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PROLOGUE


Friday


8 December 1989


‘The existence of Satan is a matter of belief, but the existence of Satanism is undeniable. Darkness lurks behind the lyrics of your child’s favourite song, on the shelves of your local video store, in the homes, schools and parks of every small town across the country. In tonight’s Special Look, we’ll be diving deep into the dangerous and troubling world of devil worship. It’s an epidemic and spreading fast. Nobody is safe. Especially not your—’


Nancy Reed muted the TV. It didn’t make much difference. There was still plenty of noise in her head. She was doing the two things guaranteed to bum a person out on a Friday night: drinking alone and reflecting on her life.


Somewhere along the way, something had gone wrong. She was forty-one, unemployed, and staring down the barrel of a divorce. But when she looked back, performing a kind of post-mortem on her life, there were no obvious signs of trouble. There was just a series of wrong turns and bad decisions. The cause of death, it seemed, was life.


It was coming up on 11pm. That was late, for suburbia. Her daughter was sleeping over at a friend’s house and her husband – ex, she reminded herself – was in a budget room at the Camp Hill Motor Inn, where he’d moved while they finalised the divorce. Nancy was alone, free to fall into a pit of despair and self-pity.


On the coffee table in front of her lay The Camp Hill Leader, open to the employment section. Her yellow highlighter sat beside it. She hadn’t even needed to take the cap off. The only jobs she seemed qualified for were night filler, check-out chick and flipper of burgers, and she wasn’t that desperate. Yet. The problem with being a stay-at-home mother was that none of her skills translated to the workplace. Seventeen years of child rearing should have qualified her for a job as a hostage negotiator or an upper-management position in a psychiatric hospital.


It was Owen’s fault. He had insisted Nancy stop work. He was old-fashioned that way. Or maybe he just needed something to excuse his bad behaviour. Maybe he knew that when someone depends on you for everything, it’s harder for them to leave.


Feeling bitter, she drank more.


Creak.


The noise came from somewhere behind her. She spun around to look over the armchair. Most of the lights in the house were off – she’d be paying the electricity bills herself soon and wanted to get used to keeping costs down. The TV cast wavering shadows across the walls. There was nobody there. At least nobody she could see.


Nancy stood in the dark and listened. There it was again: a soft metallic click, a long, slow creak. A window in one of the other rooms was being slid open from the outside. She crept through the kitchen and stood in the mouth of the hallway.


Silence.


Before creeping down to the end of the house to investigate, she went right past the rack of hefty frying pans and the block of Ginsu kitchen knives, which were sharp enough to slice through a leather shoe – but wait, there’s more! – and armed herself with the Yellow Pages.


A gun would work better. There was one in the house, a rifle Owen used to hunt rabbits when he visited his cousins – they lived up north, directly in the middle of arse-fuck and nowhere – but the gun was at the other end of the house, on the top shelf of her wardrobe, in a locked case. The key was in the pocket of her ex-husband’s jeans, which were now, no doubt, slung over a chair in a room at the motor inn.


Nancy briefly considered calling him, but decided she’d rather be dismembered and left in a shallow grave than give him the satisfaction. As much as she hated to admit it – and never would, out loud – Nancy missed having a man around at times like this. She was getting the hang of being a single mother, but sometimes wished it came with an add-on option. A male she could send blindly ahead of her, into danger.


She reached into the dark and flicked on the light, relieved to find there was no psycho killer waiting there for her. She held the phone book aloft and moved steadily down the hall. Halfway, she heard movement. A light blinked on somewhere. A pencil-thin sliver glowed beneath one of the doors. Tracie’s bedroom. Two more steps, then the sound of drawers being opened and rifled through. If they – whoever they were – had been ransacking any of the other rooms, Nancy might have snuck to a neighbour’s house to call triple zero.


But they were in her daughter’s room. Common sense abandoned her and white-hot rage swept in. She raised the phone book high with her right hand. With her left, she took hold of the knob and swung the door open.


In the middle of the room stood a small, slight woman with a striking sweep of blonde hair, bleached so recently that Nancy could smell the chemicals wafting off her.


‘Tracie?’


Nancy’s daughter let out a court-room gasp, scrambled backwards so fast she knocked a stack of cassettes off her side table, then sighed with relief. ‘Jesus, Mum, you scared me.’


‘I scared you? I thought you were an intruder.’


‘And you were planning on calling him a taxi?’


Nancy exhaled, smirked and lowered the phone book. ‘What happened to your hair?’


When Tracie had left earlier that evening, she’d been a brunette. A pretty, effortlessly natural brunette. She’d come home looking like Debbie Harry. ‘I felt like a change. Like a statement. Do you like it?’


‘I do.’ She didn’t. ‘You know, most kids sneak out of their bedroom window. Not the other way around.’


‘I forgot my key and didn’t want to wake you.’


‘I thought you were spending the night at Cassie’s.’


‘We had a fight.’ Tracie stepped out of her sneakers. ‘How’s the job hunt going?’


‘It isn’t.’


‘Good,’ Tracie said. ‘You don’t need to find a job; you need to find a man.’


‘I’d rather blow my own brains out, but thanks anyway.’


‘Come on, Mum. You’re still pretty and funny and young. Ish.’


‘Your dad’s side of the bed is still warm.’


‘But I won’t be around forever,’ Tracie said.


That stung in a way Nancy hadn’t been expecting. It was true, of course. Tracie had just finished high school. She was off to university next year, and then there would be work and boyfriends and weddings and children, and Nancy would eventually die alone.


But that’s not what bothered her. Correction: that’s not what was bothering her in that moment. It was something in Tracie’s tone. I won’t be around forever. It was the kind of thing a parent said to a child, not the other way around. Since the separation, Tracie had aged. That was a strange thing to say about a seventeen-year-old, but it was true. Her eyes had darkened.


‘Your father and I will be fine,’ she said. ‘You don’t have to worry about us.’


‘I’m not worried about Dad. Not in that way, at least. He’ll marry the first bimbo he meets.’


‘He’s not like that.’


‘He’s a survivor, Mum.’


‘If he’s a survivor, what does that make me?’ Nancy asked.


Tracie shook her head. ‘I just hate to think of you living in this big house all by yourself.’


Nancy sighed, then sat down on the bed and helped Tracie under the covers. A whisper of warm air drifted in through the open window.


‘So,’ Nancy said. ‘Talk to me about the hair.’


‘What about it?’


‘Usually when a woman does something this dramatic, it’s because she’s lost control of something major in her life and this is her way of taking back that control. Oh no, you did that because of the divorce, didn’t you?’


Tracie raised a smile but it fell away fast. ‘It has nothing to do with you, Mum. This’ll probably sound crazy, but I wanted to look like someone else. I … I think someone’s been following me.’


Nancy sat forward.


‘A few nights ago, someone called the house,’ Tracie explained. ‘When I picked up, whoever was on the other end of the line didn’t say anything, but I could hear them breathing. And since then I’ve just had this feeling, you know, like I was being watched. The other day, at the roller rink. And then again tonight at the movies.’


Nancy waited. Then she asked, ‘Is that it?’


‘Is that it?’


‘Did you actually see anyone?’


Tracie glared at her. ‘Not exactly.’


‘Is it possible all your spying has made you a little paranoid?’


‘I don’t spy, Mum. I capture truth. That’s like, journalism 101.’


‘I’m sorry, honey, but you often do this.’


‘Do what?’


‘Last month you were convinced someone was outside your window, scratching on the glass, but the noise magically went away when I pruned the lemon tree. The month before that, you thought a poltergeist was moving things around the house, until we discovered the window in the spare bedroom had been left open. You have a rich imagination, Trace. It’s one of the things that makes you unique. But it also makes you …’ Nancy chose her next word wisely. ‘Reactive.’


‘You sound like Cassie. She says it’s because I’m an only child and we need more attention.’


‘I hate to say it—’


‘Then don’t.’


‘—but Cassie might have a point.’


‘I hate you.’


‘I love you too. Is that what you and Cassie fought about?’


‘Actually, the fight was about you and Dad.’ Tracie’s expression hardened. ‘Mum, I’m going to ask you a question now and I want you to tell me the truth. Don’t sugar-coat it, don’t placate, and don’t give me some vague, rambling non-answer like you and Dad usually do.’


‘I’m not even sure I know what placate means.’


‘Mum. I’m serious.’


She meant it. Nancy could see that, and it made her nervous.


‘It’s about the divorce,’ Tracie said. ‘Did Dad … Was he …’ She paused to compose herself. ‘Was there someone else?’


Tracie Reed went missing the next day.
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Thursday


28 December 1989


Tom Witter taught English at Camp Hill Christian College. He was forty-four in the summer of 1989, when Tracie Reed went missing. He heard about it at a neighbourhood watch meeting, three days after Christmas. These meetings were held twice a month at Lydia Chow’s place. A representative from every household on Keel Street was expected to attend. That night, he’d drawn the short straw.


Bill Davis had him cornered at the refreshment table. Bill lived in the big house at number four. He was roughly the same shape and size as a grizzly bear. Connie – Tom’s wife – called Bill a social vampire, because when you got stuck in a conversation with him, he sucked you dry before moving on to his next victim.


‘Are you and the missus still coming to our New Year’s Eve bash?’ Bill asked. ‘Vicky never got your RSVP.’


‘I’m not sure we’ll make it this year, Bill. Connie wants a quiet one in.’


‘She’s still mad about the award, isn’t she?’


Tom didn’t respond.


At Bill and Vicky’s last New Year’s bash, Bill had doled out handmade awards to everyone in attendance. Tom was named Brainiest Man on Keel Street, which he accepted with no small amount of pride. Connie, on the other hand, was given Best Bum. She was quick to point out that while technically true, Bill had ignored what she considered her greater assets: intelligence and sense of humour.


Now Bill looked around the room and sighed. ‘What’s that spot between your balls and arsehole called?’ he asked.


‘Perineum,’ Tom said.


‘Perineum.’ Bill rolled the word in his mouth. ‘These meetings are as pointless as a perineum.’


‘You could have gone with the appendix or earlobe. But, yeah. I get it.’


Lydia, their host, inserted herself between them. ‘The perineum is actually very important,’ she said. ‘It keeps the dick and the arsehole apart, just like I’m doing right now.’


Tom managed a half smile. Bill laughed outright, his eyes crawling down Lydia’s rear end as she bustled away.


Lydia was a slim woman in her mid-forties, with a high and tight ponytail that swished back and forth with each quick little step she took. She wore low necklines and high hemlines and was known as a bit of a flirt. All that really meant was she was bored, which made her the perfect facilitator for these meetings. Not a whole lot happened in Camp Hill, but if there was a molehill in town, you could count on Lydia to make it a mountain.


‘I need everyone in the living room,’ she called. ‘We’re about to get started.’


Tom and Bill did as they were told.


All the furniture in the living room had been cleared to make way for three rows of plastic chairs. Most of the other attendees were already seated, with varying degrees of enthusiasm. Lydia’s husband, Rob, was in the back row, nursing a vodka tonic and struggling to keep his eyes open. Ellie Sipple from number six sat up front, clicking and un-clicking a ballpoint pen. Next to her was Donnie Hines. He ran his own real estate business and was onto his third – or was it fourth? – wife.


Tom found a seat in the middle. Bill sat in the row behind. Lydia went to the front of the room and – in lieu of a gavel – clapped her hands once. Hard and loud.


‘Welcome, members of the Keel Street Neighbourhood Watch,’ she said. ‘The date is December twenty-eighth, Ellie will be taking minutes, as per, and this meeting is now in session.’


She paused, as if waiting for applause. There wasn’t any.


‘First item on the agenda,’ she went on. ‘We still need more signatures on the petition to have the council install a speed bump on Johnson Avenue. I cannot stress how important this is. That street has become a hoon-magnet and it’s only a matter of time before someone’s pet – or, God forbid, child – gets run over.’


Lydia’s husband yawned from the back row.


‘Am I keeping you up, Rob?’ Lydia asked.


A murmur of laughter from the audience.


‘Next, we’ve received a report of a break-in over in Mount Eliza. An unseen assailant smashed the window of a work ute and got away with over three hundred dollars’ worth of tools. It’s a good reminder to bring our cars inside at night, which, incidentally, might save us a few ugly black stains on the bitumen. Yes, I’m looking at you, Gary.’


Gary Henskee, from number nine, drove a ’79 Mitsubishi Scorpion that was forever leaking oil at the bottom of his driveway. He said, ‘I’m not sure my car falls under your jurisdiction, Lydia.’


‘Oh, come on, Gary, cleanliness and godliness and all that. And while I’m picking on you, you still haven’t fixed your porch light. A lit street is a safe street. And I know what you’re all thinking. That would have sounded a lot catchier if it rhymed, but you get what you’re given in this life.’


Norma Spurr-Smith, from number eight, cleared her throat.


‘Right,’ Lydia said, taking the cue. ‘Norma’s Christmas gnome is still missing. If you have any information, please speak to Norma after the meeting.’


Bill tapped Tom on the shoulder and whispered, ‘What’d I tell you? Pointless as a perineum.’


Lydia said, ‘The third and final item on the agenda is a big one. Ellie, would you mind?’


Ellie Sipple tucked her pen behind her ear and stood. She flipped open a manila folder, took out a stack of photocopies, and handed them out.


Tom assumed it would be an updated list of everyone’s contact details, or point-by-point instructions on how to get the perfect edges when cutting one’s lawn. But it was a colour photo of a teenage girl with dark curly hair and deep-set eyes. The girl was smiling. A bright, genuine smile. Slung around her neck was a pair of headphones – the kind you’d find attached to a Walkman – with a strip of red tape holding one of the ear pads on.


Below the photo was:


MISSING PERSON


Tracie Reed, 17 years old, was last seen in her home on Bright Street, Camp Hill, on Friday 8 December 1989. If you have seen this girl, know of her whereabouts, or have any information that might help, please contact the number below or dial triple zero.


HELP BRING TRACIE HOME!


Tom stared at the girl’s face, only half listening as the group got their bearings.


‘She’s been gone almost three weeks,’ Lydia said. ‘As the crow flies, Bright Street is right on the other side of Wild Place.’


Wild Place was what locals called the community forest that formed a natural barrier between neighbourhoods. It wasn’t expansive, but it was dense. It ran a little over a kilometre from start to end, and about half of that across. The trees – spotted and sweet gums, mostly – were tightly packed and brimming with birdlife. All the houses on Tom’s side of the street backed onto Wild Place, with little gates that gave into the forest.


‘Is everything all right, Tom?’ Lydia asked.


He must have been making a face, because she was staring at him. This wasn’t all that uncommon. Tom had Tourette syndrome. When most people heard that, they pictured someone shouting shit fuck motherfucker in the middle of a crowded supermarket, or while riding the bus. But for most people – like Tom – it was more subtle: tics, twitches and small, uncontrollable movements. Tom blinked in rapid-fire bursts, made strange sounds in the back of his throat and, sometimes, his neck would jerk suddenly left and right. Still, over the years, he’d learnt to hide most of the signs. He could bottle up the tics and let them out when he was alone. Sometimes, though, if he was feeling particularly stressed or anxious or excited, they took over.


‘I’m fine,’ he said. ‘But I know this girl. She was in my literature class.’


Lydia’s face lit up. ‘What was she like?’


‘I don’t remember a whole lot about her,’ he said.


Lydia went on: ‘Well, the police have no idea where she is, so her family has turned to the public – us – for help. Let’s face it, this is Camp Hill so the chances of us having a roaming child killer on the loose are pretty slim. Knowing girls her age, she probably ran off with some boy and the pair of them are having unprotected intercourse right now, as passionate as it is brief. Even still, we should be on the lookout for any suspicious activity.’


Cheree Gifford, who lived in the house with the blue door at number fourteen, asked, ‘What sort of suspicious activity?’


‘Strangers in the area, mysterious vehicles, anything out of place. In the meantime, I’m going to need someone to put these posters up around the neighbourhood. I’d do it myself but I’m busy with the Johnson Avenue speed bump petition. Now, we all know what happens when I ask people to volunteer. Poor Ellie here is the only one who puts her hand up and gets saddled with all the work.’


‘I don’t mind, really,’ Ellie Sipple said.


Ignoring her, Lydia said, ‘Tom, how about you?’


He looked up. ‘Me?’


‘As her teacher, you obviously have a connection with this girl, and plenty of time on your hands.’


Tom couldn’t argue with that part. The high school was on break for Christmas holidays. Tom had five long weeks of summer stretching out ahead of him.


‘So,’ Lydia said. ‘What do you say?’


What could he say?
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After the meeting, Tom stepped out into the warm evening air and started home. His house was four doors down and across the street from Lydia’s, so it was a short walk. Bill walked with him, smoking a cigarette like his life depended on it.


‘If I walk slow enough, I might get through the whole thing before I get home,’ he said. ‘Vicky won’t let me smoke in the house. She bought one of those little no-smoking signs from What’s New and hung it inside the front door. Makes me feel like a stranger in my own home.’


Keel Street was lined with big, single-family houses, set back across wide green lawns. Veranda lights were on, cars were parked neatly in driveways (aside from Gary Henskee’s Scorpion) and a sluggish summer breeze was drifting along the footpath.


Mark Devlin was drinking beer in his garage with the doors rolled up. He waved as they passed. Now here came Irene Borschmann walking her dogs, Lola and Dude: a rottweiler and a chihuahua, like Arnold Schwarzenegger and Danny DeVito in Twins.


Bill said, ‘Hey, Reenie, what’s good for an ingrown toenail?’


Irene and her husband Red lived two doors down from Tom. They ran the local pharmacy, which meant they knew far too many intimate details about the neighbourhood. Example: Tom’s great haemorrhoid battle of ’87. Before his vasectomy, he’d drive all the way to Frankston to buy condoms.


‘Nail softener helps,’ Irene said. ‘Come in tomorrow and I’ll do you a deal.’


‘You don’t need to see the nail?’


‘I have enough trouble sleeping already, thank you.’


Lola had starting shitting on Patti Devlin’s agapanthus, so Tom and Bill moved on.


Tom was carrying the stack of posters Ellie had given him. He angled them towards the streetlight so he could see Tracie Reed’s face. Bill noticed, and asked, ‘What do you think happened to her?’


‘I don’t know,’ Tom said. ‘She might have run away. Camp Hill’s like a prison for kids her age.’


‘Maybe she was murdered.’


‘Jesus, Bill.’


‘I’m just saying. A pretty girl like that. It’s hard not to think the worst. Feel like a nightcap? You haven’t seen the new pool table.’


‘Next time,’ Tom said.


He crossed the street towards home. Bill drifted on down Keel Street, taking slow steps and long puffs of his cigarette, turning to look over his shoulder every now and then in case Tom changed his mind. He didn’t.


Tom was halfway up the front steps when he heard a small voice mutter, ‘Motherfucker.’


He looked over his fence. His next-door neighbour, Debbie Fryman, was kneeling by her front door with a screwdriver in her hand.


Tom called out, ‘Everything all right over there, Deb?’


‘Depends on your definition,’ she said. ‘I’m trying to get this deadlock thingy in. The guy at the hardware shop said it was easy to install. I’m starting to think he was being sarcastic.’


‘Nobody locks their doors in Camp Hill,’ Tom said.


‘Even so, the option would be nice.’


‘Let me take a look.’


Tom set the posters down on his own doorstep, then trotted back down the steps and over to Debbie’s place. She greeted him with a warm, weary smile, then handed him her ‘toolbox’: an old ice-cream container filled with miscellaneous screws, an unopened packet of nails and two spanners. Tom armed himself with the screwdriver. He had no idea what he was doing – he couldn’t screw his way out of a wet paper bag, no pun intended – but man-code dictated he should give it a try.


‘Why didn’t I see you at the neighbourhood watch meeting tonight?’ Tom asked.


‘I was busy’ – she lowered her voice – ‘driving nails into my ears.’


Tom laughed.


‘It’s not the boredom I can’t handle,’ she explained. ‘It’s the long hateful glares I get from Lydia.’


‘Lydia doesn’t hate you.’


‘Well, fine, maybe she doesn’t hate me. But she doesn’t like me, either. I’m a single mother working crazy hours in the middle of suburbia. That’s enough to make me an other in some people’s eyes.’


‘I hope you don’t think I see you that way.’


‘You’re one of the good ones, Tom.’


But that wasn’t exactly true. Tom had never made any real effort to connect with Debbie. It was strange, considering how close their boys had once been: her son Sean and his eldest boy Marty grew up together and, for a while there, had been best friends. It might have been the age difference – Tom and Connie were a full ten years older than Debbie – but, as much as he hated to admit it, the fact she was a single woman didn’t help. It created a strange dynamic. There’s a reason tables have four legs.


She stood over him, hands on hips. Bathed in the warm orange glow of the veranda light, Debbie looked – there was no other way to put it – beautiful. Her hair was soft and red, her eyes a piercing shade of green. Her skin looked so soft and pale it made Tom picture a splash of cold milk in a cup of black coffee.


‘How’s Marty?’


‘Moving out,’ Tom said.


‘You’re kidding.’


He shook his head longingly, then turned to look up at his house. ‘He told us a few weeks ago. He’s found a flat to rent in Frankston with a mate. He wants to be closer to uni. That’s how he sold it to Connie and me, anyway. He’s still studying architecture. The kid who didn’t pick up a crayon before he was seven is going to draw houses for a living.’


‘How do you feel about him moving?’


‘I feel a midlife crisis coming on,’ Tom said. ‘What do you think? Should I buy a convertible or have an affair?’


‘Convertible, definitely. That, Connie might forgive you for.’


Then, because when people ask about your kid, it usually means they want to talk about their own, Tom asked, ‘And Sean?’


She shook her head, and for the first time since Tom arrived, her smile faded. ‘I’ve been putting pressure on him to apply for TAFE or get a job. He has so much talent and it’s all just being … wasted.’ She looked up at her house and sighed. ‘I don’t know what I’m going to do about him, Tom.’


Even though Marty and Sean had been close, they couldn’t have turned out more different. Marty was bright, motivated and athletic. Sean had gone goth. His hair was long and greasy, box-dyed black. He got around in trench coats and baggy T-shirts for bands Tom had never heard of.


Tom didn’t know what to say, so he said, ‘It’s probably just a phase.’


Debbie stopped just short of rolling her eyes. She might have heard that a few hundred times already. ‘Yeah, maybe.’


‘I need to confess something to you, Deb.’


‘Okay.’


‘I have no idea what I’m doing with this screwdriver.’


The weary smile returned to her face. ‘That makes two of us. Thanks for trying.’


He said goodnight and crossed back to his place. He paused at his front door to look back. Debbie was on her knees again, fiddling with the deadlock. In a nearby window, a curtain shifted and a silhouette appeared. It was Sean. Tom gave a small wave, but the kid didn’t wave back. It was a little creepy, but that was Sean’s schtick: a monochrome teenager in day-glo suburbia.


He slipped away and the curtain closed.


Home was a four-bedroom split-level, decorated in shades of brown and yellow. The walls were busy with framed family photos. A particularly gruesome one hung in the entrance way, just inside the front door. A glamour shot of Tom and Connie. They paid a professional photographer to take it, so it was all soft focus and smouldering looks to camera.


Connie looked great: soft skin, straight blonde hair, her trademark know-it-all smile. Tom, not so much. He looked like a middle-aged suburbanite, which, to be fair, was exactly what he was. Worse, he’d worn horizonal stripes the day of the photo and was now forced to relive that mistake over and over, every time he stepped inside.


He closed the front door behind him, kicked off his sneakers, and went into the living room. Connie was working out to the Jane Fonda tape she’d got for Christmas from her sister. She didn’t turn around when he came in.


‘Dinner’s in the oven,’ she said, between breaths. ‘I hope you’re not sick of Christmas leftovers yet. We have enough to get us into the nineties. I’m not even exaggerating.’


‘How’s the workout?’


She flailed her arms around in the air – at least that’s what it looked like to Tom – and said, ‘Apparently this is how you get rid of the, quote, wobbly wobble, unquote, beneath your arms. Wine helps.’


She paused to sip from a glass of white wine on the coffee table.


‘I’m not sure you’re supposed to combine alcohol and aerobics,’ Tom said.


‘It’s a workout, not aerobics.’


Keiran, their youngest, was sitting on the sofa, entranced by Jane Fonda. He was thirteen. During the school year he looked like a normal, clean-cut kid. During the holidays he turned into something from Lord of the Flies. His short hair was tangled and sweaty. There was dirt on his cheeks and more beneath his fingernails. A wild kid at a wild age.


‘Hi, kid,’ Tom said. ‘You seem to be enjoying the video too.’


‘Mum said I can watch TV when she’s done. Knight Rider’s on.’ Keiran dragged his eyes away from Jane Fonda’s leggings long enough to clock the posters under Tom’s arm. He turned his head sideways to read the bold capitals aloud. ‘“Missing Person”?’ His eyes widened. ‘Oh, shit.’


In unison, Tom and Connie said, ‘Language.’


‘Right. Sorry. But this girl. I know her. Well, I don’t know her know her. But she goes to my school.’


‘And she was one of my students,’ Tom said. ‘She was in the year below Marty. Where is he?’


‘Packing,’ Connie said.


He grunted.


‘You asked,’ Connie said. She took a break from her workout to sink more wine and look at the posters. ‘What are you doing with these?’


‘Lydia volunteered me to put them up around town.’


Connie slammed back the rest of her wine. She’d been drinking more since Marty decided he was moving out.


‘Do I need to show you the list again?’ she asked.


Connie had given him a list of all the things that needed fixing before he went back to work in January. The upstairs bathroom had a leak, the sewing room needed a fresh coat of paint, and the screen door thudded through the night like a heartbeat.


‘What happened to her?’ Keiran asked. ‘Is there, like, a psycho killer on the loose or something?’


‘No,’ Tom said. ‘But just in case, I don’t want you playing in Wild Place for a while.’


‘I’m thirteen, Dad. I don’t play.’


‘What do you do?’


‘Hang. Chill.’


‘In that order?’


‘Depends.’


‘Fine. I don’t want you hanging or chilling in Wild Place.’


Keiran rolled his eyes. ‘Has anyone ever told you you’re, like, really paranoid? You should probably see someone about that.’


‘The kid has a point, Tom,’ Connie said. ‘After the Tylenol murders in America, you didn’t allow painkillers in the house for months. I had to smuggle in ibuprofen like a drug mule whenever I got my period.’


‘Ew, Mum. Don’t say period.’


To Keiran, Tom said, ‘Just promise me you’ll stay out of the bush for a while.’


Keiran looked to Connie. ‘Mum?’


She spread her hands. He looked back at Tom.


‘Fine,’ he said. ‘I promise.’


After dinner, Tom went upstairs to Marty’s room. He was rolling up a movie poster: Full Metal Jacket. Aside from his clothes, the poster seemed to be the only thing he was taking with him. He was apparently abandoning his Enid Blyton collection, and the little plastic basketball hoop suction-cupped to the door of his wardrobe. He was, of course, abandoning his father as well.


Without looking up, Marty said, ‘How was the meeting? Did they find Norma’s gnome yet, or are they still waiting for the kidnapper’s ransom demand?’


‘Don’t you mean gnome-napper?’ Tom said.


Marty made a sour face. ‘Oh, Dad, that was bad.’


‘You’ll miss my jokes when you’re gone.’


‘If you say so.’


A small AM/FM radio sat on the windowsill, whispering a Fleetwood Mac song. Marty hummed along. He was a good-looking kid, with a firm jaw, clear skin and a sweep of blond hair that always seemed to fall just right. He got all that from Connie. Tom didn’t have a whole lot of hair left.


‘How does it feel to be leaving your old room?’ Tom asked. ‘I bet you’ll miss this place when you’re living with six other dudes.’


‘I’m moving in with one housemate. And don’t say dude. It makes you sound like a …’


‘Let me guess. An old man?’


‘A pervert.’


Tom sat down on the bed and watched his son pack. ‘Are you sure you’ve thought this move through, Marty?’


‘Please don’t start, Dad.’


‘I’m not starting anything. I think your mum and I just assumed we’d get to hang on to you for a few more years. At least until you got through uni. It feels sudden. Did something … change?’


Marty ran a strip of masking tape over one of the packing boxes and looked at his father. ‘I changed, Dad. When I was a kid, Camp Hill felt like the whole world. Now it feels like just a tiny part of it.’


‘You’re still a kid, Marty,’ Tom said.


‘Then why did they give me a driver’s licence?’


‘Touché,’ Tom said. ‘Hey, do you know Tracie Reed?’


‘From Camp Hill College?’


‘She was a year below you, yeah. She’s gone missing.’


Marty raised his eyebrows. ‘Missing?


Tom gave him one of the posters. ‘Maybe you could ask around about her. One of your friends might have seen her, or heard from her.’


‘Maybe,’ Marty said. ‘But we’re not really in the same crowd.’


‘You didn’t know her?’


‘We were in one class together. They let her take year twelve media because I guess she was smart. She knew it, too.’


‘How do you mean?’


He shrugged. ‘She was just one of those girls who acted like she was better than everyone else.’ He frowned. ‘Do you think she’s okay?’


‘I hope so,’ Tom said.


Tom went to the window and looked out. The back lawn sloped gently to the wooden fence and gate. Beyond that was Wild Place, deep and dark and full of shadows. The bushland shifted in the breeze. A strange, unsettling image came to Tom, drifting in like a memory or a psychic vision. He saw a faceless man lurking beneath the trees, saw him reaching out and taking hold of Tracie Reed, dragging her into the dark. He pictured the man’s mouth, big and oily, opening wide to devour her.


After saying goodnight to Marty, Tom went back downstairs. Then, for the first time since he could remember, he locked the front door.
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Friday


29 December 1989


At 7am, Owen Reed sat on a wooden bench in an air- conditioned hallway, in the mortuary behind the Coroners Court. He checked his watch. A detective was supposed to have met him here three minutes ago. He was late.


Nearby, there was a small white coffee table with a spread of magazines, newspapers and books. Reader’s Digest, Time, Vogue, The Very Hungry Caterpillar. That last one choked him up. Who would sit and leaf through reading material in a place like this?


Owen checked his watch again. Four minutes late.


He was a big man. No. Big didn’t do him justice. The guy was huge. Well over six foot, with wide, rugby-player shoulders and a boxer’s nose. He was usually clean shaven, with speckled grey hair cut military short, but since Tracie had gone, he’d stopped taking care of his appearance. His beard was shaggy and dark, his hair a fluffy and expanding Chia Pet.


He stared at the white wall opposite, and waited. Somewhere beyond that wall, he knew, there were bodies. He had no idea how many. Dozens? Hundreds? He pictured them all laid out side by side on steel gurneys, like floor stock at a hardware store. Or maybe they were slotted away in those coffin-shaped drawers, like in the movies.


‘Mr Reed.’


Detective Rambaldini, the cop who’d been handling his daughter’s case, strode towards him. Rambaldini was meaty and soft, with a fluffy tuft of red hair on his head, and a little more under his nose. He wore a short-sleeved yellow shirt that didn’t seem to fit right. Owen only ever wore long sleeves. Short sleeves made him feel like he was forgetting something.


It was a strange thing to think about, under the circum­stances. But as the days since Tracie went missing had turned into weeks, Owen had found his mind drifting more and more. He’d catch himself wondering when his car was due for its next service, or remarking about the high price of tomatoes at the Camp Hill Safeway. These moments were always fleeting. It was a coping mechanism, he guessed. A mind could only run on raw fear and panic for so long before it needed a break.


Owen stood up.


‘Thanks for coming down at such short notice,’ Rambaldini said. ‘This is a long shot, Mr Reed. Let me make that clear. There’s a very good chance you came all this way for nothing.’


‘Can I see her?’


‘It’s against regulations to allow you to see the body in person before a formal identification has been made.’ He looked down at an unmarked, yellow envelope in his hands. ‘But I have a photo here to show you.’


Owen stared at the envelope. He didn’t reach for it. Instead, he sat back down. His legs felt suddenly heavy. Detective Rambaldini sat down next to him.


‘Where did you find her?’ he asked.


‘The Yarra River. She got tangled in some fishing debris a short distance from the Oakbank Bridge. It’s a popular suicide hotspot.’


‘Is that how she died? She jumped from the bridge?’


‘We don’t know yet,’ Rambaldini said. ‘Unfortunately, the body spent a lot of time in the water, so determining her identity and cause of death will take some time. You should try to prepare yourself, Mr Reed. Her appearance is … disturbing. If it is her, even after seeing the photo, there’s a chance you may not be able to identify her.’ He paused. ‘Did your daughter ever have any issues with addictive behaviour?’


‘Does,’ he corrected.


‘I’m sorry?’


‘You’re talking about her in the past tense.’ He looked again at the envelope in the detective’s hand. Before he saw the photo, before he knew, Tracie was an is, not a was. ‘And I don’t know what you mean by addictive behaviour.’


‘Did she—’ Rambaldini caught himself. ‘Does she drink?


‘No.’


‘Any history with drugs?’


‘Never. Tracie isn’t like that. She’s a good girl.’ He shook his head, then thought about it. ‘She came home from a party a few years ago smelling like pot. Her mum and I rode her pretty hard about it. I know all that talk about it being a gateway drug is cheesy, but it is based on fact. She admitted there was weed at the party but swore she didn’t have any.’ He looked the detective in the eye. ‘I believed her.’


A crease appeared on Detective Rambaldini’s forehead. ‘A toxicology report showed heroin in our victim’s system. A lot of it.’


‘She wouldn’t,’ Owen stammered. ‘She has a cousin who died of an overdose. She’s terrified of drugs. If that was in her system, then someone else forced her to take it.’


Rambaldini looked sceptical. Owen couldn’t blame him. It would be hard to find a father who didn’t think his daughter was a good girl, but in Owen’s case, it happened to be true.


‘Are you ready?’ Rambaldini asked.


No.


‘Yes.’


Rambaldini handed over the envelope. It was sealed. He tore it open with his index finger and let the photo fall out onto the palm of his hand. It was a Polaroid, facing down. He turned the photo over, then drew in a tight breath. His instincts kicked in: told him to look away. Turn away. Run away. But if he didn’t do this, his wife would have to. Ex. Whatever.


So he looked. The dead girl’s face was bloated, bruised and waterlogged.


‘What are all those little nicks in the skin?’ he asked. ‘They look like stab wounds.’


‘She was in the water for some time,’ Rambaldini said. ‘Those are fish bites.’


He felt cold. Numb.


Detective Rambaldini asked, ‘Is it your daughter, Mr Reed?’


Owen looked up.


‘Have you ever heard of Puzzle Park?’


Rambaldini looked at him with a bewildered expression, then shook his head.


‘It’s an amusement park out past Yarra Junction. It’s run by a couple of hillbillies. Safety codes be damned. I don’t even know if it’s still there. The council probably closed the place down.’


‘Mr Reed, I don’t think I’m following,’ Rambaldini said.


‘When Tracie was five, maybe six, whenever the ad for it came on TV, she’d lose her mind. Eventually my wife and I bit the bullet and took her out there for the day. There was this slide there. The Big Dipper. No, that’s not it. The Big Screamer. It must have been forty, fifty feet high.’


His gaze shifted back to the girl in the photo.


‘To say Tracie wanted to go on this slide doesn’t do the story justice. She needed to. Yearned to. When she looked up at that thing, it was as if she knew it was her destiny to ride it. Tracie’s mum thought it was too dangerous, and that Tracie was too little. She was right, of course, but Tracie wouldn’t take no for an answer.’


Rambaldini waited.


Owen smiled at the memory. That mustn’t happen too often in a place like this. ‘Tracie started crying and screaming. She threw herself down in the sawdust and started kicking her legs. So we did what any good parent does when their kid throws a tantrum: we gave in.’


‘Mr Reed,’ Rambaldini said. ‘Owen. I really need you to—’


‘Five minutes later there was blood pouring down Tracie’s face,’ he said. ‘She’d come off the side and shot headfirst into the wire fence. She had to get stitches. It left a scar. Right here on her forehead.’


He pointed to the place. The detective got it. He leaned in to get a closer look at the photo.


‘… Are you sure?’


‘This isn’t her,’ Owen said. ‘This isn’t my daughter.’


It took Owen nearly two hours to get back to Camp Hill. He spent most of that time stop-starting in his bright yellow convertible. Even this early in the day, traffic was bad. Summer tourists were flowing to the Mornington Peninsula in droves. He spent a lot of that drive thinking about the girl in the photo. The girl who wasn’t Tracie. He pictured her father, looking and hoping and praying in vain.


Damn, he thought. He was crying again. He got home a little after 9.30am. No. Home was currently the motor inn just off Nepean Highway, with a view of a swimming pool so green he couldn’t see the bottom. But home used to be – and in a sad, nostalgic sort of way, always would be – number ten Bright Street.


On his way to the front door, he smelled barbeque smoke wafting over from neighbouring yards and pop music drifting over fences. Life went on in this little suburban paradise under a clear blue sky, with or without Tracie. Owen supposed his house – Nancy’s house – was the dark cloud in that sky.


In the days after Tracie disappeared, he and Nancy had taken on a sort of macabre celebrity status. Everyone wanted to tell their friends they knew the parents of the missing girl. But when the police decided Tracie was a runaway, everyone else did too. Almost overnight, he and Nancy went from being someone to feel sorry for to someone to blame.


Nancy met Owen at the front door. She looked pale and skinny: the ghost of the woman he knew before all this happened. Her eyes were sunken dark shapes. Her lips were stained from last night’s red wine. At least, Owen hoped it was from last night.


‘Bad news or no news,’ Nancy asked.


‘It wasn’t her, Nance.’


‘I could have told you that and saved you the drive,’ she said. ‘If she was dead, I would have felt it. You look tired.’


He gave her a weary smile. ‘You got any coffee?’


She nodded, and walked back into the house. He followed her in. When Owen lived here, this place had been spotless. Nancy had been obsessively neat. But now it was a mess, and getting messier. As far as Owen could tell, Nancy hadn’t been outside since Tracie left. She wanted to stay close to the phone in case someone – Tracie, the police, some deep-voiced kidnapper looking for a ransom – called. That was part of it, anyway.


The other part, Owen guessed, was that this house had become a grim sort of sanctuary. Each room held precious memories and artifacts. Nancy could drift around and visit each one. She could relive moments, over and over. Here Tracie was at thirteen, sitting at the kitchen table, rushing her before-school breakfast and finishing her homework. There she was at seven, lazing in the lounge room on a Friday night watching a video. There she was in the laundry sink, giggling through soap suds, when she was small enough to fit in it. Small enough to fit in the crook of Nancy’s arm.
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