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Praise for The Nowhere Child





‘A nervy, soulful, genuinely surprising it-could-happen-to-you thriller – a book to make you peer over your shoulder  for days afterwards.’
 A.J. Finn


‘[White] is a born storyteller, one who seems to instinctively understand the weave of a proper yarn, and The Nowhere Child is tight, gripping and impressive in all the right places.’  
The Saturday Paper


‘Hugely entertaining … a multifaceted, unsettling debut.’  
The Age


‘The Nowhere Child has everything that comprises an excellent crime novel. It’s taut, raw, emotional, intriguing. The tension becomes unbearable, the story gets creepier as it goes on and the puzzle keeps you reading beyond midnight. Possibilities lurk at the edge of the plot like shadows. Christian White – take a bow.’  
Better Reading


‘[White’s] control of the structure of the novel is impressive throughout … He should be emboldened to undertake that notoriously hard task: the second novel.’  
The Australian


‘The Nowhere Child is a page-turning labyrinth of twists and turns that moves seamlessly between the past and the present, revealing the story in parts and successfully keeping the reader guessing until the final unexpected reveal … It’s an exhilarating ride  and a thrilling debut.’  
Books+Publishing magazine


‘An exciting new voice in crime fiction.’  
Sunday Life magazine, Fairfax


‘Such a clever idea, which grips from the very first chapter.’ 
Ragnar Jónasson


‘The Nowhere Child is the personification of a high-concept thriller, brilliantly executed. Author White raises the bar on psychological suspense, telling Kim Leamy’s tale in a stylish voice and with a heart-pounding pace. Read page one,  and you won’t stop. Guaranteed.’  
Jeffery Deaver


‘The Nowhere Child is compelling and intense. The alternating chapters between past and present are perfectly paced and masterfully written to maximise suspense and lead us down a path of love, hate, redemption, and – ultimately – hope. I literally could not put this book down until I turned the last page. The best debut novel I’ve read in years.’  
Allison Brennan


‘The Nowhere Child is pure dynamite. You do not want  to miss this book!’  
Linda Castillo


‘White skilfully builds an uncertain, noxious world of dysfunctional families and small-town secrets – The Nowhere Child is a gripping debut from an exceptional new talent.’  
Mark Brandi


‘How do any of us know that we are who we are told we are?  This gripping read takes you to the very edge of reality.’  
Jane Caro


‘Beautifully written, perfectly suspenseful and wonderfully dark.  I could not put this book down.’  
Susi Holliday
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For Sum









Prologue


John woke with a start and thought, there’s someone in the house. He’d just heard a noise downstairs, something like the parting of dry, windblown lips. Then, the sound of creeping footfalls up the staircase.


He stared into the darkness above his bed and listened, but aside from the gentle whirr of the central heating, the house was silent again. He rolled over and looked at his wife, ghostly in the dull moonlight falling in through the window.


He’d probably had another nightmare, he thought.


Creak.


The sound came from the first-floor landing, a foot stepping down on the loose floorboard at the top of the stairs. He hadn’t imagined it that time. He was sure of it.


He sat up and stared through the layers of darkness. As his eyes adjusted to the low light, the shapes of the bedroom appeared, like a picture shifting slowly into focus. He saw the towering wardrobe silhouetted against a field of black. The dresser cluttered with his wife’s jewellery, glinting dully in the moonlight like dozens of tiny eyes. A pencil-thin sliver of light spilled beneath the closed door, flickering.


He slid out of bed, opened the door and stepped out. There was a Harry Potter night-light in the hallway. His daughter Mia kept it there, so she didn’t get scared on her way to the bathroom at night. A fat brown moth fluttered blindly against it, over and over. John watched it for a moment, transfixed. Had that been what he’d heard?


Then, from out of the shadows at the far end of the hall, stepped a man.


John tried to speak but fear cramped his jaw.


The man took another step forward. He was tall, bulky, and his head was shaved. He wore white canvas tennis shoes and a heavy black coat that John recognised.


‘Hello, John,’ the man whispered. ‘Do you remember me?’


‘… Yes,’ John managed to say, his voice barely audible.


‘Do you know why I’m here?’


‘Yes,’ John said softly. ‘I think I do.’
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The Widow


Kate Keddie stood in the airport bathroom, practising her smile in the mirror. She hated her mouth. It was several teeth too big for her head, so grinning usually made her look maniacal and deranged. She tried gently curling up the corners of her lips. She was going for confidently demure. She got Shelley Duvall on bath salts.


‘What are you doing with your face?’ Mia asked. Kate’s ten-year-old daughter had skipped out from one of the bathroom stalls to wash her hands. She’d tied the string of a heart-shaped Welcome Home balloon to her wrist, and now it bobbed above her like a buoy.


‘Nothing,’ Kate said.


‘How much longer until Dad gets here?’


‘Ten minutes until he lands, then his plane has to taxi in, he has to collect his bags, clear customs … all up we’re looking at about sixteen hours.’


‘You’re killing me, Mum!’ Mia slapped her feet against the polished concrete floor, buzzing with the sort of nervous excitement she usually reserved for Christmas morning. She’d never spent this long away from her father.


John had spent the past two weeks in London for a palliative care research colloquium. Kate had spent most of that time striking days from the calendar with a fat red texta, longing for his return. She hoped that old cliché about absence making the heart grow fonder was true of John, but a dark part of her feared it might work the other way too. She had read somewhere that it only took two weeks to break a habit, and what was marriage if not a habit?


Kate took her daughter’s hand and led her out into the terminal. The arrivals lounge at Melbourne International Airport was surging with people. Families gathered beneath hand-painted banners, watching the big frosted-glass doors outside customs. Behind them, drivers in black suits scribbled names on little whiteboards. There was a collective energy to the crowd that made it seem like one big entity rather than a hundred small ones, all moving in gentle, nervous harmony, like the legs of a caterpillar.


Any second now, John would emerge through the doors dragging his little blue American Tourister behind him, eyes sunken and weary from the long flight. He would see them and beam. He wouldn’t be expecting them. He had insisted on catching a taxi back home, and Kate had insisted that was totally fine by her, knowing full well that she and Mia would drive out to the airport to surprise him.


She was eager to see her husband, but more eager to hand him back the reins. She was a good mother, she thought, but a nervous one. She had never taken to the role as easily as other women seemed to – her mothers’ group friends, or the capable, busy-looking mums at school pick-up. Kate felt much more comfortable with John’s backup.


‘Do you think Dad remembered my pounds?’ Mia asked, staring over at the display screen outside a currency exchange kiosk. Lately she’d grown obsessed with collecting foreign money.


‘You reminded him at least two thousand times,’ Kate said. ‘I doubt he’d have the nerve to come back without them.’


‘How much longer now?’ she groaned.


‘Five minutes. Watch the flight board. See?’


Qantas Flight QF31 from Heathrow (via Singapore) landed on time and without incident. A silence hung over the waiting crowd that soon enough gave way to shouts, tears and laughter as the first passengers exited into the lounge. Some people poured into the arms of their loved ones, while others beat a path through the crowd to their waiting drivers or the taxi rank beyond.


A pretty woman with a corn-coloured ponytail collapsed into the arms of her waiting man. Then, temporarily forgetting where she was and who was watching, she kissed him passionately on the mouth. Nearby, an elderly Asian couple waved frantically as a man pushed a pram towards them, twin boys dozing inside. Kate watched them, waiting for her turn.


She was a little surprised John wasn’t among the first passengers to arrive. He always flew business class, which gave him access to express lanes and priority service.


Mia went up on tiptoe to scan the crowd. ‘Do you see him?’ she asked.


‘Not yet, monkey,’ Kate said.


They watched the big glass doors keenly. They slid open again. This time, a smaller group of passengers paraded out.


‘I see him, I see him!’ Mia squealed, pulling her balloon down and facing its message towards the door. Then her shoulders sank. ‘No. Wait. That’s not him.’


The second wave of passengers dispersed. There was still no sign of John. The glass doors closed, opened. An elderly gentleman hobbled out, holding a cane in his left hand and a dusty old Samsonite in his right. The corridor behind him was empty.


Kate checked the flight board, double-checked they were in the right place at the right time, then triple-checked. Surprise gave way to concern.


‘Mum?’ Mia said.


‘Keep watching, monkey. He probably just got caught up at baggage claim or he’s being hassled by a fussy customs officer. He’ll be here. Just you wait.’


They waited. Eventually, trying to keep the alarm from creeping over her face, Kate found her phone and dialled John’s number. The call went straight to voicemail. She tried again. Again, voicemail. He had probably forgotten to switch his phone out of flight mode, she told herself. Either that or he had left his charger plugged into the wall of his hotel suite and arrived in Australia with a dead battery.


She began to chew her nails.


The glass doors opened. Kate drew in a tight breath. Three stragglers emerged: a middle-aged couple, who seemed to be in the middle of an argument, and a young backpacker with dirty skin and a tangle of dreadlocks falling across one shoulder. Nobody was waiting for them. The doors closed, opened. This time the flight crew wandered out, chatting casually to one another, happy to have reached the end of their shifts.


Where are you, John? Kate thought.


If he’d missed his flight, he would have called or texted or emailed, wouldn’t he? He may not have known she’d be waiting at the airport, but he did know she’d be waiting. She tried calling him again. Nothing. She looked around the terminal. Most of the crowd had gone, aside from a few passengers at the car rental stalls and a man in a grey coverall vacuuming the strip of carpet by the front doors.


‘Where is he, Mum?’ Mia asked.


‘I’m not sure, monkey. But he’ll be here. It’s fine. Everything’s fine.’


With her eyes trained on the glass doors, Kate reached out and found Mia’s hand. She held it tightly. They continued to wait. Five minutes passed, then fifteen more.


The last time they spoke was over Skype, the morning John’s flight was due to leave London. Kate and Mia were sharing an armchair in the living room, leaning over the screen of the MacBook. Seventeen thousand kilometres away, John sat on the bed in his hotel room. It was a typical suite, wallpapered in soft greens with a minibar to his left and a room-service menu to his right. His passport, wallet and phone were stacked neatly on his suitcase by the door.


‘Are you all set for the flight?’ Kate asked.


‘I’ve got the three things all seasoned travellers should carry,’ he said. ‘Earplugs, valium and Haruki Murakami.’


‘Is valium drugs?’ Mia asked.


‘Yes, honey,’ he said. ‘But the good kind.’ He laughed, but their connection was weak and time-delayed. The screen froze and skipped, making the laugh sound like something out of a fever dream.


John was three years older than Kate but looked five years younger. He had a youthful head of hair and neat, symmetrical features. He was naturally trim and athletic. On the screen, his face seemed to have a little more colour than usual. It was summertime in London, after all.


Mia slid forward onto her knees so her face was centimetres from the screen. ‘When you get on the plane make sure you sit behind the wing,’ she said. ‘That’s the safest place to sit if it crashes.’


‘Business class is right up front,’ he said.


‘Uh oh. In most crashes the first eleven rows get pulverised.’


‘Mia, your father doesn’t need to hear about being pulverised,’ Kate said. ‘How do you even know what pulverised means?’


Mia shrugged. ‘Internet.’


‘She figured out how to switch off the parental lock again,’ Kate said. ‘Our daughter the hacker.’


John leaned back on his elbows and looked over to his left, beyond the screen of his laptop. Kate was struck with an odd and completely unfounded impression that he wasn’t alone. She put it down to paranoia.


‘Leave the safe search off,’ John said, after a moment. His tone had turned flat. Kate couldn’t tell if he was joking or not. ‘Life doesn’t have a filter, so why should the internet?’


‘Wonderful,’ Kate said. ‘Well, tonight I can show her The Exorcist and tomorrow we’ll watch all the Rambo movies.’


He didn’t laugh.


‘We try to protect the people we love from certain truths,’ he said. ‘But I’m not sure that’s always right, or fair. If we don’t talk about the monsters in this world, we won’t be ready for them when they jump out from under the bed.’


Kate had wanted very badly to reach through the screen and touch his face. What kind of monsters?


‘Are you alright, John?’ she asked.


‘I think so,’ he said. ‘I think I’m just ready to come home.’


‘Kate?’


‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Kate Keddie.’


‘Oh, Kate. John’s wife. Oh, jeez, it’s been a while, how are you?’


Chatveer Sandhu was the administrative assistant at the Trinity Health Centre for Palliative Care, where John worked as a physician.


‘I’m sorry to bother you,’ Kate said. ‘But I’m having a little trouble getting a hold of John and thought you’d be the best man to ask. I’m assuming his flight from London got changed or his schedule moved around and someone forgot to contact me?’


There was a pregnant pause, and Kate had to fight hard against the urge to fill it. She looked over at Mia, who was sitting in a plastic chair next to the information booth. Her eyes were desperate and sullen. Tears were welling in them.


‘Are you still there, Chat?’ Kate asked.


‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Sorry. I’m just … I’m not exactly sure what you’re asking.’


‘I’m at the airport and my husband isn’t.’


It seemed fairly straightforward to her, but after another brief moment of silence, Chatveer said, ‘I’m going to transfer you over to Holly. Hold the line for me.’


‘Transfer me? No, Chat, I just need—’


Too late. She was on hold. While she waited, she continued to bite her nails. She chewed too far, winced at the pain.


Classical music drifted down the line: Henryk Górecki’s ominous Symphony No. 3. One of John’s favourites. A neglected masterpiece, he called it. Before they were married, Kate had been happy to leave classical music to the pretentious intellectuals. She had felt far more comfortable in the company of Mariah Carey than of Claude Debussy. But after John spent a good part of their first date discussing Wolfgang Amadeus–this and Ludwig van–that, she had gone out the next day and bought a best-of-classical deluxe double CD collection and forced herself to listen to it. She liked it now – at least, she thought she did.


‘What can I do for you, Kate?’ Holly Cutter asked suddenly in her ear, her tone sharp, already impatient.


Holly Cutter was frustratingly successful. Along with being Medical Director of the Trinity Health Centre, she was also a qualified nurse, spiritual counsellor, medical educator, clinical researcher, an honorary professor at the University of Melbourne and a board director of the International Association for Hospice and Palliative Care. A typical overachiever.


‘Hi, Holly,’ Kate said. ‘I’m not sure why Chatveer transferred me, but I’m at the airport with Mia, and John’s flight has landed but he’s not on it. Is it possible he got caught up at the conference, or his trip was postponed or delayed or—’


‘I don’t know anything about that, Kate,’ Holly said.


Kate felt like tossing her phone across the terminal. 


‘In that case, would you mind transferring me back to Chatveer?’


‘Chatveer doesn’t know anything about this either.’


Kate felt flushed and foolish, mad and sticky. And Mia was still crying.


‘I’m not exactly sure what’s going on here,’ she said. ‘But I think there’s been some sort of a miscommunication. John has been in London for the past two weeks, at the palliative care research colloquium. He’s supposed to be coming home today and—’


‘Listen,’ Holly said. ‘I don’t know what you know or don’t know, and I certainly have enough on my plate without getting in the middle of anything here, but if John attended the research colloquium this year, we wouldn’t know about it.’


‘I don’t understand,’ Kate said. ‘Why not?’


‘Because John hasn’t worked here for three months.’
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The Wife


‘Motherfuckers,’ Abby Gilpin said, loud enough to scare away the ravens. They were feasting on a week’s worth of garbage that had been scattered into the middle of the street. The garbage bin her teenage son had dragged to the top of the driveway for pick-up this morning – after she had reminded him approximately fifty-seven times – had pitched forward in the wind and now lay on its side, lid flapped open like a gaping mouth.


A few of the garbage bags were intact, but the ravens had split most of them open, exposing a tangle of food scraps, plastic wrap, eggshells, coffee grounds and used tissues. Steeling herself against the smell, Abby stood the bin upright and started cleaning up the mess. Her hand landed on a wad that was soft and wet, which she immediately dropped, but not before spilling something foul and unidentifiable down the left side of her leggings.


Abby wasn’t generally fussy about her appearance – she mostly got around in black leggings and baggy jumpers – but picking up garbage in the street on her hands and knees still seemed beneath her. The road was wet. That morning, the island had been hit with the most violent thunderstorm of the season, and it had rained nearly non-stop since. The sky had temporarily cleared, but it was only a matter of time before it started up again.


Working fast, she managed to get all but one of the bags back into the bin. She was seconds away from slamming the lid shut when she noticed something. Through the semi-transparent skin of the bag was a pair of tan-coloured workboots. She made a hole in the side of the bag with an index finger and looked inside.


The boots belonged to her husband, Ray. Aside from a little mud in the tread and a few scuff marks, they looked brand-new. It was possible Ray had bought the wrong size, but it seemed strange for him to just toss them out instead of putting them aside for the Salvos. Bunched up along with the boots were a pair of Ray’s cargo trousers and one of his grey work shirts, Island Care printed across the breast pocket. They still smelled of the lemon-scented laundry detergent that was always on special at the Buy & Bye.


A gust of frigid wind sent her hurrying up the driveway and into the garage, the clothes bundled under one arm.


She yanked the pull-string light switch in the dark, and, after a satisfying click, a bank of fluorescent lights blinked on overhead. The garage was a double and should have been big enough to fit two cars and then some, but like most garages theirs served as a miscellaneous overflow. There were tall, wavering stacks of packing boxes, plastic tubs, empty pots, resistance bands with little resistance left in them, a weightlifting station shrouded in cobwebs, a ride-on mower that Ray got cheap at a garage sale three years ago before finding – surprise, surprise – that it didn’t run.


A narrow path had been carved through the junk, along with a wide rectangular space for Ray’s work truck, a mud-splattered four-door utility. The only other space cut out of all this stuff was for Abby’s workbench, a hulking, paint-stained thing they’d picked up from an antique store on the mainland. Somewhere beyond it was the box of old clothes they’d been meaning to drop at the Salvos for months.


Abby ran her fingers along the wooden benchtop on her way past. She’d have to make time to get out here again soon – maybe some quiet evening, or on the weekend, when the kids were out and Ray was watching the footy. It was on this workbench that, through trial and error and many a trip to Belport Library in search of how-to guides, Abby had become a halfway-confident amateur taxidermist. Arranged neatly on the bench or mounted on the pegboard behind it were a dark-green apron, scalpel blades, surgical gloves, insect pins, fishing line, rubber bands, playing cards (for ‘carding’ ears), borax laundry soap (for curing hides), critter clay, modelling tools, tongue depressors, pliers, super glue, a staple gun and two dozen sets of glass eyes in various sizes.


Underfoot was a humming bar fridge containing a few bottles of water, a six-pack of beer and Abby’s next specimen: a possum that Susi Lenten had found dead beneath the powerlines outside her house. Alongside the fridge was a plastic tub packed with various chemicals including tanning solutions, pickling agents, luminol and bactericide.


So far, all she’d stuffed were mice, rats and birds. They lived on various shelves around the house, sagging and bulging in all the wrong places. But that just seemed to make them almost human-like in their imperfection. As a rule, she only used animals that died of natural causes, so it was not uncommon for people around the island to call her up any time they found a dead creature on the road, in their garden, or on the beach. They’d say things like, ‘I’ve got a magpie up here on my balcony – poor little fella flew right into the screen door; hasn’t been dead long but you might wanna hurry cause the flies won’t be far off,’ and ‘You need to get this bush rat out of my freezer before Shivaun divorces me – she needs the space and I know better than to argue with a woman as pregnant as she is.’


Abby couldn’t say why she enjoyed taxidermy, and didn’t care to question it too much. It was as messy as it was meditative, and she didn’t make any money out of it. The few animals she didn’t keep for herself she gave away as gifts, usually to people who accepted them through gritted teeth and with wide, terrified eyes. But there was something darkly wonderful about the craft that kept pulling her back. Death imitating life, she thought, and liked the way that sounded.


She finally found the Salvos box on a dusty shelf, sandwiched between a sandy old picnic blanket that smelled like wet dog (which was strange, because they didn’t have a dog) and a milk crate full of old car parts. She dumped Ray’s trousers, shirt and boots into the box, turned off the light, and went inside.


Home was a small weatherboard beach house full of things that didn’t work: sticky windows, rattling pipes, and electrical outlets that buzzed dangerously whenever something was plugged in. They were saving up to make renovations but wouldn’t have nearly enough until next season, or maybe the one after that.


Abby was in no hurry to fix it. She loved every crack and quirk: the groaning floorboards, the constant pop of settling wood, the loose screen door that banged endlessly in the middle of the night. She was not a complainer, not some woman living a quiet life of desperation, fearing middle age as it bore down on her. No, that wasn’t Abby. She was content. She was happy.


She knew her fifteen-year-old was in the kitchen before she entered; the heavy scent of Lynx body spray gave him away. Eddie was standing at the counter wearing a blue apron and chopping garlic. He’d be a good-looking man one day, in the far-off, distant future, but right now he was passing awkwardly through the Ichabod Crane phase of puberty: gangly limbs and an archipelago of violent red acne across his forehead.


He didn’t look up when Abby entered.


‘What’s for dinner?’ she asked him.


‘Vegetarian gourmet pizza,’ he said in a dry tone, the same he might use to deliver a lecture on the history of the ladder.


‘Sounds fancy.’


He shrugged and skilfully cleaned the blade of the knife on his apron. His eyes narrowed and he began furiously slicing mushrooms, as if he were punishing them for something.


‘Take it easy,’ Abby told him. ‘It won’t be vegetarian if you lose a finger in there, you know.’


He said nothing. He was in a mood, Abby guessed. She fetched a beer from the fridge as her husband wandered in from the bathroom, smelling fresh, his hair slick and wet from his after-work shower.


‘Beer?’ Abby offered.


‘Water’s fine.’


‘Water instead of beer.’ She screwed up her mouth at the words. ‘I used to know you.’


Abby was a runner but balanced out her fitness with an unhealthy amount of fat, sugar and booze. Ray, on the other hand, was on some kind of health kick. No, that was understating it. Ray was on a brutal fitness regime that bordered on self-harm.


He’d never been close to overweight. Beefy, maybe, but he carried it well. But lately, deep contours and ridges had formed on his chest. The skin around his neck clung tight to a jaw she’d never realised was square, and new muscles filled out the sleeves of his T-shirt. This steady hardening and tightening of his body reminded Abby of an archaeological dig site. She imagined brushing away the sand, dirt and fat until only a skeleton remained.


‘Sounds like a midlife crisis to me,’ Abby said. She filled a glass from the tap and handed it to him. ‘Pretty soon you’re going to start tucking your shirts in.’


He sighed, which made Abby think she might be riding him too hard. She slid her arms around her husband. She felt Ray, but at the same time she felt the anti-Ray. Ray with the crusts cut off.


It occurred to her that it had been a while since they last had sex, and longer still since she’d seen Ray fully naked. The last half-dozen times they’d made love was in the dark with the lights off, after a box of red wine.


She felt Ray’s fingers lightly touch her love handles, then pulled away.


Other, less secure women might have felt nervous if their partners started systematically changing everything about themselves, but a wicked, guilty part of Abby knew this fitness stuff was just another phase. Last year, he started taking night classes on the mainland and declared himself an entrepreneur. The year before it was all about franchises. Next month he’d probably start writing that bestselling novel he’d been talking about since they’d met; maybe after some piano lessons.


All she had to do was wait it out. She hated thinking that, but that didn’t stop it from being true. What Ray didn’t realise – or refused to – was that it would take more than a few hours on the treadmill or a semester of business classes to get off this rock. Belport Island had a way of drawing you in, holding you down and whispering, I’m never gonna let you go, baby. Abby had learned a long time ago that it was easier to lean into it than to struggle against it.


‘There’s nothing wrong with trying to improve your life,’ came a voice from the hall, in a tone like strawberry shortcake laced with rat poison. Lori entered, clomping loudly in Doc Martens, wearing an oversized Nirvana T-shirt and a face as long as a wet weekend.


‘By the way, Eddie forgot to bring in the firewood and now it’s soaked.’


‘Are your arms painted on?’ Eddie asked.


Lori rolled her eyes. She was a beautiful girl, with straight dark hair and features that seemed hand-picked by a team of experts to match the shape of her face. Somewhere around her thirteenth birthday she had turned calculative and secretive. She was sixteen now and there was no sign of that changing. Still, Abby knew that puberty was like the rising and falling tide: first you drifted out, then you came back in. And if she didn’t, Lori could at least make a very successful CEO someday. Either that or a prolific serial killer.


‘I think it’s good you aren’t just happy to settle, Dad,’ she said.


‘Thanks, hun,’ Ray said.


‘She was looking at me when she said settle,’ Abby said. ‘I’m not the only one who saw that, right?’


Lori folded her arms across her chest and said, ‘I just don’t understand why you need to go out of your way to make him feel like an idiot.’


‘I don’t understand why you need to go out of your way to act like an arse,’ Abby said.


‘It’s not that far out of her way,’ Eddie offered.


‘Ding, ding, ding,’ Ray said. ‘Round one over. Fighters return to your corners.’


Lori tugged a Post-it Note down from the fridge and handed it to Ray. ‘Eileen Betchkie called for you. She didn’t say why but she took a long time saying it. I couldn’t get her off the phone.’


‘Eileen?’ Abby said. ‘Weren’t you working on her property today?’


Ray nodded. ‘I probably missed a blade of grass and she wants me to come back and fix it. I’ll call her back tomorrow.’


Island Care was primarily a caretaking business, focused on maintaining unoccupied holiday houses across the island, but while Ray was always busy in the colder months, he still never earned enough to keep them going once the tourists returned. To help make ends meet, he took yard maintenance and lawn-mowing work where he could find it. He hated working for locals. Abby would have thought it easier to work for people you knew, but Ray found it quietly humiliating. Still, they weren’t in a position to turn it down.


‘She’s probably just lonely,’ Abby said.


‘Or she has a crush on Dad,’ Lori suggested.


‘Sadly, I think you’re both right,’ Ray said.


He sat down at the table and stared at an intimidating stack of bills, as if looking hard enough might change the due dates. ‘Any chance of you picking up an extra shift at the Buy & Bye?’ he asked Abby.


‘At this time of year, it’s unlikely,’ she said. Then, seeing the concern in Ray’s eyes, added, ‘But I can ask. But we’ll be okay, right?’


‘Always,’ he said. ‘If there’s one thing this family knows, it’s how to survive.’
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The Widow


‘John Paul Getty the Third was the grandson of an American oil tycoon,’ Fisher Keddie said, marching back and forth across the brightly lit interview room, somewhere on the second floor of the Brighton Police Station. ‘He was abducted in 1973, and when his grandfather refused to pay the ransom, his kidnappers sent him John Paul’s ear in the mail. His ear.’


John’s father had insisted on meeting Kate at the police station. He was a short, bulky man, with receding hair and a pair of glasses that looked too small for his face. His eyes, usually deep and thoughtful, looked crazed.


‘Then there’s Walter Kwok,’ he went on. ‘Frank Sinatra Junior, the list goes on and on. All sons of wealthy men, taken in an effort to extort their family’s wealth. That’s what this is. It has to be.’


The officer taking their report waited patiently for Fisher to stop ranting. He was a big man who had apparently missed a small patch of black whiskers on his morning shave. They poked out from a tuft on his left cheek, and Kate found it hard not to stare. He’d given his name, but Kate hadn’t caught it, and the nametag on his breast pocket was too faded to read.


‘Does John have any identifiable scars or tattoos?’ the officer asked, when there was room in the conversation to ask it.


‘I feel like you’re not listening to me,’ Fisher said. ‘This family is worth a lot of money. We should be, I don’t know, tapping phones, preparing for the ransom call. And yes, he has a jagged scar on his left forearm from where he came off a swing when he was nine.’


‘That’s not right,’ Kate said. ‘He had a plastic surgeon fix it before our wedding. He hated that scar. I liked it, but he hated it. He said it looked like a baked bean.’


The officer two-finger-typed the answer into his computer, then read the next question off the monitor. ‘Any medical conditions that may affect his vulnerability?’


‘No,’ said Kate.


‘Does John take any prescription medication?’


‘Can you imagine if it was a woman that had gone missing?’ Fisher asked, joining them at the desk. ‘You’d have helicopters out and sniffer dogs and you’d be going door to door.’


‘Does he have a history of drug or alcohol dependency?


‘No,’ Kate said.


‘Has your husband ever expressed suicidal ideations?’ he asked, in a tone dryer than unbuttered toast.


‘Jesus Christ,’ Fisher said. ‘No, of course not. John’s a normal guy. He’s happy.’


I wonder if that’s true, Kate thought. It was starting to feel less like they were talking about her husband, and more about a stranger. Filing a missing person report, she was quickly learning, was not unlike applying for a loan or sitting for a job interview: there were dozens of questions and each one made her feel more ignorant and naive.


‘What do you do, Mrs Keddie?’ the officer asked.


Kate hated that question. ‘I’m a stay-at-home mother.’


‘You have kids?’


‘A daughter. Mia. She’s ten. It didn’t feel right to send her to school so she’s with her grandmother.’


The officer noticed a speck of muck on his space bar and gave it a polish with a well-licked finger. ‘Does your husband enjoy being a doctor?’


‘A physician,’ Fisher corrected. ‘And yes, he does. He enjoys it very much.’


‘Still, working in palliative care must take a toll. My wife and I had to put my father-in-law in a place like that last year. We couldn’t afford Trinity, but I imagine they’re all pretty much the same. Death is everywhere, hanging over everything. Must be a pretty depressing place to spend your nine-to-five. Is that why John quit?’


‘I don’t know,’ Kate admitted, trying to keep the sound of heavy resignation from her voice. ‘He didn’t tell me.’


‘He didn’t tell you why he left?’


‘He didn’t tell her he had left,’ Fisher said. ‘Any of us, I mean. We only found out yesterday.’


‘He kept it from you both?’ the officer asked. ‘Why do you think he’d do that?’


‘I have no idea,’ Kate said. ‘I wish I did.’


The officer leaned back in his chair. ‘Tell me about this medical conference.’


‘It’s a ten-day palliative care research colloquium. Trinity sends someone every year. It moves around. Last year it was in San Francisco, the year before that was Sweden, I think. John didn’t want to go but someone dropped out at the last minute and his hands were tied.’


‘How last minute?’


‘He found out a few days before he left.’


‘But you have reason to believe he didn’t attend the conference.’


‘I called the hotel where the conference was held. John was supposed to have a room there, but there was no trace of him on their records. I contacted the airline. The flight details he gave me were correct, but he never got on a plane. So far as I can tell, he didn’t even buy a ticket.’


‘Do you have any idea where your husband might have been for the past two weeks?’


‘No,’ she said.


The bigger question was where had John been for the past three months? Nausea swept through her system. Her body felt off balance; some parts were numb, others were aching. Her chest was tight. She fluctuated wildly between feeling scared for her husband and feeling furious at him, between wondering where he was, and where he had been.


If he wasn’t going off to work each day in the fresh shirts Kate had ironed and left out for him, where was he going? How was he spending his days? Who was he with?


‘Have you had contact with your husband since he left?’ the officer asked.


‘We talked every other day over Skype.’


‘And it seemed like he was calling from London?’


‘It looked like he was calling from a hotel room. It wasn’t as if Big Ben was in the background, but I had no reason not to believe it was London.’


‘When you talked to him, did he give you any indication something was wrong?’


If we don’t talk about the monsters in this world, John’s voice whispered, we won’t be ready for them when they jump out from under the bed.


‘He looked homesick,’ Kate said. ‘He missed us. He said he was ready for his trip to be over.’


‘Anything else?’


‘Like what?’


The officer shrugged, far too casually. ‘Did he seem strange? Off? Was there anything unusual about his behaviour? Stuff a wife would notice.’


Fisher scoffed and rose with an exaggerated sigh. He went to the window. He closed his eyes tightly against a dusty sunbeam, shaking his head.


The officer watched him for a moment. ‘Is there something you want to add, Mr Keddie?’


‘Kate isn’t the type of …’ He trailed off, waved a dismissive hand. ‘Forget it, it’s nothing.’


‘The type of what?’ Kate asked.


He looked at her, then lowered his eyes to his feet. ‘You’re not the type of wife who notices, Kate. If he were being coerced or threatened in any way, he might have given you a, I don’t know, a secret signal or something.’


‘There was nothing like that.’


‘Are you sure though? Because – and no offence, Kate – you can be pretty fucking vague. Passive to the point of invisible. Christ, I need a cigarette. I hate that you can’t smoke in here.’


Kate drew her lips tightly together and tried to ignore him. He was worried about his son and projecting his anxiety onto her. But his words stuck. Passive to the point of invisible. Wasn’t that how John liked her?


The officer cleared his throat impatiently and asked, ‘Do you or your husband own a caravan, cabin, holiday home, unoccupied rental property, anything like that?’


‘We have a holiday house on Belport Island,’ she said, feeling Fisher’s eyes on the back of her head. ‘But John wouldn’t go there. He doesn’t like the island.’


‘Strange place to buy if your husband doesn’t like the island.’


‘We didn’t,’ she said. ‘The house was a wedding gift from John’s parents.’


‘We summered there when John was a kid,’ Fisher said.


The officer leaned back in his squeaky office chair and whistled. ‘Wow. All I got on my wedding day was a serving platter and a couple of toasters.’


Neither Kate nor Fisher found that particularly funny; that, at least, they could agree on.


‘Do you have any suspicion that your husband may have been abducted or harmed by someone else?’


‘Not exactly …’ she said.


‘Can you think of anyone who might want to hurt him?’ the officer asked. ‘Does he have any enemies? Anyone he doesn’t get along with?’


Fisher drew in a tight breath to begin a fresh rant, but the officer put up his hand to silence him.


‘I’m asking Mrs Keddie,’ he said, then turned to Kate to wait for an answer.


‘No,’ she told him. ‘Everyone loves John. He’s very warm, and charming. He’s the dinner party guest everyone wants to be seated next to.’


‘So, you believe it’s more likely he left on his own?’


‘He wouldn’t leave without telling anyone,’ Fisher said. ‘He wouldn’t do that to Mia.’


‘He wouldn’t do that to me,’ Kate said.


Fisher said nothing. The officer’s eyes shone blue in the glow of his monitor.


‘How would you categorise your marriage?’ he asked Kate.


‘How would I categorise it?’


‘Do you consider it successful?’ he offered.


She opened her mouth to speak, but her throat was suddenly dry. When she thought of her marriage, she had once pictured a stunning home perched on a vast, cliff-side estate. Now she saw the same house, held up by hollow stumps, rotting and infested with termites, leaning closer to the cliff edge each day.


‘Happy,’ she said. ‘I’d categorise our marriage as happy.’


There’s that word again, she thought, reaching between her feet. She lifted the gym bag she’d brought onto the table and unzipped it.


The officer cocked an eyebrow. ‘What’s in the bag?’


‘I read online that you’d want to seize John’s electronic equipment and get a sample of his DNA. I brought his iPad, toothbrush, comb and a couple of old razor blades I found under the bathroom sink. I don’t really know how DNA works, but hopefully you can get something off them. I used gloves when I put them in the bag.’


He tilted his head and drew his lips together as if to say, aw, how sweet. ‘Someone will be in touch if those items become necessary. Just hang on to them for now.’


Kate zipped up the bag, feeling foolish. She put her hands under the table and dug her nails into her knees. 


‘What happens now?’ Fisher asked. ‘Will you put out an amber alert?’


‘We only use amber alerts for missing children,’ he said. ‘This report will be entered into our system, and circulated and checked against ambulance and hospital reports.’


‘That’s it?’


‘From what you’ve told me, there’s nothing to suggest foul play. Generally speaking, an absent spouse who hasn’t committed a crime or an adult who simply hasn’t been in touch for a while is usually categorised as low risk.’


‘Low risk?’ Fisher snapped. ‘Low risk? He’s my son!’


‘Fisher, please,’ Kate said. ‘Panicking isn’t productive.’


‘Neither is sitting around doing nothing.’


‘Look,’ the officer said. ‘In most cases like this, the missing person turns up on their own within a day or two. In the meantime, reach out to his friends and family, check if anyone has heard from him, maybe ask around at any haunts he might have, like a gym or local pub. But if I were you, I’d start by figuring out why he quit his job.’


The Trinity Health Centre for Palliative Care was an expansive, glass-fronted building surrounded by lawns and native gardens, walled in by a tall, immaculately manicured hedge that kept out the sounds of the city. It was a peaceful place, John had often said, despite – or perhaps because of – all the people who came here to die. Kate didn’t find it all that peaceful. At best, it gave her the creeps. At worst, like today, it felt haunted.


She hadn’t told Fisher she was coming here. If she had, he would have insisted on coming, and Kate wasn’t sure how much more time she could spend with him before blowing her top.


She parked her Lexus at the far end of the car park, alongside a small wooden yurt with Prayer Room printed neatly above the door. The yurt was connected to the main building via a glass tunnel. Kate followed it into a large reception area painted in calming shades of blue and green, decorated with inoffensive, introspective artwork.


Standing in the middle of the lobby was a bubbling Japanese-style water feature. It sometimes made her wonder where poor people went to die, because they sure as hell couldn’t afford to come here.


A slim man in his twenties bobbed around behind the front counter, dressed in a tailored grey suit and black turban. He looked up with a gentle smile when Kate approached. When he saw who it was, the smile faded. ‘Kate, hello, I’m surprised to see you.’


‘Hi, Chatveer,’ she said. ‘Is Holly in?’


‘Is she expecting you?’


‘It’ll only take a few minutes.’


He drummed his fingers lightly on the desk, looked down the brightly lit corridor that led into the centre, then turned back. ‘Can I offer some advice, Kate, as a friend?’


Are we friends? she wondered.


‘Holly told me about the …’ he paused, chose his words carefully, ‘… miscommunication between you and John, and she doesn’t want to get involved. And honestly, you don’t want to get her involved. Talk to John about this. Believe me, it’ll be better for everyone that way.’


‘I would if I could,’ Kate said. ‘But John’s missing.’


The words were sharp, jagged things inside her mouth.


‘Missing?’


‘I haven’t seen or talked to him in three days. There must be a reason he didn’t tell me he resigned from this place, and there might be a connection between that and wherever the hell he is. Please.’


He nodded once. ‘I’ll get Holly.’


Holly Cutter sat Kate down at one of the tables in the cafeteria and offered her a green tea. When Kate declined, Holly made herself one at a station in the corner.


A skeleton crew of staff cleared tables, polished cutlery and tried to make themselves look busy. Two middle-aged women – Kate guessed they were sisters – sat close to the serving area, two black coffees and a half-eaten sandwich between them. One of the women was crying, the other was staring into the garden through a rain-streaked bank of windows that ran along the far wall.


Kate thought about what the duty sergeant had said: this really was a depressing place to spend your nine-to-five. John rarely talked about his work and Kate rarely asked. Working in palliative care wasn’t like other jobs. When he got home at the end of the day, it didn’t feel right to say cheerily, Hi, honey, how was your day? When friends and family asked John about his work, he usually changed the subject quickly. For those few who pressed the subject, he had half a dozen meaningless clichés cocked and loaded in the chamber: It feels good to give something back; a lot of people don’t have anyone else; being around so much death just reminds you how precious life is.
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