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AUTHOR’S NOTE


 

Many of the locations within this novel are real. The story itself is fictional, which means creative flair has been given to locations and characters – descriptions and actions are purely for plot and entertainment and are not intended as critiques of existing entities, people, or places.

 

Enjoy, and come visit Western Australia soon.
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CHAPTER ZERO

DISMISSING MY EXISTENCE

 

 

I gaze at the ocean as a light breeze ruffles my hair, try to find the beauty in the unfolding sunset. It’s something I don’t do often enough––watch the sun disappear, the sky fill with hues of orange, pink and purple. I never stare up at the stars, either. In the northern suburbs of Perth, where I live, the light pollution makes me forget they’re up there, all around us. I should do these things more often. There are only so many times in your life you get to appreciate wonders we don’t even have to pay for.

I pull back from a stretch of wooden railing, turn to take in the sprawling suburb behind me. I’ve visited Yanchep more in the last two weeks than the rest of my life. When I was a kid, we’d come this way for one of two things: Atlantis, Perth’s version of Sea World, which didn’t last long, an enormous statue of Neptune rotting away somewhere; and the national park, always busy with picnics, boat hire on the lake, and cave tours. If I didn’t have to go into another cave in my lifetime, I’d be happy.

I start heading for my car, parked near a café. The place is closed now but I’ve already been there three times today, ordered my triple-shot coffees, scanned the rooms for faces. Searching for one in particular. Never having any luck finding her.

I get in my car, take the winding road back to civilisation. When I was young, Yanchep used to feel hours away, even though it wasn’t. Now, the coastal area is growing, Perth suburbs sprawling northward to meet it. A couple of years ago, there was something in the news about it hitting over ten thousand residents. 

Again, I’m just looking for one.

I find a familiar pocket of housing. The road is improved, the bitumen dark, which doesn’t match the houses. Most are leftovers from the seventies, resisting the area’s redevelopment. Those that gave up are now empty lots of white sand. There are only a few eyesores as fresh as the road. 

I reach a roundabout, pass one of the new, two-storey monstrosities, pull into the vacant land beside it. Idle the engine, wait for someone to emerge, ask what I’m doing. Ask why I’ve parked here several times a day.

When I’m sure that nobody gives a shit that I’m here––just another investor trying to visualise the matching monstrosity they’ll develop––I cut the engine, get out my car. Stretch. Listen to the faint sound of crashing waves from the coast I’d just left. It’s part of my self-taught immersion therapy. Take in the ocean’s raw energy. Try not to imagine my cousin, Trent, falling to his death into its depths, shot cliffside by the sweet grandmother I’d never had, Leonie Haynes. It’s not the ocean’s fault its waves swept Trent’s body away. Anger and despair fuelled Leonie, making her take Trent’s life in retribution for Trent’s parents killing her foster daughter, Tiffany. For burying her in a cave I never want to set foot in again.

I take a concrete path, walk by the monstrosity. Seagulls circle overhead, mewing for their next meal. Despite the time of day, we’re well into summer now and the heat knows it. There’s no cloud cover. White sand, paths and roofing have reflected sunshine all day. I glance at the two-storey house. Its front yard is all limestone walls and artificial lawn. It’s worth a million, at least. I can’t imagine having a million dollars in my lifetime. Right now, I’m jobless, although I’m about to shift into another career.

A lady appears on the opposite side of the road, her dog jerking her along on its lead. She glances at me, does a double-take, then succumbs to the dog’s pull, heading away from me. 

I’m jobless, but recognisable. I’ve been the subject of several news reports over the last month. My face has been on the front page of our local newspaper. Twice. Which makes it hard for moments like these, when I need to blend with the suburb’s everyday happenings.

I pass the monstrosity, ease onto the lawn of its neighbour––a remnant from the seventies, one of the first houses to be built in the area. It has rose bushes running alongside its tan-bricked walls, the tops of palm trees visible out the back. I take a paved path towards its front door.

My high school friend, Sergeant Gary Winters, helped me find this house. Getting to the address was part puzzle-solving, part luck. A life-changing sequence of events that started with the death of my uncle, Graham; led to the discovery that my father had an affair before he died, which gave me a half-sister, Lillian. Who I’m hoping to meet now. Who’s evaded me for the last two weeks.

I knock on the front door. Wait. There’s no security screen, just a thick wooden door with a thin slat of frosted glass down half its length. I assume the inhabitants can see out, or see a shadow. So, if Lillian were inside, she would know someone was waiting for her. I don’t think she’s inside, though. Two weeks ago, I pieced together the landline number leading to this house. Called it. Heard Lilian’s voice for the first time. Cried with relief, with the knowledge she was alive. Then she’d told me it wasn’t the right time, that she would speak to me later. Dismissing my existence.

I could have left it there, respected her wishes. But my family killed her foster sister, has had Lillian on the run for the last three years. Her foster mother is in hospital, recovering from an awful stab wound, and when she’s healthy enough, authorities will whisk her straight to prison, the aftermath of her anger-fuelled retribution. Lillian needs to be around for that. To help bury Tiffany. To see that I can help her, that I’m not like the rest of my murderous, illegally-spy-on-everyone-in-their-hometown family.

I remove a lock pick set from my pocket. It’s stored in a tiny cloth case, a gift from my amazing wife of fifteen years, Lucy. I’m not sure if it’s legal to own, but Amazon shipped it in one day and nobody questioned the purchase. I should remember the legalities. I trained in the police academy after leaving school. Was an officer for two years before receiving my own awful stab wound. After reconnecting with Sergeant Gary Winters, while preparing for Uncle Graham’s funeral and exposing my father’s family, he offered me a place in his department. So, Gary believes I remember more about the law than I do. After rejecting his offer, he’s helped me prepare for a side-career as a Private Investigator, my licence arriving in the mail any day now. Watching this house has given me plenty of surveillance hours to add to my credibility.

I take two thin bars of metal, slide them into the lock. 

My first act before I officially start my PI business is to break into the house I’ve been surveilling. I don’t need to remember the legalities of what I’m doing, but I don’t care. And this doesn’t make me like the rest of my family. Desperation has brought me to this point. Two weeks of surveilling this house, praying I’d see any sign of life within. But nobody has come and gone. Nothing delivered to the mailbox or door. Common sense tells me I’m going to step into an empty building, but my eyes need to confirm this. I spoke to my half-sister on the landline that’s attached to this address. So, she was here at one point. If there’s a shred of evidence pointing to where she’s gone, I have to risk everything to find it.

Three minutes of fumbling the picks and the door clicks open. I look around, check for more dog walkers and other people passing by. Nobody. I wonder what the police response time is around here, if anyone has called in the suspicious man hovering outside the rose bush house. I glance at the monstrosity next door, picture someone watching from a second-storey window. Nobody.

I turn the handle, open the door. Slip inside, clicking the door and its lock back into place. Stand still in the entryway, listen for any telltale signs of life within. Nobody. No television or radio, talking or snoring, creaking or clunking, water trickling or utensil scratching. 

I’m alone.

I step into a lounge room. Curtains line the windows facing out to the street. I let my eyes adjust to the shadows, hesitant to flick on a light switch. It takes a few minutes for everything to take form around me. There’s a two-seater couch covered with a throw rug; a wooden cabinet made to house a television. Empty. No other decorations, no paintings or framed photographs or other signs of a regular inhabitant. 

I work my way through the room into a dining area, find a light switch on the wall. If someone was going to burst out of a hiding place, they’d have done it by now. I flick on the light. In the dining area, there’s one chair at a tiny wooden table. No crumbs on any surface, no signs anyone’s used it to eat; unless they fastidiously clean up after themselves. I enter the connecting kitchen, take a peek in the fridge. Empty, but still running. I open a few cupboards above a long bench. Several cans of nonperishable items. Not enough to make a meal. There’s nothing in the sink, the drying rack empty. There’s a potted plant on a ledge above it, more curtains robbing it of sunlight. I work my way back to a passageway, assume it leads to bedrooms and a bathroom. Maybe a laundry, since I’m yet to see one.

There’s a squeak outside. I hurry to the lounge room curtains, pull one aside enough to peer out at the street. A tradie’s ute, pulling into the driveway across the road.

I let go of the curtain with a sigh. Head for the passageway, to the first doorway down its dark length. If that was the police pulling up here, what would I have done? Hidden in the room? Run out the back? If I got myself arrested, what would Gary say? He’s already suspended while they investigate officers within his department; an investigation my actions were responsible for. Adding this highlight to his list would hardly work wonders for our friendship.

I shake off the thought, peer through the threshold of the first room, reach out to flick on the light. My reflection stares back at me in a bathroom mirror. I look tired. Real tired, the bags under my eyes adding years to my actual forty-one on this planet. My brown hair, cut short before a recent television interview, is flat and greasy. When did I last wash it? I shake my head, flick off the light. I don’t enjoy looking at my reflection at the best of times. Today’s just a reminder of how much this has affected me. Of why I’ve resorted to breaking in to this house.

There’s a laundry area next, white goods missing. I check two cupboards; both are empty besides a solitary towel. There are two bedrooms deeper within. Well, one of them would suit a bedroom, or study, but it’s absent of any telling furniture. The last room has a queen bed inside, atop a wooden frame. It’s fitted with sheets, but they are straight and crisp and have had no one lie atop them. There’s nothing else in the room of any value.

So, an empty house leaving me empty-handed.

I work my way back to the dining area, take a seat. Scan the rooms surrounding me from a lower angle. When I was looking for her, Lillian had taped a business card inside a letterbox, left pre-recorded song samples on an answering service, wrote extra numbers on Uno cards––all to lead here. Maybe there’s one more hidden clue? Something to make sense of her current absence.

I find myself looking into the kitchen, staring at the plant on the ledge. It’s a pink orchid. Tall yet drooping towards the aluminium basin below. When was the last time someone watered it? How long did they expect it to survive, the only sign of life in the house?

I get up, walk to the plant. Lift its pot off the ledge. The only life in the house, so it feels out of place. I feel the pink petals. They’re real. Check the moss it’s planted in. It’s dry. But just to the side of the pot, peaking out of the brown, fur-like texture, is the edge of a plastic Ziplock bag. I lower the pot to the sink, work the bag out of its hiding spot. Hold it to the light. 

A small bag, drug-dealer’s choice. Except this has a slip of paper wedged inside, instead of marijuana or cocaine. 

I remove the paper. Unfold it. Stare at the handwritten message.

 

December 20, listen to my year of birth.

 

So, I’m not leaving empty-handed. I’m leaving with another bizarre clue. I would love nothing more than to scream, attention be damned, but I should look on the bright side. Lillian isn’t here, but she expected me to enter at some point. To find this clue. She would have hoped I’d taken less than two weeks to break in. Because December 20 is only eight days away.

 

 




CHAPTER ONE

CHILLI’S GOT A KICK

 

 

Summer sunlight in Perth stops you from sleeping in. It laughs at heavy drapes, finding its way through the tiniest crack or pinprick, seeking your eyes. Burning you. Telling you, Wake up, there’s so much to do today.

I grab a pillow, pull it over my head. Just for once, I’d like to pretend there’s nothing I need to do. I reach an arm across the mattress, search for Lucy. She’s already gone to work, though. Of course, it’s not the weekend yet. It’s Friday. The last teaching Friday of the year, since her school finishes next Thursday, the nineteenth. She will be brighter than the sun when she gets home.

I can hear lots of thumps, the padding of footsteps. They thump closer, reaching the bedroom’s threshold.

‘Uncle Henry?’ two voices chorus.

They don’t even wait for a response. They can sense I’m awake. Seconds later, two heavy bodies land on my back, the pillow ripped from my grasp.

‘Uncle Henry!’

‘No, it’s not.’ I slide my arms out, get ready to push. ‘It’s the tickle monster, and you made it angry!’

The children giggle as I lift my body, turning to topple them on the mattress. Through sleep-encrusted eyes, I look down at Katie and Thomas. Eight and almost-five. If they didn’t wake me up like this every damn morning, they’d be cute. I roar, then form claws with my fingers and tickle their tummies, arms, feet, resisting the bucking of their limbs.

‘Kids, stop annoying your uncle.’

Sarah appears at the door. My wife’s sister. The sunlight catches the red dye in her hair, glowing fire on her scalp. She folds her arms in a mock angry-parent pose, then breaks down with a smile.

‘You’re lucky your mum’s rescuing you,’ I call out as the kids scurry off the bed.

‘Sure, rescuing them.’ Sarah hugs her children, nods to me. ‘Mum made Nasi Lemak for breakfast. I made coffee.’

‘Give me a few minutes.’

They disappear. I concede defeat to the sun, rise from bed and make sure my hair isn’t stuck to one side. It feels less greasy now, after the long shower I had upon my return. After everything that’s happened, I could stay here in my room, enjoy this moment to myself a bit longer. I don’t want too long with my own thoughts, though. Don’t want to think about how I will fill the next eight days before trying to contact Lillian again.

I leave my room, work my way through my house, find everyone in the kitchen-slash-dining area. Sarah, her kids, and her parents. My in-laws have been on a brief visit from Singapore that has now turned into an extended stay. We’ve given my sister-in-law and her kids a room while she avoids her husband, Desmond, who’s hidden a gambling addiction since the start of their marriage. They’re working things out, but it’s a long road to recovery.

‘Henry.’ My mother-in-law, Win, rises to greet me. Despite her slight frame, she pulls out the neighbouring chair as if it’s weightless. ‘I made you Nasi Lemak. Eat, eat.’

‘Smells amazing.’

Some people wouldn’t find the competitive smells of coconut rice, egg, sambal and fried fish amazing in the morning. I’ve had years of this food, though, embracing Lucy’s heritage, and it’s so much better than the toast and Vegemite my Aussie parents raised me on. Well, parent, since dad died when I was a teenager.

‘Take some peanuts,’ my father-in-law, Aqil, says, holding out a bowl. He winks at me. His way of saying hello.

‘And don’t forget cucumber,’ Win adds. ‘Chilli’s got a kick.’

Sarah sits beside me, hands me a mug. ‘Maybe drink the coffee before you lose your sense of taste?’

‘Is this the coffee you got me from Melbourne?’ I ask.

‘You’ve got about a kilo left.’

We laugh, drink, eat, talk. The kids have found a box of crayons and are colouring printouts of SpongeBob SquarePants.

If someone were to visit now, they’d think they’d stumbled upon a perfect family.

‘You not in the paper today,’ Win says, smiling.

Aqil ruffles the newspaper in his hands. ‘Going to be forty degrees today. Few days of forty predicted.’

‘Great.’ Yesterday was thirty-nine degrees. What’s one more degree? I’m already looking over at the air-conditioner. Forty-one years of summers and I’m still not used to the extreme temperatures.

The doorbell rings.

‘I’ve got it,’ I say. It’s my house, after all. 

I head to the front door. There’s a young man waiting with an envelope. His van’s in the driveway. I can make out the courier logo. The man asks for my name, then scans the package and hands it over. Months ago, I didn’t get much mail. Even my bills appear online. Then I received a letter from Uncle Graham, asking me to do his eulogy, giving me a list that revealed how far my family had gone to protect their secrets. After that, I’ve been receiving letters far too often. Information from the legal system, including court dates, statements from lawyers. Random people telling me I either did the right or wrong thing ‘dobbing’ my family in. I was also receiving letters from Leonie Haynes, telling me what Lillian was like when she helped raise her. 

Leonie won’t talk to me now, though, so I doubt I’ll get another letter from her. I have to get my updates from the hospital and The Bear, Senior Constable Leigh Collins, who’s also suspended while they investigate Gary’s department. The Bear and I got off to a rocky start, but he’s softened up to me now. A big, bald-yet-hairy-everywhere-else man who’s good to have on your side.

I rip the envelope open as I return to the dining table. It’s nothing to do with my family. It’s the paperwork confirming I’ve registered my Private Investigator business. A decision backed by my amazing wife, who’s going to help me get off the ground once her school’s out for the summer. 

‘That looks fancy,’ Aqil says, examining the licence. ‘You want me to be your first case?’

‘What case do you have for me?’ I ask, humouring him.

‘What happened to the weather here? It’s as humid as Singapore and twice as sunny.’

He smiles as he hands the licence back. We’ve been talking about going to Singapore for Christmas, spending time with Lucy’s extended family. After that, when they remain in Singapore, I’ll miss corny jokes like these. And the strange feeling of having a large, loving family in the house.

I head over to a small desk, my makeshift office, and take a photo of the licence, send it to Gary. He’s the reason I got it so quickly, his recommendation getting me fast-tracked through the system. 

My phone rings. Didn’t take him long. Probably going to offer me my first job as a consultant. An actual job, not like the one Aqil offered. 

‘Don’t forget to eat,’ Win calls out as I grab my phone.

I don’t recognise the number. Maybe Gary’s calling from the hospital? I know he’s been visiting Leonie, too.

I answer the call. It’s not Gary. They identify themselves as a lawyer from a firm I’ve never heard of. Their voice flows between one of refined, feminine grace to a nasal-twanged, closet bogan.

‘Listen,’ I say, cutting off their introductory spiel, ‘I have my own lawyer for all this kind of––’

‘You’re not in trouble, Mister Herbert. I represent a client who has named you as someone likely to help their case.’

I glance at the paperwork on the table. Business already?

‘Who?’

‘Joseph Pooles.’

The name is familiar, but I can’t place it. ‘Why has he named me?’

‘He was your mentor.’

‘From teaching?’

‘Correct.’

After leaving the police force, I dabbled in a variety of jobs before retraining as a Primary School teacher; inspired by Lucy and a need to help young children. I almost managed ten years at my school before the extra-curricular demands outweighed the help I felt I could provide. Proving my wife’s a far better, more resilient human than I’ll ever be.

I cycle through the mentor teachers I had when I went through my university degree. There were six or seven of them, since Edith Cowan University liked to encourage as many practicums as possible. The memory is already stirring. The first eight-week practicum from my final year. Joseph Pooles. He’d been teaching for about five years. And given that I was a mature student, he’d revelled in the fact that I was a year older than him. Calling me grandpa instead of treating me as an equal. The most I’d learned from him were the bad habits you had to work hard to avoid.

‘I barely know him,’ I say, because it’s the truth.

‘He knows that. But he’s seen you in the paper, where you mentioned you were starting a PI business, and…’ I overhear a sigh ‘…Look, things aren’t looking good for him. He needs any extra help he can get, so he mentioned you. If you could come to my office, we’ll discuss the case and arrange a time to visit him.’

Things aren’t looking good for him? My mind cycles through the list of things he could have done. Being a teacher’s bad enough; being a male teacher means working through the stigma left behind from evil men staining the profession. Mental and physical abuse of students. Abuse of power. There’s no way I can have anything to do with this case if that’s what he’s accused of.

‘What have they got him for?’

‘They’ve arrested him for murder.’

‘A student?’

‘No. A parent.’

 



 

 

 




CHAPTER TWO

CLUTCHING AT STRAWS

 

 

The lawyer’s office is in Subiaco. Like Yanchep, I haven’t been near this area for years. When I was a kid, it was a vibrant place. Two tourist-pulling markets, toy stores, chocolatiers, mouth-watering food. There was even a stadium and a kids’ hospital. It’s different now. Old haunts closed down, replaced, revitalised; but nostalgia isn’t important at the moment.

I need to hear what my mentor teacher did. Well, a quick Google search has told me what he’s accused of, but I need to hear it.

The office is inside an old heritage house. I introduce myself to the person at the front desk and I’m asked to wait. A few minutes later, a short blonde-haired woman greets me with the switching accent I caught on the phone. She can’t be over thirty. Maybe the only one in her firm willing to take the case? I’ll ask her that later. 

She leads me down a passageway to her office. It’s large enough for a desk with chairs on either side, two bookshelves full of leather-bound hardbacks, document holders, and not much else. The room smells of vanilla, a diffuser on the table to cover any lingering mustiness.

‘Please, have a seat,’ the lawyer offers.

She has a nameplate on the desk. Jensen Healy. Thank God, I couldn’t remember her first name from her phone call, her news stunning my brain.

She sits opposite, opens a manilla folder and draws out a photograph. She slides the photo to me.

I look at it. ‘Joseph grew a beard, I see.’

‘You confirm this is the Joseph Pooles you know?’

‘Yes, I confirm it.’

She tucks the photograph back into the folder, pulls out a lined piece of paper. A pen appears in her other hand. ‘For notes,’ she says, registering my gaze.

Jensen asks me a few questions about myself. Age, when and where I worked as a teacher, my qualifications as a Private Investigator, how much contact I’ve had with Joseph. She puts the pen down after my last answer.

‘You haven’t seen him at all?’ she repeats.

‘Not since my prac.’

‘Not at teachers’ conferences, nights out, that sort of thing?’

‘Sorry.’

‘No calls or emails to each other, wanting to know how each other’s going in their career?’

‘No mentor teacher I’ve had has ever done that,’ I say. Should they have? Did I leave the kind of impression that makes people want to avoid contacting you? I can’t have. I found employment fast, gained permanency after two years, worked for nine years at the same school. That would only have happened if I were a capable teacher, right? Then again, nobody’s contacted me since I left the profession. Shit.      

Jensen hands me some printouts of newspaper articles. Not the ones I read about the murder, but ones about me and my family. ‘Joseph said he’d seen you in the papers. I had a look myself.’

I cringe at my photograph. ‘I solved a couple of mysteries, by chance. I’m still yet to see the end of it.’ Since trial dates have moved around, because Leonie Haynes silenced a lot of witnesses who’d been there when Tiffany was murdered. ‘I’ve got the stain of murder around me, so if that’s what Joseph’s accused of, I don’t know how I could help.’

Jensen leans back in her chair. ‘Maybe hear the case first, okay? From our perspective.’

I nod. What the hell.

‘Yesterday, Joseph… We’ll just call him Joseph… He had a parent-teacher meeting at the end of the day.’

Ah, the old parent conference. ‘What time?’

‘It started at four.’

Of course. Everyone thinks teachers knock off at three, when the kids go home. Anyone who knows them would say they stay at work for as long as needed, then bring more home. Never turning off.

‘Just the one parent?’ I ask.

‘Father. Year Five student. Meeting about his low grades and general shit behaviour.’ Jensen looks horrified, realising how crassly she’d just surmised things.

‘Don’t worry, I’m used to shit behaviour.’

She smiles. ‘Joseph said this guy would not leave. The meeting had been going about forty-five minutes. Things got heated. Joseph offered to go get coffees for the both of them. Thought it would be a good break, give the father some time to realise he’d worn out his welcome. Oh, did I mention Joseph’s school has several storeys of classrooms?’

‘No. He’s not at Ocean Reef?’

‘He took a position at a private school four years ago. They’d usually be finished for the year but they trialled a three-week midyear break, so they have one week remaining. Anyway, the building is important. Joseph’s room is two storeys up, in the middle. He comes out of the staffroom with the coffees, and––’

‘The father is on the ground?’ In the news report, there was a crude image of a chalk outline on paving. Something whipped up using stock photography.

‘Correct. He’s fallen two storeys onto the brick courtyard.’

I squirm in my seat. ‘Let me guess. No other witnesses?’

‘There was a long staff meeting the day before. Report editing. Yesterday, everyone got out of the Junior School early.’      

So much for teachers staying back.

‘I find it hard to believe nobody else was around.’      

‘Okay, so not everyone. One teacher was there. Miss Silver. In her room, first floor. Diagonally to the right of Joseph’s room. And the principal was in her office.’

‘Did one of them at least hear anything? If things got heated, they could have heard, right?’

‘We’re going through that now. Covering all angles.’

‘So, again, what do you need me to do?’

Jensen struggles to find the words.

‘Interview the teachers?’ I offer. ‘The other parents?’

‘In a way.’

‘Wait. Was the kid there? At the interview?’

Jensen shakes her head. ‘He has two brothers. An older one was taking part in a swim meet, part of events run by the Senior School. The place has its own pool, right near the Junior School. The three boys were all there, the two younger ones helping, watching. Dad was going to join them after the interview. Swim meet finished at five.’

‘And mum?’

‘Works for an airline. Separated but not officially divorced. She was due to see them on the weekend.’

 I shake my head. I’m not a police officer anymore, nor a teacher. I’m not the person who Joseph Pooles needs helping him.

‘Are the police feeding you enough information?’

‘Joseph had a one-on-one meeting with the parent. There are no witnesses to the murder. They will do everything they can to build a case against Joseph, and only Joseph. They will maintain there was a disagreement, a struggle, and Joseph threw the father off the balcony.’

‘What was the disagreement about? Bad grades?’

‘They can make anything up. Nobody but Joseph will contradict it. Maybe he snapped, called the father a dickhead. Called the kid a dickhead. The father snapped back, a struggle ensued.’

‘Did he call them dickheads?’

Jensen shrugs.

‘What do you need from me, then? Don’t you have your own team to look through everything?’

‘I haven’t told you everything yet,’ Jensen says, dismissing my questions. ‘But I think you should speak to Joseph. You need to hear it from him.’

‘Before I say no, you mean?’

Jensen closes the manila folder. ‘Before you say no.’

Do I want to help? If Joseph Pooles has reached out to an ex-prac student he only had in his life for a couple of months, he’s clutching at straws. There may be no way to help him even if he’s innocent, especially if the police are confident in convicting him.

It’s my first case, though, without spending a cent on advertising. And if Joseph is innocent, and I help prove that, then my face will be on the news for something unrelated to my family, growing my business exponentially. Besides, it’s the diversion I need while I deal with the fallout from Margaret River, while counting down the date to Lillian’s next clue.

Do I discuss my fee now?

‘When should I meet with Joseph?’ I ask instead.

Jensen shifts her chair back, stands. ‘I was thinking right now.’

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER THREE

ANGRY FROM THE START

 

 

Jensen drives us to Hakea Prison in Canning Vale, where they’ve remanded Joseph. It’s one of four maximum security prisons in the state. I’m ashamed to say my relatives are in two of the four. Turning that into a percentage makes it sound even worse.

The parking lot is almost empty, everyone filling the earlier morning visiting hour; a quick hello before the day heats to apocalyptic proportions. 

‘Are any reporters bothering Joseph yet?’ I ask as Jensen pulls into a space. 

‘They can’t get to him here, and my boss is deferring any calls.’

‘Leaving the public to make up their own opinion?’

We exit the car, head for the visitors’ entrance. 

‘You know,’ Jensen says, ‘there are already people on social media siding with Joseph, branding the father the monster.’

Of course they are.

‘About time someone stood up to abusive parents, stuff like that.’

‘Which would only be true if Joseph murdered said parent,’ I point out.

There was a slight smirk on Jensen’s face. It has vanished, now.

We enter the building, go through the sign in procedure. Confirm an appointment Jensen made, complete a visitor identification form, place our phones in a deposit box. Then we’re waved through with a handheld metal detector wand. Rather than following lines to the visitors’ area, we’re led to an isolated room. We take a seat with our backs to the door. Wait.

‘There’ll be a conflict of interest with this case,’ I say. ‘A past mentee finding information to save his mentor?’

‘This is Perth,’ Jensen says. ‘Everybody knows somebody. Besides, you said you haven’t talked to him in over a decade.’

‘True.’

We sit in silence for the next few minutes. Then the door clicks open and I turn to see Joseph led inside. He’s handcuffed to the table, seated on a chair opposite. It all reminds me of the video conference call I had with Aunty Janice. She’d been sitting in a similar room, her lawyer present. But she’d seemed far more relaxed, in control. Without saying a word, Joseph looks defeated in his starched prison clothes. He’s got a huge purple ring around his left eye. His curly brown hair is smushed to one side and his beard looks dry and lifeless, jagged tufts of hair pointing everywhere.

Joseph watches one guard step into the corner of the room. Maybe he’s waiting for Jensen to ask for some client confidentiality? When she doesn’t, Joseph switches his gaze to me, finally registers my presence. ‘Henry Herbert?’ A flutter of a smile. ‘You came.’

I point to the eye. ‘In here, or at the––’

‘He punched me. I told him his kid needs to actually read a book to improve his reading and he punched me.’ Joseph glances at Jensen. ‘Thank you for getting Henry to help.’

‘Technically, he hasn’t agreed to help, yet,’ she replies. ‘He needs to hear your side of events, first.’

‘Didn’t you tell him?’

I lean forward, try to catch his gaze, hold it. ‘I need to hear it from you.’ 

Joseph shakes his head. ‘I didn’t kill him.’

‘That’s not enough. Tell me what happened.’

Joseph rocks on his chair, glances at the guard.

‘Can you give us some privacy?’ I ask the man.

The guard grunts, shuffles out of the room. He doesn’t go far, though; I can see his shadow in a gap beneath the door.

‘Go on,’ I prompt Joseph.

‘We met,’ he says. ‘Hooray! This parent’s been avoiding me all year, waits until the second-last week to see me. You know the type? Does nothing then comes down hard on you for the low marks you’ve told them you’re about to reveal in their kid’s report.’ 

I know the type. The parent who’d rather blame everything but their own absence.

‘Was he angry from the start?’

‘Furious. I was supposed to meet him and the wife but they couldn’t agree to a date. He scheduled last minute and I thought why not, I’ll just get it done and out the way.’      

‘Why was he furious?’

‘I emailed, telling them about the low marks their boy was about to receive.’

‘Was this the first time they knew about his marks?’

‘He’s been a D student since he started. We’ve got tonnes of support in place for him. We have to report individual assessment marks to parents all year on the SEQTA platform, and we have interim reports and semester reports going through their overall marks and effort. You know all this, you would’ve done it yourself. And before you say anything, yes, I tried calling them; many times. They never picked up their phones. Plus, we have school-wide parent interview days at the start of each term and they never made a booking. It’s why I resorted to email.’

Joseph tries to catch his breath, his face red. His frustration emerged without much provocation. Did it fuel his anger during the parent meeting? Enough to push the father over the railing?

I know that if the teacher is doing their job, poor grades are never a surprise for the parents. From memory, Joseph wasn’t the type of teacher to take such communication seriously. He tried to avoid several parent meetings while he was mentoring me. So, did everything happen as he described? Have further years of experience improved his professionalism?

‘What’s the father’s name?’ I ask, because I’m yet to put a name to everyone involved.

‘Heath Hallid. Another double-H, like you.’

‘And the boy’s name? The one you’re teaching.’

‘Blake.’

‘What was Blake good at?’

Joseph flutters a smile. All teachers know marks aren’t everything. ‘Anything computers. Terrible at math but the kid could already code his own mobile app. His dad wasn’t having that, though. The college has an unhealthy emphasis on sport, which plays right to people like Heath. He wanted his son to be doing all the sports he could no longer do. His older brother was in the swim squad. That’s where the boys were at the time.’

‘What year is the older brother in? 

‘Bailey? Year nine.’

‘And the younger one?’

‘Reilly. Year two.’

Two more teachers to talk to regarding Heath Hallid. Given he rarely made an appearance, though, I’m wondering if they’ll have much to add.

‘The swim meet Heath was supposed to go to afterwards, it was still going during your meeting?’

‘It would have had a few heats left.’

‘Could anyone have come over from it?’

‘Well yes, but… to get there and back in such a brief space of time, and to leave and not be seen…’

I glance at Jensen. ‘We’re canvassing for witnesses. Police will be, too.’

‘Okay,’ I say. ‘So, you tell Heath that his son needs to read, he hits you. What happens next?’ 

Maybe, if I go in a few tangents, I’ll catch Joseph off-guard. 

‘I ask him to leave,’ he says, not missing a beat. ‘The guy looks shocked he hit me. Apologises. I ask him to leave again. The man looks like he’s about to cry. He mentions his separation. I feel for him a bit. I offer to go get us a coffee from the staffroom, giving us a quick break. He says we can talk for about twenty more minutes, then he has to get his kids from the pool. I’m relieved there’s an actual cutoff time to this travesty. I leave him in my room, go downstairs. Get the coffees but take my time doing it, eating away at those twenty minutes. I come back out and there’s this lump of clothes in the courtyard. And then I realise it’s a person, and I see what’s left of the face, and, well…’ Joseph gulps, closes his eyes and tries to shake the image away.

When he opens his eyes again, they’re rimmed with tears.

This guy is one big emotional roller coaster. 

‘When you made the coffees,’ I persist, ‘did you talk to anyone else in the staffroom?’

‘No.’

‘Receptionist? Principal?’

‘The staff building has two entrances. One side has an area for the receptionist, deputy, principal, and school psych. The other side has the teacher lounge. I went in the lounge way. There’s a solid door blocking the view between both areas. There’s a passageway joining them, toilets along that stretch.’

‘And how much time did you eat away making the coffee?’

‘At least five minutes.’

‘Are you sure it was five minutes?’

Joseph seems puzzled.

‘You didn’t stop to put ice on your face? You said you were taking your time making the coffee, so maybe you did that, too?’

‘To be honest, I didn’t think to put ice on my face. Shock made me go through the motions with the coffee machine.’

‘Nobody heard you? Walked past the building? Saw that you were distressed?’

‘If they did, I wasn’t paying attention. The rest of my brain was working through how I’d end the meeting with that man, whether I should report him.’

‘And when you saw him in the courtyard?’

‘I froze beside him. A coffee in each hand.’

‘You called for help?’

‘I don’t know what I did. I thought I did, but I couldn’t hear myself. I just… I kept looking at the body, and… But not much later, one of the other teachers appeared. Kristen. She’s on the floor down from me. She screamed. Asked me what I’d done. Then the principal ran out, and from that point on it was more of a blur.’

Joseph leans back in his chair, looking more exhausted than when he entered. I glance at Jensen, who raises an eyebrow that seems to ask, So, you interested?

Am I interested? Will I be helping free an innocent man or a murderer? Have I heard the complete story, or is there something missing? Joseph seems innocent. He’s deflated, hurt, worried. And I may have heard his complete story, or most of his story, but there are elements missing. A five-minute window when Heath Hallid was alone. A five-minute window for someone to hear or see Joseph in the staffroom. After which, a teacher just appeared in the courtyard, followed by the principal; Joseph immediately accused of killing the father.

‘What did you do with the coffees?’ I ask.

Joseph looks puzzled.

‘The coffees you brought out into the courtyard?’

‘I guess… Tali took them out of my hands, I think. She’s the principal.’

I picture Joseph standing there, staring down at Heath’s body, so locked in shock that he couldn’t even drop the coffee cups. Then I picture the opposite scenario, a man so confident he held them firm, even took a sip, looking down at the broken body. Two ways it could have gone. Either way, I’m intrigued.

‘Is there a wife, partner, someone we need to talk to, to tell them what’s happening to you?’

If there was, this would have already been done. I just want to hear him say it.

‘I’m alone.’

I thought so. I don’t know how it impacts the case, I just feel it does.

‘You hit forty and realise you’ve dedicated your whole life to a job that’s now put you in prison. All the people I mentored over the years, never would have thought this could happen to any of them.’

I turn to Jensen. The media are going to portray a loner who cracked after years of teaching, a quiet monster waiting for his chance to strike. I need to know what his co-workers think of him, what his students thought. His experience with other parents. Whether he’d reserved his lack of communication for the Hallids or if it was a common trait. A lot to investigate, with only four days of school left.

‘I’ll do it,’ I say to Jensen. Then to Joseph, ‘I’ll help. And I have an idea how.’



 

 




CHAPTER FOUR

FOSTERING SUPPORT AND HEALING

 

 

Almost sixteen years I’ve been married to Lucy, and I still get giddy when she comes home from work. Earlier in our relationship, it was the sight of her caramel skin, her long black hair and sparkling green eyes. And her smile, always putting one on my face. What’s built far beyond the physical attraction is the knowledge that she’s the perfect complement to me, making me better in every way. 
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