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Now


The headline – HUMAN REMAINS FOUND IN WEST HAVEN – grabbed me by the throat and squeezed.


There was a big colour photo underneath: uniformed police and forensics people in white jumpsuits picking through damp green bushland. A landscape of blue gums, winter sunlight spilling in through the canopy of branches overhead, casting long shadows over the investigators.


I felt sick.


The accompanying article explained that a team of surveyors had been updating boundary lines at the edge of the West Haven State Forest. A member of the group – I pictured a hefty man in a high-vis vest with stony, unmoving eyes, although there was nothing in the copy to suggest this – stumbled on the body while taking measurements. The corpse was severely decomposed so estimating a time of death was difficult, but the police were speculating it had likely been out there for years, probably decades.


A fresh wave of nausea hit. I thought I might throw up, but feared that if I ran for the toilet, my legs would give out beneath me and I’d crumple to the floor of my study like a popped balloon. Instead, I put my head between my legs and took long, deep breaths, a passenger in the brace position as their plane crashed into a mountain.


Because when I was sixteen, my best friend went missing.


After a while – it might have been thirty minutes, but it was probably closer to three – I got my nerves under control and put my computer to sleep. I listened to the drone of the TV in the next room. Steffi – my six-year-old – was re-watching Dragon Riders for the fiftieth time. I didn’t want her to come in and find me wrecked and shivering like this, so I forced myself up, then slipped quietly out of my study and across the apartment.


The stealth was unnecessary. Steffi was kneeling inches from the television, totally engrossed, hands folded as if in prayer, a true believer listening to a sermon. I could have led a marching band through the living room and she wouldn’t have noticed.


Our apartment was a two-bedroom in Elwood, a slightly posh suburb of Melbourne. The interior was open plan: tidy kitchen and simple living space. The place was small – we nearly murdered each other during the pandemic – but we were just two streets back from the beach, so you could smell the sea when the windows were open.


I stepped onto the balcony and closed the sliding door behind me. It was an icy, storm-lit Friday afternoon. The cool blast of wind reset my nervous system. Huddled against the wind in just a T-shirt and jeans, I found Chris Chen’s number in my phone.


He answered on the first ring, as if he’d been waiting for me to call.


‘Have you heard?’ I asked.


‘Yesterday,’ he said. There was a strained, resigned tone to his voice. ‘I was working up the nerve to call you. It feels like a punch in the nuts, doesn’t it?’


Chen and I didn’t talk much anymore. He’d call every few months, usually late at night after a few drinks, feeling nostalgic. Sometimes I’d answer, but mostly I let it go to voicemail. Not because I didn’t like the guy – Chen and I were like brothers back in the nineties – but because sometimes it hurt to remember.


‘Do you think it’s him?’ I asked.


‘If not him, who else?’


‘A hiker,’ I said. ‘Some poor idiot who went out into the forest underprepared and got turned around. You remember what those tracks were like.’


The West Haven State Forest was a vast stretch of wilderness packed with red stringybark and peppermint gums. There were high rocky ledges and deep valleys that turned every shade of green, depending on the season. The whole place was foaming with wildlife. We spent much of our childhood exploring it, memorising the trails that zigzagged through the woods like a maze. After staying up late to watch repeats of Tour of Duty, we’d pretend to be soldiers fighting in the hot jungles of Vietnam. Then, when Jurassic Park hit in ’93, we’d be running from velociraptors and the T-rex. Later, when we were too old to play, we just walked and smoked stolen cigarettes, talking about girls and ghosts.


It wasn’t just Chen and me. There were four members of our gang.


‘If a hiker went missing out there, it would have been reported,’ Chen said. ‘There would have been a massive search and rescue operation, and it would have been all over the news.’


‘I know,’ I said. ‘I think I’m just looking for a way to make it …’


‘Not him.’


‘Yeah.’


‘Have you talked to Leeson?’ I asked.


Geoffrey Leeson was the third member of our gang. He was in the police force now, a senior constable with the West Haven Crime Investigation Unit.


‘He came over to my place last night,’ Chen said. ‘He was very stoic. He warned me not to jump to any conclusions. But I could smell the Scotch on his breath.’ He hesitated. Then, ‘He saw it.’


‘Saw what?’


‘The remains,’ Chen said in a near whisper. ‘He’s part of the team investigating it. Can you imagine what it looks like after all those years?’


‘I’d rather not.’


I held on to the balcony rails and looked down over the little strip of shops across the street. A bar, grocery store, coin laundry, and a Chinese medicine clinic. There were no people, no cars, no movement. As if the outside world had been temporarily emptied.


‘The article I read said they hadn’t identified him yet.’


‘Leeson isn’t sure they ever will,’ Chen said. ‘They might be able to scrape a little DNA off the bones, but what do they have to compare it to?’


‘What about dental records?’


‘It’s been twenty-five years, mate. I just don’t know.’


I pulled together a half-nutritious meal for Steffi’s dinner that night: store-bought ravioli, garlic bread and mashed potato. An eclectic combo, I know, but it was all we had in the house, and I couldn’t muster the energy required to walk across the street to FoodWorks.


As we ate, Steffi stared an accusation across the table. ‘Why do you look like that?’ she asked.


‘Like what?’


‘Your face is scrunchy, like this.’ She made the face – an expression of deep, exaggerated concern. Over the last couple of years, Steffi had transformed from a short, round-faced little kid into a tall, gangly young lady. At just six, she already had more style than I would ever have, with short-cropped curly hair and a bright pink pair of glasses. Not that I could take any credit. Her mum had good taste.


‘I’m fine, Steffi,’ I said. ‘I’m just – you know – working.’


I was allowed to say that because I was a novelist. If I stayed too long in the shower, muttered to myself in the supermarket or smiled blankly at a dinner party, there was a good chance I was working. Untangling a nagging plot point, inventing a tragic backstory for an underwritten character, stuff like that. In this case, it happened to be bullshit. Because how would I explain any of this to a six-year-old?


‘That’s not your working face,’ Steffi said. My daughter, the human lie detector. ‘This is your working face.’ She made the face.


‘That looks more like my constipated face,’ I said.


‘What’s constipated again?’


‘When you can’t poo.’


‘Oh,’ Steffi said. ‘Oh.’


That set her off into a giggling fit and, for now, she forgot all about my scrunchy face.


*


I put on my brave face for the rest of the evening and focused on our nightly schedule. After dinner, it was bath time, then half an hour of play followed by a book in bed. I leaned into the ritual, trying to put everything else – HUMAN REMAINS FOUND IN WEST HAVEN – out of my mind. It would all be waiting for me later, after dark. But then again, wasn’t it always?


‘When the three bears went upstairs, they discovered Goldilocks sleeping in the bed.’ The Three Bears was too young for Steffi, but she liked the way I read it. ‘Mummy Bear immediately called the police.’


Steffi giggled.


‘There was a big trial, and despite her defence attorney’s best efforts, Goldilocks was sentenced to six months in a state penitentiary for unlawful entry of a bear’s house.’


‘Wow, that’s long,’ Steffi said, with that earnest little crease in her brow. My face must have still been scrunchy because she sat up, fixed me with a dark, curious look, and asked, ‘Are you sure you’re okay, Daddy?’


‘It’s my job to worry about you,’ I told her. ‘Not the other way around.’


Later, after Steffi was asleep, I dug out an old baby monitor and set it up on the dresser in her room. It was an unnecessary precaution. Our apartment building was practically a stucco fortress. There were bars across all the ground-floor windows, and nobody could get in without being buzzed up by one of the tenants. Besides, I’d only be out for a couple of minutes. Still, I double-locked the door and dialled the volume on the baby monitor receiver all the way up.


I slipped out the front door, down the short walkway and into the stairwell. I jogged down two flights of concrete steps, then pressed out into the underground car park. It was a wide, dark space with a low ceiling. Once upon a time, the car park had been brightly lit with rows of fluorescents, but the body corporate had gone green in recent years, so the tubes were stripped out and replaced with motion-sensor eco-lights. Now, after every few steps, a square of light blinked on overhead with a heavy click, then faded to black behind you as you left each zone. It was creepy. What was good for the environment wasn’t always good for the nerves.


Clicking lights followed me to the far wall, which housed a long row of storage cages. When I reached mine, I popped the padlock, swung open the chain-link gate, and gasped as something lunged at me. How long had it – he? – been waiting for me there in the dark?


The air rushed from my lungs. I drew my hands up quickly and madly to protect myself. The sudden rush of movement activated the sensor above my head. A fluorescent tube blinked on, and in the sick yellow strobing light, I saw rotting skeletal fingers reaching for my throat. The light settled. The imagined corpse disappeared. A tower of packing boxes lay tumbled at my feet.


I exhaled, long and slow.


Get a grip, honey.


That’s what my wife would have said if she were there. Before the separation, it wasn’t uncommon for Hannah to wander into my study while I was working, ask me if I wanted a cup of coffee, and have me respond by screaming in terror. When you wrote suspense novels, a certain level of jumpiness was expected. It was my job to picture terrible things hiding in the dark.


‘Get a grip, honey,’ she’d say.


As in, get a grip on reality. Easier said than done. It wasn’t just jumpiness that was part of the job. I’d had to do my fair share of forensic research over the years, and now I knew a lot of things I wished I didn’t. Take, for example, human remains. I’d looked at crime scene photos before and even visited a real-life body farm once, where scientists with strong stomachs study the decomposition of humans and animals. Now I could picture what the body would look like after all those years in West Haven forest. Leeson had seen it in real life. I could see it as crisply and vividly in my mind as if it were in 8K resolution. I could scrub back in time to when the corpse was still fresh, could imagine it on the damp forest floor, half swallowed up by ferns. A time lapse played out in the shadowy darkness behind my eyes …


… The sun rises and sets. Rises and sets. Troops of insects gather in their thousands. The body swells and stinks. Scavengers, mostly ravens, come to scrounge and pick. The body becomes parts. Chunks. Those chunks are spread across the forest floor. Skin turns a sickening shade of brown. Fat turns to grave wax. Toxins disintegrate whatever clothing the body was dressed in. Ten years pass. Then another ten. Then—


Get a grip, honey.


‘I’ll try,’ I whispered to the empty car park.


After restacking the fallen boxes, I waded into the storage cage. Inside was three square metres of stuff. Crates, boxes, three bikes and the cobwebbed remains of the treadmill I bought during the pandemic and used twice. Most of the boxes were filled with things Steffi had grown out of, which I couldn’t bring myself to donate: time-damaged teddies and teeny onesies. The smallest box, right at the back, wedged between a stack of half-empty paint cans and a cracked plastic tub with old gardening supplies, contained the few objects left from my childhood.


I dragged the box out under the light, mindful not to hit my head on the low ceiling. It held the musty lunchbox smell of nostalgia. I set aside a pile of water-damaged school reports, a snow globe I got at the Fremantle Crocodile Farm as a kid, and my old beloved copy of Stephen King’s It.


Then, there it was.


A floppy disk.


I’d tried to get rid of this thing at least a dozen times over the years, but it never made it further than the back of a closet or the bottom of a packing box marked MISC. It was a black 3.5-inch with a white label turning yellow. This artifact was standard when I was a teenager in the nineties. Now it’s a collector’s item.


I snatched it up, packed everything else away, and hurried towards the exit, eco-sensor lights switching off behind me, and more and more layers of darkness chasing me into the stairwell.


I spent the next hour dragging my old Pentium II out of the wardrobe and setting it up on the kitchen table.


I’d emotionally blackmailed my dad into buying it for me when I was a teenager, and I’d been lugging it from place to place ever since. Hannah had begged me to donate it when we’d bought our first home together. I’d convinced her to let me keep it for nostalgic purposes. I wrote my first novel on this dinosaur (I was nineteen, and it was never published). But the truth was, I couldn’t bring myself to let go of what was on the floppy.


While I waited for the computer to boot up, I turned the disk over in my hands. On the label was the little alien I’d drawn twenty-five years ago, with big, almond-shaped eyes. It was flashing the peace sign. Above that, in neat block letters, it read JUSTIN SMITH, 9F, COMPUTER STUDIES. The COMPUTER STUDIES part was a cover to throw people off the scent if they stumbled upon it. In reality, this floppy disk was a recording of my sins.


A keeper of deadly secrets.


A chest of dark wonders.


The diary of a teenage boy.
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From the diary of Justin Smith


Thursday 4 February 1999


It’s hotter than the devil’s butthole. The kind of heat where the bitumen road is too hot to walk on barefoot, and the air is so thick you could take a bite out of it. The insulation in this house isn’t worth shit, so you feel every bit of it. Mum called the real estate to see if we could install an air conditioner, but our landlord would rather we burn to death than shell out on a split system.


At breakfast, Mum opened all the windows to take the edge off, but then the kitchen filled with fat blowflies, and we had to Mortein them to death. It bums me out watching flies die, the way they kick around on their backs. It has ever since Chen told me how flyspray works. It cuts off the chemical in the bug that tells them to stop moving, so they just run themselves to death. That’s if Chen was telling the truth and, let’s face it, he isn’t the most honest person in the world. Example: there is no way in this world that Linda Shin let him feel her up at Matt Keplin’s bonfire party.


But I digress …


(Am I using that word right?)


We all sat around the cluttered dining table, fighting for the fan, me in my school uniform, Mum in her cornflower-blue West Haven Meats polo, my brother Scott in whatever you wear during your ‘gap year’.


Does it count as a gap if there’s nothing on the other side?


You’d never know Scott and I were brothers by looking at us. He has blue eyes, mine are brown. His hair is dark, mine’s light. He got Dad’s full, round nose. I got Mum’s pointy one.


Mum told me about a weird dream she had last night. In the dream, she was standing on the roof, clinging to the chimney because she was afraid of slipping down the sloped tiles and going arse-over-tits into the garden bed below. A big storm was rolling in over the town, fat clouds scudding down from the mountains, full of rain and lightning.


‘The wind was so strong that it started blowing chunks of my hair out,’ she said. ‘Look it up in your book, would you, Justin?’


The Dream Dictionary: An introduction to universal symbology and the psychology of sleep was already open in front of me. It’s a big hardback filled with weird, brightly coloured drawings. I borrowed it from the library last week and haven’t had my nose out of it since. Reading from the book, I told her, ‘Dreaming about a storm means there’s conflict in your life. The bigger the storm, the bigger the conflict.’


‘Why would I be dreaming of conflict?’ Mum asked. Then, ‘Well, I am expecting a call from your father.’


‘That’ll do it,’ I said.


‘No offence, Mum,’ Scott said, ‘but listening to other people’s dreams is the most boring thing in the world.’ Then to me, he said, ‘I’m going to wipe my arse with that book. How can you buy into all that horse shit, Justin? If I dream about a hamburger, all it means is that I want to eat it.’


I checked the dream book.


‘If you dream about hamburgers, you may feel unsatisfied with your relationship or career,’ I said. ‘That can’t be right. You don’t have either of those things.’


Scott gave me the finger, but he was smiling while he did it. It didn’t matter that I was giving him shit. A good one is a good one.


My brother thinks I’m weird because I’m into interpreting dreams, ghost-hunting, cryptids and anything paranormal. He also thinks I’m weird for writing this journal. He tells me – loudly and often – that it’s a complete waste of time. I should be living my life instead of writing about it. But Stephen King says that to be a writer, you must read and write a lot. I have the reading part down (I have eighty-three paperbacks, mostly horror or sci-fi but also some smarty-guy stuff like Salinger and Hemingway), but I need practice with the writing part.


Hence, this diary.


Mental note: try to use the word hence more.


Mum asked, ‘What about the part of the dream where I lost my hair? What does that symbolise?’


I leafed to H in the dream dictionary.


‘Hair symbolises sexuality and vitality,’ I said. ‘It must be about your fear of getting older and … you know … uglier.’


‘I should have had daughters,’ Mum said.


After breakfast, I dragged my bike out of the carport. It was hot, but at least there was a bit of a breeze. After pedalling to the end of my street (Westlake Drive), I was already drenched in sweat. When I’d crossed the intersection of Miller Street and Castle Creek Hill Road and was halfway up the hill on the other side, I felt like I was riding in a sauna. There was a deep burn in my lungs and legs.


Chen and Leeson were waiting for me when I reached the corner of Castle Creek Hill Road and Elm Street, beside the big dark storm drain that gurgles like a mouth behind rusted steel bars. We meet at the drain every morning before school and part ways there at the end of each day. It’s a little out of the way for everyone, but Aaron and I are big fans of Stephen King’s It, and there’s something funny and spooky about imagining a killer clown lurking in the shadows. The fact that the Elm Street culvert feeds right into this drain only adds to the appeal.


Leeson stood halfway off his chipped blue racer. I’d never say this to his face, but that bike of his is a real piece of shit. It’s a hand-me-down from his older brother. The seat is torn, and the chain slips whenever he tries to change gears. But we don’t give him any grief about it. Leeson’s family doesn’t have a lot of money. Neither does mine, but Leeson is next level. He lives in a little cottage machine-gunned with bird shit, set back from the street across a yellow yard with random piles of rusty car parts.


Chen, on the other hand, has an incredible ride. A cherry-red BMX with Rock Shox suspension and titanium dinking pegs. He unceremoniously dumped said bike on the nature strip and waved me in like an officer on an aircraft carrier. His bright yellow stackhat was a pop of colour against the grey morning.


‘Hello, dickhead,’ he said.


That’s how he greets me most mornings.


I looked up Elm Street, expecting to see Aaron rolling down the hill towards us. He’s usually the first one there. But there was no sign of him.


While we waited for him to arrive, Leeson and I leafed through the latest issue of High Strangeness Monthly. There was a photo of a flying saucer on the cover. Other highlights included articles about the Beast of Lake Benchley and a mysterious humanoid creature spotted in Antarctica. There was also a think piece about the Vela lights and a creepy story on the letters-to-the-editor page about a guy who got scratched up by a poltergeist. There were photos and everything.


Chen snatched the magazine from our hands and pointed at the UFO on the cover. ‘First off, this is a frisbee. Second, you should be looking at pictures of tits and pussy instead of Bigfoot and Sasquatch.’


‘Technically, Bigfoot and Sasquatch are the same creature,’ Leeson said. ‘Actually, creature might not be the most apt term. Interdimensional entity might be more apt.’


‘Dude, no offence, but you need to stop using that word so much,’ Chen said. ‘Everything is apt this, apt that with you lately.’


I checked my watch – quarter to nine – and looked up Elm Street again. A blood-red Statesman was backing out of a driveway, and an old man in slippers and a wife-beater was shuffling quickly to the footpath, his arms like two old bits of rope dragging his bin behind him, hoping he didn’t miss the truck. But there was still no sign of Aaron.


‘Have either of you talked to Az?’ I asked.


They hadn’t.


‘He’s probably sick,’ Leeson said.


Chen said, ‘If I’m late for homeroom again, Mrs Reid-Howard will shit a brick. Come on, let’s go.’


Leeson pulled his racer onto the footpath, and Chen mounted his BMX. They set off, and I hung back a second, still looking up Elm Street, still watching for Aaron. But the only thing that came rolling down the road was the wind.


When Chen, Leeson and I got to school, Dave Billers was kicking a footy back and forth with his mates. You’ll remember Dave from my April entry when he stuck a load of ants into my Vegemite sandwich when I wasn’t looking. Ha-ha, very funny. RIP the ants I accidentally ate. Anyway, when Dave spotted me riding past on my bike, he took a quick moment to line up, then kicked the footy right at me. I swerved to miss it, hit a puddle outside the bus shelter where the irrigation always leaks and soaked the crotch of my shorts.


Turning back, I saw Dave and those other guys laughing their heads off. I could have given him the finger or called him a fucking arsehole, but that would only have made him come after me later. Instead, I turned the other cheek and started riding away.


‘Kick the ball back,’ Dave shouted.


I hit the brakes. The Sherrin had rolled down the small hill on the other side of the footpath. I looked at it, considering my options. I could give the ball back and look like a pussy, like I was grateful he’d kicked it at me in the first place and was inviting him to kick it at me again. Or I could leave it where it was and ride away, which would risk angering Dave, who I have already established is unstable (again, the ants).


Chen and Leeson pulled up on either side of me.


Reading my thoughts, Chen said, ‘Leave the ball. If you kick it back, you’ll embarrass yourself.’


‘I have to side with Chen here, Justin,’ Leeson said. ‘You have no hand–eye coordination. Also, people are watching.’ He pointed. A small group of kids had gathered beneath the bus shelter.


‘Kick it back!’ Dave shouted.


His mates started shouting too, waving and gesturing for me to return the ball. Turning back to Chen and Leeson, I whispered, ‘What if I do an amazing kick and everyone sees?’


‘What if you fuck it up and fall on your arse?’ Chen said. He pointed to my pants, now soaked with water. ‘You already look like you pissed yourself. Don’t be an idiot.’


‘Give us the fucking ball, Justin ! ’


‘Keep riding,’ Leeson warned.


I wondered what Aaron might tell me if he was here and, all at once, I had the answer. Grinning like an idiot – because what I was about to do was stupid – I slid my kickstand down, got off my bike and strolled casually across the path. The legs of my shorts made wet sloshing sounds. I picked up the football, brushed the mud off, and faced Dave Billers. He and his mates were about six metres away. His friends had their hands up, ready to mark it. Dave had his arms crossed. He didn’t think I could kick it that far.


After a quick check to see if everyone was still watching – they were – I swung suddenly to my left, dropped the ball and kicked hard. There was a roar of laughter at first because Dave’s mates all thought I’d messed up. But Dave didn’t laugh. He knew I wasn’t aiming for him. I was aiming right where the ball landed with a loud, satisfying thump … on the roof of one of the breezeways.


Then the bell rang.


Dave drew an invisible blade across his throat. The message was clear. I had lost his ball. Now he was going to murder me. I’d have to do my best to avoid him for the rest of the day, but what else is new? He’d make me take my medicine eventually, but right there and then, I enjoyed the feeling of sticking it to him. It felt, I’m guessing, like how it must feel to be a man.


I managed to get through the day without any more Dave-related catastrophes. Aaron never showed up, so I rode over to his house after school. I figured he probably had a cold, but he’d still be up for a few laps of Mario Kart or a round or two of GoldenEye. That was the reason I gave myself, anyway. But, thinking back on it now, I wonder if I already knew something was wrong. Leeson might call it a premonition. Most people called it a gut feeling.


Aaron lives halfway up Stricklin Avenue, on the mountain. It’s not an easy ride. You have to watch for cars on the curves and hairpins. In some places, the roads are as steep as an isosceles triangle (my maths teacher, Miss Martin, would be impressed by that simile). Mum doesn’t like me riding up there – she says it’s too dangerous – but Aaron makes the same trip every day, and besides, I have a Mongoose 21-speed. What good is a mountain bike if you can’t use it on a mountain?


When I got to his gate, I turned off the road and pedalled up his driveway, which opens into a teardrop-shaped clearing surrounded by trees. There’s a big brick house in the middle. That’s Aaron’s place.


There was a police car parked outside. Seeing it, I felt heavy, like big hands had clamped down on my shoulders and were pushing me towards the ground, slowing me down. I leaned the Mongoose against the letterbox, then walked the rest of the way as if my feet were moving through dry sand. Somehow I made it up the front steps and onto the veranda. I hesitated at the front door, sensing a sick, frightening thing waiting for me on the other side.


‘Justin.’


It was Benita, Aaron’s older sister. She was rocking back and forth on the porch chair, hugging her knees. She was smoking a cigarette. Her hair danced around her face in the breeze. Benita is seventeen, one year ahead of us at West Haven Secondary. She has sunken cheekbones and always looks like she hasn’t slept enough. I think they call that look heroin chic. She and Aaron have the same dusty blond hair and matching eyes, light brown like autumn.


Gesturing to the car, I said, ‘What’s going on?’


She jabbed the cigarette out on the bottom of her Doc Martens and flicked it over the rails into the garden. ‘Aaron’s gone.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘Nobody’s seen him since last night,’ she said. ‘Have you talked to him?’


‘Not since yesterday at school,’ I said.


The wind picked up, but I hardly felt it. I was turning numb.


‘Mum and Devin think he ran away again,’ Benita said.


I shook my head. ‘He wouldn’t leave without telling me.’ Then, when I noticed the hurt little look on her face, I took another swing at it. ‘He wouldn’t leave without telling us, I mean.’


I looked out over the rails of the veranda, over at all that green foaming at the edges of their land, feeling like Aaron could be anywhere. Benita rolled her thumb against a little yellow Bic lighter, sparking a flame and then letting it out. There was something compulsive and unsettling about it.


‘I think I might know where he is, Justin,’ she said.


‘What do you mean?’


‘If I show you something,’ she said, ‘do you promise to keep it a secret?’


I told her I would.


Benita swung open the front door to lead me inside. A rush of cool air hit me like a beautiful punch. The air conditioner in the living room was cranked up. With glorious goosebumps on my bare arms and legs, I followed Benita into the hall.


I paused to look inside as we passed the arched doorway that opened into the kitchen. Aaron’s mum, Lucy, was pacing in there, panicked. Her big meaty arms were up, hands clamped behind her head. Her cheeks were fire-truck red, her eyes as wide as dinner plates. Devin was sitting on one side of the cramped dining table, his expression dark and still. Across from them, with her back to me, was a uniformed policewoman with a mushroom-shaped hairdo, like she’d walked to the salon with a picture of Dana Scully and got butchered. Nobody noticed me hovering in the darkened hallway.


‘When was the last time Aaron spoke with his father?’ the policewoman asked. Then, to Devin, she added, ‘His biological father.’


In Devin’s case, the ‘step’ in stepdad is purely a technicality. Devin loves Aaron and Benita like they are his own.


Lucy shrank a little, then looked down at her hands. ‘My ex is not a nice man, Sergeant, but he wouldn’t hurt his own son.’


Benita grabbed me and tugged me down the hall. For the next few steps, she held my hand. It was, despite everything, wonderful. She led me to Aaron’s bedroom, then opened the door to let me through first.


I’d been in Aaron’s room hundreds of times but had never seen it like this. Aaron likes a made bed and a clean desk, but today it looked like a crime scene. Clothes were spilling from his wardrobe like entrails, and a pile of comic books were strewn across the floor out of their protective, guaranteed grease-proof plastic sleeves. A shoebox was toppled to one side on the floor. Tipped next to it was a porno mag. There was a bare-chested woman on the cover with big hair and bigger breasts. I felt myself go red.


‘Aaron wouldn’t have left it like this,’ I said. ‘He’s a total neat freak. Has that cop looked in here? Because these are, like, signs of a struggle.’


‘Aaron didn’t trash the room,’ Benita said. ‘I did.’


‘Why?’


‘I thought it might help me figure out where he is. I guess I was looking for a clue.’


‘Did you find one?’


Benita glanced back down the hallway, stepped into the room and closed the door behind her. She moved quickly to the dresser and dug something out from beneath the socks in the top drawer. ‘I found this between the bed and his mattress. I haven’t told Mum and Devin about it.’


She handed me a Nokia 5110.


‘Whoa,’ I said. ‘I didn’t know Aaron had a mobile phone.’


Benita looked surprised by that. ‘Joseph sent us one each for Christmas. His way of buying our love. I would have preferred cash. Mobile phones are practically useless in West Haven. The only place to get reception is in the toilet.’


Joseph is Aaron and Benita’s biological father. I’ve never met him. Aaron hardly ever mentions him. All I know is that he makes good money working with computers in Sydney.


‘It’s weird he didn’t tell me he had a phone,’ I said.


‘Maybe he doesn’t want to show off,’ Benita said. ‘Or maybe it’s just one more secret he’s been keeping.’


‘What do you mean, one more secret?’


She moved to the wall and put her palm against a Nirvana poster. ‘These walls are paper thin. My bedroom is right on the other side. You can’t let a fart rip without the other one hearing it.’ Tears came to her eyes, soft and full and real. ‘Sometimes, late at night, I’d hear him crying.’


If I were a different person, I might have hugged her. But I’m me. So I just stood there, hands still and useless by my side.


‘What was he crying about?’ I asked.


‘I don’t know.’


‘You didn’t ask?’


‘That’s not how we do things in this family,’ Benita said. ‘We talk about nice things. We put the bad stuff – the real stuff – in a box and hope it goes away.’ She shot an accusation at me. ‘What’s your excuse?’


‘For what?’


‘You’re Aaron’s best friend, Justin. He loves Chen and Leeson, but you’re the one who fills his cup. You must have noticed the way he’s changed lately. The way he’s …’


‘Darkened,’ I offered.


Benita nodded. ‘We both ignored it.’


I sat down on the bed.


‘Everyone gets the blues sometimes,’ I said. ‘I thought it would pass.’


‘This isn’t the blues, Justin.’ She sat down next to me on the bed. Our legs touched briefly. The cigarette smell drifting off her denim jacket was intoxicating. ‘Turn on the phone. There, it’s the button on the side.’


I did what she asked. The Nokia glowed to life. A grey animation showed two hands reaching for one another, followed by the Nokia logo. It must have been obvious that I had no idea how to work the thing because Benita took it back.


‘Do you know what an SMS message is?’ she asked.


I didn’t, but I do now. Benita explained it to me. SMS stands for Short Message Service. It’s like an email you send from one phone to another.


Benita used the little arrow keys to navigate to a list of written messages.


‘These are all the ones from Joseph,’ she said. ‘He sends us a goodnight message every night. But these ones here are from an unknown number. It isn’t linked to a name, and I don’t recognise the number.’


‘Did you try calling it?’


‘Three times,’ she said. ‘It rang but nobody picked up. No answering machine either.’


She showed me the stranger’s text messages. My hands trembled. My eyes began to sting, blurring the letters on the screen.


‘Who would write something like this?’ I asked.


‘I don’t know,’ Benita said. ‘But whoever it is wants my brother dead.’









3


Now


I sat staring at the screen of the Pentium II, getting drunk on a dusty bottle of red wine I found in the back of the pantry and working up the nerve to continue on this reluctant trip down memory lane. I didn’t like to think about my childhood, much less read about it. But tonight, it didn’t feel like I had a choice. It was as if I were strapped to a rickety carriage creeping towards the apex of a roller-coaster.


So I spent the rest of the night drinking and reading. I read the whole thing, from the first entry to the last. Then I cried for a while. I’d hoped the alcohol would numb the guilt. It had the opposite effect.


The next day, I dropped Steffi off at my wife’s house.


Was Hannah my wife? The question wasn’t as easy to answer as you’d think. We were separated, which wasn’t – I repeat, wasn’t! – divorced. But wife was supposed to mean life partner, and that ship had sailed. Well, not so much sailed as chugged away while I stood dumbly on the pier watching, wanting to jump into the water and go after her but entirely unsure if I knew how to swim.


I was thirty-one when we met, living in a share house in Carlton. I worked nights as a bottle shop casual, which meant my days were free. I spent them writing. I had attempted four novels and abandoned all but one. I had given up on ever being published. That might sound bleak, but it wasn’t. Somewhere along the way, I stopped writing to be a writer and started writing just to write. For me, writing was a necessary part of life. I couldn’t have stopped if I’d tried. It kept the demons at bay, and there were plenty of those.


(Enter Hannah.)


She was twenty-nine, studying law: lots of late-night study sessions fuelled by red wine. That’s how I met her. She’d buy a bottle or two weekly from the Happy Drinker, always on one of the nights I was working. I’d find out later this was no accident. She had a boyfriend at the time, but we connected on social media and, when that relationship ended, she invited me for a drink at a bar. It was her first time seeing me out of my bottle shop polo.


To say we clicked was an understatement. The spark between Hannah and me was explosive. It wasn’t driven by lust or brain chemicals. This was something different. It was grown-up love, mature and thoughtful and considered. I fell in love with her brain. We got married while I was still poor. She gave me notes on my manuscripts and encouraged me to show my work to publishers. She made me work harder and held me accountable when I didn’t. A direct line can be drawn between Hannah and the publication of my first novel, The Carnivores.


When I left West Haven, I had planned to reinvent myself – a complete Count of Monte Cristo. But the truth was I was lost before I met Hannah. She found me, gave me a life, then gave me Steffi.


Then I blew it.


We pulled up outside her white terrace house in Carlton North. Steffi wrestled her way out of her car seat, slung her too-big backpack over her arms, and hurried towards her primary residence. I was a few beats behind her, moving slower than usual, my focus distant and dreamlike.


The front door opened as Steffi reached it. Hannah drifted out, taking care not to get rained on. She was dressed in a soft pink robe and matching slippers. Her hair was slept on, tucked behind one perfect little ear, to reveal her dark angular face. Nobody should look that good first thing in the morning.


She gave me a nod as I slipped through the front gate. Steffi gave me a perfunctory little hug and said, ‘Love you, Daddy.’


‘Love you too, Little Bean.’


Then she disappeared into the house. Watching her go filled me with a deep familiar sadness. Something like homesickness. That was what being a part-time parent was like. Your kid was your home. When they weren’t with you, you ached for them.


‘See ya,’ Hannah said. She was already halfway in the door.


‘Hey, Hannah,’ I said. She turned and crossed her arms, waiting. ‘Do you have a couple of minutes to talk?’


It shouldn’t have been a difficult question, but she seemed to labour over it. She looked into the house, nodded, and came down the steps to join me, pulling her robe tight against the morning chill.


‘You don’t want to go inside?’ I asked.


‘Tim’s here,’ she said.


‘Oh.’


Tim. The boyfriend.


Hannah was an exceptional and accomplished woman: a family lawyer who dedicated her life to helping children in need. She was hilarious and beautiful, with rich dark eyes and hair the colour of cinnamon. She was miles out of my league. We may as well have been characters from Greek mythology: the goddess of kindness and purity and the flawed, petty mortal she fell in love with. All that, and I was the one to blow up the marriage. Go figure.


‘What did you want to talk to me about?’ she asked.


I hesitated. ‘I told Steffi that Santa Claus won’t give her anything at Christmas if she doesn’t remember to wipe after she pees. So keep that one going.’


‘You lied to her, in other words.’


‘Han, I once heard you tell her if she didn’t clean her teeth before bed, the tooth fairy would bite her toes while she slept.’


‘That’s different.’


‘That’s sadistic.’


She smirked, and my heart filled. It was like Chen’s yellow stackhat – a pop of colour against the grey morning. Hannah and I used to laugh all the time. Now, on the rare occasion she cracked a smile, I felt like shouting, Eureka! But then the smile was gone, so swift and sudden that I wondered if it had been there in the first place.


‘Is that it?’ she asked.


‘No.’


‘Okay.’


‘Hannah …’


‘Yeah?’ Long pause. ‘What is it?’ she said. Her icy tone gave way to concern. ‘Is it Steffi?’


‘No,’ I said. ‘It’s nothing like that.’ Hannah and I had been separated for nine months – the same amount of time required to grow a baby – yet she was still the first person I thought of when I got news. Good or bad. I took a deep breath. Then, ‘They found a body, Han.’
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