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PROLOGUE

	 

	Pieter-Jan Kuypers, Peter on a daily basis, 29 years of age, comes from a dysfunctional family.

	His life collapsed thirteen years earlier, in the summer of 1996. Peter's older brother Benno, a decent man working for the Utrecht police, became psychotic and took someone hostage. The goal was to win back his former fiancée. This, of course, did not succeed. Benno ended up imprisoned and got a hefty sentence when it became known how far he had gone.

	It could have all worked out....

	But being incarcerated didn’t stop Benno. He had a henchman who was even more dangerous than he was. This henchman carried out Benno's plan to perfection. Benno's fiancée was the target. Benno felt that everyone around her had been responsible for abandoning him.

	The henchman murdered not only her, but everyone she loved one night in August 1996. She was part of the crew surrounding a world famous band from Sydney. That night, almost everyone in the band Watership was murdered during a concert. Including anyone who was in the crew and happened to be in the way. The massacre claimed dozens of lives. Australia was stunned, the world wept, and the family to which Benno belonged was devastated.

	From then on, Peter's family were outcasts. A source of gossip and backbiting.

	Peter's father didn't survive. He couldn't cope with the shame and ended his life.

	 

	Peter's mother now lives a sheltered life and rarely goes out. Benno's brother and sister refuse to give up their lives.

	Maaike and her wife Doreen moved to Norway, near Trondheim.

	Peter stayed with his mother. Despite everything, Peter went to college and even wrote several thrillers under a pseudonym. After all, he had plenty of material to work with from the past and from his work as a volunteer fireman. He worked not only in the field, but behind the scenes as part of a think tank, using his specialized knowledge of nature and science to create problem-solving situations to prevent disasters. 

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Just as fire cannot put out fire, neither can evil overcome evil.

	 

	Leo Tolstoy
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	CHAPTER 1

	MORNING AT SCHIPHOL AIRPORT

	 

	 

	His head was singing, his heart was beating with excitement. There was a feeling of supreme joy within him, but it was tempered by Mother's voice he heard in his head. A voice he had been hearing for weeks. The voice that kept reminding him of what he wanted to forget: the misery his brother had caused. That voice wanted to stop him, to warn him, perhaps to protect him from evil. But he had persisted and sworn to her that nothing - and certainly not his brother Benno's failure - could stop him. Yesterday he had thrown it in her face: She was doing more harm than good. She was destroying herself more than she realized with all these thoughts of Benno. By talking about the past, she would just put Benno on a higher pedestal. That was something that could never happen, and everyone around her knew it. Unintentionally, Benno's crime became bigger and bigger. Mother's thoughts were more and more preoccupied with this rotten apple in her basket. Peter had forbidden her to talk about it. Benno's name was no longer to be mentioned in his house, and he didn't want her to bother him about what might happen because of what Benno had done. He had told her once again that after thirteen years he was completely fed up with her thinking and keeping Benno centered in her life. Of course, she knew that he'd done that much earlier, but it hadn't come up again until he told her about his plans. Yesterday he had even told his mother, desperately, that he no longer wanted anything to do with his brother ever again. Benno was dead to him. And from that moment on, his mother stopped her pleading. She didn't speak at all anymore. Perhaps that was even worse than when she had begged for the umpteenth time. But that silence only lasted a moment, for she still couldn't keep her mouth shut, all she could do was attempt to stop him. 

	'Pieter-Jan, are you really sure you want to do this?' He heard the pain in his mother's voice. She even called him Pieter-Jan, a name he hadn't used for years. 

	DON'T DO THIS, she projected in his mind, just by putting her hand on his arm. 

	DON'T LEAVE ME ALONE WITH ALL MY MYSERY, she tried to impress upon him with her urgent and persuasive look.

	Fortunately, his comrades were talking incessantly, so the pained look of his mother beside him went unnoticed. Almost.

	Finally, they entered Schiphol Airport. As if she did it every day, his mother drove confidently into the parking garage where she could park to wave him off. For someone who hardly ever went outside, it was a remarkable feat. She failed again trying to get pity. Apparently, she wasn't as dependent as she'd led him to believe. She could do a lot more than she was letting on. Funnily enough, this gave him the extra strength and relief that he needed and supported his decision to leave for a few weeks. She really could handle herself. No need for him to stay and worry.

	All the suffering she had around her was just self-pity. That is, when he was around. The truth was quite different.

	When she removed the key from the ignition, he put his hand on hers for a moment and squeezed it gently. He looked at her and saw a weak smile on her pained face.

	'It will be all right, trust me,' he whispered. 

	 

	Fortunately, his good mood returned and he got out of the car. He grabbed his large suitcase and slung the backpack over his shoulder. Then he kissed her on the cheek.

	'Don't worry so much. It's okay, it's going to be okay. We'll stay in touch, I promise. I'll call you as soon as I'm over. But promise me you won't mope around. That’s not going to help anyone. And please don't take me leaving out on Maaike. Give me that, Mom,' he said firmly. Her face lit up and she gave him a cautious smile. She kissed him back and whispered, 'Then go, go on, get out of here. Before I change my mind and drag you back into the car.'

	Unexpectedly - and to break the tension - one of his three friends put a Santa hat on his head and he got a shove. He saw that they had all put something crazy on their heads, and even his mother had put on a Santa hat. Laughing, they headed for the departure lounge. Happy, excited, just like friends going with their friends to something wonderful should be. It felt good; it took away the sharpness of the lump in his throat. Just a few more minutes and he would be alone to begin this wonderful Christmas adventure.

	He walked ahead of her, across the parking lot of Schiphol Airport, toward the revolving door to his adventure. He deliberately chose not to walk beside her, lest he be questioned. Why had she gone with him at all? She hardly ever went outside and avoided contact with others as much as possible. So why did she want to be with him now, in such a crowded place? The answer was clear enough: this was her last chance to keep him at home. She was trying to manipulate him into staying with her out of pity instead of going so far away. He understood perfectly: he would go to the place she had erased from her personal map of the world. Australia was a no-go zone for Mother, a place too painful to think about. What had happened there - partly at the hands of her eldest son - could never be made up for. For her - at least within her own four walls - it was no longer negotiable. Never again. And every time he came to her, he had to hear it all over again. Logically, his sister had emigrated. It didn't work for Maaike to keep everything secret. They had tried for a while, but it didn't work. Together with his sister, he had dealt with the problem.

	A year after the attack, they had made a very courageous decision and boarded a plane to America. And there, little by little and with great effort, something wonderful had come into being. A friendship with Vincent Jones. Very carefully, an almost impossible bond was formed. Hate had turned into understanding and the wound had started to heal. At least for him and Maaike and for Vincent. He didn't know what it was like with everyone else. He didn't even dare to think about it. The only thing he knew for sure, was that what he was about to do felt good. Because he wasn't just going on a trip: he had been invited. By the one person in the world from whom one would least expect it. And he was going to go, even though his mother was so much against it. He had to go: Dominic and Vincent needed him. Now he could do something for them, just because he had always been open and honest with them, telling them how he had tried to shape his life by doing good, by paying off a debt, as he felt he had to do. Something that he didn't have to do, but that could ease the pain of what had happened. He tried to live his life in a way that would benefit others. He worked voluntarily, for years as a specialist fireman and took every initiative for doing good. His friends used to call him crazy, but they also understood where he came from. And he was grateful for their friendship because they knew his background. There had never been any secrecy about it. He had never tried to hide what had happened, as his parents had done. He had talked about it, no matter how much damage it did. But in the end, at school and in his spare time, he had managed to show who he was and how hard that sometimes was. He had been able to convince everyone that nobody in his family - except Benno - had anything to do with the terrible attack in Sydney.

	He had been corresponding with Vincent for a number of years now. First by writing to each other, then by using Social Media to keep in touch. Slowly but surely they became better acquainted and Peter, as his friends call him, learned about Vincent's new life. They matured as the years passed and the friendship grew. Peter went from child to adolescent to an adult. Going to university, growing up, getting taller, having to develop a thick skin because of what happened. And Peter learned how Vincent grew in his new life as a husband and a member of a band that got more popular with every song they played. That was the past. At least as far as Peter and his sister was concerned. They only wanted the past dead and buried. Now it was time for him to help. 

	 

	Dominic and Vincent had told him about the situation in the past years. The Dutch winter was the Australian summer. It was usually hot and there were fires every year. Big, devastating fires that seemed to get worse every year. A situation you couldn't imagine if you hadn't lived through it. It had made him think. He had read about it, talked about it with the teachers at school and with his colleagues. Together they had talked about what he could do. It wasn't much, because the fire department there was very efficient, but any difference in technique could be a possible deciding factor in getting the fires under control or maybe even preventing them. He could make a difference, although he expected it to be very small. But he was going to try: he was going to do it. The decision had been made last winter. He wanted to do this one little thing to help. To think along and give back what he could. To make up for what had happened years ago that no one wanted to talk about anymore. 

	He shook his head at the thought. Away with those unpleasant memories. That was the past. For them as a family, it needed to be left buried deep in the past.

	He had been very thorough in his preparations for the trip. He had even been to the embassy in The Hague to explain what he was planning, especially in light of his brother's insane act. He wanted to assure them that he meant no harm and that everything he was going to do was on a voluntary basis. He even proved that he had more than enough savings in his account and that he would carry enough cash with him. So as not to get into trouble when applying for his Working Holiday Visa to Australia, he had stated very clearly what their home situation was. His father was dead, his mother was alive, his sister lived with her wife in Norway and his brother was in prison for life. With all the papers to prove it. He even had a few sheets of paper with him that showed exactly what kind of luggage he was carrying. He had made sure that he was the only one packing his suitcase and backpack so that, for example, his mother could not put anything extra in it that might embarrass him if he were checked.

	He had also given a detailed description of who he was: an almost thirty-year-old friendly guy who wanted to do good. Who lived off the books he had written and was still writing, who loved nothing more than volunteering during the day and excelled at it, and who had a spotless record. A perpetual student who always wanted to learn more. An organizer, someone who organized and tried to get things done where others would not. An unwritten page, on several fronts.

	But the fear remained that he would be denied entry because of his family history. Fortunately, he had two letters with him, two letters that would be crucial if he were confronted by someone who wanted to deny him entry despite everything. He had them in his inside pocket and cherished them like his babies. They were proof that not everyone had turned their backs on them. That there were people who saw that they, too, had been hit hard as a family.

	These were the people he was going to visit. His mother could make a scene but she wasn't going to win this battle.

	With each step he took, his resolve became stronger. He felt elated, excited, and relieved, but this was not the time to show it. Maybe it would have been better if his mother had not been there last night? No. It was better not to think about that. She seemed to be holding her own now, even laughing at the silly things his friends said. She held her own and so did he. Soon he would be allowed to let go. To live the adventure he had been looking forward to for so long and for which he had worked so hard. All the necessary steps had been taken. The revolving door was the last step to final certainty: nothing or no one would stop him now. Well, actually, that had been true from the moment he had decided to leave, but now his heart was winning over his feelings as well. Australia, here I come.

	He turned once more and looked at the small group waving at him: his mother and his three best friends. Even the commander-in-chief of "his" barracks had come to shake his hand and wish him good luck on his mission.

	Peter tapped his backpack, which contained his laptop with all the information he could provide, and raised his thumb to signify that he had everything he needed to relay and clarify all the information. Then he wanted to go to the terminal indicated on his boarding pass.

	'Peter, hold on, someone wants to tell you something,' he heard his friend Mark shout. 

	He motioned for Peter to come back.

	Peter hesitated: was it wise to go back again? But the moment he saw the grin on his buddy's face, he changed his mind. A moment later the phone was pressed into his hands and he saw the sleepy face of his sister Maaike, her wife Doreen and their two little boys.

	'Hey wonder boy, make it a lasting memory. Now it's your turn to go over there. Get them... the good way,' she greeted him, smirking.

	Peter saw his mother startled and embarrassed and held the phone in her direction to show her that her own daughter was supporting him.

	'Even Maaike and Doreen get it, so get over it and be happy for me. Vincent invited me, that's the ultimate reconciliation, right?' he tried to reassure her for the umpteenth time.

	His mother wiped away her tears and Peter looked back at the screen.

	'Say hi from us, please? And make sure you come back in one piece. We can’t do without you!'

	Then he got all the kissing emoticons on his screen.

	'Thank you, ladies and gentlemen. This is just what I needed. You guys understand what I’m trying to accomplish.'

	Those last words were a sneer to his mother. Perhaps the girls understood his motives better because they lived in the middle of nature and saw for themselves what was happening around them. Norway, when they started their big move, looked very different from last summer. He was shocked. Where had the little river that flowed in front of the girls' house gone? Why had the first rows of trees died? And it occurred to him that the rain had simply not come. In the twenty-three days he spent with them, not a drop had fallen. And that was worrying. It was then that he dared to tell them his plans to go to Sydney to visit Vincent and the band over the holidays just before Christmas. And to perhaps visit Dominic and his family at Oakley House. Maybe he would be able to pass on his own knowledge to his colleagues in Australia. Any help that could be given to save the farm from the wildfires was welcome. The fires were becoming more intense and threatening each year. Dominic had even suggested it to him. What was the Dutch view of the big problem Australia had? After all, the Netherlands also had heath and dune fires. Could he, with his expertise and the experience he had gained in the fire service, give a vision of what they could do differently from other years? Could the house and the rest of the large farm be saved from going up in flames? He promised to do everything he could to make that happen.

	'I'm really going to stop now, or they'll fly away without me,' he said quickly, wanting to leave.

	'You really need to find a girlfriend, though,' he heard Doreen call out. He stopped abruptly. What did that woman say now, he laughed. 

	He heard her giggle, 'We're due for a party.'

	He waved at her and let his fingers flutter. Before he made a fist, he raised his middle finger for a moment and just gave them a big wink. Then his face twisted into what should have been a grin. A girlfriend, yes. In fact, a woman who would pay attention to him. That would be nice. Here in Holland, his "baggage" had proved to be too big a step for women. Benno had ruined that for him as well. And thanks again, brother.

	Peter recovered and turned around for the very last time.

	'Mom, hang in there. Everything will be fine. I'm welcome and everyone knows why I’m coming. No need to worry.'

	He kissed her one last time, waved goodbye and walked off into the adventure.

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 2

	JETLAG IN THE HEAT

	 

	Peter Kuypers shook his legs as he walked through the baggage hall to the customs hall. What a flight: first to Dubai - nice to say, but nothing to see because it was only a transfer - and then on to Sydney. Twenty-four hours had gone by and most of the time he had been sitting in the seat, folded up. That was so not like him. Maybe it had something to do with his height: at almost 6.6 feet, it would have been better to fly a class higher, as Vincent had offered him. But being a perpetual student, he didn't have the money. In retrospect, it had been foolish of him to turn down the offer of a plane ticket at Vincent's expense, but that would have been to his credit. Having his stay paid for was generous enough. So he walked around the plane a few times after each movie, trying to do some exercises and stretching his legs in the aisle in agreement with his fellow passengers. But now they had finally landed in Sydney. According to his non-digital watch, it was now 8 p.m. in the Netherlands, but here in Sydney it was six in the morning. He quickly wrote a message on the family app before he forgot. He saw on a screen that it was 80 degrees. He switched from Celsius to Fahrenheit and tried to convert it in his head. What was it again? He sighed when he'd calculated it. So hot already... And it was still very early. There he was in warm winter clothing. He quickly took off the vest and tied it around his waist. He stuffed the sweater into his backpack. At the baggage carousel, where he grabbed his suitcase, he saw more people changing quickly. He hadn't thought for a moment to put on thinner clothes. Stupid, really. Luckily he had packed them, otherwise it would have been a big expense.

	Peter rolled up the sleeves of his shirt and went to Customs. He got through without any problems. He had nothing to declare, nor did he get a suitcase check. Relieved, he walked into the arrivals hall.

	He had received a WhatsApp from Vincent before leaving Holland.

	'Sorry mate, I'm playing with the band in Melbourne and will be back in Sydney tomorrow afternoon. My secretary Kelly will pick you up. You can stay at the beach house as we agreed. See you tomorrow afternoon!'

	 

	Kelly would take him to the beach house, which belonged to Vincent and where the members of Vincent's current band regularly stayed. It was empty now because everyone was too busy performing and it was actually much too hot to be on the beach. 

	Peter didn't seem to have a problem with that. It couldn't be too hot for him. Especially not after all the months of cold and rain they had already experienced in Holland.

	When he entered the arrivals hall with his suitcase and backpack, he was overwhelmed by all the people. He quickly tried to move away from the walkway to concentrate on where he needed to go when he soon saw a sign sticking up above the crowd. He saw that his name was on it: Peter Kuypers. Because of his height, he could see that a woman was holding the sign up. 

	Was this Kelly? A young woman, somewhere in her thirties, reddish curls dancing around her cheeks and neck, wearing a thin cotton dress. As he got closer, he saw that on her feet she wore elegant sandals that made him wonder how she could walk on them.

	To his great surprise, he felt an avalanche of emotions and confusion in his body. He looked at her without her looking back at him, and he knew for sure: love at first sight existed. And it was happening to him. Cupid had hit him right where he needed in one fell swoop. He had to take a few deep breaths before he could go on. Joking aside, what kind of experience was this? How clichéd was it supposed to be? The sweet moments in movies he had laughed at heartily with his comrades. How they had laughed about it, in absolute disbelief. How they were sure it could never happen, that it didn't exist. But nothing was further from the truth, and he felt foolish and immature. But having regained his composure, he went up to her and pointed to the sign.

	'Hi, I am Peter Kuypers, are you looking for me? I have an invitation from Vincent Jones,' he stammered in English. He patted his chest to show where the letter was. He immediately realized what a stupid gesture this must be for someone else and scolded himself in his head for being an idiot. And Peter Kuypers... how stupid that sounded when you tried to say it in English. He made an impression, but probably not a good one.

	 

	She looked up to him, and to his great surprise, he saw that something was happening to her as well.

	No, stop it, cried the little voice in his head. Don't be so awkward... act normal and don't be silly.

	But he was almost sure that the spark had jumped to her as well, even if she did not show it. Although... her cheeks blushed as she looked straight at him and showed him her bright smile. Then she looked down at the sign apologetically.

	'Sorry, did I spell it right? It’s hard to pronounce, that “Kuypers”. Is it written correctly?’ 

	He shrugged, 'Oh well, no problem at all. You’ve done well. Just call me Peter. That’s much easier to pronounce. He held out his hand, nodded his head slightly and introduced himself: 'Hello, I'm Peter. How do you do?'

	He could barely restrain himself from making a little bow. He would look like a fool doing so. He coughed for a moment. ‘Well, Peter it will be from now on.’ 

	Kelly pretended not to notice and laughed.

	'Hello Peter from far away Holland. I'm Kelly. Did you have a good trip?'

	The rest of the conversation went more easily and, by the time they’d reached the exit, there was comfortable sense of familiarity. He noticed that not once had she looked at him with the "isn't he the brother of - look"; that look he saw so often when people made the connection between him and his brother. So either she didn't know, or she didn't care. But he wanted to know to be sure.

	'I need to ask you something,' he said before they entered Australia, which for him began behind the doors of the arrivals hall.

	'You know who I am, don't you? Not just the person Vincent invited, but the story behind it?'

	She looked at him curiously.

	'Gosh, you startled me with that question. Do you really think you have to ask that question? I don't have any problem with you or you coming here. You are not to blame for your brother's actions. Besides, Benno was the instigator, not the executor. And that's also a thing of the past, holding someone up for something they can't do anything about is a waste of energy. And believe me: with a person like Vincent as an employer, I need all the energy I can get. But you'll find out.'

	Peter felt so relieved that he spontaneously hugged her and kissed her on both cheeks. He immediately realized what a strange thing he'd done and quickly stepped back. All Kelly could do was laugh, either from shock or because any tension between them was now definitely out of the air.

	Peter was shocked when he actually came outside a moment later and felt how hot it was at 85 degrees Fahrenheit at almost seven in the morning. The air was also very dry.

	‘My goodness, this is really hot,' he remarked as he stepped out into the open in his shirt. He sniffed and looked around. He smelled smoke. But he saw nothing to indicate a fire.

	Kelly saw his reaction. 'We have had westerly winds since early today, so the smoke has turned towards Sydney. You can smell the fires already raging. We have wildfires every year, but it's already worse than usual. It's also been dry for weeks. An occasional rain shower doesn't help anymore. This drought has gone on for far too long, and it is going to be disastrous for our country,' she told him gloomily. ‘This has to change, there has to be a different way of thinking. We can't, as a country, start cutting back on the things that come first right now. There has to be money for the fire department, there has to be more and better equipment. But hey, I don't want to bother you with that. You came here for a vacation. And you will have one. Get in my car and I'll take you to our beach house. Maybe you can get some rest. I think Vincent will join you around five o'clock. Are you okay with that?' she tried to put a different tone in her voice to hide the gloom about the country's problems.

	'I'm here to help. I have some techniques I can share. I can tell them how we do it in our country, and maybe they can do something with our science here. If it doesn't help, at least it can't hurt,' he corrected her. 'And no, I can't solve the problem, but I can suggest possibilities and help where I can. Every dollar that comes in can help, every effort to stop a fire can prevent an even bigger disaster,' he told her, and to his delight he noticed a little plan beginning to smolder in his mind. Raising money, that was something he could think of. 

	'Your commitment is already good,' she said quietly. 'Thank you for wanting to put your energy into something the higher-ups here don't know what to do with.'

	'I'm trying to give something back,' he said simply, shielding his eyes from the bright sun as they headed north on the M1 towards Sydney itself

	The beach house was on Watson Bay, and Peter took in everything he saw. The difference to his own small world was unimaginable. Everything here was big, bigger, biggest. Even the trip he and his sister Maaike had taken to visit Vincent in California several years earlier was dwarfed.

	After a while, Kelly turned into a parking lot in front of a large beach house that was located at the edge of a cliff, with the sea underneath it. He had already seen a large beach, but still had enough privacy that they wouldn't be disturbed here. Peter grabbed his suitcase from the trunk and followed her. It was only about a few meters, but he was sweating when they reached the steps to the front door. And then he had to climb the steps to get to the front door.

	Kelly opened the door and the coolness hit him. What a relief, he thought. This felt so good.

	'I turned on the air conditioning for you last night, otherwise you'd be roasting here with all the wood and heat from the beach,' she laughed. 'Welcome to our beach house.'

	Peter went in and put down his suitcase and backpack. He looked around and felt a sense of confinement take hold of him. Photographs of the former band were all over the place, combined with new ones of Greencard. Walking across the room, he noticed a photo of the band members with their spouses. He recognized them from television, but he also recognized Carol, the wife of lead singer Reve O'Reilley. Carol had previously been engaged to his brother. She had lived with him and his family as an exchange student, she had sat at their table, she had sat on his bed when he had just been a little boy.

	Benno had made all this vanish. Due to Benno, this was all in the past.

	Peter desperately looked around. He suddenly realized that staying here was a very, very bad idea. Everything in this room screamed "shame" at him for his brother's actions. And he wondered how on earth he had come up with the idiotic, absurd idea of coming here. His mother was right: he didn't belong here. This world didn't suit him, he didn't fit into this world. It was wrong to come here, because the still thin scab on the life-sized wound that had formed back then was ripped off in one fell swoop. It was as if his legs had been taken out from under him. 

	Kelly realized what was happening when she saw the confusion slowly creep into Peter's face. The beach house "was" Watership; a tribute to them.

	Peter's brother had seen to it that Watership no longer existed. How guilty Peter must feel. For a moment, she felt doubt creep into Vincent's offer: was Vincent letting Peter stay here on purpose? But she really knew that this was nonsense. Vincent had put all his grudges behind. That was a closed chapter and he'd never take such action against someone so vulnerable in life because of the actions of the person who had turned both their lives upside down. This was something Peter had to face and make room for. It'd hurt, but they had all lived with it for over thirteen years. It would always hurt. 

	Deal with it, had been the motto in the studio for a long time. This pain made them all stronger and gave them the strength to give even more than before.

	'I should have seen this coming,' Peter snorted as he wiped the tears . 'I'm not going to apologize for my tears, because this is how I am and how I feel. This really sucks, and maybe I deserve to get hit like this by standing here in the position I'm in. But I need to believe that it will give me even more strength to realize what I envision. This is how I'll be confronted with my motivations...'

	 

	Kelly place her bag on the table and walked over to him. She embraced him.

	‘You are so brave doing this. It must have taken a lot of courage to make that decision. Especially you... I think you're the best.’ She gave him a loving kiss on the cheek and stroked his hair. It comforted him on the one hand; the kiss had given him butterflies, but he didn't want to be seen as a little boy. Especially not by her. Even if she was older than him, he wanted her to see him as an equal. So he straightened his shoulders and his back and forced a smile .

	'Can I leave you here? Is it still too confrontational for you? I can book you a hotel, no problem,' she offered.

	When she saw him shaking his head, she continued, 'Maybe you want to get some sleep? The bedrooms are ready, the fridge is stocked. There are chairs and couches on the porch and we even have a little private beach. You have to go down the steps to go there. It is lovely, a very quiet place. Go ahead and use everything if you want to stay here. Next to the phone are the numbers where you can reach us. Also a number for the taxi company.'

	‘It's okay, relax…I'll be fine,' he interrupted her stream of words. He gave her a kiss on the hair and briefly considered going further, but he held himself back; not pushing too hard at this point. She was older than him. Maybe she was already in a relationship? He realized that even more after what had just happened. Who knew, maybe he had completely misinterpreted her reaction and she had seen him as a boy, as an impotent and above all stupid child. He, who let himself be carried away by emotions. That could destroy everything before anything even happened. But, as strange as the day had been so far, and as much as he had been unconsciously put in his place, his heart had made a strange leap when he had seen her for the first time. Oh well, maybe it was just the tiredness, the excitement that made his heart beat faster, he thought. It didn't go that fast anymore when you thought you were in love. Not anymore, when you were almost 30.

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 3

	BIG PLANS IN A SHORT TIME

	 

	The sleep that tried to take him in its clutches had given way to writing down ideas. Money had to be raised, and what better way than to use what was at hand. Music, a band... a concert had to be orchestrated and tickets had to be sold to raise money for charity. From the moment he first thought of it back in Holland, the plan had gripped him and he had briefly discussed his plans with Vincent. Vincent had backed the idea, given him names and wrote down how to organize a concert in normal situations. Peter had worked it all out and saved his ideas in the cloud. It just had to be worked out once he'd met Vincent and told him what he had planned. He could sleep later. In fact, he was so tired at the moment he couldn't even sleep. The adrenaline made him think of new additions to the plans he'd already made, and once he'd given in to the urge to put his plans on paper, he was almost unstoppable. He wrote everything the old-fashioned way on paper, but had his online notes handy. With his phone at hand and a few sheets of A4 paper he had found around the house, he worked at the large dining table. He had opened the door to the porch and turned off the air conditioning to enjoy the warm weather as much as possible. Sitting inside with the doors closed was something he could do in Holland. Occasionally he found himself dozing off, but what the hell? By now he had a fantastic basic plan in place, and on another sheet of paper he had a long list of possible participants for his project. This was Plan B of his mission. Plan A, much more important than anything else, was to share his knowledge. Telling what he knew and how it could be done in the field. He had documented all this in Holland, even made a booklet out of it, and he had also taken the story with him on a USB stick. But in order to realize Plan A, Plan B was needed. To make plans possible, money had to come. One hand washes the other; one plan needed the other. This was the vicious circle. So he did what he was good at and what he could do best: he planned a benefit concert. 

	On another sheet of paper, he had noted the weather forecasts they had sent him, and charted for himself the seriousness of the situation with the fires. He was horrified by the results. How could such a huge area be destroyed by fire? And that it was also something that seemed to happen every year, although this year it was very serious. Help was needed, and fast. Not only in labor, but also in money, this so necessary, indispensable money. Money for better equipment, for repairs, for more help, and for... he didn't even know. You couldn't even imagine it if you hadn't ever experienced it before. But just the smell. That was something that really frightened him. And then to think that they were so far away from the actual danger zone.

	The moment his Plan B was realized, it would make a lot of money. But it would take effort and a different way of thinking. He hoped to at least convince Vincent and his band. Hopefully they had enough persuasion and power to create a tidal wave of interest.

	Peter was startled awake by a hand gently resting on his shoulder. He'd fallen asleep again; he couldn't help it. He looked up and saw Vincent Jones smiling at him. Tired as he was - and therefore obviously emotional - Peter couldn't hold back his tears. He stood up, took Vincent in his arms and sobbed his emotions away.

	Vincent embraced Peter and felt that he was tearing up as well. 

	Peter recovered and looked at his host. He saw that Vincent's cheeks were also wet.

	'Who would have ever thought that this would happen?' Peter said.

	Vincent nodded. 'We grew slowly into this. It took time. Grief is not something that ends overnight. Not for us, and certainly not for you and your family. It's okay, we'll talk about it when it arises, but it should never be something which stands between us again.'

	 

	It was hours later when Peter put his pen down contentedly. All Vincent's bandmates were now sitting at the table. Everywhere were trays of Chinese food, plates and cutlery and chopsticks, and everywhere were cans and glasses and cell phones, whether they were on their chargers or not.

	Vincent picked up a can of Coke and held it up.

	'I think a toast here and now is definitely in order. If you are just cold - well, in this case, warm,' he chuckled, and the group laughed along with him, 'twelve hours on the continent and you manage to pull off this. Take a big bow. Peter. You have a gift for organizing. You've come up with a plan and have managed to arrange it in such a way that I can say with certainty that we'll be able to put up a great benefit concert next weekend. How do you do that, I wonder? How did you come up with it? How often have you done this before? I can't believe that we've arranged for almost everyone we asked to come as well. It is incredible: Luke, Brian, Luka, Owen, Iva, James, Matt.... these guys are the top of our Aussie Rock and they just all cooperate. Peter Kuypers, you are the best. Australia thanks you in advance.'

	Peter stammered that most of the work had been done before and he had a lot of help from Vincent, among others, and the organizations that usually worked for him when organizing a concert. It was just a matter of tying up the loose ends and connecting the dots. Together with everyone who had helped him, it was done even faster than he could have imagined. 

	Vincent took a deep bow and Peter's cheeks couldn't get any redder. There was a loud round of applause for him and he looked down a little bit embarrassed. All the attention, it wasn't like him at all. He noticed that Kelly, who luckily was back tonight, got a phone call and he saw that she went out for a moment. But soon his attention was drawn back to Vincent and his team. They talked some more, noted down more points of interest for the next day, and continued to deliberate.

	Peter felt happy.
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