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Life is a never
ending experience of peaks and valleys, celebration and regret,
each experience guiding us, moulding us into what we will become.
FOOTPRINTS includes a collection of stories that explore and
discover what it really means to live: To love
without reserve, even when we lose what we hold dear; to accept
that we would rather deny, and learn to see the light in the
darkness; to embrace the unconditional bonds of friendship, and
experience the greatest gifts of all.
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It’s hard being
a teenager. Shevaun is shattered by the news that the boy she loves
is dying. When Damon dies, she tries to find solace in Emma’s God,
all the while trying to deal with Eddie’s shocking revelation,
issues with her best friend, and the conflict aroused in her by
Kian’s attentions. A camping trip at the end of the summer brings
Shevaun, Emma, Eddie and Kian together; and Shevaun learns that
acceptance of what has happened does not mean letting go, that
moving on is not a betrayal.






BLACK FREEDOM

The woman on
the beach is heartbroken. The beach is desolate, like she is. She
wades into the sea, as if being in the water will take away the
pain, the fleeting thought to allow it crossing her mind. Not
realizing how far she has ventured out, she is caught by the
undercurrent and struggles back to the beach. The effort leaves her
drained and she closes her eyes to rest for a moment. But a moment
is too much.






RAW

Saavedra has
never really gotten over the death of her first love. One night she
thinks that she sees him in a bar and her world spins into shock.
At the expense of her current relationship and personal wellbeing,
she becomes obsessed with finding him, to discover the truth. Dayan
did not die, but lives on, and he wants her back. In a final
heartbreaking meeting, Saavedra realizes where her future must
lead.






FOREVER IS ONLY AS LONG AS IT LASTS

Peyton has
changed. Her best friend Dmitri notices. They spend some time on
the beach before returning to the house, where she explains to him
what has happened to her over the years to change her. After
dinner, back at the beach, because Peyton wants to capture a few
happy memories, they are both startled by the words of an old man
who takes their photograph. Just over a week later, Dmitri receives
a letter: It is Peyton’s last letter ever to him, where she reveals
her truths.






THE ICE MAIDEN AND THE SUN PRINCE

Jordan is
engaged to be married. The problem is, she is in love with another
man: A man from her past, who is himself married. In her need for
closure, Jordan returns to the city where she met him, loved him,
left him. She does not know that David has never forgotten her,
that he tells the story of the Ice Maiden and the Sun Prince every
night to his daughter. A chance encounter on the beach leads to an
emotionally charged meeting, and one last night with him.
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Some people
enter our lives, only to make a quick exit.

Some leave
footprints on our hearts, and we are never ever the same.











Monday 11
October, 1999

It’s a funny
thing, is life. It gives you things: Things that you treasure and
love. Then without warning, it snatches them away; leaving you
empty. Sometimes it takes those cherished things away from you
gradually; tries to wean you off them. And sometimes it works. But
mostly it doesn’t.

Monica was the
one who told me. “Have you heard?”

“Heard what?” I
looked up with interest at her tone.

“Damon’s dying!
Can you believe it?”

“He’s not!”
Caroline exclaimed.

“It’s true. Billy said so.” It was just
another piece of gossip. But unlike other gossip, this hit
me hard. I felt
like someone had run over me with a steamroller. Flat. Drained.
Crushed. Battered. Bruised. Breathless.

Monica was
studying me. “Are you okay, Vaun?” Her eyes darkened as realization
flickered through them.

“I’m fine,” I
smiled weakly, even though I wanted to curl up into a ball and hide
myself away in a dark corner.

Caroline didn’t
help. “Of course she’s okay. It’s not as if she still likes him or
anything.”

She was wrong.
So very wrong.

“Well, I’d best
be off. See you later.” Caroline sauntered away.

A sudden wave
of hatred washed through the sadness, as I watched my once best
friend depart.

But that was
many years ago. We will never be close again. Not after what she
did.






Tuesday 12
October, 1999

I can’t
remember when I first met Damon. His dad said that they came to
Levin while Damon was in J2. Mum said that when I was in J2, I used
to come home and go on about a Damon; that I used to talk about him
a lot over the years. I only remember that from standard three on,
he was in my life.

When do you realize that you love someone?
How do you know that you
love them?

It became public that I ‘liked’ Damon when
I was eleven. Even now, I don’t remember how it came out; but it
did. And even now, I wonder if it wasn’t love then, if the deep
adoration I feel for him began when I was younger.






Wednesday 13
October, 1999

Damon and I
each went our separate ways at the beginning of college, but I’ve
often randomly run into his dad in town. I remember him saying
once, that Damon had some disease; I can’t remember the name, only
that the disease is incurable and often fatal in
adolescents.

That was almost
a year and a half ago. Although I was in a daze for a few days
afterwards, I don’t really think about it now. Every now and then
it will cross my mind, and I see an image of Damon, and when I do,
I feel an inexplicable awkwardness towards the boy who unwittingly
stole my heart.

So, in a way, I already knew that Damon was going to die.






Friday 15
October, 1999

There’s a new
girl at school; she’s in some of my classes. Emma seems different,
more mature than the other girls. She’s always smiling or laughing,
and her eyes seem to shine. Yet sometimes the sparkle will be
replaced by a desperate yearning, as if she wants to tell us
something important, and then she just shakes her head and smiles .
. . But it is a sad smile.

Like my smiles now.






Thursday 21
October, 1999

Life is full of
unpleasant things. Things you don’t want to know, but that you know
anyway. Things you would rather forget, but that you keep
reminiscing over. Things you wished would never happen, but that
you have no control over.

Twilight soccer has started up for the
season, on Thursday nights. I’m playing in Platoon. It should be fun and provide some laughs, allow
me to forget reality for a while, and give me something to look
forward to. I haven’t done that much – looked forward to something.
Not since I found out about Damon.






Tuesday 26
October, 1999

“They’re at it
again, Vaun.” Monica was pretty upset when she rang.

“Your
parents?”

“Yeah. It’s
worse than usual . . .” Her voice caught and broke. “Dad . . . He
threw a chair at Mum - one of those dining ones. He just picked it
up and flung it at her like it was a stick.”

“Was she hurt?”
I was concerned. “He didn’t hurt you or Jamie, did he?”

“No, we’re ok.
The only casualty was that ugly antique vase Mum got at the gypsy
fair last year.”

“Is Jamie all
right?”

“I don’t know.”
Monica sounded weary. “At one stage he looked like he was going to
cry, but he just stood there and watched. When Dad started yelling,
he ran out. I can’t find him; he’s probably gone to Adam’s.”

I’ve never been good at consoling people.
I get embarrassed at displays of emotion, so I’m sorry if Monica
feels that I’m unresponsive or silent at times like this. It’s not
that I don’t care; I just don’t know what to say; I don’t want to
pretend that everything’s all right, when it’s obviously not; I
don’t want to upset her more. I
hate that I am so powerless to stop anything, and I wish with all
my heart that there is some way I can help. “Do you want to stay over tonight?” I offered,
the only thing I can do. “Mum
won’t mind.”

“Thanks, but
I’d better stay here - in case Dad tries to hurt Mum again.”

Almost straight
after I hung up, Eddie - my most favourite cousin in the entire
world, Eds is also my closest and dearest friend - rang. “I have
something to tell you, Vaun.”

I sensed the
‘but’. “But what?”

“I can’t tell
you over the phone.” His voice sounded slightly strange, odd and
off-key, as if something was bothering him.

“Why not?” I asked curiously. Eds
has never hesitated
to tell me anything over the phone before.

“Because I
can’t.” He gave a sigh. “I’m catching a bus down on the
weekend.”

“You’re what?” I was surprised - happy, but surprised.

“Aunt Cleo
won’t mind, will she?” He sounded worried, as if he hadn’t really
thought his plan completely through, and that he might not be
welcome.

“Of course
not,” I assured him. “She’ll love seeing you.”

“Good. I’ll see
you then.” He sounded desperate, in a hurry, and was terribly
abrupt, something else he’s never been with me before.

Speaking of phone calls, Dad hasn’t rung
for simply ages; which suits me - I’m not ready to talk to him yet.
Mum says to write him a letter, saying how I feel about what he’s
doing. State the facts and be unemotional. But how do you be
unemotional over
such an emotional issue?






Wednesday 27
October, 1999

I keep staring
at Damon’s number on my cell phone. Should I ring, or should I not?
It’s like plucking petals off a flower. So simple, and yet the
prospect frightens me.







Friday 29
October, 1999

There was a
drama at assembly today. It was a pretty powerful drama - scary, if
you believe in all that stuff about Heaven and Hell. The woman who
seemed to be the leader didn’t say much; just one succinct sentence
at the end: “If you were to die today, where would you
go?”

If you were to die
. . . Unbidden, Damon’s face
flooded my mind, and I got out of there fast, before anyone saw the
tears knocking at the doors of my eyes.

Emerging from
the ladies’ room - where I’d wiped the tears away - I saw Emma
talking to the woman who’d spoken.

“That was
Margaret Fallon,” she said, when I asked her about it later. “She’s
the Youth Leader at my church.”

“Church? You go to
church? As in Jesus
Christ stuff, with religious hypocrites who ought to get a
life?”

Emma’s eyes
hardened. “Not all Christians are hypocrites.”

“The ones I know are.” I could
not keep the contempt from my voice.

“Then you don’t
know many.” She paused. “Perhaps you might want to come along to a
Youth Service sometime, to see that we’re not all like that.”

“I’d rather
not,” I spoke hastily, remembering the Sunday school I’d had to
attend as a child, whenever I’d gone to church with Eds and his
parents.

Emma accepted my answer with a shrug.
“I thought
you were different from the others,” she commented, before she walked
away.

What’s that supposed to mean?






Saturday 30
October, 1999

Eds looked at
me earnestly, his eyes serious and slightly desperate. “Vaun, do
you think I’m normal?”

“Depends on
what you mean by ‘normal’.” I raised my eyebrows.

“I mean, you don’t think I’m
different, do
you?” It was more obvious than ever that something was bothering
him.

“Everyone’s
different,” I stated.

“But not like
this.” Eds looked ashamed.

“What have you
done?” I sighed.

“It’s not what I’ve done . . .” He became
agitated, clenching his hands into fists in his lap. “It’s what
I think.”

“And what do you think?”

He took a deep
breath and blurted out with a whoosh, “I think I’m gay!”

I stared at
him. “That’s not funny, Eds.” In my shock, my voice fell flat.
Blank.

Eds’ face took
on the most hurt expression I’ve ever seen. “I’m not trying to be
funny, Vaun.”

“Eds, listen to me.” I reached out and took
his hands in mine, clasping them tightly. “I know you, and you
are not gay. Just
because you had a bad experience with a girl – did you? - doesn’t
mean you’re gay. ”

“Even if she’s the hottest girl I know?”
His eyes were stricken with confusion. “And she likes
me? And I
have no attraction to
her whatsoever?”

“Look, we all get confused, Eds. Sometimes
things happen that we don’t expect.” My thoughts were racing. “Do
you know why you’re not
attracted to her? I mean, there must be a reason.”

“What other
reason could there be?”

“Just think
about it, Eds,” I said reasonably. “Maybe she just wasn’t the one
for you.”

He shook his head. “You don’t get it,
Vaun. I’m not attracted to any girl. I haven’t been . . .” He stopped, looking away. “Not
since Claire.”

“Who’s Claire?”
I couldn’t hide my surprise. “You never told me about a
Claire.”

“I haven’t told
anyone.” He refused to look back at me as he spoke.

“Who is
she?”

“Matt’s mum.”
His voice was low, his reply so quiet that I barely heard it.

“As in your best friend Matt?” I was sure I hadn’t heard him right. Eds
was not like that. He was not
careless. He might not always play it safe, but he wasn’t a
fool.

“Yeah.” He
turned back to me, lifting his eyes, looking slightly abashed.
“Weird, I know.”

“Don’t tell me something
happened! Eds,
how could you be so stupid?!”

“I love her.”
He made it sound like the simplest and most natural thing in the
world.

“That doesn’t make it right.” I was still
shocked that something had happened; that Claire had
let
it happen. “She should have
known better!”

“She ended it a
year ago; she said that she shouldn’t have let it happen.” He
tensed. “She was my first, you know.”

And you never told me?
“It’s natural to hurt
afterwards, Eds. It’s natural to want closure after a break-up. It
doesn’t mean that you’re gay.”

“Do you think
that’s really it?” Eds looked slightly relieved, as if he hoped
that was the answer.

“You just need
more time to heal,” I reassured him. “Focus on something else. Like
Andy’s party tonight. Everyone will be there. It’ll be fun.”






Sunday 31
October, 1999

Eds fitted in
like a dream. He’s very attractive, so it was amusing to watch
girls flirt with him, to see him be so polite, flirting back with
this cheesy grin on his face. He certainly didn’t act
gay.

When I woke, my
head felt thick and heavy, my mouth as dry as sandpaper. “What’s
this?” I peered suspiciously into the glass Eds handed me.

“It’ll help
with the hangover.” His expression was innocent, but there was a
small gleam in his eyes, and he had a hard time keeping a straight
face as I managed to empty the glass.

“That’s
disgusting, Eds. My head feels like it’s about to explode.”

“I’m not
surprised, with the amount you drank last night,” he replied dryly.
“I thought you weren’t much of a drinker.”

“I’m not.” How much did I have? “I just got upset, that’s all.”

“So you got
hammered. For someone with all the answers, you didn’t do so well
there, Vaun.” He shook a finger disapprovingly.

“Ok, no need to rub it in,” I grouched; I
was not in the mood
for a lecture. “I’m going to have a shower.”

As the water warmed up, the initial shock
of being pricked all over by tiny needles faded . . . Leaving the
shock at seeing Damon still fresh.






Monday 1
November, 1999

Emma was upset
today. She wasn’t her usual unruffled and composed self, staring
blankly at me when I said hi, and even the antics of Evan and Ryan
- the class clowns - didn’t even bring a smile.

I didn’t feel
much like smiling either.

Monica seemed
to be the only one in a good mood. She hooked up with Sy Daniels at
Andy’s, and now they are a couple. I’m happy for her; she deserves
some happiness after all the hell she goes through at home.






Tuesday 2
November, 1999

Dad rang. I was
the only one home, so naturally, I answered, but if I’d known it
was him, I would have let the phone ring and go to voicemail. The
issue was a job. Apparently, he found me one. I don’t know what
response he expected: Bubbly enthusiasm or eternal gratitude; he
got neither. “Nah, it’s okay.”

The questions
began. “Why not?”

“Because I
don’t want a job; I’m busy enough as it is.”

“Doing what?”
he probed.

“The usual,” I
replied vaguely, not wanting to tell him about my life.

“Do you know
how long it took me to get you that job?” He sounded exasperated,
as if I should be grateful for his effort.

“You should
have asked me then, if I wanted one, beforehand.” I was just as
exasperated.

“What are you
playing at?” I could tell that his exasperation was fast turning
into something else.

“Nothing.” The
more abrupt I was, the faster I hoped he would give up.

“What are you
going to do for money?”

“I’ll manage.”
My voice was clipped.

“You’d better
not ask me for any, if you’re going to throw this away.”

Like that’ll
ever happen. “I won’t.”

“Don’t get
snobby with me.” He was starting to get angry.

“I’m not getting snobby,” I managed through
gritted teeth, his manner feeding my own annoyance.
“You’re getting
shitty.”

That did it.
“I’ll call back tomorrow,” he snapped. “Think about it.”

“I don’t need to think about it. I already
told you. I don’t want it!”
I didn’t bother with a ‘good-bye’ before hanging up on him. Once
upon a time, I would have been too scared to be so rude to Dad, but
I’ve grown up since then. I know things now.

When my parents
divorced, I was nine. I blamed both of them, going through stages
of loving one and hating the other. Because Dad was the one who
left, Mum bore the brunt of my anger and tears; Dad never saw any
of it.

I walked on
eggshells around Dad, but even though I was scared of him, I
remember living for the times when he would ring. When he rang it
was rare - once a month, or less - but those calls made my day, and
I could never understand why Mum was so antipathetic towards
him.

I was twelve
when I began to realize. Dad had rung for me. He was supposed to
pick me up in half an hour. Half an hour turned into an hour, the
hour into another hour, then another. Worried that something had
happened, I rang him up. “Dad, when are you going to pick me up?
I’ve been waiting for ages.”

“I’m not.”

“Why not? Do
you want me to bike around? Or I can get Mum to drop me off.”

“I changed my
mind. I don’t want to see you today.” He said it casually, as if he
had been going to rent a movie, and suddenly decided that he’d
rather do something else instead.

Mum was livid when I told her. From then
on, I began to see Dad in a new light. As I grew older, and was
used as a pawn in his many games of manipulation, I began to hate
him for what he was doing to me, for the way he made me feel.
Unable to love someone like that, I have long lost all respect for
him – if I ever had any; fear is not the same respect.






Wednesday 3
November, 1999

Caroline was in
a huddle with her friends, and whether it was intentional or not, I
heard every word she said. “You remember when we went to Picton
that time, on the ferry?”

“We hardly saw
you . . .”

“I was with Damon. We were in this
cubbyhole somewhere on the top deck.” She sounded smug, as if it
had been some great achievement. “We talked for most of the time,
holding hands. The rest we spent kissing - he is
such
a good kisser.” At this, she
looked directly at me.

I wasn’t sure
if I believed her, since I hadn’t gone to Picton, but it hurt -
true or not. I turned away quickly, trying to act as if I didn’t
care - like I had when I’d found out that Damon was dying – and
made my way out to the field, where I sat down beneath one of the
trees. I stared out at the hills, at the green expanse, so large
and open and empty. And that’s how I felt: Empty; a great big space
with nothing to fill it.

I don’t know
how long I sat there. I didn’t even notice Emma’s arrival.

“You like
Damon, don’t you?” She said it softly as she lowered herself down
beside me.

I didn’t say
anything.

“It hurts.”
Emma sounded sad for a moment, as if she was remembering something.
“You can’t help the hurt, but you shouldn’t nurture it. Don’t let
Caroline get to you. Don’t give her the satisfaction.”

Still, I said
nothing.

“It happened to
me too, once.”

I didn’t even look at her; couldn’t she
tell that I wanted to be alone?

She must have
sensed my unwillingness to talk, because she started to rise. “If
you want to talk, I’ll be around.”

That’s when I
looked at her. I hate it when people pity me, but it wasn’t pity I
saw in her eyes. “Who was it?” I asked.

She leant back against the tree trunk and
closed her eyes. “His name was Alexander Hardy. He was the most
wonderful guy I’d ever met. He was perfect - or as close to perfect
as one can get. We were friends. I didn’t like him, as in ‘like’
like him, at first.” She gave a small smile. “Actually, it was the
other way around - he liked
me. Anyway, I
wanted to be just friends; I didn’t want to ruin the beautiful
friendship we had. But then a girl in our class asked him out, and
he said yes . . . That’s when I knew.” She shrugged. “I couldn’t do
anything about it. I didn’t want to tell him how I felt, and make
it seem like I was jealous, after everything I’d said - even though
I was; I had my
pride after all. So I suffered in silence.” Her eyes tightened, as
if she still felt pain, even talking about it. “One day I must have
let it slip, and she found out. She did everything in her power to
keep him away from me, because she was scared that he’d dump her
for me if he knew the truth. When she dumped him at the end of the year, I thought I’d never
forgive her. Yet, in the end I just felt sorry for her; she was so insecure. But Alex and I . . .
It’s never been the same. She ruined our friendship . . . We’re
like strangers now.” She wiped away a silent tear, opening her eyes
to look at me. “I know it’s not the same, but hurt has only one
face.” She began picking at the grass. “I don’t mean to pry, but
was Caroline talking about Damon Farrant?”

I nodded. “You
know him?”

“His dad goes
to my church. Damon’s come with him a few times.”

This was news
to me.

“I wanted to
ask you – again – if you’d like to come to the Youth Service on
Friday night.”

“What’s that?”
I was still leery of anything to do with church and religion.

“It’s kind of
like a church service, only it caters for the youth - no
adults.”

“What do you
do?” Despite myself, I was slightly curious.

“It starts with
praise and worship, followed by a short sermon - which usually
incorporates an altar call – and then there’s prayer and a praise
party before supper.”

“What’s a praise party?” Against my
determination not to get
involved in religion, I was intrigued.

“It’s just a
time to praise God through dancing and song - breakdancing and all.
It’s loads of fun.” Her eyes lit up as she spoke, as if she got
genuine enjoyment out of it.

“I might come,”
I began noncommittally.

“Ring me if you
do.” Emma rummaged in her bag for a piece of paper, scribbling her
number on it, before handing it to me. “I’ll pick you up.”

So, our
friendship began.






Friday 5
November, 1999

I did go
to the Youth Service. I felt very self-conscious throughout the
praise and worship, like everyone was staring at me; especially
since Emma – next to me - was dancing and raising her hands and
clapping. But when I looked, no one was; they were all too busy
doing what Emma was doing - even the little kids at the front, who
couldn’t have been more than five or six years old.

I felt left out. These people shared
something special. Something I did not have.

“Does Damon
come to this?” I’d looked for him eagerly - knowing that he had
been before - but he wasn’t there.

“He’s come
twice.”

That doesn’t
sound encouraging. I don’t know if I’ll go again.






Saturday 6
November, 1999

Eds rang. He
mentioned that he’s considering going to a specific group for his
‘problem’ - as he calls it - to see if they can give him some
answers.

“Eds,” I
started slowly. Delicately, like I was a doctor conducting a flimsy
operation.

“Yeah?”

“Have you ever, you know . . .
Been
with a guy?” I felt weird
asking the question.

“No!” He
sounded horrified.

“Do you want to?”

“I’ve never really thought about it.” He
paused, as if contemplating the thought. Then, “That’s disgusting,
Vaun! Can you see me with a guy?”

“No.” I don’t want to think about two guys
together, let alone one of them being Eds. “But shouldn’t you want to, to think you’re gay?
After all, that’s what it’s about. Are you absolutely sure that you
haven’t just ‘gone off’ women because of Claire?”

“I’m just considering my options.” His
voice was strange. Strangled. “You never know; it could be
more
than just Claire.”

Eds never told
me not to tell anyone - although it was kind of unspoken and taken
for granted, that in confiding in me, I wouldn’t – and because I am
uneasy about it, I’m going to talk to Emma. Maybe her God has an
answer.






Sunday 7
November, 1999

When Emma asked
me last night, if I want to go to a church service, I said yes,
hoping that Damon will be there, and that I’ll have the courage to
talk to him. But I didn’t see him when we entered the hall, nor
when I looked for him throughout the praise and worship, and he
never turned up – him or his dad.

I felt
defensive; I don’t know this Jesus being worshipped. By the fifth
song, my legs felt like buckling, as if some unseen force
determined to bring me to my knees, and I gripped the seat in front
of me to keep from falling. I was leaning back a lot - if I
straightened up the force would push me back. Finally, I sat down.
Looking around at the singing congregation, I felt like crying, and
I hated then for making me feel like this.

But the tears that wanted to be let out
weren’t for me. I felt
uncomfortable. It was like the Youth Service all over again. At the
end, during a song where most of the congregation danced and
marched around the hall, when Emma asked me to join her, I shook my
head no. Afterwards, I couldn’t bring myself to smile at anyone,
leaving quickly.

“Are you all
right, Vaun,” Mum asked when I got home.

“I’m fine,” I
lied. I made sure I locked my door before the first tear fell.






Monday 8
November, 1999

Since that day
on the field, Emma and I have been spending a lot of time together
at school. Almost as if she has taken the place of Monica - who
spends all of her time with Sy, now that they are a couple. Despite
the new friendship I have, I feel as though I’ve lost
something.






Tuesday 9
November, 1999

It’s been four
weeks since Monica told me about Damon. So much has happened, yet
barely a day passes when I don’t think of him. I told Eddie when he
rang. “Eds, you know Damon . . .”

“The guy you’ve
been in love with since forever . . .”

“He’s dying.” I
said it quickly, as if being brief could take away the reality of
it.

“No!” He
sounded deeply shocked.

“First Josh,
and now Damon,” I sighed.

“Don’t talk
like that,” Eds commanded fiercely. “There was nothing you could do
then, and there’s nothing you can do now.”

When I turned the conversation around
to his drama, Eds
was quiet and almost withdrawn, reluctant to say anything. “I’ve
been thinking,” was all he said.

I was a bit depressed when I hung up, more
so as Eds’ words came back to me. There was nothing you could do then, and
there’s nothing you can do now. I can’t just stand by and watch . . . Yet, it’s all
I can
do.






Wednesday 10
November, 1999

Before? Yes, my
heart’s been broken before. His name was Josh White. We grew up
together, as close as siblings; even closer than Eds and I, best
friends from the start. I never saw that as strange - having a guy
for my best friend - but when we got to college it was seen
as weird, and people thought that we were a couple. Maybe that’s
what put the idea into his head, what made him confess to loving me
and wanting more than friendship? But I wasn’t interested.

It was one evening in late July when I
knew that, although he understood, he would continue loving me, no matter what. We were up at
the Trig Station, on the foothills behind the town, and to be more
accurate, it was night. And winter, which one assumes meant it was
cold and windy, perhaps even raining. Surprisingly, there was no
wind and it was relatively warm, and we were still wearing t-shirts
and shorts. There were four of us: Josh and I, Jayden and
Lacey.

Having tagged along at the last minute,
Lacey was Jayden’s girl. All the way up, she complained, moaned,
and whined, panting, “Wait up, you guys . . . My legs are soooo
sore . . . How can you do this three times a week? . . . Jayden, honey, tell the others to stop.
I need a rest.” Somehow she got to talking - no idea how; that girl
was all over the place - about her ex: How he was such a bastard
for cheating on her with her sister, and breaking her heart; how
lucky she was that Jayden had come along and mended it; how
wonderful he was, and what would she do without him?
“You’d never
break my heart, would you, Jay?”

“No, babe,” was
the dry reply.

At the top - it couldn’t come sooner; how
did Lacey not drive Jayden
crazy? – Josh and I wandered off the track to get a better view of
the town, its thousands of lights glowing like fireflies below. I
was searching for Orion’s Belt when Josh came up beside me and
whispered, “I’d never break your heart, Vaun.”

“What?” I went
still.

“I’d never
break your heart. I’d never hurt you.”

“What makes you
say that?” Wary, I wondered if he was going to ask me out again,
despite our understanding.

“Lacey’s
rambling on the way up.” He broke off to imitate her shrill whine,
and I couldn’t help laughing.

I’ve never forgotten that night. Or those
words. Because Josh did break my
heart. And he hurt me.
More than he’ll ever know.

It was on a kayaking expedition on a grade
three river up north. Josh was showing off: Doing a fairy glide
across a strainer. Only something went wrong: One minute he was
gliding across the tree trunk, and the next he was underwater,
pushed into the tree’s branches. He couldn’t roll, because his
stern was stuck firmly in the strainer, and he couldn’t bail out,
because he’d be pulled into the strainer and trapped. There was no
way to dislodge his kayak, no matter how we tried. His dad and his
dad’s mate tried to lift the bow, so that Josh could grasp the
toggles of one of their kayaks and get out, but because they could
also get caught, they were too careful with their rescue attempt.

Josh
drowned.

And you know
what doesn’t fit? The anger that came with the betrayal of the
words, of his broken promise, as if his death were deliberate -
somehow his fault - even though I know it wasn’t.

Anger is a strange emotion: It’s as
unpredictable as love, and just as tumultuous. Hurt and pain
arrived almost simultaneously when Josh died. The anger I felt
later. How could he be so stupid?
It was such a stupid way to die! And inexcusable that he’d do this
to me after all his words.

I don’t feel
anger now . . . Just an unending sadness that seeps into my soul
whenever I think of him.






Thursday 11
November, 1999

Since twilight
soccer started up, we’ve only played one game. Everyone’s a little
unfit and we had to work hard - there was some pressure on midfield
to really play the ball - but we won, 5-4, so it’s all good.
Playing twilight soccer is the one time when I can let myself go,
channel all my emotion and fuel everything I’ve got into something
other than thinking about Damon.

I managed to
convince Emma to join the team.

In return,
tomorrow I’m going to go to the Youth Service.






Friday 12
November, 1999

“He died for
every one of us here, so that we might be free from the yoke of
sin.”

At those words,
an involuntary sadness - tinged with guilt - descended upon me. The
feeling stayed throughout the service, only adding to my
discomfort. All I got out of it was disappointment . . . For
allowing myself to be vulnerable . . . And a strange glow in my
heart . . .







Monday 15
November, 1999

I didn’t go to
the Sunday service; I wasn’t going to torture myself with more
discomfort and the need to cry. Besides, Damon hasn’t been at the
last three church things I’ve been to; he probably wouldn’t have
even been there.

All day I’ve
had a dull throbbing in my temples, and my eyelids feel heavy, as
if I need sleep. My limbs have been leaden, and it’s an effort to
motivate myself to move.

Emma told me at lunch that Damon
was
there yesterday.






Tuesday 16
November, 1999

I rang Eds
today, just to see how he was. Like old times . . . Except it
wasn’t like old times. I tried to keep my voice light, tried to
pretend that it was like old times. He did, too. We didn’t
speak about his supposed sexuality, but it hung there, in all the
pauses and hesitations . . . I can’t help him by doing anything but
be here for him.






Thursday 18
November, 1999

There is
something calm about stargazing; like there’s a soothing presence
that wraps around me, luring me into a false sense of security and
ease. After a satisfying win of 14-2 over the Harriers, I
stayed at the turf, even after all the lights were extinguished and
the last engine purr long faded, sitting in the flying fox, looking
up at the sky. The night was clear, the stars sparkling like little
gems in their holes in the sky, the moon full and untouched.

In The Lion King, Mufasa tells Simba that the great kings of the past look
down on us from those stars. He tells Simba, that whenever he feels
alone, to remember that they will always be there to guide him, and
that he will be there too, when he passes from this
world.

When Damon dies, will his spirit look down at me from on high?






Friday 19
November, 1999

Dad rang today
- I haven’t really thought too much about him, as he hasn’t called
since I refused the job, which is not unusual; weeks can go by
before I hear from him, while other times he can ring almost every
day - with news. Something else that has added to the cacophony of
my life: He’s getting married. To his girlfriend - the one who
coincidentally has the same name as Mum.

“How’s school?” If I didn’t know any
better, I would say he was almost uncomfortable.

“Fine.” I
couldn’t muster anything but the flat, emotionless voice that
always comes out of my mouth whenever I speak to him.

“Anything interesting happen lately?”
He was making an
effort.

Not that I
care. “Just the usual: School, study, soccer . . .”

“Is that all?
Surely a kid your age juggles more than that.”

“If they want
to.” The less he knows about my life, the better.

To try to
forget Dad’s news, I decided to give the Youth Service another
go.






Saturday 20
November, 1999

Right now, it
feels like I’m standing in front of a train bearing down on me at
top speed. I’m frozen in place, and it’s too late for it to stop.
Some intrepid being needs to shove me out of the way and save me.
Maybe this Jesus will help me?






Sunday 21
November, 1999

Fear is the
ripple caused by the winds of confusion on the pool of the mind.
Shallow. Superficial . . . In a desperate bid for peace, I accepted
Emma’s God into my heart.






Monday 22
November, 1999

I can’t believe
that in two weeks it will be Christmas. Will Damon be here
for Christmas?






Wednesday 24
November, 1999

“They’re
fighting again.” Monica sounded near tears. “Can I come over?”

Her face was
streaked with smudged make-up when she arrived, but she didn’t seem
to care. When she brushed her hair back from her face, I noticed a
red welt - it was beginning to turn white - on her right cheek.

“Dad hit me.”
She saw the direction of my gaze. “Right after he threw a china
vase at Mum. He missed, and it hit the window behind her - she’s
gone to the hospital to get stitches. Jamie was screaming at him to
stop, but he didn’t.” Her eyes filled. “He’s turned into a monster
. . . Ever since he found out . . .”

I handed her a
box of tissues, waiting until she finished wiping her face before
asking, “Found out what?”

When she looked
at me, I got the feeling that she didn’t really see me. “We didn’t
mean to . . .”

“We?” I was
puzzled.

“Sy and I . .
.” She broke off. “ . . . It was only once . . . We were drunk . .
.”

I clicked.
“Your dad went ape because you had sex?”

“Not just because we had sex; because we had unprotected sex.”

It took a
moment for Monica’s revelation to sink in, and when it did, my eyes
widened.

She nodded, her eyes expressionless,
daring me to accuse. “He called me a slut . . . He was
so
angry . . . Mum tried to defend
me - that’s when he threw the vase . . . He said that I was turning
out ‘just
like her’, raging on
about that night, how
he regretted the whole thing . . . How he hated being a father,
hated being tied down, hated the responsibility, hated
her
. . . In front of me . . . In
front of Jamie.”

My heart went
out to Monica’s eight-year-old brother.

“Dad’s
exploding like a pent up volcano. It’s like he’s been simmering for
years, and now he’s erupting.”

I hugged her without saying anything.
There is nothing to say.






Thursday 25
November, 1999

I felt bad
about leaving Monica when I had to go to soccer, especially since
school today was unpleasant for her. She told Sy that somehow her
parents had found out about their indiscretion. Sy told her that he
felt pretty bad about it, that he didn’t mean to take advantage of
her. She said it wasn’t like that; they were both drunk and didn’t
know what they were doing. Someone overheard them, and by the end
of the day everyone knew.

“Promise me,
Vaun, that you’ll never do what I did.”

We were sitting
in my room after I got back from soccer, studying. I looked up from
my books. “I promise, Monica.”

She smiled
through her tears.

“When are you
going to tell Sy?” I asked quietly.

Monica paled.
“How can I?”

“He needs to
take responsibility too.”

“I’m afraid of
how he’ll react,” Monica admitted. “I don’t want him to hate me
too, Vaun.”

“Your dad
doesn’t hate you.”

“Yes, he does.”
The flicker of sadness through Monica’s eyes was brief.

“He’s probably
just scared - the same as you. His little girl is growing up.”

“I’ve heard
that the earlier you have an abortion the better.” She said it
casually, as if she was discussing the weather.

“You’ll be
destroying a life,” I protested.

“It’s my life
that’ll be destroyed if I have it!” Her voice and eyes flashed
bitterness.

The idea repulsed me. I was strongly
against it, and we argued - evenly matched - until she asked, “What
would you do, Vaun, if
it was you?”

That stopped
me.

“See!” she
exclaimed triumphantly.

“There must be
other ways,” I persisted.

“I could
miscarry,” Monica retorted sardonically.

“How can you kill a part of you so easily?
And part of Sy, too? What will he say?”

“He doesn’t have a say. It’s
my
body, not his . . . I’m not
going to tell him.”

“But -”

“It might scare him away, Vaun, and I don’t
want that.” Her eyes became big and sad. “You see, I really do
believe I love him . .
.”






Friday 26
November, 1999

“How’s your
study going?” Emma asked me after the Youth Service.

“Ok, I guess.”
Not much study had been done after Monica’s revelation.

“I have to study hard to get anywhere.”
Emma became wistful. “I know I shouldn’t, but sometimes I wish I
was like my older brother Paul. He never studies for anything. He doesn’t have to - he has a
photographic memory; all he does is read the revision book for his
exam on the morning of that exam, and it’s enough for him to pass
in the nineties!” She smiled fondly. “He’s doing a linguistics
degree at Massey. Then he wants to go to Med School to become a
doctor, so that he can go overseas with missionary groups. He wants
to be able to save souls as well as lives.”

Her last
sentence reminded me of Monica’s predicament, the solution towards
which she was bending. “Emma, would you ever have an abortion?”

She looked
surprised at the question. “Never!” was the emphatic reply. “By
having an abortion you open yourself up to demons.”

“So you’d have
the baby? Even if you were only eighteen?”

“Most
definitely.”

“What would you
do afterwards? Keep it?”

“I don’t know,”
she shrugged. “I’ve never thought about it. There’s adoption, but I
don’t know whether I’d be able to give it away; especially if it
was a love child. Why?”

“I have a
friend.”

She did not
pry.

Damon was
there, with his dad. He is just like I remember him; you can’t tell
that he’s dying by looking at him. I wanted to talk to him, but I
can’t yet get past the awkwardness left after Caroline. Instead, I
just watched him, and smiled, when he looked – surprised - at
me.






Saturday 27
November, 1999

I have to think
of a way to tell Damon that I still love him; I can’t let him die
without knowing how I feel.

And if I have
my way, he won’t be dying at all - I’ve been praying to God to heal
him. God won’t let me down . . . Will He?







Sunday 28
November, 1999

Life is a chess
game. For some, the game has just begun; for others, the grand
finale looms. Damon’s reached his last move. Monica’s just lost her
queen; maybe only a knight or a bishop, if she’s lucky. Emma plays
safely. Eds is just plain reckless. And I’m too distracted to
really be paying attention.






Tuesday 30
November, 1999

Bitterness is a
candle. Melted wax drips down the sides and settles at the base,
gathering in a lump: A ball of wax, that gets bigger and bigger as
the candle diminishes; until it’s all that’s left. I can
never forget what Caroline did, although I have forgiven her. So
how come I still feel such strong dislike and disdain, how can her
words still stir up such passion and intensity of hate and
bitterness, if I have really forgiven?






Thursday 2
December, 1999

Tonight we
played the Mohawks. It was a tough game, but we won -
just: A spectacular header by Pete in the last minute!

I wasn’t completely focused on the game,
distracted by the uncomfortable sensation of being watched - like I
feel in the Youth Services. When it affected a pass, I looked
around and noticed him: A guy on the sidelines. He was dressed in
the Mohawks strip,
and was with their managers and subs, but he didn’t play. He just
stood there, watching the game. Naturally, I wondered who he was .
. . I still wonder.

Eds is coming down tomorrow, for the Youth
Service. I hope that once he meets Emma, he’ll see that
there are girls who
don’t screw with your head and break your heart – not
intentionally, anyway. I hope that it’ll bring him to his senses,
make him admit that he is just ‘off’ girls.






Friday 3
December, 1999

“Eddie’s the
one who thinks he’s gay, right?” Emma watched Eds thoughtfully as
he played gridiron with the guys after the Youth Service.

“Yep.”

“Is he sure? He doesn’t give that impression.”

I looked at her closely. Her voice was
almost wistful, her
eyes shining with the same light that was in them when I first met
her.

“You like
Eddie.” It was not a question.

“He’s very
likeable.”

“No, I mean you like him.”

She looked
startled. Surprised.

Then Eds came
over. “What are you guys talking about?”

“Just stuff,” I
replied easily.

“What
stuff?”

“Girl stuff,” I
said lamely. “You wouldn’t be interested.”

Eds gave me a
funny look. “You’re right; I wouldn’t be interested.” He turned to
Emma. “What happens now?”

“We wait until
the car pool arrives.”

“Right. Let me
know when to go.” And he was off, the gridiron ball tucked beneath
his arm.

“So, what did
you think?” I asked Eds, when we got home.

“It was pretty
cool.” He started to say something else, but stopped.

“Yes?” I
prompted.

“You’ll think
I’m a fool,” he muttered.

“Maybe,” I
grinned. “What is it?”

Eds shook his
head. “It’s personal.”

“Eds, we tell
each other the most personal of personal stuff,” I pointed out.
“Why stop now?”

“I’ll tell you,
Vaun. Just not now. I need to figure it out for myself first.”






Monday 6
December, 1999

“What made you
choose this message?” I was curious as I read the bookmark
Mum gave me.

She shrugged.
“I thought you might like it.”

“So, no
reason?” I looked at her suspiciously.

“No
reason.”

If you love something, set it free
. . . But how do I set Damon
free? By accepting his death?






Tuesday 7
December, 1999

I saw the
mystery Mohawk today; he was loitering outside the college.
I knew it was him, even before he turned around. I glanced at him
briefly as I went out the gates, wondering who he was waiting
for.

I was passing
the neighbouring primary school when he fell in step beside me.
“Hey,” he greeted.

“Hey, yourself.” I looked at him askance.
Light brown hair fell across his forehead into chocolate brown
eyes. A black glasses case was in the breast pocket of his Hawaiian
shirt, baggy cargo shorts hanging well below his knees, inches
above Van shoes.

“I’m Kian,” he
offered with a smile.

“Shevaun.”

“Pretty name.”
He smiled again. “Mind if I walk you home, Shevaun?”

“And if I do?”
I couldn’t help smiling back.

He shrugged and
grinned. “Haven’t you finished school yet?”

“I’m been
trying to finish my Photography portfolio. What about you?”

“It’s my summer
semester break,” he explained.

He must be at
university, because the colleges still have another week or so to
go. “Why are you doing this?” I asked suddenly. “Random guys don’t
exactly walk me home every day.”

“I saw you at
the game the other night.” His chocolate eyes smiled at me. “I want
to know if there’s a chance of us getting together sometime; get to
know each other.”

“I don’t see why not,” I shrugged. “But
just warning you in advance, it’ll only be as friends; I can’t handle anything else right
now.”

“That’s cool.”
His voice did not change, but I thought I saw a hint of
disappointment in his eyes. “I’ll see you Thursday.”

There is nothing wrong with friends. So
long as it stays as
friends.






Wednesday 8
December, 1999

“I’m going
overseas after exams,” Monica announced. “I need to figure out what
to do.”

“Can’t you do
that here?” Where she will have the support of her friends and mum
at least.

She shook her
head. “I need to get away. Levin’s too small. You know how it
is.”

I do. “Where
are you going?”

“I have family
in Holland.”






Thursday 9
December, 1999

“Hey.” Kian had
stayed to watch my game, after playing in the one before.

“Hey,
yourself.”

“You’ve got a
pretty good team,” he commented, nodding at the tall, dark-haired
player chugging back water. “Who’s left striker?”

“Martin
Crouscher.”

“He’s really
good.” There was a hint of admiration in Kian’s tone.

“He should be -
he’s been playing since he could kick a ball,” I laughed. “He’s
part of the All Whites Development Squad.”

“You’re not so
bad yourself.” He gave me a smile.

“Not bad, but you’ll have to do better than
that,” I grinned. What happened to not flirting with him?

He walked me
over to the car, where Mum was waiting for me. “Who’s this handsome
gentleman?” she asked teasingly.

“Mum,” I
warned.

“It’s ok.” Kian
held out his hand. “I’m Kian Russell.”

“Are you a
friend of Vaun’s?” Mum looked sideways at me as she shook his
offered hand.

He smiled at me
before saying, “Kind of.”

“He seems like
a nice boy,” Mum commented as we were driving away.

“I guess,” I
shrugged.

“You’ve never
mentioned him before.” She gave me that sideways glance again.

“No.” I kept my
eyes on the road.

“Does he go to
the college?”

“No.” Will she
stop prying already?

“He’s a soccer
friend, then?”

“Something like
that.”






Friday 10
December, 1999

Eds wants to go
to another Youth Service, so instead of him taking the bus, Uncle
Mark brought him down. When Mum invited Uncle Mark in for a cup of
coffee, Eds and I avoided the kitchen and dining room. It’s not
that I don’t like Uncle Mark; it’s just that he’s one of the
‘religious hypocrites’ I’d referred to with Emma, and every time I
see him he likes to throw religion in my face. “You’ve either got
it, or you haven’t,” he says; he must memorize that speech and
spout it at everyone he meets.

Except Mum. The first time I remember him
trying, she got angry. “Give it up, Mark. I don’t need you
projecting your beliefs onto me. I don’t need religion. I’ve
managed so far without it. What can God do that I haven’t?” He
tried a lot for a while after that - to make her see how she’s been
deceived - but now he doesn’t bother. He still tries on
me
though, when Mum isn’t around.
What will I say now that I ‘have religion’?

Pastor Mike noted one Sunday that, “The
world sees Christianity as a religion. But it isn’t a religion.
It’s a relationship with God.” Uncle Mark wouldn’t understand that;
he’s one of those to whom Christianity is a religion.

Eds was quite excited about the Youth
Service. “This is for God?”
he exclaimed during the praise and worship. “This is
nothing
like my church. I can’t believe
both places worship the same God!” Later - at home - he confided,
“I feel more alive than I’ve been in years. It’s like I’m drunk in
the Spirit or something.”

When we were
comfortable in our sleeping bags on mattresses on the deck, I
turned over on my side to face him. “Eds, what do you think of
Emma?”

“She’s ok.”



“Just ok?”

He shrugged. “I
don’t know her. What do you expect me to say?”

“You know that
chick you told me about?”

“Which
one?”

“The hot one -
the one you weren’t interested in.”

“Kylie? What
about her?”

“Have you ever
considered the possibility that you’re still in love with Claire,
and that’s why you’re not attracted to someone else?”

“I try not to
think about her.” He shrugged again. “She’s moved on. I’ll move on
too, eventually.”

I tried a
different approach. “Did you get any answers at your group?”

“I didn’t go.
It didn’t feel right.”

“Well, have you
considered that it could be as simple as you’ve just ‘gone off’
women because of Claire?”

“Maybe.” Eds
changed the topic. “Hey, you’re still coming to stay next week,
aye?”

I nodded. I’ll
have to try again some other time.






Monday 13
December, 1999

Another face
haunts my dreams now. Another pair of eyes: Soft, brown eyes, like
liquid chocolate; a deep contrast to the topaz blue eyes - the
purest, bluest eyes I’ve ever seen – that have always been
in my mind. I’m angry with myself; that face and those eyes have
no place here. Not now. I don’t even know Kian
. . .

Still, the
memory of him lingers, like an unwanted halo.






Thursday 16
December, 1999

Kian rang today
- Mum told him that I was at Eds’ place and gave him the
number.

“How’d you get my home number?” I
demanded. “It’s unlisted.”

“There are
ways.” He tried to sound mysterious, but I heard the smile in his
voice.

“Yeah, ok. What
did you ring for?”

“I miss you,”
he admitted honestly. “If you were here, I’d be seeing you at
soccer tonight. When do you get back?”

I didn’t expect
that. “Monday.”

“That long,
huh?”

“Are you going
away at all?”

“Nothing
planned yet.” He sounded bored. “My folks are in Europe on their
second honeymoon, so it’s just me and Grandpa Snooks.”

“Give me a ring
when I’m back,” I told him. “We can organize something then.”

“Who was that?”
Eds asked when I got off the phone.

“A friend.”

“Might I ask
the name of this friend?” He looked at me like I was deliberately
trying to hide something from him.

“Kian.” I tried
to sound casual, remembering my dreams.

“You never told
me you had a boyfriend.”

“He’s not my
boyfriend,” I denied. “He’s just a friend.”

“Yeah well,
trust me, its not ‘just friends’ he wants to be,” Eds warned.






Friday 17
December, 1999

I’m not treated
as a guest at Eds’ place. I like that. It means that I can do my
own thing, everyone else does theirs, and no one particularly cares
if anyone else is bored.

It’s like that at Monica’s. It seems like
her parents don’t care what she does most of the time. They’re never even there most
days I am, and when they are, they’re always too busy to notice
us.

How can you hate someone you’ve loved? How can you live with someone you hate, and yet pretend to
love
them?






Saturday 18
December, 1999

Dad called.
Said he’s in Taupo on business, and do Eddie and I want to do
something?

“We’ve got
plans, sorry.” We’re taking the jet skis out on the lake.

“Well, I can’t
do anything tomorrow - I’ve got a meeting in the morning, a
business lunch, and a cocktail party later on - so I’ll catch up
another time.”

“Yeah,
whatever.” I don’t really care.

“I’ll call you
on my way out.”

That will be a
miracle. One I don’t particularly care for.

I’m still praying for a miracle -
another
miracle. Why is it that the
hardest thing in the world is to tell someone that you love
them?






Sunday 19
December, 1999

Sundays are
very serious affairs to my aunt and uncle; out come the suits and
ties, the specially made Sunday dresses, the white kid gloves. Eds
looked so uncomfortable in his freshly pressed black suit that I
felt sorry for him. I felt sorry for myself; I had to wear a
‘nice and modest,’ calf-length, black skirt, with a white blouse
and ‘sensible’, flat, black shoes. No loose hair allowed; it had to
be manipulated into a neat chignon. I sighed at my reflection in
the mirror; I looked like a waitress.

The church service was a solemn, formal
occasion. Bor-ing. Boring
songs, before boring speeches, read from a boring book, by a boring
old priest, who went onto boring Mass, and then boring Communion.
It was so dead. Jesus
didn’t come to life, the way He does in Emma’s church.

Sundays are always the same. Church. Roast
lunch. Quiet afternoon: No television, sport, loud music, or
anything normal allowed.
Bland dinner, with what tastes like the same bitter wine they use
for Communion.

“How do you do this every week, Eds?” I asked, as we settled in for the
night.

“Used to it, I
guess.”

“But don’t you hate it? I mean, the
formality, the strictness, the repetitiveness - everything!” I threw my hands in the air,
frustrated.

“Mum and Dad won’t change their routine
just because I don’t like
it.” He’s already tried - more than once - without success. “This
is one battle you won’t win,
Vaun.”

It’s not the only one.






Tuesday 21
December, 1999

I never
realized how lonely you can be in a crowd until now. The
whole town must be out Christmas shopping, but even surrounded by
so many people, I am terribly alone.

I haven’t allowed myself to think about
Christmas; except for ‘now it has a whole new meaning for me.’ I
haven’t been able to get into the Christmas spirit; I’m much too
preoccupied to think about how many baubles should be hung on the
right side of the tree, or how much fruit should be put in the
Christmas cake. Standing in the bookshop in The Mall, seeing Levin bustle about with rustling
plastic bags, hearing Christmas songs on the radio, I want to
cry.

“Shevaun, hey,
are you ok?” There was a hand on my shoulder, a concerned voice
whispering near my ear.

“Kian!” I
jumped. “Don’t do that!”

“Are you ok?”
he reiterated.

“I’m fine.” I
nodded out at the teeming mall. “It’s very Christmassy, isn’t
it?”

“Yeah.”

“Are you
Christmas shopping too?” I looked at him.

“Actually,” he seemed a bit embarrassed, “I
was looking for you. Your mum
said you were up town somewhere.”

“Oh.”

“Are you Christmas shopping?”

“Just looking.”
I shook my head. “Want to go for a walk? I need to get away from it
all.”

We went to the park with the memorial
tablet and the fishpond, sat beneath the Giant Tree, and talked . .
. I feel comfortable with Kian; almost like I’ve known him
forever.






Wednesday 22
December, 1999

My spirit feels
heavy. My limbs ache. My heart aches. Every time I breathe, I feel
pain. My throat is dry, but I don’t feel like drinking anything. I
don’t feel like smiling; my face hurts. I just feel like crying; an
inexplicable sadness in my soul.






Thursday 23
December, 1999

The stinging in
my eyes now isn’t unexplainable. I have every reason to feel the
way I do; the tears have every reason to fall. I want to close my
eyes to reality and hide in the shadow of denial . . . Because
Damon is dead . . . And I never said good-bye . .
.

God didn’t answer my prayer. Even though
it was so desperate that it was almost a plea. Why? What happened to ‘Ask and you shall
receive’? I
don’t understand.

Kian was with
me when Emma rang to tell me. I think he knew, then; you can’t hide
secrets like that - your eyes will always betray you.

I don’t want sympathy. I don’t want to
talk. I don’t want to see anyone. I want to stay holed up in my
room, hide under the bedclothes and look at photos, hold my
memories, and cry. I’ve cried so much already. Yet still, there
is more.

I don’t know if
I believe in God anymore.






Friday 24
December, 1999

Emma’s rung.
Kian’s rung. But I don’t want to talk to them. I don’t want to talk
about it. I don’t want to face it. I don’t know what
to believe in now.

Damon’s funeral is on Monday. Should I go?
Or will it cut me up even more? Surely I can’t hurt much more than this?






Saturday 25
December, 1999

Damon isn’t
here for Christmas.

Emma rang
earlier, to see if I want to go to church. I said no; I don’t think
I can push myself that far, not with my new uncertainty. Besides,
Damon’s dad will be there, and I don’t know if I can face him
yet.

Kian turned up
before lunch . . . With a gift.

I opened it, to
find a single diamond and white gold heart charm on a 14-carat
white gold chain, nestled in white tissue paper. “I can’t accept
this,” I protested.

“It was my
grandmother’s.” His chocolate eyes were earnest. “I want you to
have it.”

I couldn’t take
it any more. Kian knew what I needed, wrapping his arms around me,
pulling me close, rocking me gently as I cried silently. He was
warm and solid, and I felt safe in his arms, as if I could block
out the hurt. I didn’t want him to ever let go.

“Lunch is
ready,” Mum interrupted. “You’re welcome to stay, Kian.”

“Thanks,” he
smiled politely, “But I told Grandpa Snooks that I wouldn’t be
long.”

I walked Kian
to the letterbox. “Thank you.” I touched the chain, where he had
put it around my neck.

He nodded.

Mum was
standing at the door, a funny look on her face, when I came back
in.

“What?”

“Nothing.” She
shook her head.

Eds rang to
say, “Happy Christmas”.






Sunday 26
December, 1999

Eds isn’t the
only one who doesn’t know that Damon has died. Mum knows that
there’s something wrong; I see the question in her eyes, and I look
away.






Monday 27
December, 1999

Pastor Mike
kept going on about how Damon wouldn’t want us to be sad; that he’d
want us to be happy - to celebrate for him - because
he is in Heaven. What’s there to be happy about? Damon’s
dead, damn it! The pain is eating me up from the inside out. My
heart is a yawning chasm - dark and depthless.

Caroline was
there, at the funeral. When she looked at me, the haunted look in
her eyes confused me; I felt as though someone had taken a hold of
my heart and was slowly suffocating it. One doesn’t associate a
heart with Caroline, but after seeing her eyes, I wonder if she
didn’t care about Damon after all.

I lost
something inside when I heard that Damon was dying, and watching
his coffin descend into the grave, I lost that something all over
again.

I waited until the cemetery was reasonably
deserted before I went closer, looking down at the myriad bouquets
and dirt strewn over the glossy coffin. An overwhelming sadness
descended upon me as I looked at all the living flowers, given for a dead Damon, and I dropped my single white chrysanthemum
- they were Damon’s favourite flowers - over his heart.

The tears -
that I’d managed to hold back - spilled into the world when I got
home. I went to my room and shut the door, sinking down against it,
the long, slow sobs wrenching from the deepest core of my being. I
cried until it hurt, until there were no more tears left, my eyes
as raw as sandpaper.






Tuesday 28
December, 1999

You’re on the
verge of going crazy and your heart’s in pain. No one can hear but
you’re screaming so loud. You feel like you’re all alone in a
faceless crowd . . .







Wednesday 29
December, 1999

Sometimes I
feel so small and insignificant. Like an ant in a vast expanse of
desert sand dunes; as tiny as each grain of sand. Inconspicuous.
Sometimes I feel like no one cares about me. That I could die, and
it wouldn’t matter. And it won’t. Life will go on. Who will notice
my absence? Will my passing leave a hole in anyone’s heart?

Damon’s did . . . In mine . . . A large,
black, empty hole.






Friday 31
December, 1999

It’s New Year
tomorrow; the dawn of a new millennium. Mum’s going up to Palmy to
see her sister; they’re going to check out the celebrations in The
Square. Dad’s going down to Queen’s Wharf in Wellington; he wants
to watch the fireworks. I’m staying home; I don’t feel much like
celebrating.






Saturday 1
January, 2000

As it happened,
I didn’t spend New Year’s Eve alone like I planned. Kian rang
around four yesterday to ask what I was doing. When I told him, he
said that I couldn’t spend New Year’s Eve alone, and dropped his
plans to go partying with his mates - to come and spend the night
with me, playing board games and PlayStation, watching DVDs, and
talking.

At midnight,
firecrackers went off at neighbours’ places. Shouts and screams and
‘Happy New Year’ were thrown around, mingling with the pop of
champagne corks and the chink of glasses.

I don’t know when I fell asleep. One
minute I was talking to Kian, and the next I was waking up to find
myself half lying across his chest. What happened to not leading him on? I wasn’t the only one who had fallen asleep, and I
noticed the length of his eyelashes before the tiredness overcame
me again. Past caring, I lay back in the crook of his arm and was
instantly asleep.

A persistent
thumping on the front door woke me. It was Kian’s Grandpa Snooks.
“Kian, boy, we’ve got to be away in ten minutes.” Grandpa Snooks
eyed me. “Forget, did ya?”

“Oh mi gosh!”
Kian turned to me, laughing. “We’re going up to Oakura for the
weekend. I’d ask you, only the car’s full.”

“Come on, boy,
we don’t have all day. Give ‘er a kiss - or whatever it is you
youngans do these days to say good-bye - and get your arse out to
the car.”

“Um . . . Bye .
. . I enjoyed last night . . . This morning.”

“Me too . . .
Thanks for coming over.”

“I’ll ring
you.” For a moment I thought he was going to kiss me, but then he
hurried down the drive to the car, where Grandpa Snooks was
impatiently gunning the engine.

Mum rang to say that she’s staying another
night with Aunt Paddy. I didn’t tell her about Kian staying over; I
can’t quite imagine her reaction to that.






Tuesday 4
January, 2000

You never know
how much something means to you until you lose it. Once I might
have let God come into my heart and heal it. But not now. Not after
He didn’t answer my prayer . . . When He said He would . .
.






Thursday 6
January, 2000

I played soccer
tonight. It’s the first time I’ve gone out in a while, and it took
my mind off Damon . . . So did seeing Kian. What does that
mean?






Sunday 9
January, 2000

I went to
church. It’s now or later; I have to face Him sometime.
Walking through the double doors, all the feelings that I felt when
I first trod this path returned, very much alive.

Damon’s dad sat
two rows ahead of me. I watched him. What was he thinking? Is he
angry with God too? Is he as emotionally raw and twisted as I
am?

After the worship, a voice rose out of the
reverent silence. “Come to Me, all those who are heavy laden, and I
will give you rest. Bring your sorrow and suffering to Me, My
children. It breaks My heart to watch you try and bear your burdens
alone. You shun My help, but in your heart you know that you cannot
complete the journey on your own strength. Bring your burdens to
Me. Put them at the foot of the cross. Not just part of them,
but all of them . .
. Come to Me, My children, and I will give you rest. I will give
you peace . . . Come
to Me, My lambs. I am the Shepherd who guards thee. Once you
trusted Me, but now you doubt. Bring your fear to Me.
Trust
Me . . . Follow your heart.
Follow My Spirit’s calling. Follow Me, My lambs, for I love thee,
and I will take care of thee.”

I had to sit
down. I hear You, God, but I’m not sure I want to put myself out on
a limb of trust again. Can I really believe that You will shoulder
the heaviness of my heart? Can I trust You not to let me down
again?

I resolved to stay where I was. That is,
until Damon’s dad went up to the front. I couldn’t take my eyes off
him, and as the Elders began praying for him, I realized with a
jolt that he was crying, the tears falling unashamedly. Seeing him
crying openly broke down my defences - I went up. But I didn’t
cry. Not
here; not in front of everyone.

I left abruptly
at the end of the service, my self-control failing me on the walk
home. I don’t think that God took care of my ‘burdens’ after
all.






Monday 10
January, 2000

I took Mum’s
advice, and biked out to the river with Emma and a couple of other
friends. The water was cool and refreshing, and it was fun jumping
off the miniature rockface to make as big a splash as possible. It
was sunny, with no wind to chill me when I got out of the
water.

As it turned out, I didn’t need a wind to
chill me - all it took was Eli Farrant to arrive at the swimming
hole. I was about to jump when I looked over at the bank and saw
him, and I ended up falling rather than jumping. His likeness to
Damon is startling; if you didn’t know them, you could be forgiven
for mistaking them as twins. No one will ever do that again.

He was waiting
for me when I got out of the water. “Damon wanted you to have
this.” He handed me a slim, white envelope.

“I, uh . . .” I
was lost for words. “Um . . . Thanks.”

His eyes are a
lighter blue than Damon’s, and I saw in them that he knew what was
in the envelope.

I waited until getting home before opening
the envelope. Inside was a delicate silver chain with a silver
cross hanging from it, a single sapphire embedded in the centre of
the cross. There was also a folded, handwritten note:
Shevaun, Dad told
me that you’ve found God. I never used to believe in God - Dad has
always had enough faith for the both of us. But these past few
years, I have come to learn that faith is something worth having. Dad gave me this cross when I accepted Christ, and
now I want you to have it. I know it’s only a symbol, but let it
help you remember that He’s always with you, that He’ll never leave you. That He
is worth believing in. Let it help you
remember, as it did for me. Love Damon.

There is any number of people that Damon
could have given his cross to. Why me? Not just to be a reminder of His closeness,
surely? Can it have a hidden meaning? I’m sure he had his reasons,
and whatever they were, I’m glad that he chose to give it to
me. It means
that in a way I’ll have piece of him, a solid memory to hold onto.
It comforts me a little.






Tuesday 11
January, 2000

I’ve been
trying to keep busy, doing anything to take my mind off Damon. But
nothing works. Not when I’m wearing his cross.

I haven’t told
anyone about Damon’s legacy to me – if I did, I feel like I’d be
betraying him somehow. So I wear it under my shirt. Maybe in time,
I’ll wear it more openly.






Thursday 13
January, 2000

“Do you want to
come tramping with me and Grandpa Snooks, the week before you have
to go back to school?” Kian asked me after soccer. “We’re going
down to the Abel Tasman National Park.”

“Yeah, I guess
. . .” I’ve never been tramping before. “It could be fun.”

“It’s just what
you need,” Mum asserted when I told her. “It’ll get you away from
here, in a different atmosphere altogether. It might be very
therapeutic. Maybe it’ll bring you back to your old self.”







Friday 14
January, 2000

Eds rang. “Mum
said Aunt Cleo said that you’re really depressed. What’s wrong,
Vaun?”

“Nothing.” I
haven’t told him about Damon dying.

“Don’t forget that I know you.” His tone belied that he would find out, one
way or another. “Nothing is always something.”

“I don’t feel like talking about it.”
Talking about it makes it seem final; like a last reality, and that
after saying it, I will have to move on.

“O-Kay. Well,
when you do, I’m always here. Um, do you want to come and stay the
week before school starts?”

“I’d like to . . .” How do I say no without saying
why I can’t? “. . . But
I already have plans for that week.”

“Like what?” He
was curious.

“I’m going
tramping.”

“Where?”

“The Abel
Tasman.”

“Who with?”

“A friend. What
is this: Twenty questions?”

“Just making
conversation,” Eds said calmly. “No need to get prickly. Anyways,
I’ve got to go - Mum wants to use the phone. Call me sometime.”

“I am not depressed!” I told Mum later. “You have no business telling
everyone that I am!”

“I didn’t tell
everyone, Vaun.” She looked at me with concern.

“Yeah, right. What do you call
telling Aunt
Dot?”

“You’ve really
changed these past few weeks, Vaun.” There was something in her
voice that I’m not sure I liked. “I’m concerned about you.”

“Yeah, well,
don’t be,” I snapped. “And don’t talk about me with other
people!”






Saturday 15
January, 2000

Dad rang. He’s
been given a promotion. The position is in Perth. Is God
taking away everyone who ever once meant anything to me?






Sunday 16
January, 2000

It feels like
there’s something missing inside, as if someone’s reached in
through the door of my heart and stolen something. Damon took a
piece of my heart, and I can never ever get it back.






Wednesday 19
January, 2000

It’s all
arranged. Come Monday, Grandpa Snooks is: “Gonna pick you up at
eight am sharp. Then we’re gonna hightail it down to Wellington to
the Ferry Terminal, and if Kian is late again, we’ll hafta step on
the gas a bit . . . Food? Packets and stuff - whatever’s easy and
convenient to cook. Cans? They’re okay, but they’re heavy.
Basically, take whatever ya like, but remember, you’ll be
the one carryin’ it . . . The rest of the trip? We dock in Picton
‘round one or two, and we hafta hang ‘round for a bus to Tahuna
Beach - we’ll stay the night in Nelson. At nine the next morning,
we catch anotha bus to Motueka, where we catch the water-taxi to
the northern access of the Abel Tasman at Taupo Point in Wainui Bay
– that’s in Golden Bay, by the way.”

“All those
names,” Mum exclaimed.

“Got that?
Right . . . Then we’ll tramp from there to the café at the start of
the track - should take ‘bout three days. It’ll hafta, coz our
ferry crosses the Strait on Saturday. So we’ll be outta the
National Park Friday, stay overnight at Tahuna Beach, and be back
sometime Saturday night.”

Grandpa Snooks
rambled it out so fast that Mum had to get him to repeat it.

“Gerald’s very
experienced - been tramping for years, he says,” Mum informed me.
“You’ll be safe. No doubt he’ll keep a firm eye on you and
Kian.”

I nodded
innocently.

“Why don’t you
invite Monica, Emma and Eddie along? I’m sure they’ll enjoy
it.”

“Monica’s in
Amsterdam,” I reminded her.

“It’s just a
thought. You might suggest it to Kian. I’m sure Gerald wouldn’t
mind.”

I sighed.
What’s there to lose?

Kian loves the
idea. “It’ll be great to finally get to meet Eddie and Emma,” he
smiled.

“Kian - he’s that guy, right?” Eds asked.
“Don’t tell me I didn’t tell you. I’m surprised you don’t want to
be alone.”

“Mum suggested
it,” I muttered.

“Good on her .
. . Emma’s coming too? It couldn’t be better if I’d planned it
myself!” He was positively beaming.

Eds loves the
idea.

Emma loves the
idea. “Sounds great, Vaun. I can’t wait. It’s going to be so cool
and all.”

How can I not love the idea?






Thursday 20
January, 2000

Platoon
secured our tenth consecutive win today. I like winning - I don’t
like losing at anything.

I don’t feel
like I’m losing anymore, though. I’ve just had a bad innings, and
now it’s time for my slow - but sure - comeback.

I’ve gotten so caught up in the enthusiasm
of the trip that I haven’t thought about Damon as much as I was.
That scares me a little; how can I forget so easily? I shouldn’t
be able to.
I don’t want to. I
don’t know if I want to let go.
Once again, I’m trying to hold onto something I can’t have.






Friday 21
January, 2000

Three days to
go . . .






Saturday 22
January, 2000

Two days . .
.

Mum’s been
better lately. It’s like she’s realized she can’t protect me from
everything.

I’ve decided to
go back to church again. I’ll let God be the salt water in my
wounds.






Sunday 23
January, 2000

I went up for
prayer this morning. And in that moment, slight as it was,
something inside me changed . . .






Monday 24
January, 2000

Dead on eight,
there was a thump on the door. Grandpa Snooks - Kian told Eds and I
later - is the King of Punctuality.

The ride down to the Ferry Terminal was
hilarious. Grandpa Snooks is nothing but a teenager trapped in an
aging body: He talks, acts and drives like all the teenage males I know! And he tells the
funniest jokes. It was the quickest journey I’ve ever had to
Wellington.

In no time at
all, Grandpa Snooks had taken charge like an army sergeant, making
sure we got on the ferry with plenty of time to spare, where he
dropped the military masquerade and said, “Watch out for Emma -
she’s supposed to be here somewhere.”

“Emma?” Eds
said brightly.

“Her parents
are bringin’ her down. Added fuss if you ask me,” Grandpa Snooks
sniffed.

“She said
they’re coming down anyway, for a conference for the church,” Kian
told his grandfather patiently.

Another sniff.
“You kids run off and have fun. Kian, here’s some money - share it
out. I’ll see y’all in Picton.”

We found Emma
on the poopdeck.

“Hey, Em.”

Since when did
Eds start calling her that?

“Eds.” Smile.
“Vaun. Kian.”

And since when
is anyone else allowed to call Eddie ‘Eds’?

As soon as we
got our stuff into the unit at Tahuna Beach, the four of us headed
down to the beach for a swim. The sand was burning hot, scalding
our bare feet, and since none of us thought to bring shoes, we had
to run to the water. The water was lukewarm, and it felt good to
have it running down my face and surrounding my body. The sea was
shallow - only waist high - and the seabed studded with myriad
starfish, completely different and unlike any beach I’ve ever been
to.

We lazily
shifted ourselves from the sea’s embrace when Grandpa Snooks came
down to say that tea was ready.

“At five
thirty?” Eds was incredulous.

“Be thankful
it’s not four or four thirty!” Kian grinned.

“He did say tea right - as in dinner?” Eds wanted clarification.

“You’ll get
used to it,” Kian laughed good-naturedly. “Grandpa Snooks likes
early tea, because it gives him an excuse to – as he says - ‘snack
the rest of the night’.”

“Great.” Eds
paused. “What’s his cooking like?”

“The best!”

It was an understatement. Grandpa Snooks
would know to use herbs and spices and sauces to make
anything
taste good.

We strolled
along the beach at eventide, snacked from seven onwards, and used
the broken leg off the picnic table outside our unit as a bat to
play cricket - Kian brought heaps of tennis balls, but no bat. At
nine, Grandpa Snooks announced that he was off to bed. We stayed up
to see the moon rise, casting its phosphorescent glow over the
mudflats - now bare - as the tide dragged the water away.






Tuesday 25
January, 2000

There is no way
to describe being woken at five in the morning by Grandpa Snooks
banging pots and pans around in the kitchen.

“Grandpa Snooks,” Kian groaned, appearing
dishevelled in his Southpark boxers. “The sun’s barely up.”

“We’ve got a
lot to do before we catch that bus to Motueka.”

“Like what?”
Eds joined Kian.

“For a start,
y’all need to get respectable,” Grandpa Snooks instructed, as Emma
and I entered the kitchen space. “Enjoy your showers - it’ll be yer
last for three days - but don’t take forever.” This was said with a
significant glance at Kian. “Now scarper.”

We
scarpered.

“Vaun, what
would you say if I told you that you were right?” Emma asked while
we were showering.

“Right about
what?”

“You’ll find
out soon enough.” Her voice took on a mysterious note, and she
would say no more.

The day was
warm, with a small breeze breathed into life. The sea was
beautiful, deep turquoise brushed with frothy whites. Wavelets
lapped at the shore, caught between the sand and the
vegetation-covered rockface that the water-taxi deftly manoeuvred
around.

With not far to
reach Taupo Point, it began to rain: A gentle rain that fell
harmlessly into the sea. But even the gentlest of things have a
darker side, as we saw when the rain became more insistent, the
wind becoming its ally against us.

Grandpa Snooks decided that he didn’t want
to cross the mudflats in the rain, so we started our journey
ahead
of them, on the closer side of
Tainui Bay. The rain continued. It didn’t stop until after we
descended a particularly dangerous climb - a detour, because part
of the track had been washed away. To make matters worse, when we
got to Quarry Bay Emma discovered that she forgot the fly for the
tent we’re sharing. Luckily, Kian brought a two-man tent that
easily accommodates four. Grandpa Snooks just shook his head and
set up a bivouac.

“You’re going to sleep outside?” Eds asked disbelievingly.

“Why not?
There’s nothin’ like sleepin’ outdoors,” Grandpa Snooks replied
airily.

“He doesn’t
mind, because his sleeping bag is one of the fancy ones that cover
all of you from head to toe - except for your face,” Kian
explained.

By the time we
finished tea the rain had stopped, the only traces of it the wet
sand and grass, and the raindrops wriggling down the side of the
tent.

We went down to
the beach, and using a piece of driftwood for a bat, played cricket
against a beautiful backdrop of the setting sun - the sky had
cleared up, the sun silhouetting the island in the Bay as it
sank.

Grandpa Snooks
went for a walk towards what looked like a huge pile of rocks at
the northern end of the beach. On his return, he told us, “There’s
some caves up there; they’re incredible. You should go see
them.”

So we did.

“You were
right,” Eds stated, as we were walking back from the caves.

“About
what?”

“I guess I did go off girls for a while. I owe you an apology.”

“Thanks.” I
playfully punched his shoulder. “So, you’re over Claire?”

“I finally
realized that she never loved me.” There was a sigh in his voice.
“It made it easier somehow, you know.”

“How does Emma
fit into everything?”

He looked
surprised.

“I’m not
blind,” I said. “I see the way she looks at you.”

“She rang me,
some time back,” he confessed. “Your mum isn’t the only one
concerned about you, Vaun. Emma told me what happened.”

“Oh.” I fell
silent.

“I like her,
Vaun.” He flicked his gaze to Kian, who was walking ahead of us
with Emma. “What’s up with you and Kian?”

“We’re just
friends, Eds . . .”

“Because of
Damon?” Eds asked softly.

I fingered the
cross - lying next to the heart Kian gave me - beneath my
shirt.

“He’s gone,
Vaun, and nothing will bring him back. You’ve got to let him go.”
There was understanding in his eyes.

“Don’t you
think I haven’t tried?” I choked.

“I’m not saying that it will be easy.” Eds
put his arm around me. “But it’s time to put him
behind
you. Why keep torturing
yourself with your memories?” He nodded ahead, to where Kian and
Emma had started making sand angels. “Kian’s a great
guy.”

“Don’t you think I don’t know that?” How
can I not know? Kian’s
been so incredibly patient and wonderful through all of this. Not
like most guys, who probably would have run screaming as far away
from me as possible by now.

“You deserve to
be happy, Vaun.”

“Give it time,
Eds.”

That night, the
bright, white moon shone down upon our wrestling ring, crudely
scored in the sand.






Wednesday 26
January, 2000

Grandpa Snooks
insisted that we go for a morning swim, “To wake y’all up.”

Not that we
needed waking up - Eds kept us awake for most of the night,
complaining that his sleeping bag was wet, because he neglected to
keep it out of the rain yesterday.

The sand here
is golden, unlike the grey beaches back home. The sand grains are
larger, coarser, harsher, and look like salt. It’s almost like
another world - one where I might find escape.

We didn’t leave
Quarry Bay until after lunch. I’ve never walked for so long before,
or for so far at once. We walked leisurely though, so it wasn’t so
bad. When we eventually arrived at Crescent Bay, we could see
Anchorage across the water. Taking a break, we played cricket,
losing a ball that Kian hit too far out to sea - Kian found the
perfect piece of driftwood for a bat last night while Eds and I
were talking; and he stubbornly bears it, despite Grandpa Snooks
saying that “there’s bound to be more suitable bits of driftwood
along the way”.

Rather than walk another hour or more
across the mudflats to the west, and then between the two mountains that guard them to Anchorage, we
caught a ride across the Bay, with a water-taxi on its way back to
Motueka.

“We don’t have
far to walk tomorrow,” Grandpa Snooks informed us as we set up
camp. “We’re stayin’ at Apple Bay tomorrow night, and on Friday
y’all can take yer time to walk the last ten or fifteen minutes to
the café.”

As one of the
Abel Tasman’s main camps, Anchorage is very crowded, especially
with foreigners. There are a lot of Germans, and at one stage a
group of them joined the game of cricket we played, while Grandpa
Snooks hiked to the lookout behind the camp.

After tea, Eds
and Emma wandered off along the beach towards the two Sentry
Mountains, leaving Kian and I alone near the sea’s edge. For the
first time since I met him, I felt awkward, very self-conscious of
him so close - even though I haven’t been while sleeping next to
him in the tent.

“Are you happy,
Shevaun?” There was something in his voice that I didn’t want to
acknowledge just yet.

“I guess,” I
answered, looking across to where tiny figures moved on the beach
at Crescent Bay.

Kian came up
behind me and slipped his arms around my waist. I was tense at
first, but then I relaxed, leaning back against him as I sensed the
security that I had at Christmas. He didn’t say anything else, but
in that moment an unspoken understanding passed between us. We
watched the sun set together, and as I tried to stop the tears, I
tightened my hands around his.






Thursday 27
January, 2000

Surprisingly,
Grandpa Snooks let us sleep in. The sun was already high in the sky
when he came down the lookout track, handing Kian a topographical
map. “I’m off,” he said energetically. “Leave when yer ready. I’ll
see y’all at Apple Bay.”

“Right.” Kian
tucked the map into a pocket of his cargo shorts.

“Care to tell
me what happened last night?” Eds sidled over to me as I poured
noodles into a billie of boiling water.

“Nothing
happened.”

He gave me a
knowing wink. “You’re on your way to forgetting Damon.”

“How can you say that?” I demanded. “Kian
may be in my life now, but I’ll never forget Damon. I want you to understand that.”

“I think the
noodles are ready.” Eds eyed the billie.

After lunch -
and yet another game of cricket - we packed up camp and began the
strenuous climb up the track behind Anchorage, locked in discussion
about religion. The view at the summit is amazing, well worth the
sweat and sore calves to get there. After that, it was mostly
downhill, levelling out to a fairly flat track with a few
bumps.

When we arrived
at Apple Bay, Grandpa Snooks was on the trail leading down to the
beach, trying to hit a boulder protruding above the water with
pebbles. “Great place to find rocks if ya collect ‘em,” he
commented, picking up a small piece of rose quartz - smoothed over
by sand and sea - and hurling it at the boulder.

The tide was receding, and it wouldn’t be
long before we could actually go down onto the beach. Until then, we played cricket. This time,
Grandpa Snooks joined us, and we lost yet another ball - this one
to the thick scrub.

When we played
cricket on the beach later, our balls were the pinecones and the
crabs that we found completely covering a giant tree trunk stranded
among the rocks.

It was a quiet
night. Eds made me wait for him - on the bridge over the stream
joining the sea - while he collected pebbles from the beach.

“What are they
for, Eds?”

“You’ll find
out tomorrow. By the way, I reckon we could walk across the
mudflats to the café tomorrow - the tide’s out far enough.”






Friday 28
January, 2000

Grandpa Snooks
didn’t like the idea of walking across the mudflats.

“It’ll be
faster,” Eds argued.

“I doubt it.” Grandpa Snooks crinkled his
nose. “It’ll be soft, and ya don’t know how far ya could sink.
It’ll be mucky; much more
pleasant walking across the platforms so conveniently provided. But
suit yerself.” He returned to his packing.

In the end, we
followed Grandpa Snooks. The fruit of Eddie’s night venture was
soon evident along the trail. Emma said nothing, but a red tinge
slowly crept up her neck, spreading across her face like ivy across
a wall.

After tramping
meals, the café food looked so inviting that we ate a heap of
Grandpa Snooks’ money.

Across the road
from the café was a crafter’s shop, with many beautiful things,
among them a delicate, filigree jade ring that I fell in love with
– but could not afford.

Back at Tahuna Beach, we scrambled for the
showers. I didn’t feel all that dirty, because we’ve swum every
day, but the sand in my hair - which was dry, the way salt water
dries it - and under my nails, as well as my sweat-sticky back,
reminded me that I was.

“Want to go for
a walk?” Emma asked when Kian and Eds went off to play pool in the
Camp’s Games Room.

“May as well.”
As we walked through one of the many parks just outside the camp, I
turned to her. “Thanks for ringing Eds.”

“That’s okay.” She looked at me. “Grief is
natural. People deal with it in different ways. You shut the world out. We were all
worried.”

“It was
hopeless,” I sighed dejectedly.

“What was?”

“Loving Damon.” Why didn’t I see it sooner?
“I was a fool. It wouldn’t have
been so bad if I hadn’t prayed about it, though; God knows how I
prayed.” I felt the tears arrive. “He didn’t listen. That’s what I
don’t understand. ‘Whatever you ask for in My name you shall
receive’,” I quoted. “I
never got what I asked
for.”

“God doesn’t
always give you what you want,” Emma said gently.

“Why not, if He
says He will?”

She shrugged.
“Sometimes He wants us to learn something.”

“What did I need to learn? What a broken heart is like? To know what
it’s like to feel such pain, and endure it alone? Is that it? To
know the meaning of emptiness?”

“No, Vaun,
nothing like that.”

“I don’t want to talk about it.” I shook my
head, striding forward. “Talking about it brings it all back, and
I’m trying to put it behind me. This week has helped a little . . .
I don’t want to undo it.” I can feel it, how this week has been –
as Mum put it - ‘therapeutic’. But will it cure me?






Saturday 29
January, 2000

It has started
. . .

. . . And it will be finished!






Sunday 30
January, 2000

Eds came to
church today. So did Kian. It feels good to have my friends around
me - knowing that they’re here for me - even though we’ve only been
apart for a few hours.

It’s good to know that God’s here too.
Even though I’m still not sure what I’m supposed to have learnt. That there is life after love? That there is love after love? Whatever it is, I have learnt all that
. . . And more.

And I couldn’t
have done it alone.






Monday 31
January, 2000

Eds goes home
today, so we’ve been making the most of our time together. Emma is
here and it is clear whenever they look at each other that they
care for one another. I’m happy for them . . . I wish I could say
the same for me. I like Kian, I do. But it’s too soon.






Tuesday 1
February, 2000

First day of
school today. It’s a bit of a shock, going back after everything
that’s happened. Everyone knows; I see pity in their eyes, and I
don’t want pity.

Caroline has changed. Her
face
has changed. Her eyes are
softer, with little of the old Caroline in her ‘new’ eyes; none of
her usual sharpness. Instead they are . . . Sad. Her heart has changed, I know, and I realize that I have known since Damon’s
funeral, that I know why,
that Caroline loved Damon.

And now it is I doing the pitying.

She saw me.
Looked at me, pleading. When I went and sat next to her in the
crowded auditorium, she said, “Thanks, Shevaun. You don’t know what
this means to me.”

Caroline
sentimental?

“I’m sorry for
what I did,” she started. “It was my way of dealing with the
pain.”

“You don’t have
to tell me this.” I was a little uncomfortable with her emotion,
unsure of how to take the changed Caroline.

“I know. But it helps to talk about it.
Did you talk about
it?”

I didn’t
answer.

“I know how you
felt, and I made it worse. It’s just that it hurt so much.”

“You don’t think that I didn’t hurt?” Oh,
how it had hurt, how it still hurt!

“I know you did . . . I wanted to make you hurt more - because Damon liked you and not me.”

“What are you
talking about?” I was confused.

“That’s why I hated you so much. It didn’t
help; I know that now. I wanted you to hurt, because you hurt me.”
Her voice was quiet. “When Damon told me that he couldn’t keep
going out with me - because he loved you - it hurt more than anything.”

“I thought that you broke up with him?”

“That’s what I told people.” Her eyes
glittered. “I wanted to hurt him as well as you.”

“You kept him
away from me.” Bitterness spilled into my tone.

“Only because I
was afraid that I would lose him to you - not that it mattered in
the end; I lost him to you anyway. And now we’ve both lost him . .
. Forever.”

My eyes
pricked.

“You know how it hurt: Like someone had
hung your heart out to dry and was beating it. But you know what
hurts the most?
That he died
still loving you!”

Her words
startled me. “How do you know?”

“The
cross.”

I looked down.
My shirt had come apart at the top, revealing the glint of silver
and blue against my skin.

“His cross.” Her voice caught. “He cherished it
above everything. And
he gave it to you.”

I grasped the cross. So, there
was
a reason after all -
Damon had loved
me! He had died loving
me! And I never told him that I loved him, because I
didn’t want to know his rejection. What anguish is mine?

“You must hate
me, Shevaun. I understand if you do. But please don’t. Please don’t
hate me.”

“I don’t hate
you, Caroline.” And I don’t. All the hate has seeped away into His
hands.






Thursday 3
February, 2000

I’m still
reeling from Caroline’s confession. I know what I must do. It’ll be
my secret . . . Our secret . . . Between the three of
us.

“Hey.” Kian
surprised me at the gate after school.

“Hey,
yourself.” I wasn’t expecting him. “What are you doing here?”

“Uni doesn’t
start for another three weeks, so I thought I’d come and see you.”
He gave a boyish grin.

“Kian . .
.”

“What’s wrong?”
He looked concerned at my tone. “Is it me?” His grin disappeared.
“I can go if you want.”

“No, stay. It’s
not you. It’s nothing,” I lied. “Don’t worry about me.”

“But I do worry
. . .” He placed a hand on my arm. “. . . About you . . .”

“You don’t need
to.”

“I like to.” He
took my hand. “What are you doing tonight?”

There was a
long silence before I answered quietly, “I’m seeing Damon’s
parents.”






Friday 4
February, 2000

I was
apprehensive about last night, but I needn’t have been; Damon’s
parents were wonderful.

“He used to
talk about you a lot. He loved you very much, you know.” His mum
confirmed Caroline’s words.

“I . . . I
loved him too . . . I never told him . . . I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay,
dear.” His mum hugged me. “He knew.”

At home, the
tears I’d been holding back came easily. I cried for Damon. For his
parents. For me. For Kian. Torrid tears full of all the passion of
love, the heartache of loneliness, the emptiness of loss. I think I
used up all my tears, a lifetime’s quota.

And I prayed. I
prayed that God will give me the grace and the strength to prepare
me for the future, that I can face whatever might come.

And He filled
me with His peace.






A Week
Later:






Sunday 13
February, 2000

Edward
Fitzgerald wrote, “The moving finger writes; and having writ moves
on: nor all thy Piety and Wit shall lure it back to cancel half a
line, Nor all thy tears wash out a word of it.”

I’ve done a lot of thinking over the past
week. Pondered. Contemplated. Reflected. Once I thought:
‘This isn’t
happening to me. This
day isn’t happening to me. This week
isn’t happening to me. This life isn’t happening to me.’ I wished I could wake up and
discover that it was all a bad dream. But I couldn’t . . . Because
I wasn’t asleep. And it wasn’t a dream.

Yes, I have fallen. But I
will
get up. I may sit in shadow
now, but I will move back
into the light. I’m ready to rise again. The bridges being built
have led to greater things: Revelation. Truth. Friendship. And yes,
even love.

Someone once told me that my grief for
Damon will abate, that eventually I’ll forget him. But they’re
wrong – I
will never forget him.

And then I think of Kian. The finger is
writing on. But no
matter what it writes,
there will always be a pair
of topaz blue eyes in my memory.






Six Months
Later:






Sunday 6
August, 2000

The finger has
moved on. Above it lays my life, imprinted on the dust of my heart.
Amongst that dust, between the words, weaves a pair of footprints
that have faded and grown cold with change. It’s taken me all these
months to heal, to truly put my love for Damon to rest.

With the
healing, a small seed has taken root in the soil of my heart: A
seed that pulses of new life, of a new beginning.

Kian and I are together now. Eds and Emma are together too. As Mum said it
would, the trip to the Abel Tasman brought us closer, and the four
of us share something that I’ve never felt with anyone before -
except for Josh and Monica.

Monica is still in Amsterdam with her
cousins. She ended up having the abortion, and when she rang to
tell me, I heard how much it affected her in her voice. She doesn’t
know when she will come back, and I miss her deeply. Even though
it’s what she wants, it’s hard
to put aside a friendship that I’ve had for six long years. I pray
earnestly for her: That God will give her the peace that He has
given me; that He will help her to heal. This time, I hope He answers.

It takes time to heal, I know. I know all about time. A single
moment
in time is all it takes to
change a life. It’s quite scary really.

These past few weeks, I have been happy.
Something’s changed inside me. I know that I’ve changed, but I
never realized how much until
people began to comment: “You’ve changed these last few months,
haven’t you? I can see it in your smile . . . You smile a lot more
now . . . When I saw you last you looked happier, always smiling
and laughing.” Surely I smiled before now?

My heart is
glad. At school I smile, because I have Him. I want to tell
everyone of my newfound freedom, of the peace that saturates my
soul, of what He’s done for me. I know that gifts from God are to
be shared, and I long to share. But I don’t know how; I can’t find
the words. Perhaps one day I will be able to.

It is Damon’s birthday today . . . And
Kian’s . . . How ironic, that the two men I have loved, and love,
share the same birthday. Life is strange with its twists and turns
. . .

A strange look
crossed Kian’s face when he opened my gift. “Thanks, Vaun.” His
voice was strange too; hoarse, almost broken.

“Is something
wrong?” I looked up at him. “Don’t you like it?”

“I love it,” he assured me. “It
is
for me, right?”

“Of course it
is.” I was hurt. “Who else would it be for?”

“It just
reminds me of that cross you wear all the time - the one he gave
you.”

I can feel Damon’s cross warm against my
skin, close to Kian’s heart - I always wear them
both, keeping
the men I love close to me. “A woman’s heart is an ocean of
secrets,” I told Kian, as I twisted the filigree jade ring he gave
me three months earlier for my birthday. “And this heart has no secret that you do
not already know. I
loved Damon, yes. But he is dead, and I have let him go. I love you now, and only you.”

“I love you
too, Vaun.” He pulled me close.

I kissed him,
and for an instant, it was a pair of topaz blue eyes I saw in my
mind . . . Before they melted into warm, chocolate brown ones.







BLACK FREEDOM











She stared out
at the waves, pain gilding her pale face. The sand was cold as her
hand curled around it. The wind barely rustled the grasses around
her. The waves rolled and crashed, echoing the dull booming of her
heart.

Or what was
left of it.

The muddy sea
matched her mood. Only there were no pretty embellishments to her
mood. You could almost taste the sadness. Bitter, she hurled the
sand, her heart spreading where it fell.

Blindly she ran
down the dune to the water’s edge, which was littered with
driftwood and shells. She picked up a heavy black piece of
driftwood and waded into the sea . . . 12 . . . 13 . . . 14 . . .
15 . . . 16 . . . 17 . . . Seventeen steps, and yet the sea only
reached mid-thigh, but it was enough.

With a defiant
glance and a toss of unruly black curls - directed at the figure
she knew watched her - she swung the driftwood with all her
strength. It flew in an arc, before a swift descent into the murky
water. It floated in the water, sinking as a wave broke upon it,
reappearing moments later in the dirty bubbles left behind. Her
heart was like that piece of driftwood: Cast adrift on a stormy
sea, sinking into the stillness and opaqueness of a watery world,
only to rise when the wave had passed, caught in the debris left
behind.

She stood there
a long time. She felt that if she did, perhaps the sea would numb
the pain as it did her legs, wash over the sand of her heart as it
did the grey sand beneath her, and smooth over anything engraved
there, as it did the innocent pictures children drew in the wet
sand. But it did not act as gentle sandpaper. Instead, it flooded
her heart like a fire hot brand, causing the indentions already
there to carve deeper, creating new grooves to be filled.

With what? There was nothing to fill them
with. They were
empty. She was
empty.

Why? Because she had entrusted her heart to his care.
His hold then had been as tight as a rosebud. But somehow it had
loosened, and her heart had slipped through his fingers. And he
had let it drop. He
had betrayed her trust. It was he who cast her heart adrift.

She had been a fool to trust him. She
should have freed herself long ago. It should have been
she
who cast her heart into the
mercy of the tumultuous sea, far from the safety of his embrace. It
didn’t really matter now.

She began to shiver. The wind had picked
up, the sky grown darker. The tide had changed; she felt the pull
of the undercurrent, her feet sinking into the soft sand as it was
dragged away . . . 18 . . . The undercurrent was insistent that she
come with it . . . 19 . . . 20 . . . Perhaps she
should
let go, allow her body to be
cast adrift as her heart had been.






He watched her
run down to the beach and collapse on the dune. He watched her run
down the dune to the water. He watched her enter the sea’s icy
grasp; watched her fling the driftwood. He saw her minute
resistance against the outgoing tide; saw her give in to the
undercurrent.

The pain in his heart was no less than hers. But it had to be done. He
closed his eyes and leant against the window. There was no other
way; he couldn’t help it. It had to be done.

When he opened his eyes, her forlorn
figure no longer stood like a broken mast against the sky.
At least she’s come
out of the water. His
eyes wandered up the distant stretch of sand to the point, across
the dunes, to the small track weaving through the tussock grasses
to the beach. She was nowhere to be seen. He looked again at the
sea. Closer.

And noticed the single set of
footprints from the
dune.






He was still
watching her. She turned to the horizon. Then back to face the
beach. She was a long way out; with each tug of the undercurrent
she had gone out further than she realized. The sea crept above her
waist now.

. . . 29 . . .
30 . . . With each step, her body was closer to her heart.






Worried, he
scanned the water where she had been. The piece of driftwood
floated further out.

The driftwood
was closer than it had been. One more step, and she would be able
to touch it.

There she was.
She must have been hidden in the undulating swells. She was close
to the driftwood. Close, but too far from the shore.

He saw her
grasp it.

Then suddenly
she disappeared below the surface.






A hole!
She opened her eyes to darkness. Her wet clothes dragged her down.
Panic set in, pain in her lungs as she held her breath; she wasn’t
ready to meet her heart yet! Her wildly grasping fingers brushed
against the piece of driftwood above her. She tried to haul herself
up, the driftwood sinking as she took its place.

She looked up
at the sky. It really was getting dark, the last hints of eventide
gone.






He saw the
piece of driftwood go under, and his heart froze.

Then she
emerged, began to head in. His breathing became more relaxed.






She was cold as
she dogpaddled towards the beach.

He had turned
the light on; she could see his silhouette in the window.






When she
reached the shallows, he left the window and went to heat some dry
clothes for her.






She was tired.
So very tired. The water was warm here. Perhaps she should have a
little rest before going back. She closed her eyes.






*






They found her
the next morning, higher up the beach. There was serenity on her
face that could only come from knowing. And in her hand they
found a broken shell.

He kept it.

Along with the
black piece of driftwood that lay nearby.


RAW
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