.” Joe curled his gnarled fingers around his tea. “Listen, the tap in the bathroom’s dripping. How are you at changing washers?”  
 
    “I can give it a go,” Hayden said, the tightness in his chest loosening.  
 
    It would be good to have something to do apart from sit around and wait for Matt to get home and think.  
 
    Hayden found Matt’s toolbox in the shed, and then he had to turn the water off at the meter by the front gate. He was drenched by the time he made it back to the house. He changed his clothes, helping himself to more of Matt’s, and dropped the wet ones in a heap in the shower cubicle to deal with later.  
 
    The hardest part was taking the cover off the tap. It was old, and pretty much rusted on. Hayden managed to knock the skin off his knuckles before he’d loosened it enough to unscrew.  
 
    Joe leaned in the bathroom doorway while Hayden worked, chatting about all the repairs that Matt was doing to the house. “He’s a good boy. There’s not too many fellas his age who’d be willing to move in with their grandad to help out around the place.”  
 
    Hayden hummed, lifting the tap’s headgear free. The washer was so old that it was copper, not rubber, and it was worn thin around the edges. Hayden levered it free and turned it over in his palm.  
 
    “A fella his age should be going out every night and sowing his wild oats,” Joe said.  
 
    Hayden snorted, and set the old washer down. He found a replacement in the tool box. “Don’t you worry about Matt. He does just fine on that score.”  
 
    Joe laughed. “I guess he does!”  
 
    Hayden replaced the hardware on the tap, before taking advantage of a brief lull in the rain to dash outside and turn the water back on at the meter. Then he came back to check the tap was working okay, washing his scraped knuckles under the water. They stung, but had already stopped bleeding when he patted them dry on Matt’s towel.  
 
    He liked this house, imperfect and knocked around the edges a bit. He liked the cracked tiles in the bathroom and the worn patches on the hardwood floors. He liked that it was lived in, and he liked that Matt was fixing it up in tiny increments. It felt good to contribute to that, even in such a small way.  
 
    “Anything else need doing?” he asked. “Before I put the tool box away.”  
 
    Joe cocked a hairy eyebrow. “The door on the china cabinet’s a bit loose.”  
 
    Joe kept Hayden occupied for the next hour or so. They talked a little about Joe’s time in the army, and then about his work as a mechanic at Queensland Rail after that, while Joe found a bunch of simple jobs Hayden could do around the house. Hayden suspected Joe was just trying to keep him distracted. He didn’t mind.  
 
    The morning passed slowly. The rain pattered on the tin roof. It was background noise; constant, comforting.   
 
    They ate sandwiches for lunch, all the ingredients laid out in their plastic containers on the kitchen table like a buffet. Hayden felt quiet, calm. Still off kilter, maybe, but no longer panicking about it. He was okay. He was okay here.  
 
    After lunch he went back into Matt’s room and found his phone. He sent a text to Monique to tell her he was staying with Matt for a few days, and then one to Kate to promise he was fine and he’d be back at work soon.  
 
    He didn’t know how soon.  
 
    He sat on the end of the bed for a while, turning his phone over and over in his hand before he finally took a deep breath and called Priority One.  
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    Matt arrived home just after two, with a loaf of fresh bread and a roast chicken from Woolworths. Charlie met him at the front door and nosed the bottom of the bag with interest, sagging with disappointment when Matt lifted it out of his reach.  
 
    “How was work?” Hayden asked, nudging the dog out of the way with his knee.  
 
    “Good.” Matt pulled the door shut and leaned in and kissed him briefly. His face was wet from the rain.  
 
    Hayden ducked his head and smiled as a flash of awareness sparked through him.  
 
    “What?”  
 
    “Jesus, we’re so fucking domestic right now.” Hayden rolled his eyes. “I feel like I should be wearing an apron or something, standing here waiting for my man to get home from work.” 
 
    Matt laughed, colour rising in his cheeks. “That could work for me.”  
 
    Hayden snorted.  
 
    Matt’s smile faded, but brightness of it stayed in his eyes. “How was your day?”  
 
    “Not bad. Fixed the bathroom tap.”  
 
    Matt tugged the front door closed behind him. “Thanks. That’ll save me doing it on the weekend.” He swung the bag out of Charlie’s range again, the plastic rustling.  
 
    “I called Priority One,” Hayden said, hating how hesitant his voice sounded.  
 
    Matt’s eyes widened. “How’d that go?”  
 
    “I dunno.” Hayden twisted his mouth. “I have an appointment with some psychologist over on Fulham Road next week. First three appointments are paid for by the Service, no questions. After that I need to put in a compo claim.” He waited for Matt’s expression to change from concern into something disapproving.  
 
    “Well, you should,” Matt said. “If it comes to that.”  
 
    Hayden tilted his chin up. “Because I can’t handle my fucking job?”  
 
    And now the disapproval was there. Matt shook his head slightly. “If you put your back out on the job from all the lifting you do, you’d put a compo claim in, wouldn’t you?”  
 
    “It’s not the same—” 
 
    “It’s exactly the same thing,” Matt said. “You got hurt on the job.”  
 
    “Sure.” Hayden raised his eyebrows. “Would you do it though? Put in a compo claim for stress?”  
 
    Matt held his gaze. “If I had to.”  
 
    He looked so fucking sure of himself that Hayden didn’t have the energy to argue.  
 
    “It might not come to that anyway,” Matt added. “And, if it does, we’ll deal with it when it happens.”  
 
    We.  
 
    There was no way so small a word should have had the power to fill Hayden with such warmth. It was a word he was unused to though. He’d dealt with stuff alone for so long that he hadn’t known there was any other way to do it. His eyes stung, and he nodded.  
 
    “Come on.” Matt knocked him gently with his shoulder. “I need to put this in the fridge before Charlie gives himself a heart attack trying to steal it.”  
 
    Hayden smiled, and patted Charlie’s head. Charlie, still mesmerised by the smell of chicken, seemed to barely notice.   
 
    Matt headed for the kitchen, Hayden following.  
 
    Joe was sitting at the table, peering at the classifieds in the newspaper. He was wearing his glasses, and also peering through a magnifying glass. “There’s a bloke in Garbutt selling ducks. You remember your sister had that duck when you were kids?”  
 
    “I remember how happy I was when Dad killed it,” Matt said, and shrugged when he caught Hayden’s look. “It used to attack everything. I must’ve been four or five, and I can remember running through the yard screaming because this crazy bloody duck was chasing me. Even Jess hated it, and it was her duck. So Dad killed it and Mum cooked it up for dinner. Jess got the wishbone because it was her duck.”  
 
    Hayden blinked at him for a moment, and then shook his head. “Jesus. Country kids are hardcore.” 
 
    Joe laughed, rattling the pages of the newspaper.  
 
    Matt put the bread on the bench and the chicken in the fridge, and then took Hayden by the hand and drew him toward his bedroom. “It wasn’t a nice duck.”  
 
    “I’m seeing a side of you I never knew existed,” Hayden said. “You’re the sort of person who is happy when innocent animals are murdered.”  
 
    “It wasn’t innocent!” Matt smiled. He had dark shadows under his eyes. Hayden wasn’t sure if they were because of yesterday, or just symptomatic of an early morning start. “You would have hated it too, I promise.”  
 
    They reached Matt’s room, and Hayden lay down on the bed. He watched as Matt unlaced his boots and pulled them off. His pants followed, and then he dug through his dresser drawer for a moment, before he turned around again and raised his eyebrows at Hayden.  
 
    “And the reason I can’t find my track pants is because you’re wearing them.”  
 
    Hayden hooked his thumb into the waistband of the track pants, and lifted his hips off the bed. “You want to take them off me?”  
 
    An expression he couldn’t read flitted over Matt’s face, and then it was gone again. Matt crossed over to the bed and lay on his side next to Hayden, putting an arm over his chest. “Nah. I could use a nap though.”  
 
    Yeah. That sounded like a nice idea. Hayden closed his eyes.  
 
    Matt shifted closer. When he spoke, his breath was warm against Hayden’s throat. “Did it really go okay? Talking with Priority One?”  
 
    “I don’t know.” Hayden exhaled slowly. “I just said what had happened, and they set up the referral to the psychologist for me. I’ll save all the extraneous bullshit for there, I guess.”  
 
    “Extraneous?”  
 
    “The stuff about me. About my mother.” She’d been in his thoughts a few times lately, even though she didn’t deserve any place at all in his head.  He could hardly remember what she looked like—he just had a vague impression of blonde hair. And her hands. He remembered her hands. Remembered the cheap silver rings she used to wear that turned the skin underneath green. But his thoughts weren’t about her, not precisely. They were about the impact of being taken away from her. They were about being small and afraid, and totally alone. And they were about how Isaiah must have felt the same. Must have felt he wasn’t good enough for anyone to want. Hayden had struggled to untangle himself from that feeling for years. It was hard to shake it, even now, and even with Matt. Unfair too, to put the burden of something like that on such a new relationship. And hard not to listen to the voice of that scared kid in the back of his mind: He won’t stay. Nobody wants you.  
 
    Hayden felt like shit for the way his thoughts of Isaiah all twisted back to me me me. He hated that Isaiah was dead, and that he was making it all about his relationship with Matt. Was he that shallow? That selfish? Or was that little kid’s voice in his brain that insidious?  
 
    He opened his eyes and stared at the ceiling. “I want to go back to work. I want to do my job. I don’t want to be useless.”  
 
    “You’re good at your job,” Matt said quietly. “Everyone knows it. Nothing that happened yesterday changes that.”  
 
    Hayden pressed his mouth together in a thin line.  
 
    “Would you second guess yourself if your knee had popped?”  
 
    Hayden turned his head to look at him. “Come on. Not this again. It’s not the same.”  
 
    “It’s exactly the same.”  
 
    “Nobody else thinks so.”  
 
    “Fuck what anybody else thinks.” Matt’s forehead was creased with a frown. “You’re good at your job, but you’re more than that too. You can’t just…” He sighed. “The job can’t be your life, because we’re in the sorts of jobs that are incredibly isolating, you know? The shiftwork, and the shit we see…it’s easier to only hang out with other people who get that. But then, if the job goes, who have you got?”  
 
    “If you weren’t a copper, what would you be?”  
 
    “I’d go back to uni,” Matt said. “Do something in environmental sciences and business. Or maybe education. I could be a teacher.”  
 
    “From copper to teacher.” Hayden snorted. “That’s a hell of a leap.” 
 
    “Not really. It’s all about crowd control.” Matt smiled and rubbed a slow circle on Hayden’s aching chest. “What about you?”  
 
    “I don’t know. I like my job.” He swallowed. “I think…I think I wouldn’t know who I was without it.”  
 
    And maybe that was…not unhealthy perhaps, but unbalanced, which seemed to be the point Matt was angling towards. Maybe Hayden didn’t need to take a step back, but he needed to know it was possible to do without the ground dropping away under his feet.  
 
    He curled his hand around Matt’s, linking their fingers together. “This week—” He stopped. Cleared his throat and started again. “Thank you.”  
 
    There were things too large for such small words to fully encompass, but when Matt only nodded and squeezed his hand, Hayden figured he got what he was trying to say.  
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    Sunday mornings. Matt hated the early starts, but it was nice to go and grab a coffee, and then park somewhere along The Strand and watch the early morning light set the ocean on fire. There were always cyclists on The Strand at this hour, and people walking, and it felt good to get out of the car, call it a foot patrol, and breathe in a lungful of sea air. Yesterday’s rain had left everything smelling damp and new, and it was early enough that day wasn’t stinking hot yet.  
 
    The bay glittered as Matt and Sean walked along the wide pathway. The early ferry cut its way through the water, heading across to Magnetic Island. Matt thought of the night he and Hayden had walked on the beach at Pallarenda, and talked about getting away for a few days. Now was probably not the time, but maybe in a few weeks once Hayden was back into the swing of things. Matt hadn’t been over to the island in years, which was ridiculous. He lived in Townsville now, and it was only a short ferry ride.  
 
    Or maybe instead of taking Hayden to Magnetic Island they could go to Mission Beach, and stop in at Ingham on the way. Matt wondered what it would feel like to show Hayden around all his childhood haunts. To have him meet his parents. He wondered when he was supposed to know if they were ready for that.  
 
    “How’s Hayden doing?” Sean asked as they moved over on the path to let a jogger pass.  
 
    Matt wasn’t sure how to answer a question like that. “He’s okay.”  
 
    “Good.” Sean creased his brow. “That’s good.”  
 
    A woman walking a beagle stopped them, explaining that she’d found a wallet in the gutter. Flinders Street East fed off The Strand though, and it was likely some drunk had lost it last night. He played with the dog while Sean jogged to the car to grab a Field Property Receipt book.  
 
    When he got back, the woman gave Sean her details and he took possession of the wallet. He opened it up while they continued their patrol.  
 
    “Still got cash in it,” he said. “And credit cards. He’s lucky that lady found it instead of anyone else.”  
 
    There was a driver’s licence in the wallet too, so Sean would be able to track down the owner back at the station and give him a call. If the guy was really lucky he would still be sleeping off his hangover and wouldn’t have cancelled his cards yet.  
 
    The Case of the Lost Wallet was definitely a change of pace from Thursday and Friday, and thank fuck for that. Matt and Sean were owed a break from trauma, both theirs and everyone else’s.  
 
    Their first incident of the morning was a break and enter at a house in South Townsville. The offenders had also taken a set of car keys off the kitchen table: the occupants’ car was gone as well.   
 
    Matt drove back to the station, while Sean flipped through his notebook to make sure he’d got everything down, and worried aloud that he hadn’t. Sean would be a good copper, as soon as he built his confidence up.  
 
    The shift dragged. In many ways that was better than the alternative of running around like blue-arsed flies, but when Matt caught himself checking his watch three times in the space of a quarter of an hour, he knew the rest of the day was going to be a struggle. He just wanted to get home to Hayden.  
 
    The realisation gave him pause.  
 
    Since when were home and Hayden synonymous? And that was a hell of a thing to put on Hayden right now, when he was dealing with the weight of his trauma. Matt thought about what Hayden had said about his childhood, and about what he hadn’t said. It wasn’t a tragedy, since Hayden insisted on that, but whatever he wanted to call it, it had left scars.  
 
    Matt left Sean working on the report for the break and enter, and headed upstairs to Child Protection. Maggie gave him a wave as he walked in. Maggie had been in his team in general duties before getting a spot here. Matt returned her wave and then found Harry—a tall, thin man who appeared perpetually hungover—tapping away at his computer.  
 
    “Hey,” Matt said. He pulled up a chair and sat down beside Harry’s desk. “How’s it going?”  
 
    “Not bad.”  
 
    Matt jumped straight to the chase. “That suicide. Isaiah. You got that file?”  
 
    Harry nodded. “Mmm.”  
 
    “Did he leave a note?” Matt asked. “Did he say anything?”  
 
    He wasn’t sure what he was chasing here. Closure, maybe, even though he knew from experience that it was unlikely. It was hard to stand on the outside looking in, trying to understand why a decision like Isaiah’s had made sense to him. But maybe there would be something here that he could offer Hayden.  
 
    “Nah, there was no note. He didn’t even change his Facebook status.” Harry’s expression sharpened. “You took the ambo home, right? The one who flipped out. Are you a mate of his?”  
 
    Flipped out? Matt tried not to grind his teeth at that. “Hayden’s my boyfriend.”  
 
    “Oh.” Harry shrugged. “Well, tell him I’m going to need a statement from him at some point.”  
 
    “No.” Matt stood up again. “You can sort that out through his boss, not through me.”  
 
    “What?” Harry squinted up at him. “Are you serious?”  
 
    “Completely.”  
 
    Harry snorted. “You don’t need to be a bloody dickhead about it.”  
 
    Matt had no idea what his expression did at that point, but suddenly Maggie was standing in front of him, hands on his shoulders, pushing him back and forcing distance between him and Harry.  
 
    “Whoa,” she said, keeping her voice low. “Outside. Now.”  
 
    Right.  
 
    Matt glared over her shoulder at Harry.  
 
    Right, because starting a fight in the middle of Child Protection—directly in front of the OIC’s office as well—would not bode well for Matt’s future career prospects.  
 
    Maggie steered him out of the office and down the hallway. “You want to tell me what that was about?”  
 
    “I’ll give him fucking flipped out,” Matt muttered.  
 
    “Save your dick measuring for someone else.” Maggie was five feet four, but fierce as hell. She glared up at him. “Now get out of here, before you get yourself in the shit.”  
 
    Matt dragged a hand through his hair, swallowed down a hundred things he was better off not saying, and headed downstairs. He wondered if Harry would take it further. He didn’t know the guy well enough to guess whether he’d just brush off their run in, or if he’d make a big deal out of it.    
 
    He sat down beside Sean, and looked at his watch again.  
 
    It wasn’t even eleven.  
 
    This day was never going to end. Matt sighed, and began to check through his emails.  
 
    “Deakin.”  
 
    Matt jerked his head up, and found Gordy staring at him.  
 
    “My office,” Gordy said. “Now.”  
 
    Well, shit. That hadn’t taken long at all.  
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    Gordy didn’t have an office. He led Matt down the back stairs into the car park instead. He already had a cigarette lit by the time they reached the shadecloth sails that covered the parking bays. The day was hot and hazy. The air was heavy. Clouds were slowly rolling in again.  
 
    Gordy exhaled, sending smoke into the air. “Want to tell me why I’ve had the OIC of CPIU asking me what’s up your arse today?”  
 
    So Harry had gone straight to his boss after all.  
 
    “It’s nothing, boss.”  
 
    “It’s something,” Gordy said, eyes narrowing, “or we wouldn’t be having this bloody conversation now, would we, Constable?”  
 
    Matt hadn’t worked in Townsville long enough to really get a handle on Senior Sergeant Gordon. He was brusque, sharp, scared the hell out of the newbies, but he also inspired incredible loyalty in the coppers who worked under him. He was hard to read—Matt suspected he liked it that way—and at least ninety percent bluster and bullshit, but if his teammates trusted him, then Matt trusted that.  
 
    “No, boss.” Gordy hated being called ‘sir’. Matt had learned that his first day in Townsville.  
 
    Gordy leaned against one of the cars and folded his arms over his barrel chest. “Well?”  
 
    “Sorry, boss.” Matt felt the same low burn of frustration he had with Harry. “I was out of line.”  
 
    Except fuck it, he hadn’t been. It just seemed like agreeing with Gordy would be the quickest way to end this conversation.  
 
    Gordy held his gaze. “Were you now?”  
 
    “I was.”  
 
    Gordy flicked his cigarette onto the bitumen, and scraped the toe of his boot over it. Then he pulled a crumpled pack out of his pocket and flipped it open. He clamped a new cigarette between his lips and lit it. “If there’s gonna be an issue, Constable,” he said through a fug of smoke, “I’d like to know about it now.”  
 
    “No issue, boss.” Matt fought the urge to fidget under Gordy’s unwavering stare.  
 
    “Good,” Gordy said. “Because I’d hate to have to explain to a sworn officer how the chain of command works, and how a detective senior constable from CPIU outranks a constable from general duties.” 
 
    Matt grit his teeth.  
 
    Gordy’s hard stare didn’t falter. “And I really hate giving that talk, Constable Deakin. You know why?”  
 
    “No, boss.”  
 
    “Because we’re all supposed to be on the same fucking team,” Gordy said. He gave Matt a moment longer to squirm under his scrutiny, and then his expression shifted. “If there’s some reason Hayden can’t come in and give a statement, how about you use your bloody words and explain that to Harry instead of getting your back up about it?”  
 
    “Yes, boss.” Matt’s face burned, because Gordy had a point.  
 
    Gordy exhaled heavily, smoke-wreathed, and then nodded sharply. “Alright then. Pull your head in and don’t let it happen again.”  
 
    Matt straightened up.  
 
    “Go on,” Gordy said. “Get back inside and get some work done.”  
 
    “Yes, boss,” Matt said, and retreated to the back door of the station. He held his security swipe up to the reader, and was met by a cold blast of air-conditioning that chilled his sweat-damp skin. He trudged back up the stairs to the dayroom, and found Sean sitting where he’d left him.  
 
    Sean glanced at him worriedly. “All good?”  
 
    Matt sank down into a chair and rubbed his forehead. There was a stress headache doing its best to form right behind his eyes. “Yeah.”  
 
    He figured they both knew he was lying.  
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    The shift might have felt interminable, but at least there was no last-minute job necessitating overtime and Matt left the station at two. It was a five-minute drive home, and Matt couldn’t help thinking Grandad’s place was almost exactly halfway between the police station and the ambulance station. Maybe, at some point, Hayden would want to move in, and give up those million-dollar balcony views of Ross Creek and the park for Charlie, and Grandad, and chickens underfoot.  
 
    Or maybe Matt was getting way ahead of himself.  
 
    Still, it was nice to walk into the house and know he was coming home to Hayden.  
 
    Matt’s bedroom door was closed when he got home, and he could hear the hum of the air-conditioner from behind it. He opened it a crack. Hayden was sleeping, lying on his side on Matt’s bed, hugging a pillow. A rush of protectiveness washed over Matt. He closed the door softly, and headed for the kitchen.  
 
    Grandad was reading the Sunday paper at the table. “Good shift?”  
 
    “Nothing too exciting.” Matt wasn’t going to share the fact he’d been given a dressing down by the boss. “Do you want to get fish and chips tonight?”  
 
    “Sound good.” Grandad nudged Charlie with his foot. “Want some chips Charlie?”  
 
    Charlie’s tongue lolled out of his mouth when he grinned.  
 
    Matt snorted, and went back to his bedroom. He slipped inside, and began to strip his uniform off. He could get a few hours work in on the house before he went out and picked up fish and chips. He really needed to clean the leaves out of the guttering before they got any more rain.  
 
    He pulled on a pair of cargo shorts that were too worn out to be good for anything except working around the house.  
 
    “Hey.”  
 
    Matt turned, smiling as Hayden blinked awake. “Hey.”  
 
    “How was work?” Hayden asked through a yawn. He sat up, rolling his shoulders.  
 
    “Not too bad.” Matt sat down on the edge of the bed. “You’re probably going to get a call at some point, about giving a statement. For Isaiah.”  
 
    Hayden nodded, and then caught Matt’s look and shrugged. “Okay.”  
 
    “I mean, if you don’t want to then—” 
 
    “I know how it works.” Hayden’s expression sharpened, and there was a sudden flare of anger in his eyes and in the rising pitch of his voice. “I know I have to give a statement. I’ve done it hundreds of times before, and I didn’t need anyone to hold my hand then.”  
 
    What?  
 
    Hayden scrambled off the other side of the bed. Matt reached out too late to touch him, to draw him back, and then Hayden was on his feet, moving to the dresser, and Matt had totally lost control of the conversation.  
 
    “I wasn’t—” 
 
    “Whatever,” Hayden said. He grabbed his phone, his wallet, his keys. Shoved them into his pockets. Stepped towards the door. Then back towards Matt, jabbing a finger at him. “I don’t need you to protect me, Matt. This is part of my job, and I was doing fine before you came along.” A muscle in his cheek jumped. “And I’ll be doing fine when you leave!”  
 
    Matt rose to his feet. “Hayden.”  
 
    But Hayden was already gone, his footsteps retreating down the hallway. The front door slammed, and then the gate squeaked. Moments later, Hayden’s car started with a roar, and the tyres crunched on the gritty surface of the road as he drove away.  
 
    What the fuck just happened?  
 
    Matt heard the tap-tap-tap of Grandad’s cane, and then Grandad leaned in his doorway. “You remember when you were in kindy, and you got in trouble for hitting the kid who kept knocking the building blocks over?”  
 
    Matt shook his head, frowning. “What are you talking about?”  
 
    “You were always like that.” Grandad’s eyes shone with a thousand different memories. “If you saw an injustice, it burned you up. Funniest thing I’d ever seen, this tiny little kid who was so sure of himself. If something was unfair, you stood up to it. If something was wrong, you looked for a way to make it right. And that’s not a bad trait for someone who ends up being a copper, but you can’t fix everything.” 
 
    “I know that.”  
 
    “And sometimes,” Grandad continued as if he hadn’t spoken, “you have to take a step back. That one’s as stubborn as you are, Matty. Push him, and you won’t see him again.”  
 
    Matt grimaced. “I was only trying to help.” 
 
    Grandad curled his gnarled fingers around the doorjamb. “You’re a smart kid, except when you’ve got your head up your arse.” He snorted. “You boys will figure it out.”  
 
    And then he tap-tap-tapped his way back toward the kitchen.  
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    NINETEEN 
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    City Lane.  
 
    Hayden didn’t know why he’d come here, except that he didn’t want to go back to the apartment he shared with Monique. That would be one of the first places Matt would look, if he was looking, and Hayden didn’t want to deal with him and his bullshit right now. He didn’t want to deal with his own bullshit either.  
 
    City Lane was busy, but it was a family crowd—mums and dads and kids. The Sunday markets in Flinders Street were winding down, and a lot of people who’d been there must have been having a late lunch now. Hayden got a seat at the bar of the hipster place with the garden gnomes, and ordered a beer. He drank it slowly. He wasn’t here to get drunk. Not at these prices.  
 
    He watched the people going back and forth, and found his gaze drawn to the entrance to the public toilets where he’d blown Matt the night of Heather’s birthday. Everything had been much fucking simpler that night. He’d still been in control of his life then. Now…now everything was a mess.  
 
    His phone buzzed in his pocket, and Hayden ignored it.  
 
    Not now, Matt.  
 
    Not yet.  
 
    Not until Hayden could face him again. Not until Matt stopped looking at him like he was fragile, breakable. And not until Hayden could stop seeing the exact same thing when he stared in a mirror.  
 
    Hayden left half his beer sitting on the bar, and went to Woolworths. He bought a bottle of water and a pack of gum to get the smell of beer off his breath. Then he took the exit out onto Sturt Street, and turned left. He was only a few buildings away from the intersection. When he reached it, he waited for the walk signal, and then crossed the road and climbed the steps to the front doors of the police station. The doors rolled open, and welcomed him inside with a burst of cold air.  
 
    Hayden didn’t recognise the woman on the front counter. She was dealing with someone else at the moment. 
 
    He stood back and read the posters on the noticeboard. Looked at the faces of people who had been missing for decades, and people who had been missing for weeks. He wondered how many of them were dead, and how many of them had just decided one day to walk away from the lives they’d made. The only difference between what some of those people smiling out from the poster had done and what Hayden had done back in Victoria was that they’d left people behind who’d reported them. When Hayden had decided to leave everything behind, there had been nobody to notice he was gone.  
 
    He’d come to Queensland because he’d been sick of the winters in Melbourne. It had been easy enough to pick up a few different jobs while he figured out what he wanted to do, and then he’d stumbled into the idea of becoming a paramedic. He’d worked hard for it—too hard to turn his back on it.  
 
    In his pocket, his phone buzzed with another text message notification. 
 
    He’d worked hard for Matt too, hadn’t he? Or maybe he hadn’t, up until now. Maybe that’s what this was.  
 
    Hayden wasn’t sure he could tell.  
 
    The woman at the counter was finally free. “Can I help you?” she asked Hayden.  
 
    Hayden had been in the police station plenty of times for things like this. He knew most of the coppers in town, and they knew him. There probably wasn’t a copper in the place who hadn’t heard how Hayden had lost it and walked off the job on Thursday. He wasn’t sure what would be worse: scorn or sympathy, or something weird that came somewhere in between.  
 
    And now, standing here, he knew he couldn’t go through with it. Not today.  
 
    “No, sorry,” he said to the woman, and then turned around and walked outside again into the heat.  
 
    So much for that.  
 
    So much for thinking that some weird rush of momentum could carry him through, and then what? Then he’d get his statement done, and be back to normal, just like that? Then he could head to Matt’s place and not be that broken guy again? Jesus, he wanted that. It had been less than a week, and Hayden was already so fucking tired of being that guy.  
 
    He headed towards the car park off Sturt Street, squeezing his water bottle and making the plastic crack.  
 
    It was a process. That’s what the woman from Priority One had said. And Hayden knew that. He knew there was no easy fix, no magical break-through moment right before the music swelled and the credits rolled on some clichéd happy ending. Real life didn’t work like that, and Hayden didn’t expect it to.  
 
    He was just tired.  
 
    Hayden walked up the incline of the car park. He dug his keys out of his pocket, and his phone too, then leaned against the bonnet of his car. The heat soaked through his jeans, and he tilted his phone until he could read the screen in the bright sunlight. A missed call from Matt, and two text messages. Hayden tapped the screen. 
 
    MATT: I’m a dick. I’m sorry. Call me?  
 
    And the second one, sent about twenty minutes after the first:  
 
    MATT: Are you ok? I’m worried about you. Please call me.  
 
    Hayden closed his eyes briefly and drew a deep breath. He dialled Matt, who answered on the third ring.  
 
    “Hayden?”  
 
    “Yeah.” Hayden pressed his spare hand against the bonnet of his car. It burned. He held his hand there. “You haven’t called out a search party or anything, have you?”  
 
    He kept his voice light. Made it a joke, when he wasn’t sure it was one.  
 
    “No,” Matt said. “Are you okay?”  
 
    “I’m fine.” It wasn’t true, and Hayden figured they both knew it, but what Matt was really asking was whether or not Hayden was standing at the edge of the lookout on Castle Hill ready to throw himself over the railing. “I needed some space.”  
 
    “Okay.” Matt’s voice was soft. “Are you going to come home?”  
 
    Hayden didn’t even know if Matt realised how laden that word was, and just how much weight it carried. He threw it around like it was nothing. Hayden envied him that.  
 
    His throat ached when he answered.  
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “I’m coming home.”  
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    “I’m sorry,” Matt said when Hayden got back to the house. “I was a dick.”  
 
    “Me too,” Hayden said, and that was it.  
 
    He liked that it was that simple, that both of them had made an unspoken agreement to draw a line in the sand and let it be. Just those brief words, an exchange of glances that said so much more, and a quick brush of their lips and they were on solid ground again. And maybe they were only pretending there was nothing wrong, or maybe it really was this simple if they wanted it to be. Maybe Hayden needed to let it go, just like he’d asked Matt to do for him those long weeks ago at their breakfast at the Coffee Club. What the hell did Hayden know about relationships? All of his previous ones had lasted exactly as long as it had taken to throw the used condom in the bin.  
 
    “I’m gonna head out to Bunnings,” Matt said. “I have to get some wire to fix the chook pen and a few other things. Want to come?”  
 
    Hayden drew a breath. Imagined that line in the sand, and forced himself to step over it. “Okay.” 
 
    Bunnings on a Sunday afternoon wasn’t quite as crazy as Bunnings on a Sunday morning, but it came close. They bought a sausage in bread each at the sausage sizzle, and then headed inside, still eating them. Matt grabbed a trolley, and pulled a folded piece of paper out of the pocket of his pants.  
 
    “Oh, Jesus, you have a whole list.”  
 
    “It’s like eight things,” Matt said, and showed it to him. “I just didn’t want to forget anything.”  
 
    Hayden snatched the list and scanned it. “I don’t even know what half this stuff is.”  
 
    The smile that Matt showed him was part fond, part amused.  
 
    “What?”  
 
    “Nothing.” Matt knocked him with his shoulder. “I’m glad you’re here.” 
 
    “At Bunnings?”  
 
    “Yeah,” he said, and rolled his eyes. “At Bunnings.”  
 
    “I’m glad I’m here at Bunnings too,” Hayden said. He tried for a smile, but found the joke had slipped away somehow. The aisle they’d turned down was full of coils of colourful rope, and grips in different sizes. Hayden thought immediately of Isaiah, which was stupid, because Isaiah hadn’t even used a rope, but his brain made the association anyway.  
 
    Twenty metres of bright green polypropelyne rope for two dollars. Cheap and innocuous.  
 
    Hayden stared at it.  
 
    “We’re in the wrong aisle,” Matt said abruptly, swinging the trolley around and steering both it and Hayden in the other direction.  
 
    There was a pallet full of boxed-up pedestal fans at the end of the aisle, for twelve dollars each. Matt bundled one into the trolley.  
 
    “That’s not on the list,” Hayden said, holding the piece of paper out to Matt to prove it.  
 
    “Grandad needs a new one,” Matt said. “The one he uses when he watches TV clicks. It’s annoying.”  
 
    He held Hayden’s gaze, but he didn’t say anything about their abrupt turnaround in the previous aisle. Hayden wondered if his thoughts had been broadcast clear across his face back there at the rope, if Matt had seen the connection he’d made, or if he had only been reacting to the sudden weird shift in Hayden’s mood.  
 
    “You know, it’s a twelve-dollar fan,” Hayden said. The bright lights in the ceiling gleamed down onto the glossy packaging of the fan. “It’ll probably fall apart in a month.”  
 
    Matt’s mouth quirked up in a quick smile. “I’ll risk it.”  
 
    There was a joke there, maybe, about Matt getting something cheap and shiny, and then having to deal with it when it broke. Hayden wasn’t sure he could pull it off though, so he just shrugged. “Your call.”  
 
    They headed down the next aisle.  
 
    Matt’s list of eight things had somehow turned into a trolley full of items by the time they reached the gardening section.  
 
    “I want to get Grandad a couple of new tomato plants,” he said. “The chooks broke into the vegie patch and ate the last ones.”  
 
    Hayden left him inspecting the available tomato seedlings, and wandered into the next row. The gardening section was outdoors, under shade cloth. It was damp and humid, and smelled like wet earth and tap water baking on cement. Vibrant green ferns glistened under the mist from a sprinkler array, and Hayden reached out to knock a droplet of water off the end of a tightly curled frond.  
 
    “Aren’t you supposed to be in bed?”  
 
    Hayden’s head snapped up at the sound of that voice. Greg. He was wearing an old pair of shorts and a Cowboys t-shirt with three-quarter tear near the hem.  
 
    “You’re on sick leave,” Greg said, looking Hayden up and down. “And you’re shopping.”  
 
    “Stress leave, actually.” Hayden wasn’t sure how he got the words out.  
 
    “Right.” Greg shook his head. “Stress leave.  Funny how I went to the exact same jobs, and I’m doing just fine. I guess I’m not chasing a compo payout though.”  
 
    Hayden lifted his chin, ignoring the sudden rush of hot shame that threatened to wash over him. Was that what people at work thought he was doing? Was that the shit that Greg was spreading around at the station? “Neither am I.”  
 
    “So you’re coming back then?” Greg narrowed his pale eyes.  
 
    “Yeah.”  
 
    That was the plan. That had to be the plan, because Hayden didn’t know what else to do. And he loved his job, for the most part, and he was good at it—he was a better ambo than Greg, although that wasn’t setting the bar real high—and he wasn’t Matt. He couldn’t imagine throwing his job in and being something else.  
 
    “Yeah, well maybe you should wait until Kate’s back on the road before you come back,” Greg said. “That way you girls can work together.”  
 
    Aaaand…fuck him. Hayden had put up with his homophobic bullshit for way too long.  The low burn of anger he’d been carrying against Greg sharpened suddenly in a bright spark, and Hayden was swinging his fist before he even realised, relishing the shock on Greg’s face as he saw what was coming, and then— 
 
    Matt was hauling him back, and his fist swung wide.  
 
    “Don’t,” Matt said, and there was no mistaking that tone: Constable Dickhead was in the building. He kept a tight hold on the back of Hayden’s shirt.  
 
    Greg shuffled back a few steps, in an awkward little dance. There was an uneasy smile plastered to his face. “Come on, Hayden. It was just a joke.”  
 
    “Fuck you,” Hayden muttered, his fists still clenched as anger rolled over him in waves.  
 
    “Don’t,” Matt repeated sternly.  
 
    “Who are you?” Greg asked. “His keeper?”  
 
    Matt kept one hand clenched in Hayden’s shirt, and dug around in his pocket with the other one. “I’m his boyfriend,” he said. “We’ve never been introduced, and maybe you don’t recognise me out of uniform.” He held his ID up and let it drop open. “Constable Matt Deakin.”  
 
    Hayden almost laughed at the sudden expression of dread on Greg’s face.  
 
    “It was just a joke,” Greg said, his mouth twisting in strange ways as he tried to smile.  
 
    “I’m sure it was,” Matt said, his tone making it clear that he would brook no argument about it. “And I’m sure it’s not going to happen again.”  
 
    “Nah,” Greg said. “Nah, it won’t.”  
 
    “Good,” Matt said, finally releasing his hold on Hayden’s shirt. “Fuck off then.”  
 
    Greg scuttled away like a cockroach.  
 
    Hayden watched him go, breathing in the smell of petrichor. He felt cold suddenly, despite the humidity. He turned to face Matt, and found him gazing back warily.  
 
    “That was…” Matt cleared his throat. “That was me not letting you look after yourself again, wasn’t it?”  
 
    “Yeah,” Hayden said, his heart racing. “But it was also you stopping me from punching that fuckwit in the face and ending up in worse shit than I’m in already, so thanks.”  
 
    Matt exhaled heavily. “I don’t want to fuck this up, Hayden.”  
 
    “You didn’t.”  
 
    “We’re okay?”  
 
    “We’re okay,” Hayden said, but he couldn’t meet Matt’s gaze when he said it. 
 
    All he had to do to make it true was to believe it, right? He was okay, and he and Matt were standing on solid ground. All he had to do was believe it.  He was okay. He wasn’t drowning. Not anymore. He wasn’t. He forced a smile and ignored the sudden burst of panic in his chest that called him a liar, and caught Matt’s hand. He squeezed it, not caring if anyone saw. “Let’s get those tomato plants for Joe and then go home.”  
 
    [image: :heart rhythm.tiff] 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 
 
    TWENTY 
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    On Monday morning, Matt and Sean hit the ground running.  
 
    Literally.  
 
    Matt had been anticipating a morning full of routine break and enter follow-ups. He’d been dreading it actually—a morning shift so slow that he would have had nothing to do except worry about Hayden and imagine a thousand different ways their fragile relationship could fracture and crumble into pieces. But the morning didn’t give him any time to brood, or to panic. Instead, his and Sean’s first job was an alarm at a seafood place in South Townsville, down near the port, and they turned up just in time to see some guy bolting out the side door.  
 
    Who the fuck broke into a business at a quarter past six in the morning? Most of Townsville’s brightest were still in bed at this hour. What was that joke? Crime doesn’t pay, but the hours are good. Clearly nobody had told this bloke he was supposed to be sleeping in. This guy was no shirker though—he was already scaling the six-foot chain link fence that surrounded the back yard of the business by the time Matt and Sean scrambled out of the car.  
 
    “Two-oh-six, VKR,” Matt called into his radio and he and Sean set off in pursuit. “Offender on foot, heading for the creek. Caucasian male, dark hair, wearing a blue shirt.”  
 
    Sean, with the enthusiasm that only someone new to the job could muster, hauled himself over the fence.   
 
    “Oh, fuck my life,” Matt muttered, following him over. Something caught as he swung himself over the top of the fence, and pulled him up short. His belt? No. His pants. There was a dry ripping sound, and then Matt’s momentum was carrying him forward again, and he barely saved himself from diving headfirst into the gravel on the other side of the fence. He landed awkwardly, his shoulders wrenching, and then he released his grip on the fence and raced after Sean and the offender.  
 
    They were heading for the mangroves at the edge of the muddy river.  
 
    “Police!” Sean yelled at the guy. “Stop!”  
 
    Like that was going to work at this point, but Matt admired Sean’s optimism.  
 
    The guy splashed into the river, and struck out into the water.  
 
    “Sean!” Matt yelled.  
 
    Sean was halfway up to his knees in the water before he halted.  
 
    “VKR,” Matt said into his radio. “Suspect’s in the river. Can we get a unit on the Stuart side?” He didn’t listen for a reply. “Sean, get out of the fucking water!”  
 
    Sean struggled back onto the bank, his boots caked in mud.  
 
    They watched as their offender splashed across the river.  
 
    “You are carrying a firearm, a taser and a radio,” Matt said. “Also, and most importantly, there are crocs in that river.”  
 
    Sean’s chest heaved as he struggled to catch his breath. “What about him though?”  
 
    The guy was still splashing around in the water, headed doggedly towards the Stuart side, and the saltpans.  
 
    Matt sighed. There was no way they could leave the guy in the water, because Matt didn’t want to explain to Ethical Standards how he and Sean had managed to get a suspect eaten by a crocodile. And it wasn’t like the guy was going to want to be rescued, knowing he’d be arrested again the moment he was on dry land.  
 
    This job.  
 
    Nothing was ever straightforward in this job.  
 
    It was rarely boring, at least.  
 
    Matt reached for his radio, just as he heard the whoop-whoop-whoop of a siren, and a boat sped around a bend in the river. It was a rigid hull inflatable boat, small and fast, with POLICE emblazoned on the sides.  
 
    Perfect timing.  
 
    He and Sean waited while the water police wrangled the flailing guy aboard, landing him like a wriggling fish, and then they walked back toward the seafood place to check out the damage, and see if there was anyone there yet to take a report from.  
 
    “Hey, Matt?” Sean asked, squelching along beside him in his muddy boots.  
 
    “Yeah?”  
 
    “Nice jocks,” Sean said.  
 
    Matt ran his hands over his arse, feeling the massive three-quarter tear courtesy of the fence. “Shit.”  
 
    The owner was on scene by the time they got back to the seafood place—a middle-aged woman who tried very hard not to react to either the stinking mud covering Sean up to the knees, or the fact that Matt’s arse was hanging out of his pants.  
 
    Matt, for his part, tried not to laugh every time her gaze drifted down.  
 
    Grandad was going to piss himself laughing when Matt shared what sort of morning he’d had, and he hoped Hayden would too. He knew it wouldn’t be a magic fix—nothing was—but he missed Hayden’s wild, free laughter and the way it lit him up from inside. 
 
    His chest ached when he realised that Hayden probably missed it too.  
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    The TV was on in the living room when Matt got home just after two. Grandad was sitting in his recliner, a small dish of red cocktail onions in his lap. His walker was at the side of the chair. He’d been favouring it over his cane lately. Matt wondered if he was getting frailer, or if he’d finally accepted the fact that the walker was a hell of a lot more stable than the cane.  
 
    The cricket was on.  
 
    “Hey,” Matt said. “You need anything?”  
 
    “Nope.” Grandad popped a cocktail onion in his mouth. “Me and Hayden had lunch a while ago. There’s some leftover ham in the fridge if you want it.”  
 
    “I’m good.”  
 
    “He makes a mean toasted sandwich.” Grandad picked through his dish for another onion. “You should hang onto him, Matty.”  
 
    “That’s the plan, I think,” Matt said. “You know if you eat too many of those, you’ll fart worse than Charlie.”  
 
    “I don’t tell you how to live your life.” Grandad shoved two in his mouth at once.  
 
    Matt snorted, and headed down the hallway.  
 
    He found Hayden in his room, stretched out on his bed. He was asleep. His shirt had ridden up, showing a band of skin above the waistband of his borrowed track pants. There was a book lying open, face-down, on his chest that rose and fell with every breath. The front cover looked like it had been torn off years ago, and the spine was too cracked to read. Matt remembered the stack of books that Grandad kept in the bottom the cupboard in the living room, and wondered if Hayden had found it there. Grandad had always referred to it as the kids’ cupboard as it contained books, and board games, jigsaw puzzles, and, for some reason, collections of old Footrot Flats comics. If a kid dared complain they were bored during a school holiday visit, that’s where they were directed. If they complained they were bored after that, they usually ended up pulling weeds in the yard.  
 
    Matt smiled at the memory. He crossed to his dresser, and pulled out a change of clothes. The old Goldfield Ashes shirt he’d worn home did little to disguise his police-issue cargoes, but Matt never wore his full uniform home. If he ever had to stop to get fuel or groceries, he preferred to do it anonymously. It was somewhat of a new concept for him. Up in Ingham, everyone had known he was a copper. Here in Townsville he actually flew under the radar when he was off duty. It was nice.  
 
    Matt crouched down and unlaced his boots, and then straightened up again and tugged his belt open. He drew it free, and left it resting in a loose coil on top of his dresser. Then he unfastened the button on his fly.  
 
    “Slow down,” Hayden said, his voice rough with sleep. “Let the anticipation build up a bit first. Where’s your sense of showmanship?”  
 
    Matt turned around to face him, eyebrows raised.  
 
    “You’d make a terrible stripper.” Hayden yawned and stretched.  
 
    “I’m pretty sure you’re only saying that so I’ll attempt to prove you wrong.” Matt unzipped his fly. “But you’re right. I’d make a terrible stripper.”  
 
    He shoved his uniform pants down, stepped out of them, and climbed onto the bed beside Hayden, who rolled toward him. The book slipped off Hayden’s chest and ended up somewhere between them. Their kiss was soft and sweet, and warm from sleep.  
 
    “How was your day?” Hayden murmured.  
 
    “Ridiculous. And I’m pretty sure Sean has photographic evidence.” 
 
    “There’s a story there.”  
 
    “There is.” Matt pressed a kiss to the curve of his jaw. “But first, how was your day?”  
 
    “Relaxing.” Hayden ran his fingertips down Matt’s cheek. “Good.”  
 
    “Good,” Matt echoed back, kissing him again.  
 
    “I’m still sort of waiting for the next thing, you know?” Hayden’s smile was wry, but the amusement didn’t reach his eyes. “And don’t say it won’t happen, because we both know it will. That’s the nature of the job. And I’m scared I won’t handle it.”  
 
    “You will.” Matt brushed his knuckles along Hayden’s jaw. He hated that Hayden felt like this, and that there was nothing he could say to fix it, but it was good that Hayden was talking about how he felt. Good that he was comfortable enough with Matt to open up like this. Matt just had to remember that there was a line, and that it was his job to support Hayden, not to push him. He had to accept that he wasn’t in control here. “I think you’ll be fine.”  
 
    Hayden pulled his mouth into a grimace. “It’s pretty fucking egotistical of me, isn’t it? To think that I’m important enough for the universe to want to shit on specifically.”  
 
    “Maybe.”  
 
    Hayden held his gaze. “I’m not cursed.”  
 
    “Nope.”  
 
    “Shit happens.”  
 
    “Yeah.”  
 
    Hayden narrowed his eyes. “I’m not sure if fatalism should be that comforting.”  
 
    “Whatever works.” Matt rubbed a thumb against Hayden’s bottom lip.  
 
    “Whatever works,” Hayden repeated, and tilted his face for another kiss.  
 
    Matt rolled onto his back, pulling Hayden with him. The corner of the book jabbed him in the kidney, and he dragged it out and pushed it onto the floor.  
 
    Hayden straddled him.  
 
    God, he was beautiful. Just as beautiful now, with his messy hair and the shadows under his eyes, as he was with that brilliant smile he flashed in public. This was another side of him, a more vulnerable side, and Matt felt privileged that Hayden trusted him enough to show it. He didn’t doubt for a second that Hayden didn’t trust easily, and that even being here with Matt was a display of trust.  
 
    “Did you call Kate today?” he asked.  
 
    “Mmm.” Hayden rested the heel of his hand on Matt’s sternum, and pinched up a section of his thin T-shirt to rub between his thumb and forefinger. “We’re going for coffee tomorrow, after my appointment.” He pressed his mouth into a thin line. 
 
    His first session with the psychologist.  
 
    “You’ll be fine,” Matt said.   
 
    Hayden met his gaze. “Yeah. Maybe.”  
 
    This is a process, Matt thought. It had only been three days since Isaiah hanged himself, and at least Hayden had slept, which seemed like a huge step in getting his equilibrium back. His ‘maybe’ might not have been the answer Matt wanted to hear, but it was sure as hell a better one that Hayden would have been able to give him three days ago.  
 
    Matt curled his fingers around Hayden’s hips. “I like you a lot, Hayden. I don’t think either of us were looking for a boyfriend, but I’m really glad I found one.”  
 
    Hayden stared down at him, colour rising in his cheeks. “Yeah,” he said at last. “I’m glad I found one too.”  
 
    Matt glanced at the door to make sure he’d closed it, and then slid a hand under the elastic waistband of Hayden’s track pants. Hayden shifted his hips, tilting his pelvis forward so that Matt could move his hand lower. His fingers hit underwear. 
 
    “What?” Hayden asked. “I’m not going to go commando in front of your grandad! These pants don’t hide a damn thing.”  
 
    Matt laughed. One day, for sure, he was going to tell Hayden that Grandad had seen the dick pic. “Fair enough!”  
 
    Hayden shimmied, shoving the track pants down his hips, and revealing his underwear to Matt’s gaze. “Not saying you can’t totally get me out of these though. Since you so kindly took your pants off first, and it’d be rude not to reciprocate.”  
 
    “Uh huh,” Matt said. “And you’re never rude.”  
 
    Hayden huffed out a laugh, and kissed Matt softly on the lips. Then he kissed a slow trail along Matt’s jaw and up to his ear. When he spoke, his voice was low, and his breath was warm. “I don’t know what you mean, Constable Deakin.”  
 
    Matt might have called him out on the blatant lie, except at that moment Hayden caught his earlobe between his teeth and tugged, and the blood that Matt needed to operate his brain for a decent comeback flooded immediately to his dick. “Fuck. Hayden.”  
 
    Hayden rocked his hips, his arse riding over Matt’s erection. “Mmm. That had better be on your to-do list, actually.”  
 
    “You’re a menace,” Matt said, and groaned. They kissed again, and he marvelled at how sweet and gentle their kisses were when everything else was already becoming more urgent. There was heat building between them, and Matt was getting impatient. He thought about rolling Hayden onto his back and being the one to set the pace, to stop him from fucking teasing like this. The arsehole knew just what he was doing to Matt as well, going by the cocky smirk on his face.  
 
    He began to grind against Hayden.  
 
    But Hayden pushed him away suddenly. He sat up, a knee digging into Matt’s side. “Did you hear that?”  
 
    Matt blinked up at him. “What?”  
 
    “I thought I heard—” Hayden shook his head, and climbed off Matt. “I thought I heard something break?”  
 
    Matt sat up, swinging his legs over the side of the bed. He stood up and pulled his uniform pants back on, since they were closest. When he opened the bedroom door, Charlie pressed his nose into the gap, and forged into the room.  
 
    “Are you knocking shit over, Charlie?” Matt asked, patting the dog on the head.  
 
    Charlie dropped a cocktail onion onto the floor.  
 
    “What are you doing with that?” Matt picked it up. “Grandad shouldn’t be giving you onions.”  
 
    Hayden slipped out of the room, and headed up the hallway.  
 
    Matt followed him.  
 
    In the living room, the cricket was still on. Grandad was sitting in his recliner. The small dish lay in two pieces on the floor. Red cocktail onions had been spilled everywhere.  
 
    “Grandad?” Matt stepped into the room. He felt a sudden, sickening jab of panic. Something was wrong. Something was very wrong. His voice broke. “Grandad, are you okay?”  
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    I’m not cursed.  
 
    Shit just happens.  
 
    The blood roared in Hayden’s skull, as loud as the ocean, when he saw Joe sitting in his recliner. When Matt spoke to him, and Joe opened his mouth to answer, but it wasn’t words that came out. Sound, but no words.  
 
    “What?” Matt asked. “What are saying, Grandad?”  
 
    Joe spoke again: the words were slurred. Hayden could see his teeth, old and yellowing, where one side of his mouth was pulled down in a droop that looked like a grimace.  
 
    And, just like the other day out at Bushland Beach, Hayden was frozen. What was it he’d said to Matt? That he was waiting for the next thing. And here it was.  
 
    Frozen, but then suddenly he was moving, and in a flash it was all back. All his training. All his experience. All his instincts.  
 
    He crossed to the recliner, pushing Matt out of the way. He stood in front of Joe, and took the old man’s hands in his. His fingers were gnarled. Old hands. A lifetime in them. 
 
    “Can you smile for me, Joe?” he asked. “Move your mouth for me?”  
 
    The right side of Joe’s mouth lifted. The left didn’t.  
 
    “Can you squeeze my hands?” Hayden asked. “Hard as you can.”  
 
    Joe’s left hand was weak. It trembled in Hayden’s.  
 
    Hayden held Joe’s arms out, and released his hands. “Hold your arms there for me, Joe.”  
 
    His left arm listed like a mast in a storm.  
 
    “Call an ambulance, Matt,” Hayden said. This was the next thing, definitely. Such a tiny thing, such a small bleed, but it could be so catastrophic. “Joe, I need you to repeat for me, ‘The sky is very blue in Townsville.’”  
 
    Joe slurred again, like a drunk.  
 
    “Okay.” Hayden turned around and saw Matt had his phone out. He held his hand out for it, and Matt passed it to him. It was already dialling. “Ambulance,” he said when the operator asked. “Townsville.”  
 
    He held Joe’s trembling hand while the call was put through to Comms.  
 
    I’m not cursed.  
 
    Shit just happens.  
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    The sun had set by the time Matt and Hayden waited in the ambulance bay at the hospital for their ride home. It was dark under the awnings that sheltered the ambulance bay, although a brilliant moon illuminated the sky.  
 
    Joe was sleeping now, after undergoing his barrage of tests at the stroke unit and starting on thrombolysis therapy. He’d be assessed some time in the coming days, the extent of the damage mapped out, and his rehab scheduled.  
 
    “He’s a tough old bastard,” Matt said, probably more for his own benefit than Hayden’s. “He’ll bounce back.”  
 
    Hayden nodded.  
 
    “Shit. I should call Mum.” Matt dragged his fingers through his hair. “Fuck.”  
 
    An arc of headlights swept into the ambulance bay—a police car. It pulled to a stop in front of them, and the driver’s window slid down. “Get in, you two.”  
 
    Gordy.  
 
    Hayden left the front passenger seat free for Matt, and climbed into the back. He tugged his seatbelt on, and stared out the window.  
 
    “How are you holding up?” Gordy asked Matt.  
 
    “Looking for a do over on this week, boss.”  
 
    “I’ll bet you bloody are,” Gordy said. “How about you, Hayden?”  
 
    “I’ll second that vote for a do over.”  
 
    Gordy snorted, and pulled out of the ambulance bay.  
 
    Hayden closed his eyes. The sound of the police radio made him feel like he was back at work. The terminology was different, but the cadence, the clicks, the burst of static; Hayden wondered, if he opened his eyes, whether he’d be in an ambulance instead. Boots up on the dashboard if Kate was driving. Sunglasses on. Driving fast and saving lives. That confident, cocky arsehole he had been before it had all gone to shit in a heartbeat.  
 
    The image was so strong that Hayden could almost hear Kate’s laugh.  
 
    He opened his eyes and watched the lights slide past the window.  
 
    Closed them again, and listened to the radio, to the click of the indicator as they merged into traffic on the bridge over the Ross River, to the low voices of Matt and Gordy as they spoke.  
 
    Hayden dozed, not even aware he was slipping into sleep until he was jolted awake as the car bounced over the railway tracks on Ingham Road.  
 
    A few minutes later they were pulling into Matt’s street, in front of the dark little house. Hayden climbed out of the car and crossed to the front gate, running his fingers along the cool metal and feeling tiny flakes of rust break off under his touch. He waited until Matt had finished talking to Gordy, and then pushed the gate open and walked toward the house.  
 
    Matt slipped past him, standing on the bottom step to unlock the door. He opened it and stepped inside, and a moment later the hallway light flickered on.  
 
    Charlie was waiting for them, his head resting on his paws.  
 
    “I’m gonna take a shower,” Matt said. He was still wearing the clothes he’d come home in.   
 
    Hayden nodded, and continued through to the kitchen. Charlie followed him.  
 
    This whole thing. . . what a mess.  
 
    He opened the kitchen door so Charlie could go outside.  
 
    What a fucking mess.  
 
    Hayden took the dishcloth from the sink, wet it under the tap, and went into the living room. The saucer was still lying there, in two pieces. He stacked the smaller piece on top of the larger one, and then collected the cocktail onions that Joe had dropped hours ago. Charlie hadn’t eaten them, at least. They would probably be okay for a dog his size, given that they were processed to hell, but that’d just be the kick while they were down, right? Charlie poisoning himself with onions.  
 
    Hayden rubbed the spots on the floor where the brine from the onions had soaked into the floorboards.  
 
    How many hits were they supposed to take? It’d be laughable if it weren’t so fucking horrible.  
 
    Hayden returned to the kitchen, dumped the plate and the onions in the bin. He rubbed his aching chest, and crossed to the fridge.  
 
    Matt would need to eat something. Hayden began to pull the plastic containers out of the fridge: cheese slices, asparagus, grated carrot, beetroot, lettuce, curried egg—Joe had better be home soon, because nobody else would eat curried egg—and tomatoes. He set them on the table, along with the bread and margarine.  
 
    When Matt reappeared, a towel wrapped around his hips, he sat next to Hayden at the table and made his sandwich slowly.  
 
    “He’s going to be okay,” Hayden said at last, because those were the sorts of lies people told one another, weren’t they?  
 
    “Yeah.” Matt managed a faint smile. “Of course he is.”  
 
    “No,” Hayden said, the word strong. “I mean it. He made it to the stroke unit in under an hour. That’s the best indicator for a good prognosis.” He quirked his mouth in what he hoped was a smile. “And also, like you said, he’s a tough old bastard.”   
 
    “Yeah.” Matt cleared his throat. “Yeah, he is.”  
 
    They ate their sandwiches in silence, and then Matt went and called his mum.  
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    Tuesday morning dawned bright and humid. Hayden hadn’t slept, and he wasn’t sure Matt had either. There was a distance between them now, even though they’d lain touching throughout the night. It was an invisible distance, but it felt insurmountable. Matt had spent the night answering texts and calls from family, including a plethora of cousins and second cousins and some guy who wasn’t technically a great uncle, but was one of Joe’s army mates from back in the day.  
 
    All these people, and all of them with more of a claim to Joe than Hayden had, and more of a right to Matt’s attention at a time like this.  
 
    And what sort of arsehole was Hayden that something like jealousy burned in his gut? Matt was supposed to be looking after him. Not that Hayden had wanted that, but now Matt’s attention was on other people Hayden missed it. It was selfish, and Hayden hated himself for thinking it, but the thought persisted anyway. Hayden didn’t want to share Matt with strangers, not even if they were his family.  
 
    Jesus. Petty jealousy was bad enough, but Hayden was afraid it went deeper. He was afraid that the feeling belonged to that little kid inside him who screamed and screamed for his mum, not because she cared, but because she was all he knew. Because he was dependent on her. And that kid, that kid whose screaming panic he could feel threatening to overwhelm him even years later, shouldn’t have had any power over Hayden still. Shouldn’t have had a voice left. Not when Hayden had worked so hard to silence him.   
 
    “Hey,” he said to Matt over breakfast. “I’ve got my appointment today, then I’m meeting up with Kate. Will you be okay?”  
 
    “Yeah.” Matt seemed to shake himself awake. “I’ll be fine. Mum and Dad are heading down this morning, so they’ll come out to the hospital with me.”  
 
    Of course Matt didn’t need help from Hayden. What could Hayden give him that his family couldn’t? Families came together at times like this, right? At least the good ones did. This wasn’t the first time Hayden had felt the gulf between his experiences and those of almost everyone else. When he’d been a teenager, all his edges honed sharp by anger and determination, he’d told himself that he didn’t need anyone. Told himself that he was stronger. As he’d gotten older though, as he’d seen families like Kate’s, his resilience had become cold comfort. He’d known for a long time that he was lonely.  
 
    “Do you need me to drop you off to get your car?” Matt asked him.  
 
    “Nah. I’ll get Kate to come and pick me up. She’s driving again.”  
 
    “Okay.” If Matt was going to say anything else, he was distracted by the chime on his phone announcing a new message.  
 
    Hayden went and showered. Then he changed—still in borrowed clothes because he hadn’t collected any from the apartment yet—and headed outside to feed the chickens. The grain was kept in a plastic rubbish bin just inside the doorway of the shed, and the chickens rushed inside excitedly when Hayden opened the door. He had to do a headcount to make sure he hadn’t locked any in the shed when he latched the door again.  
 
    He tossed the grain into the grass, and the chickens darted for it eagerly.  
 
    Hayden watched them, a strange chill creeping up his spine. It hit the base of his skull in a burst of cold clarity.  
 
    What the fuck was he doing here? Playing house with Matt Deakin like they were both pretending nothing was wrong? Like they were both pretending that everything wasn’t falling apart in front of them. They’d worked fine when things between them had been casual and fun, when it was hooking up, but what about now? Hayden didn’t even know who they were right now.  
 
    He needed to…  
 
    He needed to not be here.  
 
    The damp grass tickled the soles of his feet as he walked back to the house. He checked the time and sent a text to Kate seeing if she could pick him up early. No way was he going to his appointment either in borrowed clothes, or in his uniform. He’d go to his apartment and get changed.  
 
    Eyes closed, Hayden imagined himself shoving some clothes into a bag and coming back here. Imagined himself climbing into his bed instead, pulling the pillow over his head and never leaving again. He didn’t know which scenario appealed the most.  
 
    He was tired again, and it seemed like the same bone-deep weariness that had caught him days ago. It went beyond a lack of sleep. Hayden wanted to walk away, and to keep walking. He’d had that fantasy as a kid a lot—that nobody could stop him. And in the fantasy, the practicalities didn’t count. There were no blisters there, no thirst, no sunburn or aching muscles. In his fantasy, if he walked as far as the ocean then he’d simply start to swim. Maybe that’s where his head had been the other day when he’d walked to the beach. Except he hadn’t been dreaming of swimming then, had he? He’d been dreaming of drowning.  
 
    Jesus. How was Hayden supposed to tell a psychologist any of this without getting sent straight to the secure mental health unit at the hospital? How was he supposed to tell Matt? He didn’t want to lose what he had with Matt. But if that was true, then why did a part of him want to just walk away?  
 
    He sat at the end of Matt’s bed and turned his phone over and over in his palm.  
 
    He hated his own indecision, his fear. He hated that it came from a place so deep inside him that he couldn’t push back against it on his own. He hated that his fear was carved on his bones, scoured into him, and it was so powerful that it made him want to walk away from Matt.  
 
    Matt was the best thing in his fucking life.   
 
    Another moment of cold clarity, and Hayden held his breath while he processed it: Matt was the best thing in his life.  
 
    He glanced up as the bedroom door opened. He half expected it to be Charlie nosing his way into the bedroom, but it was Matt. He looked as tired as Hayden felt. He sat down on the bed beside Hayden, and laced their fingers together.  
 
    “Okay?” Hayden asked him softly.  
 
    “Yeah.” Matt exhaled. “Just…this week, huh?”  
 
    “Fuck this week,” Hayden said, squeezing his hand. “Fuck it sideways.”  
 
    Matt turned his head to look at him and held his gaze. There was something equally comforting and vulnerable in his expression. “Are you going to be here tonight?”  
 
    And there it was. Hayden had been an idiot if he’d thought that Matt couldn’t see exactly how much of a coward he was. And maybe Hayden couldn’t stem his fear, but he could fight it.  
 
    “Yes,” he said. “I’m going to be here tonight and for as long as you want me here.”  
 
    The corner of Matt’s mouth twitched. It was too brief to be called a smile. “That could be a while.”  
 
    “I can deal with that,” Hayden said, and hoped that he was telling them both the truth.  
 
    Before he left the house, Matt pressed a kiss to his lips and a spare key into his hand.  
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    Hayden’s psychologist was called Eden. She worked out of a converted house in Fulham Road, at the end dominated by the Mater Hospital, where a mass of loosely associated medical practices had sprung up in the surrounding blocks. Parking was a bitch. Kate ended up dropping Hayden off outside Eden’s office, and heading further down the street. She told him to call her when he was done.  
 
     It started to rain while Hayden was there. The clouds rolled in from nowhere, and pressed the humid air down close on the city. Condensation slid down the window that looked out into the small well-kept garden, and then the rain did. 
 
    “Why are you here, Hayden?” Eden asked him.  
 
    “I’m here because I walked away from a scene,” Hayden said. His stomach knotted. “Last week I lost four patients in the space of two days.” He could still taste the chlorine on his lips. The salt too, from sitting on the beach the next day. “I’m here because last night my boyfriend’s grandfather had a stroke, and I don’t think I can deal with another thing, you know?”  
 
    It was…when it was over, Hayden couldn’t even remember exactly what he’d said.  
 
    They’d talked a little about Zach, and about Isaiah. They’d talked about how Hayden had grown up in care, and about how his last memory of his mum was screaming for her. And how Zach’s mum had screamed for him, over and over and over, while Hayden had performed CPR. Like a mirror image, flipped. 
 
    They’d talked about Matt and Joe, and about Kate and Jimmy.  
 
    They’d talked about random shit too. The biscuits that Monique made when she was studying. The best place to get gelato on The Strand. The new H&M at Stockland. The rain, and how it had been years since the last decent wet season.  
 
    Hayden made a second appointment before he left, even if he was unsure of how he felt about the process. That’s what Eden called it: a process. No quick fixes.  
 
    He waited for Kate under the shelter of an awning at the front of the house, watching the passing traffic. Wet roads meant screeching brakes, because Townsville drivers were the fucking worst in the rain. Hayden heard the distant wail of a siren, and his skin prickled with anticipation.  
 
    “I like the rush of driving fast and saving lives.”  
 
    He wanted that back.  
 
    Kate pulled in to the small car park, and Hayden dashed through the rain towards her.  
 
    “How’d it go?” she asked him.  
 
    He wiped the rain off his face. “I’m gonna call John, tell him I want to come back.”  
 
    He forced down his uncertainty, and ignored the knot in his stomach at the thought of having that conversation with John. The longer he waited, the harder it would get.  
 
    “Good,” Kate said. “The place is as boring as shit without you, my love.”  
 
    Hayden tugged the seatbelt across him. “How long until you’re back on the road?”  
 
    Kate patted her moonboot. “At least another few weeks. You reckon you can put up with Greg until then?”  
 
    “Greg’s a dickhead, but yeah, I can handle him.”  
 
    “Good,” Kate said. “Now I’m going to take you to get coffee, and you’re going to reassure me that Matt has been looking after you.”  
 
    “He has.” Warmth bloomed in his chest. Because Matt wasn’t perfect—neither was Hayden—but he was trying, and that counted for something, didn’t it? All either of them could do was try. “Promise.”  
 
    “Lucky,” Kate said, turning the car back onto the road. “I’d hate to lose my job and go to jail for castrating a copper.”  
 
    Hayden rolled his eyes and reached out to change the radio station. “I think Matt could take you in a fight.”  
 
    “Oh, sweetheart,” Kate said, baring her teeth in an evil smile. “You’re forgetting I fight dirty.”  
 
    Hayden laughed, affection for Kate flooding through him, and it felt like the first time he’d done it in days.  
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    CHAPTER 
 
    TWENTY-TWO 
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    Matt had to hand it to his mum—it took her at least twenty minutes to bring up Hayden, even though she was clearly bursting to ask.  
 
    “So,” she said, as though it had only just occurred to her. She was packing a bag to take up to Grandad at the hospital. It was lying on the bed, flat and unzipped, like a shed skin. “What about this Hayden?”  
 
    “You’ll meet him tonight,” Matt assured her, leaning in the doorway. “How’d you know about him anyway?”  
 
    Mum snorted, tugging a drawer open. “Dad can’t shut up about how you’ve got a boyfriend.”  
 
    Matt smiled despite himself, and stepped inside Grandad’s bedroom. “His pyjamas are in the next drawer down.”  
 
    He told her a little about Hayden: what he did, and how he’d been here last night. How Matt wasn’t sure he would have known what to do if he’d been on his own.  
 
    “I’m glad he was here with you,” Mum said, pulling him into a hug.  
 
    “Yeah.” Matt closed his eyes and breathed in the familiar scent of her perfume. “Me too.”  
 
    It turned out that Mum and Dad didn’t have to wait until that evening to meet Hayden. When they got to Grandad’s room at the hospital, Hayden was already there. He was sitting in a chair, long legs stretched out, his feet on Grandad’s mattress. He was showing Grandad a video on his phone.  
 
    “Hayden?” Matt asked.  
 
    Hayden spun around, the tread of his shoes squeaking as they hit the linoleum floor. “Matt. Hi.”  
 
    “I thought you had your…your thing.”  
 
    “I did,” Hayden said. “Kate dropped me back at my place so I could get my car, and then I figured I’d come out and see how Joe was doing.”  
 
    Matt tried to read his expression. It seemed a little too bright, a little too much like he was trying too hard to be everyone’s favourite ambo Hayden Kinsella, and not the Hayden that was reserved for their private moments. Not like the Hayden who’d showed Matt his vulnerability. The Hayden that Matt knew. But maybe he wasn’t deflecting, or hiding anything. Maybe he was just being friendly because Mum and Dad were here.  
 
    “This is my mum and dad,” Matt said, moving forward into the room. He curled his fingers around Hayden’s shoulder. “Kelly and Alan. Mum and Dad, this is Hayden. My boyfriend.”  
 
    Hayden stood, and held out his hand. “Nice to meet you.”  
 
    He shook hands with Dad first, and then with Mum, his easy smile at odds with the awkward way he was holding himself. Which Matt recognised now for what it was: Hayden was bracing for a barrage of questions.  
 
    What do you do, Hayden?  
 
    Where are you from?  
 
    Do you have any family here?  
 
    Where is your family?  
 
    Just small talk. Just typical getting-to-know-you stuff. It had never occurred to Matt before how isolating questions like that must be if the answers weren’t what people were expecting. He remembered starting at the academy. Remembered someone asking in passing if he had a girlfriend, and how suddenly he’d had two choices: he could have deflected and brushed the question off, or he could have corrected the assumption.  
 
    Matt had corrected the assumption.  
 
    But how fucking tiring it got when it happened over and over again.  
 
    “Thank you,” Mum said, not letting go of Hayden’s hand. “For being there for Dad. For knowing what to do.”  
 
    The colour rose in Hayden’s cheeks. “I didn’t do anything.” He glanced at Matt. “And Matt would have…Matt would have figured out what was going on.”  
 
    Hayden was right; Matt would have realised it was a stroke sooner rather than later. But it hadn’t just been about figuring out what had been happening. Hayden’s presence, his calmness, had stopped Matt’s worry from slipping over the sharp edge into panic.  
 
    “Thank you,” Mum said again, and then released Hayden and sat down beside Grandad’s bed. “How are you feeling, Dad?”  
 
    Grandad hummed, and patted her on the hand. “Tired. Bit tired.”  
 
    He was still slurring a little, but the tugged-down corner of his mouth wasn’t as pronounced today, and he seemed more—Matt wasn’t exactly sure how to describe it—more present. There was an awareness in his eyes that hadn’t been there yesterday. A bit of the customary gleam, because Grandad was a shit-stirrer, and always sitting on his next smartarse comment, just waiting to drop it into conversation. Matt didn’t want to believe that the stroke could have robbed him of that.  
 
    Dad joined Mum at Grandad’s bedside.  
 
    “Hey.” Matt caught Hayden’s hand, and tugged him closer. They moved toward the door. “How’d your appointment go?”  
 
    “I don’t know.” Hayden chewed his bottom lip for a moment. “I’ll go back though. I mean, that shit works, right? Eventually?” He shook his head slightly. “Anyway, I went and saw John. My next shift is on Thursday. 8 p.m. until 8 a.m.”   
 
    “Straight back onto nights?”  
 
    Hayden’s mouth quirked into a faint smile that didn’t reach his eyes. “Gonna hit the ground running.”  
 
    Yeah, Matt thought. That was the nature of the beast, wasn’t it? There was no warm up. You either hit the ground running, or you stumbled and fell. He rubbed his thumb over Hayden’s knuckles. “I’m still on mornings then. I could come in early, meet you for a coffee?”  
 
    “You’d get out of bed early just to share a shitty Macca’s coffee with me?”  
 
    “Crazy, yeah?”  
 
    Hayden’s smile seemed genuine this time. He elbowed Matt in the ribs. “Certifiable.”  
 
    For a moment they stood there quietly, hands clasped, and Matt allowed himself to take comfort in the fact that Hayden was here. After the shit the universe had thrown at them in the past few days, Hayden was still here. They’d done everything arse-backwards, hadn’t they? Neither of them had approached this in the beginning like a relationship, but they’d still managed to build something that was worth having. And this past week…Well, if they could handle this past week, surely they could handle anything? But no, that was not a challenge Matt wanted the universe to rise to, thanks.  
 
    “I should get going,” Hayden said at last. “Turns out when I went to stay at your place I left a gym bag full of stinky clothes in my room. The passage of time has not been kind to them. So I sort of need to either wash them or find somewhere to bury them before Monique complains I’m stinking out the whole apartment.”  
 
    “Gross. You’re still staying over at my place though?”  
 
    Hayden nodded. “That was the plan, right?”  
 
    Matt squeezed his hand. “Yeah.” He smiled. “That’s the plan.”  
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    Grandad’s prognosis was hopeful. The doctor was optimistic he’d make a good recovery. When she delivered the news, Mum sagged like a deflating balloon, as though stress had been the only thing keeping her on her feet.  
 
    Dad caught her and steered her toward a chair.  
 
    Grandad would need to be on medication to keep his blood thinned, and he would need rehab to regain the strength in his left side. It was likely, because of his existing mobility issues, that he’d be reliant on a wheelchair for some time. He would also be kept in hospital under the care of the stroke team for at least the next week, and then he’d be referred to enough specialists to field a cricket team—a physiotherapist, an occupational therapist, a speech pathologist, a dietician, a social worker, a psychologist, and a neuropsychologist amongst others.  
 
    It was a lot to take in—Matt could see himself having to call in a shitload of favours and swap a lot of shifts in his future to get Grandad to all these different specialists—and the look on the doctor’s face said he knew it was overwhelming.  
 
    “The important thing to remember,” he said, “is that Joe’s stroke appears to have been very mild, so there’s no reason to think he won’t fully recover his motor functions and speech.”  
 
    Grandad gave an affirmative grunt.  
 
    Matt spent most of the day at the hospital with his parents. Grandad dozed off a few times, and woke up once to grumble about feeling cold, so Matt went and tracked down a nurse and asked for an extra blanket. It was late afternoon when they left.  
 
    “So Hayden’s been staying with you?” Mum asked on the drive back home.  
 
    “For a few days, yeah.” He didn’t want to elaborate on the reasons behind it, and hoped she wouldn’t press for details.  
 
    “How did you boys meet?” Dad asked.  
 
    “Through work,” Matt said. It was technically true. He had been working the night he’d written Hayden the ticket that had started their ridiculous feud. “We kept running in to one another when we ended up at the same jobs all the time.”  
 
    That was absolutely true. Matt could still remember how fucking irritating it had been to have Hayden fucking Kinsella turn up at every bloody incident. How much Hayden’s smile had made him want to roll his eyes, and his laugh had made him want to punch the arrogant little fuck. It was probably a good thing they’d sorted their shit out, because that would not have ended well for Matt’s career. At all.  
 
    When they got back to the house, Hayden was already there. He was sitting in the back doorway, legs stretched out into the sunlight, and a mug of tea cooling beside him. Charlie was slumped down next to him. The dog barely opened his eyes as Matt entered the kitchen, but Hayden turned around with a smile.  
 
    “It’s not exactly the view from your place,” Matt said, nodding toward the back yard. The shed. The chicken coop. At the cracked concrete path that led out to the old Hills Hoist. 
 
    “I like it,” Hayden said, climbing to his feet. He set his mug on the table and then stretched, arching his back. “How’s Joe doing?”  
 
    “As well as we can hope, according to the doctor.”  
 
    “That’s good.” Hayden knocked his foot gently against Charlie’s boof head. “See? I told you.”  
 
    Charlie opened his eyes briefly, and then sighed and sank back into sleep.  
 
    “You told Charlie?”  
 
    “He was worried.” Hayden raised his eyebrows, as though daring Matt to contradict him.  
 
    Matt wouldn’t dream of it. He dug his mobile phone out of his pocket. “I’m going to order a couple of pizzas. Save us from cooking, and washing up.”  
 
    The low murmur of his parents’ voices drifted down the hallway and into the kitchen.  
 
    Hayden glanced towards the doorway. “Are your parents staying a while?”  
 
    “Dad’s going back tomorrow,” Matt said. “Mum will be here for the week, at least.”  
 
    “I don’t do great with parents,” Hayden said, his voice quiet. “I mean, I presume I don’t.” He shrugged. “It’s never really come up before.”  
 
    Matt cupped Hayden’s jaw. “We did all this shit arse backwards, didn’t we? We had sex before we dated. Then I dragged you home with me before we could even talk about whether we were going to move in together some time in the future, and you’re meeting my parents way before we’ve had that conversation.”  
 
    Hayden’s jaw tightened, and he swallowed.  
 
    “And all that stuff you’re dealing with, and now Grandpa.” Matt held Hayden’s gaze. His heartbeat quickened. “We’ve jumped right into the deep end. Straight into the heavy stuff. We haven’t even done the ‘I love you’s yet.”  
 
    Hayden’s eyes widened, but he didn’t flinch away. He lifted his hand instead, and pressed it over Matt’s. “Right,” he rasped. “It’s all arse backwards.”  
 
    Matt’s breath caught in his throat. “Yeah.”  
 
    “I love you,” Hayden said suddenly, tilting his chin up like the words were as much a challenge as they were a declaration. And maybe they were, this week. “Just for the record.”  
 
    “I love you too,” Matt said, warmth bursting in his chest. “For the record.”  
 
    They kissed.  
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    Hayden’s skin was a galaxy, and Matt mapped out constellations with his mouth. Hayden’s silent laughter as he squirmed under Matt’s attention was a new universe that expanded right before Matt’s eyes. He loved Hayden and Hayden loved him, and that feeling was too large to be contained in yesterday’s universe. It demanded an entire new reality.  
 
    Matt traced a trail of freckles along Hayden’s collarbone.  
 
    Hayden curled his fingers in Matt’s hair and tugged it warningly. “Matt.” 
 
    “We’ve got time.” Matt shifted into the space that opened for him between Hayden’s thighs, leaning in for a kiss when Hayden hooked his legs around him.  
 
    They had time, and not just tonight. There would be days, and weeks, and months and years of this to come. The idea was supposed to be terrifying—Matt had seen enough sitcoms in his time to know that fear of commitment was meant to be hardwired somewhere into his lizard brain—but it wasn’t. He and Hayden wanted to be together, and they would find a way to make it work for them now and in the future. It didn’t matter that they’d come at this whole thing backwards. It only mattered that they were both on the same page now. 
 
    Matt rubbed his thumb along Hayden’s collarbone, smiling as it brought up a red mark that faded rapidly. It reminded him of light trails in a photograph, ephemeral and beautiful. He also liked how Hayden gasped and arched off the bed, his spine bending like a bow, when Matt leaned down and bit him gently. The low moan that Hayden made went straight to Matt’s dick. It was hard, pressing uncomfortably against his constricting jeans. He slid a hand down between their bodies, finding that Hayden was just as hard.  
 
    “You locked the door, right?” Hayden whispered.  
 
    “Yes.” Matt kissed him.  
 
    From outside he could hear the television in the living room, and the click-click-click of Charlie’s claws as he waddled down the hallway. He heard his mother say something—too faint to make out her words—and the low rumble of his father’s response.  
 
    Hayden looked at him, and raised his eyebrows.  
 
    “We’ve got time,” Matt said again, and tugged Hayden’s fly open.  
 
    “We’re gonna get caught.” Hayden rocked against Matt, fingers digging into Matt’s hips.  
 
    Matt peeled Hayden’s jeans open, and shoved a hand into his underwear. He swiped his thumb over the head of Hayden’s dick, and Hayden huffed out another hot breath and jerked against him.  
 
    Matt unzipped his own jeans and hooked his fingers into the elastic of his boxers. He pushed them down in a knot of fabric, freeing his aching dick. Then he lined himself up against Hayden, and curled his hand around both their dicks. Hayden swallowed a moan, one of his hands finding Matt’s. They linked their fingers, squeezing.  
 
    They fell into a rhythm that more or less worked. It was a little stilted at first, and then a little awkward and a lot messy, and Matt’s knuckles kept rasping against the teeth of his zip. That small discomfort wasn’t enough to throw him off though. Not with Hayden’s legs wrapped around him, and Hayden’s dick pressing hard against his own.  
 
    Hayden’s skin flushed red as they both rocked closer and closer to climax, the colour rising on his chest, his throat, and his cheeks. He was beautiful like this, and Matt leaned down to kiss him and to nip teasingly at his bottom lip.  
 
    Heat caught between their sweat-slick skin.  
 
    “Come on,” Hayden urged. “Come on, Matt.”  
 
    Hayden’s voice spurred him on, and the need tightening in him. He finished with a frantic thrust and a gasp, coming hot spurts over their damp fingers, and Hayden arched his back and followed him over the edge. After a moment Matt sagged forward, burying his face against Hayden’s throat, and Hayden ran a hand through his hair.  
 
    God, Matt hoped it was his clean hand.  
 
    The air conditioning chilled the sweat on his back. He didn’t want to move, but yeah, they were stuck together with sweat and come, and a stud from his jeans was digging into his thigh. Also, he was probably crushing Hayden to death.  
 
    He rolled off Hayden regretfully.  
 
    Hayden shifted beside him, and Matt heard the rasp of a zip as he made himself decent again. For certain values of decent.  
 
    “I need a shower,” Hayden murmured. “I’ve been ravaged.”  
 
    Matt turned his head. “Is that what the kids are calling it?”  
 
    Hayden snorted and elbowed him.  
 
    There was a knock at the door.  
 
    Matt tugged his underwear up and his jeans closed while Hayden scrambled off the bed. “Give us a minute!”  
 
    “Oh, I’m not opening the door.” Dad sounded amused. “I just wanted to let you boys know the pizzas are here.”  
 
    Hayden covered his face with his hands.  
 
    “Okay!” Matt called. “We’ll be out soon!”  
 
    Hayden stooped to pick up his shirt. “Remember that time I was going to make a good impression on your parents?”  
 
    It was a joke, but Matt suspected there was truth behind it. Hayden had blown him in a public toilet in City Lane. He wasn’t shy about sex—he was the sort of guy who would happily talk about his sex life in a room full of nuns—but Matt’s parents? Matt’s parents clearly made him nervous.  
 
    “They don’t mind,” he said. “They’ll probably give us shit about it, but they’re not going to think any less of you or anything.”  
 
    “I’ve never met anyone’s parents before,” Hayden said, his voice soft. “I never had parents. It’s…” He pulled his t-shirt on, turning away from Matt’s gaze. “It’s stupid. I’m being stupid, aren’t I?”  
 
    “You’re not being stupid.” Matt climbed off the bed and caught Hayden by the wrist, tugging him close. Hayden’s face was flushed. “Give them a chance. If you can handle Grandad, you can handle my parents.” 
 
    Hayden’s mouth quirked. “Promise?”  
 
    “Promise,” Matt said. “Now let’s get out there before the pizzas get cold.”  
 
    “Yeah. Because that’s the issue here.” 
 
    But Hayden let Matt lead him toward the door anyway. 
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    Eight weeks later 
 
      
 
    The sun beat down on the back of Hayden’s neck, and his boots slipped in the dry sand. He half-skidded down the shallow dune, kicking up a shower of sand. Kate, sliding down after him, swore under her breath, and Hayden held out a hand to steady her.  
 
    “Thank you, my love,” she said, slinging her bag more securely over her shoulder.  
 
    “You’re welcome, dear.”  
 
    A few hundred metres down the beach, a huddle of teenagers was standing over a prone figure. As they got closer, Hayden was glad to see that at least someone had got the kid into the recovery position, although that seemed to be all they’d done. The towel the boy was lying on was covered in vomit and sand. The boy’s eyes were half-open, but not focussed on anything. Each time he breathed out there was a wet sound like air escaping a punctured pool toy, and a bubble appeared in his left nostril. Hayden could smell the alcohol even over the vomit.  
 
    He tugged his gloves on, and then leaned down to touch the kid’s shoulder.  
 
    The kid flailed, fists swinging, and Hayden stepped back.  
 
    Okay, so that’s why none of his friends were helping him. The kid was clearly maggotted, but still had plenty of fight in him.  
 
    “How much has he had to drink?” Hayden asked, eyeing the empty UDL cans in the sand, and the cluster of eskies a few metres further up the beach.  
 
    “Maybe about six?” one of the girls hazarded. “Or seven?”  
 
    “Has he had anything apart from alcohol?”  
 
    They all mumbled and shook their heads.  
 
    Hayden didn’t know whether to believe that or not.  
 
    It was schoolies week. Well, it was schoolies week down at Airlie Beach and at Surfers Paradise, and there were celebrations over on Magnetic Island that Hayden had specifically not volunteered for. Screw the overtime. Sometimes he didn’t want to spend his time up to his knees in vomit and hysterical teens. So of course he and Kate had managed to find the only isolated group of drunken schoolies who hadn’t had the money to leave Townsville for the week. And it wasn’t even nightfall yet—it wasn’t even 3 p.m. yet. These kids must have started early.  
 
    Hayden gave them his patented rundown: “If he took any drugs, tell me now. Some drugs interact badly with others, and it’s important that the doctors at the hospital know exactly what they’re dealing with. We don’t report it to the police, okay?”  
 
    “He didn’t,” the girl said. “He’s just had a lot to drink.”  
 
    Hayden hoped he could believe her. “What’s his name?”  
 
    The wind whipped the girl’s hair around her face. “Justin.”  
 
    Hayden leaned down, careful to stay out of the range of the kid’s fists. “Justin? Justin, can you hear me?”  
 
    No answer.  
 
    Hayden touched his shoulder again, and Justin came up swinging.  
 
    Hayden and Kate retreated a few metres down the beach.  
 
    “Aren’t you going to do anything?” the girl exclaimed.  
 
    Kate crossed her arms over her chest. “Not while he’s carrying on like a pork chop.”  
 
    Justin was breathing and in the recovery position. He was in no immediate danger.  
 
    A bead of sweat slid down the back of Hayden’s collar. His gloves were making his hands hot and clammy as well. He’d left his cap in the ambulance. His bottle of water too.  
 
    The little waves rolled onto the wet sand, the water rushing almost all the way up to Hayden’s boots before sliding back into the ocean again. When the water retreated, bubbles appeared in the sand, bulging out of the holes dug by tiny crabs and then popping in the air.  
 
    It wasn’t more than a few minutes until Hayden saw the teenagers all straightening up, their expressions registering their horror. He turned his head in time to see two coppers cresting the dunes and heading down towards this sad excuse for a graduation party.  
 
    “Look out,” he said to Kate, a smile spreading over his face. “It’s Constable Dickhead.”  
 
    Kate snorted.  
 
    “Why are the coppers here?” one of the boys asked, panic pitching his voice higher.  
 
    The kids frantically scrambled to throw the UDL cans—both the open ones and the empties—back in the eskies. As though they really thought Matt or Sean wouldn’t check. 
 
    “The police would have been notified because me and my partner aren’t paid enough to be punching bags,” Kate said. “You can blame your mate Justin here, when he’s sober. If he hadn’t been acting like a peanut when we arrived, we would have called the coppers off.”  
 
    When Matt and Sean reached them, Sean took the lead and Matt came and stood with Hayden and Kate. Hayden elbowed him.  
 
    “Look at newbie. Taking names and laying down the law. They grow up so fast.”  
 
    “Twenty minutes ago he set the car alarm off when he was trying to unlock it. We were parked on The Strand at the time.” Matt looked like he was trying to keep a straight face, but his mouth quirked. “We got laughed at by a bunch of old ladies doing tai chi.”  
 
    Over at the eskies, Sean was opening every can of UDL and tipping the contents out onto the sand. The teenagers were shifting from foot to foot, clearly upset but unwilling to complain about it given that they’d been drinking in a public place, and not one of them was over eighteen. By the time Sean took their details and started writing out their tickets, they were wearing distraught expressions like he’d killed their puppy in front of them.  
 
    Hayden grinned, and rolled his shoulders. “Wanna help us out with our patient? He’s a fighter.”  
 
    Justin tried, but he wasn’t much of a fighter when he was lying on his stomach with his hands cuffed behind his back. Matt and Sean hauled him to his feet, and dragged him up the beach towards the parking bays on the other side of the dunes. Almost all the fight had gone out of him by the time they got him situated in the ambulance, lying on his side, strapped securely down to the stretcher.  
 
    “I’m gonna ride in the ambulance,” Matt said, tossing Sean the keys to the police car, “and make sure he doesn’t cause any shit on the way to the hospital.”  
 
    Sean nodded.  
 
    Hayden sat down beside Matt in the back of the ambulance, and Kate slammed the doors shut on them.  
 
    “Well, this is romantic,” Hayden said as the engine rumbled into life.  
 
    Matt ducked his head and smiled.  
 
    And then Justin groaned, jerked, and vomited all over the floor of the ambulance.  
 
    They spent the rest of the trip with their shirts pulled up over their mouths to try to escape the stench.  
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    It was past 8 p.m. when Hayden parked in the quiet street in West End. The lights were on in the house, and even before he pushed the squeaky old gate open he could smell dinner cooking. His stomach growled.  
 
    Charlie met him at the front door, tail swinging in a lazy arc.  
 
    “Hey, Charlie,” Hayden said, stopping to give him a welcoming pat before heading down the hallway. He stopped in the living room first, to where Joe was dozing in front of the TV in his recliner.  
 
    Joe had been home for six weeks now. He was a little slower, a little frailer, but his speech was back. Just yesterday he’d torn strips off Matt for going to get a personal loan to cover the costs of the bathroom renovation. They’d installed rails for the shower and the toilet to make it easier for Joe to use them unassisted, but the shower was small—the old bath took up way too much space in the poky old bathroom—and Matt wanted to remodel and get rid of the bath entirely and replace it with a shower that was big enough to fit one of those proper fold-down seats instead of the portable one Joe was using at the moment. Joe had insisted on paying for the renovations himself, going so far as to threaten to call Matt’s mum if he kept arguing.  
 
    Hayden picked up Joe’s half-finished cold mug of tea, and carried it into the kitchen.  
 
    Matt was frying sausages on the stovetop, and the oven was on. Hayden opened the door to inspect the vegetables roasting in the pan.  
 
    “Smells good,” he said.  
 
    Matt stepped away from the stovetop and kissed him. “How was the rest of your shift?”  
 
    “Not bad. Although I’ve spent most of it wondering if I still stink of vomit or not. You?”  
 
    “Same. I hosed my boots off at the station and I’ve cleaned them twice since I got home.”  
 
    “Living the dream,” Hayden quipped, and walked down the shallow back stairs to the open laundry. There was enough moonlight that he didn’t bother with turning the light on. He unzipped his backpack and bundled his clothes into the washing machine.  
 
    Living with Matt was good. It was easier than Hayden had thought. Of all the stuff he’d been working through lately, this was the easiest. He saw Eden once a fortnight, paid for out of his own pocket because he still didn’t want to put in a compo claim. That wasn’t a route he wanted to take, and he got most of the cost back through his insurance anyway. They’d been talking lately about Hayden’s mother, and whether or not he wanted to find out what had happened to her.  
 
    He didn’t.  
 
    Maybe.  
 
    He was curious, but what if he made enquiries and discovered she was still alive somewhere? What if he then felt a pull to contact her? There was always all this shit on daytime TV about closure, and about forgiveness, but fuck that. She’d never tried to get him back when he’d been in care. Hayden preferred to think it was because she was dead. He’d wanted a family who loved him, but that wasn’t the hand he’d been dealt. Making contact with her now wouldn’t change that.  
 
    Sometimes it was better to close that fucking door.  
 
    He had Matt, and Joe, and Kate and Jimmy. They were his family.  
 
    Hayden started the washing machine and went back inside the kitchen where Matt was turning the sausages in the pan. Hayden stood behind him, and put his arms around his waist. “You didn’t have to wait for me to eat.”  
 
    “I don’t mind.” Matt turned his head for a quick kiss. “And Grandad’s already eaten.”  
 
    Strange, how such a tiny gesture could fill Hayden with warmth. Strange too, that all the modest dreams he’d had as a kid, before his edges sharpened, had been about moments like these. He’d just wanted a home, and a family. Such small-drawn dreams, but they’d seemed as far out of reach as the moon and the stars.  
 
    Hayden didn’t miss living with Monique. He didn’t miss the views of the park and Ross Creek from eight floors up. He liked this little old house with its creaky floorboards and the windows that stuck and the possums that crashed over the tin roof at night. He liked the dog and the chickens and the green tree frog that perched on the edge of the laundry tub. He especially liked coming home to a house that wasn’t empty. If Matt was working, Joe was here. It felt good to have people in his life. It felt good to be a part of other people’s lives.  
 
    He and Matt ate at the kitchen table, with Charlie sitting hopefully by.  
 
    They talked about work, about Sean and Kate, and about the trip they were planning to Mission Beach next weekend.  
 
    “Mum’s coming down on Friday night,” Matt said. “So we can leave early on Saturday.”  
 
    A weekend off together was like winning the lottery. And spending that weekend together at Mission Beach…  
 
    “We’re finally gonna have that beach sex, right?” Hayden teased.  
 
    Matt cocked an eyebrow. “If you think you can handle it.”  
 
    “Oh, I can handle it.” Hayden picked up his sausage and licked the end. “I can handle anything you’ve got, constable.”  
 
    Matt eyed him narrowly. “You’re a bloody menace.”  
 
    “You love it,” Hayden shot back.  
 
    Matt smiled slowly, the skin at the corners of his eyes crinkling. “Yeah,” he said. “Yeah, I do.”  
 
    And this was his future. Eating meals here with Matt. Helping Joe out. Slowly renovating this old, modest house. Weekends away whenever they could snatch them, and promises of sex on the beach.  
 
    Being in a relationship with the man he loved.  
 
    “You know what we should do?” he asked.  
 
    “What?”  
 
    “We should go and buy some ice cream, and then sit out in the back yard on a blanket and eat it while we watch the stars.”  
 
    For a moment Matt didn’t move. And then he stood up, the legs of his chair scraping on the floorboards, and produced his car keys from his pocket. “You stay here and finish eating. I’ll go get the ice cream. What flavour do you want?”  
 
    Hayden raised his eyebrows. “What sort of question is that?”  
 
    “Chocolate.”  
 
    “Chocolate,” Hayden confirmed.  
 
    Matt leaned over the table and kissed him. “I’ll be back in fifteen minutes.”  
 
    “I’ll be here,” Hayden said.  
 
    Matt threw him a smile and headed for the front of the house. Charlie trudged after him, claws clicking. The front door creaked open, and then shut, and a moment later, Matt’s car started. Charlie returned to the kitchen, turned in a circle, and sank down by Hayden’s feet with a sigh.  
 
    In the living room, Joe began to snore.  
 
    “I’ll be here,” Hayden repeated with a smile.  
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