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I

C H A P T E R O N E

n that room, Detective Inspector Judy Baletree had once

burst through the door to find a woman with her hands

taped behind her back and a scarf tied around her face to muffle the

weeping. Baletree already knew the victim’s name was Kath. The

desperation in the attack screamed to Baletree with more horror,

more rage, than the red and swollen face of the victim. The tape that

Kath’s weed-growing, meth-smoking boyfriend had used was a thin

yellow and green plastic tape that was popular in Australia with

children for holding up their socks in footy games. Not permanent.

The scarf gag was tied so tightly around the blonde mother’s mouth

that it formed a rope between her teeth and pulled back her cheeks

until the top and bottom lips had burst open in the middle. No

planning.

In that room, when Baletree found the victim, Baletree was already

holding her pistol with both hands, but she checked the safety was off,

and she felt the trigger move a little under her finger. She ignored the

bound victim, telling her, “It’s all right, Kath, I’m not going to hurt

him,” as she opened the next door. There was a little toilet block back

there. There was no urinal, just three stalls and two sinks with a paper

towel dispenser that had not seen paper towels in a long, long time.
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She could hear the frantic breaths of the boyfriend hiding in one of

the stalls. When she leant down to look under the wood of the stalls,

Baletree could not see any feet.

She told the room, “Come on out, mate, I can hear you.” The

breathing hushed, but nothing moved. Baletree thought she could

hear him fiddling with something. A few light ticks and tacks like

things shifting in a bag or coins moving against a phone in someone’s

pocket. Or nervous hands fidgeting with a weapon.

Baletree considered firing through the walls of the cubicle. She

knew she’d hit him, but there are too many questions asked of a police

officer when they kill someone. Could you see the perpetrator? Did

you know, without any doubt at all, that this is the person threatening

you? Is there a credible danger? Could the shooting have been

handled any other way?

Baletree said, “Henry, mate, I see Kath out there. I know you love

her. She’s all right, but she’s worried about you. I’m not going to hurt

you. Come on out, let’s talk about this.”

Above all the training, protocols, and evidence, Baletree also knew

that her sergeant and captain, and then the media, would form an

opinion after every shooting. Training, protocols, and evidence aside,

when any cop or journalist heard that someone had shot a suspect,

they wondered if the shooter was killing deliberately or killing to

defend themselves.

Henry had a long-bladed boating knife with a buoyant yellow

handle in his scrawny left hand as he stepped out of the cubicle. It had

a jagged edge for hacking through thick rope in an emergency. The

only light in the little toilet block was the dim morning glow that

radiated into the space from under the main door in the other room.

Baletree stood with her boot holding open the door to the toilet block

to let that little glow stop the world around her from falling into pure

blackness. Baletree couldn’t see Henry’s face in the dark, but she knew

he had a long, pointed nose with lips that could never seem to force

themselves all the way up in a smile; they just waved a little like

something floating on a calm stream.

“I told Kath to be quiet,” Henry said, and he stepped forward, so
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Baletree made a show of pointing the pistol at his forehead. He

stepped back, and Baletree lowered the sight of the gun to his chest as

she put a single finger to her lips and said, “Whisper, so Kath can’t

hear us. You don’t want her to hear you now, like this.”

In that little toilet block, beside the room where Kath was bound

and sitting in eighteen hours of stinking, soaking layers of urine,

Henry whispered, “I would never hurt her. The knife is for me,

honest. I don’t know how much more I can take. None. None of it.

She has five kids. Did you know that? Five kids and they all want

something from me. Everything. I’d never hurt her, honest.”

“Henry, you’ve already hurt her.”

“Nah, that’s nothing. She’s fine.”

In that little toilet block beside the room where the mother of five

was bound with children’s football tape and gagged with the scarf her

mother had given her for Christmas, Baletree shot Henry in the chest.

She didn’t hesitate or panic; she just pulled the trigger over and over

and over, and she let the tip of the pistol wobble with each shot. Two

of the bullets hit Henry in the chest, one in the neck, one in the hip,

and another missed entirely. When he was lying on his back on the

tiles, the morning glow from under the door did not allow Baletree

the satisfaction of watching the brightness fade away from his eyes,

but she could see the blood from the hole in his neck slowly spreading

over the tiled floor. She listened to Henry’s final seconds without

speaking.

Above the training, protocols, and evidence, Baletree knew that

every cop looked for fear in the actions of an officer forced to shoot

someone. This was the fourth person Baletree had shot on the job,

and she knew that she needed to shoot him well because when police

see that a person was killed by a single bullet, they immediately

wonder why it only took one bullet to stop that person. Could a taser

have been just as effective? No, not this time. Baletree would tell the

other police and the investigators, and the media that she had been

attacked. Baletree would tell the others that this junkie had a knife

only a metre away, and he leapt from a hiding place behind a cubicle

door to charge at her in the confined space. Baletree understood, with
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a pure and crisp certainty, that no other living soul would ever truly

know how Henry had died.

Baletree took the gag out of Kath’s mouth and freed her hands, and

the first thing Kath said to her was, “Is he all right? Please, please, tell

me he’s going to be all right.”

SO MANY YEARS LATER, BALETREE WATCHED AS THAT DISUSED CRICKET

club where she’d shot Henry was scavenged by a social rugby team.

She paid them a small fee to use the back room as an office. She kept

her perfectly maintained police uniforms in a suit bag in her car and

an ironing board beside the hit shields in the rugby club storage shed.

Baletree sometimes helped the treasurer of the Cyclones Rugby Club,

but usually, Baletree used that back room as a silent workspace. There

were no ringing phones or co-workers asking if she was also having

issues with the police software. There was only the ghost of Henry

and the memory of the moment Baletree had realised just how much

love there must be for some violence to endure. The moment she

decided that so much violence cannot exist without love. The

destructive power of flames relies on life-giving oxygen. Violence

relies on love.

It was in that room where Baletree’s mobile phone rang, and she

was told that a non-speaking five-year-old girl on the autism

spectrum had been abducted from the house of a speech pathologist.

The girl's mother had found the scene, and when the police found the

mother, she was standing in the blood of the speech pathologist.

Baletree was expected at the crime scene within fifteen minutes.



T

C H A P T E R T WO

here was urine on the floor in the house, but the only blood

was the splashes of red on the grass and dirt around the

body of the speech pathologist, Ben Rigton. When the police arrived,

Ben was still barely clinging to life in the bush at the bottom of the

yard. The missing girl was Monica, and her mother, Abbie, had been

standing over Ben’s unconscious, twitching body when the police

came charging over the property. Detective Inspector Baletree had

listened to the emergency call, read the initial notes of responding

officers, and been briefed over the radio on the drive to the crime

scene. She thought she knew that the kidnapper had smashed in

through the glass back doors, and moved straight to the upstairs

therapy room, and left the way he had entered, but she didn’t know

much more. She didn’t know where the kidnapper had gone after the

attack, or if he had planned to take Monica specifically, or who’s urine

was on the floor. Baletree didn’t know if Abbie had moved or

damaged anything when she entered the house looking for her

daughter, but Abbie was back at the family’s home, and Baletree drove

there after only spending ten minutes alone at the puzzlingly hollow

crime scene.

• • •
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ABBIE SAT ON THE LOUNGE OF HER LITTLE ASBESTOS HOME. DETECTIVE

Baletree sat off to Abbie’s side on an extension of the lounge suite that

poked out in an ‘L’ shape. Abbie had hair the colour of dark, soaked

timber in the shade. Baletree’s ponytail was half blonde and half

brown, and the meridian of the colours was so defined that you could

have guessed the exact date that Baletree had argued with her

hairdresser if you knew how quickly her hair grew. Baletree’s tubby

little gut was sitting up over her parted knees while Abbie’s whole

body was contorted into a knot of sorrow as uniformed officers

moved in and out of the house. The sounds of rushed, whispered

conversations could be heard through every wall, and someone

outside on the street was speaking loudly to the inquisitive bystanders

drawn to the flock of emergency services vehicles.

Baletree asked, “How often does Monica attend therapy at Ben

Rigton’s home?”

Abbie was rocking back and forth as she wept. Her friend Hannah

was sitting beside her with her arms around Abbie’s shoulders, and

Hannah moved away a little when Baletree’s glare moved to assess the

bond between the two women.

“Abbie,” Baletree began, “the sooner we talk about all of this, the

more chance we will have of finding Monica quickly.”

“She, she, Monica,” Abbie blubbered. “She could be lost, right?

Maybe she walked away. Kids do that. Monica is on the autism

spectrum, they, um, they call it ASD. She acts differently. You won’t

find her doing the same stuff as other kids. She’s different. She’s

perfect, Monica is perfect, and she’s gone. Oh God, she’s gone.”

“I am a detective. We have people searching for Monica in the bush

and the neighbourhood where she went missing, but I’m a detective.

Our conversation now, my questions, are going to help me find any

person who may have taken Monica against her will.”

“Oh, God, please,” Abbie’s head fell into her hands, and Hannah

leaned in to hold her more tightly.

“Do you understand?” Baletree said, “Right now, I’m not thinking

of the way Monica might act. There are many, many people searching

for Monica if she’s just lost. I’m thinking of the way a guilty person



C HA P T E R  T WO | 9

might act. I have to think that Monica might not just be lost. Please,

Abbie, can you tell me how often does Monica attend therapy with

Ben?”

“Every two weeks.”

“Is it always at his home?”

“Yes.”

“Is it always the same time, and they’re in the same room of the

house?”

“Yes, always.”

Baletree tapped away on the keyboard of a tiny laptop. The thing

had no DVD drive or speakers, it was barely bigger than a large

mobile phone, and Baletree held her thighs together to prop the

device up on her knees.

She asked, “How long has Monica been seeing Ben?”

“About a year.”

“Is there anyone who might want to hurt Monica?”

“No.”

“Take a moment, please,” Baletree said as she held up a palm to

calm Abbie. “Please think of everyone, everyone in Monica’s life. One

by one. Think of the teachers she has. Think of the people she has

known through playgroups and kids’ groups in the past. Think about

every face you saw at the hospital and the therapies and anyone who

ever had anything to do with Monica’s treatments.”

“OK, yes, I’m thinking. I’m thinking as hard as I can.”

“Did any of these people give you a bad feeling? A kind of sour

instinct.”

“No, I don’t think so.”

“Who was the last person you saw frown at Monica?”

“Um, no one,” Abbie sniffed.

“I know you’re trying, but that can’t be true. Who was the last

person to frown at Monica?”

“Roland, I guess, if I have to pick someone, but he’s my husband.”

“Sure,” Baletree said as she typed away, “Monica’s father. Now,

does anyone show too much interest in Monica?”

“What do you mean?”
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“I mean, does anyone look for excuses to spend more time with

Monica? Does anyone go out of their way to offer to babysit?”

Hannah said, “I do. I babysit a lot.”

“Yeah,” Abbie added, “Hannah and her brother Chris do all the

babysitting. They’re always offering to do more.”

“And Chris is Hannah’s younger brother?”

“Yes,” Abbie said, “he’s got nothing to do with this.”

“Wait a moment,” Baletree said as the tone Abbie used stuck to the

inside of Baletree’s ears. Baletree had to sit in the quiet with Hannah

and Abbie watching her scrunch up the skin over her eyes before

Baletree asked, “Nothing to do with this?”

“That’s right,” Hannah answered for Abbie. “Chris hasn’t done

this.”

“Why do you say it like that?” Baletree asked. “Why so specific?

Nothing to do with this. Just this. What has Chris done?”

“What?” Abbie asked.

“The way you answered, Chris wouldn’t do this, makes it sound

like you think there is something he’d do. What else has Chris done?”

Abbie said, “Just, Um—”

“Monica is waiting,” Baletree interrupted.

“He’s been to gaol, but that was nothing like this. He’s family. Chris

and Hannah are family to us.”

“Sure. Why was Chris in prison?” Baletree asked, and Hannah

stiffened as she held Abbie.

Hannah said, “That’s got nothing to do with this.”

“Fine, but why was he in prison?”

Hannah sighed under her breath and said, “You don’t need to

know that.”

“I would like to know. What did Chris do?” Baletree’s glare

hardened as she looked back and forth between Abbie and Hannah,

the silence between them stretching out and punctuated by Abbie’s

quick sniffs. Baletree said, “This could help. This could help bring

Monica home today. Now. I’m not going to charge him with anything

else, but I need to know. What has Chris done?”

Abbie said, “Burglary. He robbed houses.”
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Baletree stared at Hannah until she agreed with a quick nod.

Baletree said, “I’m going to ask you something now, and I’m going to

find the answer without your help. I am going to check as soon as I

get a spare minute, so do not lie. Do not lie to me, understand? The

glass doors at the back of Ben’s house were smashed. It could have

been a robbery that scared Monica away. Do you understand?”

Abbie nodded, and Baletree asked, “Did Chris ever break into

houses by smashing through glass doors?”

“Yes,” Hannah said as she stared at the floor, and Abbie lifted her

chin to stare into Baletree’s eyes with huge, begging pupils as she

nodded.

Abbie asked Hannah, “Where is Chris?” and Hannah told her, “I

don’t know. I haven’t spoken to him today. I just, um, came here.”

Abbie’s brain seemed to take an extra moment to process any new

information. She sat staring at Hannah for a long moment, and her

lips moved as if she was trying to say something. Abbie twisted to

stare at Baletree and say, “You need to pick him up. You need to ask

Chris.”

Baletree said, “We’re already looking for him.”



A

C H A P T E R T H R E E

bbie, Hannah, and Baletree were locked in their conversation

with Baletree typing on her tiny laptop when a man leant in

through the open door. Baletree half turned to face him, and he

announced, “Roland would like to speak to you now, if you’re ready,

please, Detective.”

“Yeah, I’m coming in now.” Baletree stood on short legs, and she

lingered there for a moment, reading the notes she’d taken. She told

Abbie, “We need to walk through the crime scene next. Are you able

to take me back to the house? Ben’s house?”

“Yes.”

“Thank you, Abbie. Just give me a few minutes with Roland alone,

please. I’d like to speak to him before you see each other again, please.”

Baletree marched into the kitchen of the house to find the

appointed psychologist sitting up against a side wall of the room.

Baletree looked at the way Roland, the husband and father, had

turned himself so he could barely see the therapist. Baletree shifted a

chair to the other side of the room so the devastated father did not

have to look at her either, and she said, “I’m Detective Inspector Judy

Baletree. It’s my job to find Monica.”

“Do you think she’s been taken by, um, men?” Roland asked.
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“I can’t say.”

“I mean, I know you don’t know who did it specifically, but, ah,

would they be men that took her for, um, sex?”

Roland’s shoulders were balled and tight, but shivers were running

up the back of his neck as if he was sitting in an ice bath.

“I can’t say, Roland, really I can’t. We don’t know anything for

certain at the moment.”

“But you know she was taken, right? Could she be lost?”

Baletree didn’t look directly at Roland as she picked her

fingernails and told him, “I believe Monica has been taken against her

will.”

“Why else would they take her? Why else would they want a little

girl?”

Baletree shook her head and breathed deeply for a long moment.

When no one spoke, Baletree glimpsed over to Roland and said,

“There are other reasons.”

“What?”

Before Baletree could answer, the therapist said, “Perhaps it’s not

the best idea to be listing the scenarios.”

Roland asked, “What?” and the therapist said, “You might be

adding anxiety to this situation if you dream up the worst scenarios.”

“Get the hell away from me. What are you even doing here?”

“I’m just here to make you feel a little better. I’m just here for

guidance.”

“Why would you make me feel any better? What the hell are you

going to do? If you want to guide me, get out there and look in the

bush for Monica. God knows where she is or what those monsters are

doing to her.”

“I hear you’re frustrated. That’s all right. I hear you’re angry, but

maybe you want to think about some of the positive memories. Try to

hold a lovely image of Monica in your head.”

“What the hell are you talking about?” Roland paused for a

second to run a palm over his head before he screamed, “The only

image in my head is Monica being raped in the bushes behind a dead

guy’s house. If this cop can give me a few different reasons why
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someone might murder a man to kidnap my little girl, I wanna hear

them.”

No one spoke after the outburst. Not in that room. Not in the next

room. Not on the back patio where a few older police officers had

gone to whisper. There was dead silence until Baletree said, “Money.”

“Huh?” Roland asked.

“The person who took Monica may want money.”

“OK, yeah, that’s good. They can have money, anything. Give them

anything. What else?”

“An accident. This may have been an act of violence against Ben

Rigton, or it could have been a failed burglary. The people who did

this may have done it without considering Monica’s involvement.”

“So that would mean, um, that maybe they won’t hurt her. I mean,

maybe they didn’t take her because they like to hurt girls.”

“All of these things are possible.”

“All right,” Roland said, and the room was silent again as he took a

few deep breaths. “Do you think Monica is still alive?”

The therapist announced, “Maybe—” but before he could get

another word out, Roland was on his feet and grabbing him by the

collar. The therapist was snatching at Roland’s wrist, but the rage in

Roland was driving him forward, and the therapist was shoved up

against a wall. Baletree leant back in her chair to watch as uniformed

officers streamed in towards the dispute to try to pull the men apart.

Baletree coughed under her breath and returned to picking at her

nails without watching the therapist as Roland vented. Abbie was as

quiet as a stone sinking in the ocean as she shuffled in and walked up

behind Roland. He couldn’t see her, but as soon as Abbie’s hands were

on Roland, the fire in him fizzled away. Roland said, “Just get him out.

Out. Get him out of my house.”

The husband and wife, the parents of the missing Monica, sank

into an embrace. When all of the aggression had been replaced once

more by melancholy, Baletree said, “Yes.”

Abbie asked, “What?”

Baletree said, “I believe Monica is alive.”
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Abbie’s frame collapsed over Roland, and a pair of chairs were

pushed up to the couple.

Baletree added, “Think of any reason, any one reason, and all of

them last longer than a few hours. We don’t know how much of this

was planned, but I think there was some forethought. I doubt the

person who took Monica has only thought about a few hours after the

kidnapping.”

“But,” Abbie said, “but they killed Ben. They are killers. How can

we help her now?”

“Honestly,” Baletree said, “we, the police, need to speak to each of

you individually. We need to speak to your family and friends. We

need to speak to your neighbours. You need to tell us everything.

Absolutely everything. No secrets. No lies.”

“All right,” Monica nodded, and Roland said, “Of course.”

Baletree said, “And the person who did this may not be a killer.

Ben Rigton is in a serious condition, but he is alive in hospital. He

might be able to speak to us soon.”



B

C H A P T E R F O U R

aletree and Abbie were sitting in the car out the front of

Ben’s house, the crime scene, with Abbie in the front

passenger seat like a police partner. Hundreds of unique faces with

identical expressions of worry mixed with curiosity were surveying

the area from a crowd that had gathered on the opposite side of the

road. There were huge news cameras that had to be bound to the

torsos of the photographers, and mobile phone recording lenses were

pointing alternatively in the direction of the house, and then the

officers, and then any new arrivals to the scene. A blue and white

police barrier held the public and the press away from the direct

crime scene, and the uniformed officers constantly asked people to

give the police and forensic workers more space. The officers would

ask, and people would agree, and then fresh mobs of onlookers would

appear, and everyone, including the original filmers, would

commence recording the world once more for social media.

Abbie was watching the mass of spectators when Baletree asked,

“There’s not much light left. Can you do this now?”

“You haven’t asked me if I’m all right,” Abbie said, and she stepped

out of the car before Baletree answered.

“What was that you said?” Baletree was speaking louder over the
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crowd as she moved to stand at the bottom of the driveway, one step

out onto the road.

“You never asked if I’m all right. Everyone else wants to know how

I feel. They ask me if I’m all right.”

“You are not all right. Everyone knows that. There’s not much light

left. Please, if you can manage, can you show me exactly what you did

when you came to the house? You can take a break whenever you

need to, but—”

“The light, I know. Let’s do it,” Abbie said, “I started up the

driveway.”

“The driveway? Did you walk up the driveway or the path?”

“Um, the path.”

“OK, let’s start there.”

Abbie walked slowly up the footpath, telling Baletree that she was

a little late to collect Monica from the therapy session. Baletree

nodded along, looking back to the bushes and trees beside the house.

She took a second to watch the street, the way it looked from the

house, and she took a mental image in her mind’s eye that she could

not look into the neighbour’s window, but the front door was open,

and she could see right into the raised front hallway.

Abbie said, “I knocked over and over, and no one answered.”

“When did you get the feeling that something might be wrong?”

“Maybe, um, after I knocked a few times.”

“A few? How many is that?”

“Three.”

“Sure. So how long did it take to knock three times?”

“I don’t know, um, I was rushing a little, I guess, so it would have

been pretty quick. Less than two minutes. More than one minute but

less than two.”

“Sure,” Baletree began, and she took a second to look around

before asking, “Did you notice anything while you were standing out

here?”

“What would I notice?”

“Anything.”

“Well, I wasn’t looking for anything here. This is the front. I was
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looking inside. Through the windows like this.” Abbie put her hand

over her eyes in a salute as she looked through the front window.

“Sure,” Baletree began, “so you stood out here for about a minute

and a half, definitely more than a minute and less than two, and you

peered through the window and saw nothing.”

“Yes, and I didn’t hear anything either. I think that’s important. I

was calling out too, you know?”

“Sure,” Baletree said, and her glare was locked on Abbie. Abbie’s

forehead was wet with sweat, but Baletree’s eyes stayed fixed on

Abbie’s pupils as the salty liquid ran down her cheeks.

“I was trying to get anyone’s attention. Actually, I was trying to get

Ben’s. Monica is less reliable when you call out to her. I need to be

more controlled when I call to Monica, so I was calling Ben, and no

one said anything. I guess he was, um, out already.”

Abbie huffed and glimpsed back over her shoulder to the side

fence as Baletree said, “Yes.”

Baletree took a long stride towards the door and peered through

the windows. Abbie’s attention immediately dropped down to the

ground where Baletree had been standing. There was a smashed

flowerpot in the exact spot that had been hidden from Abbie by

Baletree’s wide hips. Dirt was everywhere, and a wispy little vine lay

parched and uprooted on the ground.

Abbie asked, “What’s that?”

Baletree looked down at the mess. There was a single footprint in

the soil, but the soil was all over that side of the front step.

Baletree said, “I think it’s a young passionfruit vine.”

“Um, were you, um, hiding that from me? Were you blocking me

so I couldn’t see it?”

“I was, yes.”

Abbie said, “Um, I don’t know what to say.” Baletree didn’t answer,

so Abbie added, “I don’t understand, what am I supposed to say?”

Baletree shrugged and waited a little longer before she told Abbie,

“Say whatever you want, you’re just telling me what you saw.”

“But I would have seen that when I got here.”

“Would you?”
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“I think so, yes. I was standing right here.”

“Sure.”

“And I didn’t see it.”

“That’s fine.”

Abbie asked, “Does that mean it happened after I got here? Was

someone here later?”

“We don’t know yet.”

Abbie stepped closer to the mess, but Baletree put a firm hand on

her shoulder and squeezed a little, and Abbie moved back with a

quick little shuffle.

Baletree said, “Please don’t approach that.”

“Of course,” Abbie told Baletree. She twisted and pointed to the

side gate, “That’s where I went next.”

They walked quickly through the open gate, and Abbie’s rapid

breathing could be heard over the dull conversations of the nearby

police. She was saying she couldn’t see through the windows with the

glare of the sun blasting back off the shiny glass. She said she was

desperate to hear a voice, any voice, but the horrible silence would

not be interrupted by anything more than her own terrified words

bouncing back at her off the bricks. Abbie didn’t seem to notice as

Baletree hurried to keep up with Abbie’s feet slapping quickly on the

hard ground. The words all came more quickly as if Abbie had

something she was desperate to reveal, but the words were quieter

and less meaningful as Abbie approached the back of the house.

Baletree held Abbie by the elbow as she rounded the back of the house

and emerged into the more active area of the crime scene. Abbie

started to screech like a woman standing on a nail, but Baletree

warned away the officers that charged to them to help. She held Abbie

as the two of them surveyed the area together.

There were people everywhere. Some were inspecting the lawn,

and some were taking photos. Some were standing on the forensic

team’s little metal steps with tiny feet holding them up off the

ground over the broken glass. There was a large tent for a command

post off to the side with tables and computers, and beams of

flashlights split the bush at the bottom of the backyard, where people
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were searching through the deepening shadows of the late

afternoon.

Baletree held Abbie up off the ground and rubbed her back until

Abbie’s legs gave way below her, and two more officers were allowed

to help Abbie sit at the back of the house. Baletree asked them both to

move away when Abbie crossed her legs and leaned forward to let the

tears fall in front of her knees.

Baletree whispered, “We’re all here for Monica. All of us.”

Abbie moaned and wiped her eyes as she said, “We’re losing the

light.” Someone told Abbie to take her time, but Baletree held her

tongue to let Abbie choose to move towards the broken glass on the

back patio.

“We’re losing light,” Abbie said again, and again someone told her

to take her time, but Baletree stepped out of the way so Abbie could

approach the back of the house. There were two glass doors at the

rear of the building that should have been holding back the breeze,

but the glass doors were both smashed and sprinkled in pieces over

the brickwork.

Abbie was forcing her words out in between sobs as she stuttered,

“Th-that’s just what it looked like then. Last time. When I was here, it

looked just like that. Oh God, just like that. I couldn’t, I couldn’t, I

couldn’t waste any time out here. Not when I saw that. I tried to tell

myself it was an accident. An accident. But I knew something was

wrong. I ran through the house. I had to run.”

Abbie strode quickly past the broken glass, and she pulled her

elbows into her sides with a twitch of disgust. When she hurried

around the patch of urine on the floor, she said, “That’s where I

slipped in something. Something was wet, but it wasn’t blood. Not

blood. Not yet.”

Baletree had to jog with her short legs to keep up, and she needed

to skip up the stairs in pairs as Abbie hurried to the therapy room. It

was dark when the detective and the mortified mother stood together

in Monica’s last known place of freedom. There were no sources of

bright light, only different shades of shadow, but there were little flags

all over the place. The room was empty of people, but Abbie would
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not have noticed a person even if they had been there while her eyes

darted from one flag to another. There were sixty-three flags marking

points of interest, but Abbie only gestured to one and said, “I saw

three bits of broken glass there, by the beanbag. Monica loved that

beanbag. I guess the forensic people took the glass.”

Baletree didn’t reply with words. She stepped to Abbie’s side, into

her line of sight, and turned so that Abbie could see that Baletree was

done watching the room and the crime. Now, she watched nothing

but Abbie. A blinding light suddenly flicked on outside, and Abbie

turned away from the back windows.

Baletree said, “We need the light out there now.”

“Yeah,” Abbie muttered, and she was about to step away when

Baletree placed a soft, calming palm on her shoulder.

“Wait,” Baletree told Abbie in a slow, steady whisper. “Think.

Forget about all of this here now and think. What are you forgetting?

What have we rushed past?”

“Is there something I’ve missed?”

Baletree shrugged, and Abbie wiped at her face again. She left

her palms over her eyes for a moment, and she told the blackness

on the insides of her hands, “I didn’t see the pot at the front. I came

through the gate, and I left it open. I know I did. The kitchen door

would not open. I thought it was all locked up. The house was all

locked up, so there would not be an open door. No, but maybe a

window. I thought about a window, and I ran because I thought he,

um, Ben, might leave one of the back windows open. I don’t know

why I assumed it would be at the back, but I saw the doors. No, I

didn’t notice the doors first. I saw the glass, the smashed glass

everywhere. I thought it was an accident. No, I knew it was

something worse. Something worse than an accident, I don’t know

how I knew, but I knew it. I ran through the house, and I was

calling out the whole time. I was calling for Ben first, but then

Monica. I think, maybe, I didn’t care if Ben answered me after all of

that. I just wanted to hear Monica. And I saw the glass on the floor

here. Three pieces by the beanbag. I knew it had come from

someone’s shoes. Someone standing over the beanbag. Then I
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remembered the bush out the back. I thought Monica might hide

out there.”

Abbie glimpsed at Baletree and she was still standing silently.

Watching Abbie. Listening. Watching Abbie.

“Wait,” Abbie blurted out, and Baletree’s eye’s flicked open the

slightest little bit as she said, “I threw up. I vomited. Did you know

that?”

She waited a full ten seconds for an answer before repeating, “Did

you know that?” Baletree gave Abbie a nod, and Abbie’s shoulders

slumped with disappointment.

They were trudging back down the stairs in silence, and Abbie

moved towards the front door before Baletree said, “Let’s go back the

way we came.”

“OK.”

As they stepped towards the back doors, Abbie froze. She said, “It

was warm,” and Baletree asked, “What?” with more interest than she’d

shown in anything all afternoon.

“The liquid. The stuff I fell in. Whatever I slipped on. It was warm.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes. Why? Is that important? Did you know that?” Abbie was

looking at Baletree, but Baletree wouldn’t respond. “Please,” Abbie

begged. “I need you to talk to me, please.”

“There’s nothing for me to say. I’m here to listen.”

“No, no, that’s not fair. You’re here to help, and I need help, God,

please, I need help. My daughter is gone. Monica is out there, and I

can’t help her. I can’t do anything to help her, and you brought me

here. You want me to find you a clue or a lead or something, right?”

Still, Baletree was silent, so Abbie lashed out and slapped her two

palms at Baletree’s chest. It gave her an awkward shove, but she shook

her head at a uniformed officer that stepped in from outside.

Abbie screamed, “Damn it! That’s the only thing you’ve cared

about all day. Why? It was warm. The liquid, it was warm. Does that

help?” Abbie took a deeper breath and pushed the statue of a detective

that was staring into her eyes. She shrieked, “Why does it matter? Was
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it coffee? Or tea? Are you looking for a mug with DNA on it or

something? Tell me! Tell me I helped! Tell me!”

“Urine,” Baletree whispered, and the only part of her face that

moved a single muscle was her lips. She said, “You slipped and fell in

someone’s urine.”

“What? Whose urine?”

“We don’t know yet. We will know soon.”

“The kidnapper’s urine?”

“Maybe.”

“Ben’s?”

“Maybe.”

“No, not them,” Abbie said through the sobs that blossomed out of

her jolting shoulders. “Not them,” She looked back up the stairs to the

therapy room, then out to the bush beyond the smashed back doors.

Abbie said, “Monica’s urine, and it was still warm. I was late, and it

was still warm.”
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t was not long before Baletree was sick of asking questions.

It was not the questions that bored her but the honesty. No

one was lying. Why? How? Abbie, the distraught mum, told the truth

when she said she was a little late to collect Monica from the therapy

session. Roland, the inconsolable father, told the truth when he said

he’d never liked Ben the therapist. Ben was still unconscious in the

hospital, and Baletree expected he would die without speaking

another word.

It had been two days since the kidnapping. Two days for the

kidnapper to escape. Two days in hell for Monica. Two days and all

they had done was talk to honest people. The police had checked the

alibis of the known sex offenders in the area, and of course, they’d

talked to them. The police had knocked on every door in the

neighbourhood and talked with every mortified citizen about any

suspicious events at the relevant time. Then they talked to everyone

involved in any seemingly insignificant event. Two days in hell, and

Baletree didn’t know where to look next, and she started to think that

this could be the most horrible case of all. This could be the case that

every detective feared. Someone without a face or a record or a name

walked into a house and took a child without anyone seeing anything.
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Without leaving anything behind. Ben was the only person who may

have seen something, and he will die, and Monica will spend a very

short life in hell.

Baletree was sitting in the dark of her rented, makeshift rugby club

office. She had not turned on the light, and she didn’t think she had

slept, but she was pretty sure it was about dawn. Soon, the growing

blue light of the waking world outside would creep in under the doors

and summon her back to reality. Back to the stretching, yawning

Perth morning of cappuccinos and pre-work pilates classes. Happy

families. Happy families far, far away from Monica. Monica sat there

with Baletree in the dark. There, where Kath had wept for her own

bound and tortured soul as well as the soul of that abusive, murdered

boyfriend. There, where Henry had promised he would never hurt the

woman he had hog-tied with their children’s sports tape.

Baletree asked the empty room, “Kath, what do you reckon? Who?”

and when no answer came, she said, “It was not your fault, Kath, not

your fault, but it could not have happened without you. Come on,

Kath, who took Monica?”

Kath had been tied in the corner of the room, and Baletree had set

up a cheap folding table on the exact spot where Kath’s lips had

begged for Henry’s life and Henry’s freedom. When Baletree typed

away on her little laptop, she could speak to Kath, and Kath answered

with inspiration and a view into the world of a woman entirely

incomprehensible to Baletree.

Baletree thought of Kath, the mother, and she said, “No, it wasn’t

the mum. Not Abbie. I don’t know why.”

“Maybe the therapist,” Baletree told Kath, the parent. “Yes, maybe

Ben. Maybe Abbie just picked the wrong therapist. But Ben got

stabbed. By who then? Who stabbed him? The kidnapper? Monica?

Abbie? Who else was there?”

The image that Baletree held in her mind of Kath’s red, raw eyes

pleading with her over the gag that had been tied so tight it split both

her top and bottom lip, that image disappeared as light trickled into

the dark clubhouse. All Baletree could see now was the top of the

folding table and a bag of blue jerseys.
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“Henry?” Baletree called out, “are you in here?”

She stood and walked into the adjoining toilet block. The tiled

space was disused, and Baletree could only see the cubicles for a

second before the door swung shut behind her, and she was in total

blackness.

She asked Henry, the husband, “What do you reckon Henry, you

piece of garbage, what do you think?”

Sometimes Henry’s voice came to Baletree from directly in front

of her face. A conversation with a ghost. A calm, pleasant exchange of

words as Baletree remembered planning the most believable way to

murder a very, very deserving victim.

On that morning, Henry’s response came to her in a pained,

pleading gurgle. The sound of blood seeping into lungs. The sound of

fear, and desperation, and justice.

Baletree dropped her chin a little to look at the place where Henry

had died on the floor, and she said, “Nah, it wasn’t Abbie. This was not

her fault, everyone is late sometimes. Everyone. You can do better

than that. Put yourself in Ben’s shoes. Imagine you know Monica, and

all her friends, and all of her teachers and everyone, and tell me, what

do you think? What if Monica was your daughter? Because I can’t see

it, Henry, I can’t see the world the way you see it. I need your

perspective.”

The wet, squelching death rattle filled Baletree’s ears once more,

and now she grinned in the blackness. “That’s better, mate, that’s the

way, Henry. Was it Roland? I need to look into Roland’s actions when

he learned about Monica’s disabilities. Monica was going to be too

hard. Too hard for a man like you, Henry, too much work. Too much

work for Roland with the struggling business and the depressed,

drunken wife. What was that, Henry? Go back? Yes. Roland won’t

have made a mistake this week or last month. Maybe not this year, but

he must have made a mistake back then when he started planning.

When he was thinking. Yes. Roland was thinking, and he didn’t know

what he would do, and he was just wondering if losing Monica was

possible. Before he made the decision to get rid of his daughter,
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Roland would have been relaxed. Confident. Self-assured. Yes, Henry,

see you later.”

Baletree walked out of the office and over the rectangular rugby

pitch towards her car, parked on the far side of the sports club’s

overflow carpark. She carried her little laptop on her left forearm so she

could type with her right hand and read the results on her screen. She

had access to Roland’s internet browser history, and Baletree initiated

the process to be awarded access to the family’s phone, messaging, and

email records. This was only a formality, of course, the police would be

searching the family’s history. However, with Baletree’s new interest in

Roland, this formality was heavy with opportunity. Baletree’s fingers

tapped down on the keys of the laptop with excited little jabs. She bit

her lip as she sat down in the car and started the engine.

When Baletree parked her car near Abbie and Roland Hareleigh’s

residence, she did not park anywhere near the driveway or the strip of

roadside spaces that had been marked out by the police zone. Baletree

parked her car at the very end of the road, on the top of the little hill.

She didn’t care about being recognised or watched, or her car being

labelled by the media. No, she just wanted the distance. Baletree had

learned long ago that a five-minute walk was often the exact thing her

mind and body could use to shake loose an idea. Five minutes of

composure and relative solitude before the bombardment of

desperation, sorrow, and dependence that was every murder scene.

Every victim’s home.

She strolled down the hill, watching the sun slowly rise back over

the suburbs of the little Western Australian city. The magpies were

warbling their melodious salute to the new day, and the lizards were

just creeping out to sit on the knots of trees they knew were washed

with the best early sunlight. Behind Baletree, the world slept curled in

thick doonas that were bunched up under chins, not yet ready to be

woken by alarms. Ahead of Baletree, ten police officers held back fifty

news crew workers that waited patiently to catch a glimpse of the two

people whose lives had been stolen.

“What would you do now, Henry?” Baletree asked a butcher bird as
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it squabbled with an indifferent crow. She muttered, “Whatever it is,

you’d be prepared. Wouldn’t you? You’d have something planned. You

would have been expecting all of this and would be ready. Maybe a

speech. Maybe a social media campaign. You might be trying to get

the cops away from your house.”

Baletree strolled past the barriers and the bodies drinking paper

cups of black coffee, and she entered the house to find both parents

exactly where she’d left them the night before.

Abbie and Roland were sitting on the wooden chairs in the kitchen

in the same clothes they had worn the night before. When they saw

Baletree, their miserable frowns deepened, and their eyes filled with

tears when Baletree shook her head. Baletree told them there had

been no significant developments, and she explained all the things the

police were doing to find Monica, but nothing helped. Abbie and

Roland Hareleigh were hunched and curled over the table in balls of

grief. Baletree spent the first two hours of her day helping the

Hareleighs set up a social media campaign to raise awareness of

Monica’s plight, and she spoke to the media with prepared responses,

and she napped in her car in the middle of the day.

There were one-hundred and seventy-eight sightings of Monica in

the backseats of cars and being led away by strangers, but not a single

one of these was substantiated. Baletree left the Hareleigh’s home to

interview a pervert named Gregory Sands-Moore, who had been

released from prison two months before. The interview was recorded

and logged and labelled useless for the immediate investigation, and

Baletree drove to a little bar on the south side of the river to find

Chris, Hannah’s brother and Abbie’s employee. Baletree searched the

few small rooms inside the old, wooden building, but she only found

groups of men with tattoos on their necks and lightning in their

quick, stolen glimpses. She found Chris sitting alone at a small round

table on the concrete patio of the building. There were a few other

people smoking at the adjacent table, but they ignored Baletree as she

moved around them to sit beside Chris. He watched her with eyes that

were partly shrouded by a curtain of black hair as Baletree scraped

her chair in closer to Chris.
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He said, “You’re a cop.”

“I’m a detective.”

“Why are you alone?”

“Why are you?”

Chris grinned and told her, “I don’t really like people. I like beer,

but I don’t really like people.” He had an empty jug rimmed with strips

of foam in between his thick wrists, and the small glass in his left

hand was almost empty.

Baletree got back up, fetched another jug of beer, and returned

with two glasses.

She said, “Beer it is then,” and she poured them both a drink.

Chris asked, “Any news on the little angel?”

“Is that sarcasm?”

“No, no, hell no. Monica is the little angel. That’s what I call her.”

“Did you know Monica well?”

“Yeah, I’m her favourite babysitter. Hannah will tell you that

Monica likes her more, but it’s not true. The little angel lets me touch

her egg, no one else, just me.”

“An egg?”

“Yeah, she has a tigersnake egg in a little box. It’s hatched,

obviously, and it’s paper thin. No one is allowed to touch it but me

and Monica.”

“A snake egg?”

“Yeah, of course,” Chris said as he cocked his head to the side and

his eyes narrowed. Baletree only had to watch him pull the strange

face for a moment before he asked, “Don’t you know about Monica?”

“I know she was autistic.”

“She is on the autism spectrum. We don’t say she was autistic

‘cause that makes the disability seem like the defining character of her

personality. Get it?”

“Sure.”

“Monica is a polite little girl, who loves snakes and reptiles, and

she’s on the autism spectrum, and she can swim a full lap of an

Olympic swimming pool before she gets tired. Get it? Autism is just

the one bit of her.”
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“I got it.”

Chris shook his head and said, “How much do you know about

her?”

“Not much. I know she can’t speak—”

“Monica doesn’t speak. She can. She could. She doesn’t care about

learning to speak.”

“Have you heard her speak? Could she react if you called to her?”

“You need to get clear on some things about Monica, really. The

questions you’re asking me don’t even make sense. Whether or not I

have heard her speak has nothing to do with her reaction when you

call her name. A cat will react if you call it.”

“Sure. Her reactions and her ability to speak are different,”

Baletree said.

“That’s the golden word right there. Different.”

Baletree finished her beer with another long swig, and she refilled

her glass as she said, “I got it, Monica is different.”

“That’s what everyone thinks when they meet her. But people

don’t get it. Everyone is different. You and me are different. Me and

Monica are different. All the other kids are different. Why do the

things that make Monica different matter more to people than the

things that make you and me different?”

“I don’t know,” Baletree said. “But if I’m being honest, I don’t care.

I don’t care about people’s prejudices. I only care about anyone who

might take Monica.”

“Do you normally start looking for a kid without learning much

about them?”

“Honestly, in the first couple of days, yes. I start by looking for the

people who might take the child. I speak to the families and friends

about the child, but most kids are pretty similar.”

“Do you have kids?” Chris asked.

“No, and I know you don’t either.”

“Ah, I see,” Chris said. “You know a bit about me but nothing about

Monica.”

“I’m looking for any person who might take Monica.”

“And you think I would take her.”
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“I don’t know yet.”

“Let me just point out one thing, all people are different, and you

seem ignorant about disabilities and stuff like that, but maybe the

person who took Monica isn’t.”

“What do you mean?”

“Someone took a girl with ASD from a speech pathologist’s

session. That might not be an accident.”

Baletree asked, “Are you saying that you think the person who

took Monica was looking specifically for a disabled child?”

“A child with a disability, maybe. What are the other options?

Accident? Do you reckon the kidnapper knew anything about Ben?

Because if they knew anything about Ben, they would know the only

kids in his house will be children who need the therapy of a

speechy.”

“Maybe someone just wanted to get rid of Monica. Where were

you when she went missing?”

Chris put his beer down in front of him and folded his arms. He

said, “Working.”

“Can anyone back that up?”

“Yeah. I’m a plumber for Abbie’s business. I was at a customer’s

house. I was in their house, so they know I was there. It was a lady

named Gale. I’ll give you her contact details.”

“Where was Roland when Monica went missing?”

“How should I know? Probably at the restaurant.”

“Which restaurant?”

“The one they own, obviously. Roland owns a fish and chip shop in

North Beach. I guess Abbie owns it too. I think they’re struggling with

it. Roland is there all the time.”

“What was Roland’s relationship like with Monica.”

Chris returned to his drink and shrugged.

Baletree asked, “What does that mean?”

“It means I don’t live with them. I don’t know.”

“I got the impression that you guys were all close.”

“Yeah.”

“But you don’t know anything about them?”
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“Not their relationships or anything like that. No. It’s not my place

to talk about someone else’s family life.”

“It’s your place if a cop is asking.”

“No. Arrest me if you like.”

“I might do. I hear you like breaking into houses.”

Chris glimpsed off down the street, and he twisted to look at the

table beside them and said, “Yeah. I did.”

Baletree asked, “Anything lately?”

“Will you believe my answer?”

“No.”

“Then why bother? Why bother answering any of your questions?”

“Fair enough,” Baletree said as she stood. She added, “If you try to

leave town, I will arrest you.”

“What for?”

“I don’t know. I’ll figure something out.”

Baletree left her informal interview and was parked down the

street, on the top of the hill, watching the Haraleigh house that night.

Baletree slept, and woke, and watched, and at almost exactly

midnight, Roland drove Abbie’s van out of the driveway.

“Alrighty, Roland,” Baletree said. “Let’s go for a drive. What do you

need to do at midnight?”
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bbie worked as a plumber, so her van was both spacious and

full of tools. Baletree followed as Roland drove the van

directly to the house in which Monica disappeared, and around the

corner, and to a solid dirt track that wrapped the bush at the rear of

the crime scene. Baletree did not turn on the headlights of her vehicle

as she drove, instead, she stalked Roland and watched the light from

the van just fifty metres up ahead.

There was total silence except for a dog barking somewhere in the

neighbourhood as Roland pulled a flashlight and a shovel from the

van. He trudged off into the bush while Baletree used her radio to

request officers to move to the area and wait on the adjoining streets,

watching for any more suspicious activity. She left the car behind

with her pistol gripped firmly in both hands, and a pair of uniformed

officers followed as Baletree moved towards a torch beam that waved

sporadically behind the trees and shrubs ahead.

As Baletree pursued the suspect, the father, the man with the

shovel, she could feel the cool night air turning to moisture on her

collar. She could smell the earth below her feet, damp, wet, disturbed

by all of the instigators and maybe something else. Maybe disturbed

by a kidnapper. Maybe disturbed by a father.
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The torch beam up ahead was moving slowly, and it watched the

ground. Baletree could only see the light ahead and the frames of dark

trees in the night, but she could imagine what Roland was seeing. The

sticks and leaves below his feet lit with a yellow glow so powerful it

blinded Roland to anything else out in the dark. He would not be able

to see Baletree unless he pointed the torch at her. Was he looking for a

marker? He couldn’t be dumb enough to leave something so close to

the house. Was he looking for a grave? A section of turned dirt with a

blanket of foliage uprooted and moved in an overcompensating

shroud above the resting place of the little girl? It wouldn’t remain

undisturbed after the forensic search of the day.

They were in the deepest recess of the bush now. Far away from

the streetlights and the barking dog, just them. Just Roland and

Baletree and a couple more police officers with nervous fingers

twitching on pistol triggers a little farther behind. Suddenly, the

flashlight dropped to the ground, and Baletree could hear the shovel

fall into the dry leaves as Roland’s sobbing intensified. She moved a

little quicker to creep up close enough to see that Roland was

kneeling in the dirt. He was pounding at the earth between his knees

and tossing the loose twigs away.

Baletree realised Roland was kneeling in Ben’s blood only a

moment before Roland screeched, “Monica! Come back! Come back

to me! Monica!”

The scream forced every muscle in Baletree’s body to tighten, and

her mind called upon her training, her experience, to stop her finger

from pulling the trigger on the gun.

Roland was doubled over with his forehead on the ground, still

screaming, still scratching in the dirt.

Baletree moved to stand just behind Roland as she said, “That’s

enough of that.”

Roland spun around and fell back as his eyes locked on to the open

barrel of Baletree’s pistol. He wasn’t holding the torch, so the beam of

it was lying like a discarded lantern by his side.

“Detective?” he whimpered.

“That’s enough of that.”



C HA P T E R  S I X | 35

“What?”

“Get away from the blood.”

“What?”

“Get up and away!” Baletree screamed down at Roland, “I’ll put a

bullet in your bloody leg, and I’ll drag you out of here if you don’t get

away from that bloody crime scene.”

“What?” Roland could not stand but instead straightened his legs

and flopped onto his back to raise two trembling palms in submission.

He shuffled back over the ground until his head pressed against a tree.

He asked, “Are you going to shoot me?”

“No, of course not.”

“You just said—”

“No, I didn’t. I wouldn’t threaten you, I’m a police officer. I didn’t

say anything like that,” Baletree was talking while she was looking at

the top of the pistol she was pointing at Roland, feeling the trigger

beckoning the tip of her finger, and when she glimpsed over the crest

of the gun to meet Roland’s gaze, she shook her head. “No,” Baletree

continued, “I’m sick of this. Where is she?”

“What? Who?”

“Who do you think!” Baletree stomped forward, and her jaw

tightened as she lowered the aim of her gun to point at Roland’s belly.

Now she could watch his face with an uninterrupted view.

She repeated, “Who do you think!” took a deep breath and said,

“Monica. What have you done with Monica?”

“How dare you!” Roland yelled as he leapt to his feet, “You’re

supposed to find her. You’re supposed to tell me where Monica is.

What are you doing here?”

“I followed you, and you crept through the bush with a shovel, and

you’re defacing the crime scene. Why the shovel? What are you here

to dig up?”

“Who have you arrested?” Roland mocked, “Why aren’t you

looking for Monica?”

“I am. Don’t come any closer,” Baletree stepped back as Roland

stepped forward. She said, “Is Monica buried? Is she buried out here

somewhere?”
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“Are you accusing me of something?”

“Yes. I am accusing you right now, Roland Hareleigh. It’s just you

and me in the bush here, answer me. Answer the question.”

“This is ridiculous, I don’t know where Monica is. I’m looking for

her. I’m out here looking for her.”

Baletree was shaking her head again, and three more officers in

uniform ran up behind her. None of them said anything before

Baletree ordered them to, “Take him.”

Roland barked, “What? What do you mean?”

Baletree said, “Roland Hareleigh, you are being detained for

questioning in relation to the disappearance or Monica Hareleigh.”

“This is ridiculous. You’re wasting your time.”

One of the new officers told Roland to touch his thumbs behind

his back to handcuff Roland’s wrists. Baletree didn’t stop aiming the

gun at Roland’s torso until the uniformed officers asked Roland if he

was carrying any weapons, and even then, she did not holster the

pistol. The police all had their own torches, so the bush there was as

light as a prison yard split by spotlights. Roland was lit up in a

brilliant yellow glow as he was being led away in the middle of two

uniformed officers, and Baletree told the third to, “Get the jumpsuits

back here, we need forensics ASAP. The team needs to collect

Roland’s tools. Don’t touch that shovel until they get here. We’ll take

the van too.”

One of the officers stepped up to speak with Baletree as Roland

was led away. The young constable was grinning, and his apparent joy

surprised Baletree into a moment of silence.

He said, “I’ve been asked to inform you, ma’am.”

“What?”

“Ben Rigton has woken in hospital. The doctors have informed us

that he may be able to speak after some precautions this morning. You

may be able to speak to him in a couple of hours.”
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t was stewing. It was fermenting. Whatever had happened

to Monica, whatever had happened in that house, had

infected the world and now it was swelling. Red and swollen and

ready to burst. Baletree could smell the chemical reaction out there

behind the pleasant façade of the midweek suburbs. It had infected

Roland. It had infected Ben Rigton. It was infecting Baletree, and it

had infected Abbie.

Abbie was just as suspicious as Roland. Baletree thought Abbie

may even be more suspicions than Roland as Baletree drove away

from Ben’s house and left Roland in the back of the secure police

vehicle at the original crime scene. Roland had been searching the

bush behind Ben’s house, he may even have been trying to move or

conceal something, but Abbie had been there moments after Monica

had gone missing. Abbie may have been there, parking the car, while

Monica was still in the house. Maybe while Monica was in the bush

behind the house. On top of everything else, a rumour had emerged. It

was nothing more than a whisp of gossip, but it had been repeated by

three of Abbie’s close acquaintances in police interviews. They

whispered, “Abbie is a little too close to Ben,” and “I think Abbie

stayed over at the speech therapist’s house one night,” and “That Ben
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guy has slept with the mothers of some of the other children, Abbie

isn’t even the first.”

As Baletree arrived at Abbie and Roland’s home, the other

members of the team were already serving Abbie the warrant.

Baletree waited in the car, not wanting to interact with the other

officers if it wasn’t necessary. Not wanting this moment to feel like

police work. A job. A career. Baletree was there to find kidnappers,

not to start her shift. Baletree was there to target that infection and

stab at it and twist it until the people who stuffed kids into the boots

of cars, or tied them to beds, were kneeling, weeping, in front of her.

Baletree was not a detective, not a cop, Baletree was penicillin.

Baletree was insulin. Baletree was medicine for the sick world around

her. Baletree was medicine with a badge and a gun.

The little laptop that Balatree carried was glowing with a blue

screen and casting a single ball of light into Baletree’s car that made

her belly and the underside of her chin glow in the dark morning. The

device was detailing the file and profile that the police were building

on Abbie. It listed all of Abbie’s internet searches, then narrowed them

down to the searches relating to Monica. Abbie had asked the

internet, ‘How long before a child should be breast feeding,’ and ‘How

do I get rid of my child?’ and “Do autistic girls feel love for their

parents like other children?” Baletree located anything suspicious and

committed it to memory. She scrolled down through the information

to read about Abbie’s work life. Abbie was a plumber, and she owned

her business with a single employee, Chris Pooler, who was a close

friend of the family. Roland operated a little fish and chip shop near

the beach. It was a simple take-away shop that forced Roland to be

away from home most evenings, but it wasn’t Roland’s commitment

to the business that troubled Baletree. It was the walk-in freezer.

Anything could be hidden in a freezer. When Baletree’s mind moved

to think about soft flesh turning blue and cold and hard in a freezer,

she heard Henry’s ghost whispering in her ear. He asked, “Why would

they keep her? What would mummy and daddy do with their little

angel after a week or a month in the freezer?”
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Baletree told him, “They can’t be that dumb. They own the place.

They know we’ll look.”

“Do they own it?”

Baletree read the computer screen again to confirm that Roland

only rented the space. The freezer and any permanent assets were

technically owned by the landlord.

Baletree added, “It would still be pretty dumb. They must know

we’ll check everywhere they go. They must know the police can find

any property used by anyone under any agreement,” but Henry didn’t

answer.

Abbie was standing in the doorway to her home with a whole gang

of cops waiting, fidgeting, and watching from her driveway. From

where Baletree watched, she could see the lines of terror cut into

Abbie’s thin face, and Baletee pinpointed the exact moment when

Abbie realised the police were not there to tell her they had found

Monica. That terror in her glare softened to a mix of confusion and

worry, and Baletree moved quickly over the lawn to intercept Abbie’s

questions. As she walked, Baletree tugged and pulled at her police

uniform to straighten the equipment on her belt, and she wondered

why Abbie was so terrified if she still believed Monica was alive.

As Baletree reached the entrance of the house, the officer barking

at Abbie was asking if there was anyone else in the house.

Abbie told him, “Um, yeah, my husband. Roland is here.”

“Nope, he’s not,” Baletree said as she walked into the home. As

soon as she joined the conversation, the other officer walked deeper

into the house. Baletree said, “Abbie, it’ll be easier if you stay out of

their way.”

Abbie said, “Roland is here, of course he is.”

“No.”

“What? Where is he?”

“Your husband has been detained for questioning.”

“You arrested him? What did he do?”

“He’s being questioned. He hasn’t been charged with anything.”

“What did he do?”
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Baletree fixed Abbie’s stare for a second and said, “You tell me.

What has Roland done?”

“Nothing.”

“Do you know where he went last night? Do you know where

Roland was last night?”

“No.”

“Let’s sit down and have a chat.”

“This is all too much, Jesus, I don’t think I like your tone.”

“I don’t care what you like.”

“Do I need a lawyer?”

“Yes,” Baletree said, “of course you need a lawyer. How could you

possibly think all of this was going to happen without legal help?”

“I thought, um—”

“Someone took Monica. You definitely need a lawyer. Get a good

one.”

“So,” Abbie began, “I don’t understand, wait. Does Roland need a

lawyer?”

“Yes. Everyone needs a bloody lawyer.”

“All right, well, then get out of my house.”

“No. We have a warrant. We will remove you from the premises if

you get in the way, or if we decide we don’t want you here for any

reason.”

“Jesus, I thought you were helping us.”

“I’m looking for the people who take kids.”

“Then what are you doing here?”

Baletree said, “Let’s talk. It’s easier for everyone if we get out of the

way.”

“No,” Abbie stepped away, but she folded her arms and shook her

head. She announced, “You know what. I think I’ll wait for a lawyer.”

“Is that right?”

“Yeah. You can waste as much time as you like searching here, but

I’m done with you.”

“Is that right? Listen very closely now,” Baletree stepped away and

held the palms of her hands up as if she were surrendering to

something. The pair were standing with a gulf of wooden floor and
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frustration between them when Baletree said, “I am looking for the

people who took Monica. I want to ask you some things. I will ask

you some things. I can ask you now, or we can wait for a lawyer, and

the lawyer will recommend that you sober up before we speak, and it

will be Monica who has to wait for her mum to talk to the cops. It will

be another full day.”

“Christ, why didn’t you just come in and tell me you need to talk?

Who are all the other people?”

“They’re searching. I’m talking.”

“Searching for what?”

“Monica. We’re all looking for Monica. Is she here?”

“Here? No. Of course not, I would call you. You’d be the first to

know if she found her way home.”

Baletree looked away and muttered, “You are very dumb in the

morning.”

“Excuse me?”

“Just go out back and pick a place to chat. You show me where we

should sit.”

Abbie walked out onto the back patio, and all of the police she

passed stopped to watch her for a moment. She was still in her

pyjamas while the trained men and women with pistols and tasers on

their hips collected Abbie’s life into little bags. Baletree was walking a

full three metres behind as Abbie stood on the pavement back step.

“Here?” Abbie asked.

Baletree kept her distance as she asked, “Is that where you want to

sit?”

“I don’t know, yes. Maybe?”

“Thank you,” Baletree said, and someone took their photo at the

back of the house. Abbie asked them to, “Please stop that,” and

Baletree said, “The photos the police take are not for Instagram. We

will not stop.”

Baletree waved at Abbie with violent little hand gestures until she

moved away from the spot she had selected and onto the wet grass.

Baletree was looking down at the concrete step on which Abbie had

wanted to sit, and she lowered herself into a squat to touch a crack.
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Baletree looked up at the cop that took the photo, and she told him to,

“Check here first.”

Abbie said, “Just tell me what you want. I don’t know what you

want.”

“Let’s talk in the car out front.”

Abbie asked, “Why did you bring me out here then?”

“I just wanted to see if you were drawn to a certain spot.”

“My back steps?”

“Yes. Now we’ll check for fresh concrete. Now, these other officers

will dig. You and I will talk in the car out the front.”

Baletree led Abbie to the dark grey car at the front of the house.

Baletree got in the back and pointed to the seat beside her until Abbie

also sat down in the back. They were beside one another, both facing

forwards, with Abbie glancing over to Baletree periodically to keep an

eye on her movements. The pair was still and silent while a couple of

uniformed cops came and stood by Abbie’s door.

Abbie asked, “Do you think Roland has done something?” and

Baletree looked at her when she said, “I want to know what you

think.”

“Um,” Abbie began, “he’s never done anything wrong.”

“Do you own any other property?”

“No.”

“How about a storage unit or a shack in the bush? Anything?”

“No.”

“A restaurant?”

“Wait, we don’t own that. We bought the business, but we don’t

own the property. We still pay rent.”

“Do you?”

“Yes, absolutely. Do you want the address? Go ahead, search

anything.”

“We’re already there.”

“What?”

“How do you feel about Monica?”

“What kind of question is that?”

“Should be easy.”
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“I love her, Jesus, she’s my little angel. She’s my daughter.”

“And Roland? How do you feel about your husband?”

Abbie’s hands were up and waving around as she said, “Love. Of

course, I love my husband. Why are you—”

“But you had a sexual relationship with Ben Rigton?”

“No.”

“No?”

“Absolutely not. I—”

“We can come back to that one.”

“I’m just trying to answer your questions.”

“First, I want you to tell me something else, answer me this: have

you ever thought about getting rid of Monica. Losing her. Sending

her away.”

“Is this because she has a disability? That’s—”

“Answer the question.”

“No. Never. Absolutely not.”

“I ask because we did a search of all the things you’ve ever done on

the internet. Isn’t that helpful? We can see it all, and we read it all, and

we found that you once had a very suspicious internet search.”

“What?”

“You searched for ‘How do I get rid of my child?’ didn’t you?”

“What? No. Absolutely not,” Abbie turned to face Baletree now,

and she was waving at her to try and get Baletree to look her in the

eye, but Baletree was staring at something back at the house. Abbie

said, “I would never do that.”

“I think you might.”

“No. Never. Not possible.”

“Do you remember calling 000 emergency when you got to Ben’s

house?”

“Yes.”

“Do you remember what you said?”

“Of course, it was only the other day. It’s been all I can think

about.”

“Do you remember where you told the call monitor to go?”

“What? I was at Ben’s house. I told them I was at Ben’s house.”
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“No. You gave them your home address. They asked if there was a

missing person, and you said they should go to your house.”

“What? No.”

“Yes.”

“No.”

Baletree said, “I don’t believe you Abbie. I do not. I think you

wanted to get rid of Monica when she was born—”

“That was years ago. Is that when you think I did an internet

search? I was depressed. Clinically depressed. Years ago.”

“You wanted to get rid of her, and you told 000 to look at your

house, and you had an affair with Ben.”

“No. I never slept with Ben. No.”

Baletree finally twisted to look at Abbie to growl, “Is that your

biggest concern? I don’t care about your marriage. I care about a kid.”

“None of this is true, oh God—”

“Where is Monica?”

“I don’t know.”

Baletree barked, “Is she in the house?”

“No. I don’t know where she is. God, this is—”

“Under the step? Is she under the back step?”

“Oh my God, no, no, no, no, no. This can’t be happening.”

“Where did you put her?”

“I would never hurt Monica. Never. Oh God.”

“What has he done with her?”

“What?”

“What did Roland do with her?”

“Nothing, I don’t know.”

“I don’t care about your marriage or any of that, just Monica. Tell

me where she is. Where did he put her?”

“No, no.”

“Listen to me very carefully Abbie. This is very important. It’s gone

on long enough. Where is Monica?”

“I don’t know.”

“We’re questioning Roland. Is he going to tell me something? Is

there something I should know?”
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“No, no. I can’t do this.”

“Ben is recovering from his injuries. He will live. We will be

speaking to Ben today. This is your last chance to get out in front of

this.”

“That’s great news. Ben can help us.

“Roland was behind Ben’s house.”

“What?”

“You heard me. Roland was in the bush behind Ben’s house. Time

to talk.”

“Oh, damn it,” Abbie said as her shoulders slumped and she leaned

against the car door.

“What?” Baletree whispered. “Talk to me. Tell me.”

“OK. Fine. Roland came to the house to try and catch me with

Ben.”

Baletree shifted the slightest little bit in her seat as she took a

moment to think. Baletree was only telling Abbie that she’d found

Roland behind Ben’s house on the previous night. Abbie did not

already know that. When the police arrived, Abbie still thought

Roland was in the family home with her. Abbie did not know Roland

was behind Ben’s house that night, so she must be talking about a

different time. A different time. Baletree cleared her throat as she

realised Abbie was confessing to Roland being behind Ben’s house at a

different time. Baletree asked, “When?”

“I don’t remember the date. It was a fortnight ago. Ben told me he

could see Roland standing out there, watching.”

“Two weeks ago?”

“Yes.”

“Are you telling me that Ben saw Roland standing in the bush

behind the house two weeks ago?”

“Yes. Why does that matter? You just told me that Roland was

behind the house.”

“All right Abbie. What did Roland see?”
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oland and Baletree were in the interview room of the

police station, and the first thing Roland told Baletree

was, “I’ve been waiting here for hours.”

She didn’t answer.

Baletree sat across from Roland, and picked at something in her

teeth, and she typed something on her little laptop. The words she

used were as rehearsed as an internet service provider responding to a

connection issue as she explained that they were being recorded and

that they sat in a formal interview. Roland could have a lawyer, but he

did not want one.

Roland told Baletree, “You’re wasting time with me,” and Baletree

said, “No.”

“Yes.”

When she looked Roland in the eye, there was a hint of irritation

there. She was like a schoolteacher that thought the children should

already be trained to be compliant. Roland repeated, “You’re wasting

your time. You’re wasting my time. You are wasting Monica’s time,”

and the final sentence caught a little in Roland’s throat.

“You are a suspect in the disappearance of your daughter, and you
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need to be eliminated from our suspicions whether you are involved

or not.”

“Do you think I did something?”

“Ask me that again in about fifteen minutes.”

“Maybe we should call Abbie. She’ll be waking up soon and—”

“I’ve already spoken to Abbie this morning.”

“Really? What time is it now?”

“I don’t care what time it is. We’re the police. We commenced a

search of your residence this morning, after we found you, and you

will not be returning to your home today. We will use ground

penetrating radar, and I expect we will need to dig.”

“What did Abbie say?”

Baletree leant back and let the moment stretch on. Eventually, she

said, “You and Abbie both have a habit of focussing on the wrong things.”

“Huh?”

“I just told you that I’ll be digging up part of your house and all

you care about are the things Abbie might have said.”

Roland’s jaw clenched and the skin around his eyes tightened in a

knot over his nose as he growled, “Go ahead and burn my house

down, ma’am, I will still ask about my wife.”

Baletree leant forward again. “You didn’t ask about your wife’s

health, sir, you asked about the things she told me.”

Roland’s elbows were on the table, and he squeezed his hands

together. One of his knuckles cracked with a loud pop in the silence,

and Baletree added, “It doesn’t matter what Abbie has told me. As long

as you tell me the truth, it won’t matter.”

“All right detective, I get it. You don’t care if you drive me wild.

Great. Thanks. What would you like to know?”

“Tell me about Ben.”

“What about him?”

“What do you think?” Baletree said. “Shoe size. Do you like the

curtains in his house?”

Roland said, “Ben was screwing Abbie.”

“Go on.”
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“We paid Ben a lot of money to work with Monica. He told us,

everyone told us, that we need a good speech pathologist to work

with Monica so that she has the tools and ability to get on with her

life. And he screwed my wife. I think he screwed Abbie while Monica

was waiting silently in the next room.”

“Then why just try to kill Ben? Why didn’t you kill Abbie too?”

“What?”

Baletree said, “Sounds like you think Abbie is the guiltiest person

here. Why didn’t you stab her too?”

“Hold on, wait a second—”

“Sure, let’s wait some more. Let’s take some more time. It’s not like

your daughter is waiting for us to find her.”

“I didn’t stab Ben. I didn’t do anything.”

“Nothing? You look pretty mad to me. You look like you could do

something.”

“I, um, I was planning.” Roland stuttered and stopped talking for a

moment as Baletree grunted to let him know she was listening. He

added, “I was going to report him.”

“Report him?”

“Yeah. Why would I hurt him? I was going to report Ben to the

NDIS Quality and Safeguards Commission. They would have ruined

him.”

“OK,” Baletree muttered, but Roland didn’t speak again as Baletree

shifted in her heat. She said, “OK, that is what you should have done.

Yes. But that isn’t what you did. Is it?”

“Um, what do you mean?”

“Did you call them? Did you report him?”

“No, I only just found out.”

“I don’t believe you,” she said.

“Why? What do you mean?”

“You’ve known for at least a couple of weeks.”

“No,” Roland said, “I didn’t know weeks ago.”

“Yeah, you did.”

“No,” Roland said.
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“Stop lying! Monica is waiting, Roland, Monica is waiting for her

dad to tell the bloody truth.”

“I didn’t know anything weeks ago.”

“Ben is awake,” Baletree lied, “I saw him on the way here this

morning. I spoke to Abbie, and then I spoke to Ben, and they told me,

both of them said, that you were in the bush behind Ben’s house a

couple of weeks ago. You accused Abbie before that. You accused Ben

before that. I think you’ve known about them for at least a month, and

now you’re telling me that your reaction was going to be picking up

the phone, or sending an email?”

“Hold on a second—”

“Did you go to Ben’s house on the day that Monica disappeared?”

“Yeah, of course, I dropped her off.”

“Were you in the vicinity of Ben Rigton’s house for the full hour

while Monica had her therapy session?”

“Um—”

“No more lies. No more wasting time. Were you there?”

“It’s more complicated than that.”

“Were you there?”

“It’s more complicated than that. The session only lasts an hour,

sometimes I hang around the neighbourhood.”

“Were you there? Yes or no, that’s all you need to say. Were you there?”

“I think, maybe—”

“Yes or no?” Baletree urged.

“Yes, all right? Yes. I was there. I dropped Monica off and I stayed. I

was there the whole time.”

“Where is she?” Baletree stood and she banged her palms down on

the table. “Where is Monica?”

“No, let me explain. I wasn’t in the house. I just stayed to see if

Abbie came early. Everyone keeps telling me they’re having an affair.

Abbie is screwing Ben, but I can’t catch her. I never saw it. I tried. I

tried to catch them together, but I never could. So I dropped Monica

off at the appointment and I just hung around. I did a few laps of the

neighbourhood in the car. I just drove past Ben’s house a few time. I
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parked down the street and I waited and I watched to see if Abbie

came earlier. She didn’t. I started thinking that maybe Abbie parked

somewhere else, away from where I was waiting on the street, and I

walked up to the house.”

“What did you see?” Baletree asked.

“Nothing.”

“Don’t lie to me, Roland, don’t you dare lie to me while Monica is

depending on this. What time was it and what did you see?”

“Um, I walked up to the house when there was about twenty

minutes left in the session. It’s a forty-five minute therapy session and

they were half way.”

“What did you see?”

“Nothing. I walked all the way around the house. I looked in all the

windows and into the bedrooms. The bedrooms are on the ground

floor, upstairs is the therapy room. I couldn’t see anyone or anything.”

“Were the back doors smashed in?”

“No,” Roland said, “Of course not. I would have known something

was wrong, but nothing was out of place. It was just an empty house

downstairs. I went back to the car, and I waited. I never saw anything

suspicious. Abbie’s car arrived late, and I left.”

Baletree was staring into Roland’s eyes, waiting for an emotion to

appear. He had recounted his actions perfectly. Clearly. Now his mind

was free to ponder. Roland bit his lip and took a deep breath. He

asked, “Does this mean I was there?” Baletree didn’t respond.

Roland sniffed a little and his cheeks tightened. He asked, “Does

this mean I was I parked out the front while Monica was being

taken?”

Baletree said, “It means you’re confessing to being at Ben’s house

when your daughter went missing, yes.”

“I need a lawyer. Now. I need help.”
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he police station was a nest of tiny rooms and it was always

crowded with people. Roland was in the interview room,

and Baletree had been forced out when Roland’s lawyer first arrived.

Out there in the open, there were sounds that constantly bounced

around the room like thousands of tiny alarms or bells in Baletree’s

ears. The ringing of phones and short chuckles of co-workers

enjoying each other’s company squeezed the sides of Baletree’s head,

and her breath quickened as her mind built an insurmountable wall of

expectation. She expected another phone to ring in just a few seconds,

and it did, and she expected some other bloke to call out to a friend

across the room, and someone did, and Baletree knew a door would

slam and someone would cough, and it was not until she had run

outside that Baletree was able to focus on her breathing again. She

stood under a gumtree that had been allocated a two-metre square

patch of dirt beside the busy road. Leaning an elbow against the tree,

with her forehead pressed to the cool, wafer-thin bark, Baletree

completed a round of her breathing exercises.

Deep breath in for five seconds, hold it, release.

Baletree felt the pulse in her temples and her wrists and she told

herself it was slowing, and the peculiar fear that built in her slowly
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dropped away enough for Baletree to force herself to focus on the

world around her once more.

She said, “I know, I know, I know no one can see it. I know no one

thinks I’m acting strange. It’s in my head. Only in my head.”

Baletree was standing on the sidewalk outside of the police station,

and she watched the world, focussing on specific moments to hold her

mind in reality. Hold her mind away from that fear. She watched a

bird skipping from one branch to another in the tree above her head.

She watched the cars waiting at the nearby traffic light, and when a

driver looked over at her and made eye contact, Baletree forced a

smile.

She told herself, “They’re not watching you. They’re driving. They

need to look around. They need to look at you to drive.”

When Baletree took a step towards the doors to the police station,

she almost stepped straight into an older woman on a tomato-red

mobility scooter.

“Sorry,” Baletree whispered, and she coughed to return her voice

to the appropriate volume for the reality outside of her head. The

older woman looked up into Baletree’s face with tiny brown eyes

wrapped in wrinkled lids.

Baletree cleared her throat and asked, “Can I help you at all?” as

the woman navigated a short ramp that curled to the entrance of the

station.

The woman was already half-way up the ramp, but she stopped to

look back and she seemed to study Baletree’s police uniform. “No, I

don’t think so,” she called with a wave.

Baletree entered the building after another few deep breaths, and

her jaw immediately pulled her cheeks down so her face drooped into

an oval of curiosity.

The older woman had not gotten up out of her mobility aid, so the

desk clerk had come around to crouch a little beside her and speak

face to face. Two other officers had moved to stand with them, and

the three coppers were frantically gesturing to Baletree before

Baletree had even noticed them all crowded around in the little

huddle.
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Baletree said, “Just take a statement, I’m in the middle of an

interview.”

“No,” the desk clerk barked, “No, you need to come here. Now.”

“What?”

The desk clerk said something to the older woman, and the older

woman turned her to face Baletree. With a grin on her crinkly lips,

the older woman pointed a shrivelled finger to her chest and

announced, “I took that girl. I took Monica. She’s a quiet one.”

It was less than five minutes before the older woman had been

rushed into an interview room. Roland’s lawyer was calling for

Baletree to return, but Baletree ignored any other request. The older

woman had positioned the red mobility aid beside the only table in

the room and Baletree was squinting down at her, not knowing

whether to assume the old woman was mistaken or lying.

“I’m Evelyn Boone,” the lady offered before Baletree began asking

questions.

“Lovely to meet you Evelyn. Please be advised that we’re recoding

this conversation, and you and I are being filmed as well. Do you

understand?”

“Of course. This is a police station; I should think you’re always

recording.”

“Yes, in some areas. So, do you understand that the things you tell

me now will be able to be used in a court case. Our conversation is

evidence.”

“Yes.”

“Good,” Baletree said. “Can you please tell me why you came to the

police station this morning?”

“Yes, yes, to tell you I took Monica.”

“How do you know the identity of the girl you took. Did she tell

you?”

“No, Monica doesn’t talk much, she’s more of a thinker. Still

waters run deep.”

“How do you know her?”

“She’s in my daughter’s class. At the kid’s school. My daughter

teaches the youngest ones.”
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“Are you telling me you know Monica from her school?”

“Yes,” Evelyn said as she shrugged. “That’s exactly what I just said.”

“OK, OK,” Baletree said. She felt like screaming or grabbing this

woman by the collar and shaking her to force all of the truths out, but

her training held her back. The moment seemed so absurd that

Baletree feared she might scare it away like a mouse that’s only happy

to eat in the kitchen when all the humans in the house are asleep.

Evelyn started saying, “The children are lovely, I go—” but Baletree

barked, “Where is she?”

Evelyn leant back in the padded seat, and Baletree bit her lip to

stop her mouth from causing any more trouble.

Evelyn said, “I don’t know.”

Baletree took a deep breath, and when she exhaled, she said,

“Please explain. Where did you take Monica from?”

“Ben’s house, of course.”

“How do you know Ben?”

“I don’t, not really. I only know the house where I found Monica

belongs to a man named Ben because it was on the news. I’ve seen the

house on the news.”

“Is that why you’ve come in to see us? You’ve seen it on the news?”

“Yes. I went to the therapist’s house, Ben’s house, and no one was

there. Monica was inside. She was standing in the hallway. I could see

her through the little windows beside the door. I called out to her, and

she came running. She came right out. She was thankful, she didn’t

say it, but I could see she was frightened.”

“Evelyn, please, where is Monica now? Why didn’t you bring her in

to us?”

“How would I know where she is now?”

“Where is Monica? Just say it.”

“I gave her to the man, just like I was supposed to.”
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ea and biscuits were served in the interview room with

Evelyn while Roland waited only ten metres away. Baletree

had left Roland sweating under the cool air-conditioning vent while

his lawyer, a man named Gotrani, was explaining all of the things that

could happen. Gotrani explained that Roland may be detained further,

but he would be able to return home for a while before the court case.

Gotrani explained that a conviction would be difficult without any

trace of Monica, but Roland should start to consider the possibility

that he may be charged with some very, very serious offences. Gotrani

said that Roland’s life would be entirely consumed by these charges,

but Gotrani did not guess that an eighty-year-old woman was

confessing down the hall.

Evelyn did not want a lawyer, instead, she wanted to clear

everything up as quickly as possible. She dunked a Digestive biscuit

into her white tea as she told Baletree, “Monica is retarded,” and

Baletree sat silently watching and absorbing everything Evelyn said.

“Monica doesn’t talk unless she’s screaming. Something is wrong

in that child’s head, but she’s quite adorable otherwise. She needs

everything to be perfect around her, or Monica gets very, very

irritated. Children like that used to be put in a different classroom,
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but now they’re all together, and they say that all classrooms should

be fun places for all children. I guess that’s progress. I complained

once when there was a child disrupting my daughter’s class, back

when she was a student, this was thirty years ago. More.”

“Is that why you took her? Help the other kids learn?” Baletree

asked.

“No, no, my God. I didn’t kidnap her or anything horrible like that.

My God.”

“What did you do?”

“I helped her. I saved her.”

“How?”

“The man that helps.”

“Who is this man?”

“Freddie,” Evelyn shrugged.

“How did you meet him?”

“He’s a father to one of the older boys. I don’t know his child, but

he was at the school fairly regularly.”

“Did you ever see him with a child?”

“Um, no, I don’t think so, but he was nice. He told me that he used

to work for child protective services, but he left because there was too

much red tape.”

“What does that mean?”

“Now he helps kids without the government. He helps kids if their

parents are bad parents, but smart enough to seem responsible when

the government shows up to take the kids to somewhere better.”

“Do you think Abbie and Roland were hurting Monica?”

“I know it was a bad house. Bad for a child.”

Baletree asked, “Why?”

“Abbie was sleeping with Ben. That’s no good for a young girl.

Abbie was going over to Ben’s house for sex while they were

pretending to give Monica therapy. Monica still doesn’t talk, not after

all that therapy, but she can talk, she chooses not to, and Abbie was

still paying Ben. She paid him out of the plan thingy, out of the

government funding for the disability. How can someone do that? It’s

awful, just awful.”



C HA P T E R  T E N | 57

“What did Freddie tell you to do?”

“Freddie didn’t want Monica to get scared. She’s a special little girl,

she can get so frightened. I was just going to pick Monica up from her

therapy session, you know, while Abbie was there with Ben, and

Freddie was going to take Monica somewhere nice. Somewhere that

the adults really care.”

“Is that what happened on the day?”

“Which day?”

“The day Monica disappeared.”

“Yes. It took me a few minutes to get up the front steps at Ben’s

house, you think a therapist’s house would be accessible. I was just

waiting down the street. I saw Abbie arrive and walk around the back.

She must just let herself in or something. Disgusting. Monica was

waiting by the door by the time I got there. She was so frightened

she’d peed on the floor. Her mum must have scared her so much.

Disgusting. Monica opened the door and ran out to take my hand and

help me back down the steps. She doesn’t talk, but she’s a lovely young

lady. Monica likes to ride on my little scooter, so we rode away.”

“You just rode away with Monica on your scooter?”

“Yes.”

“Where was Freddie?”

“He waited a few streets away. I didn’t mind, Monica enjoyed the

ride. We both got in his car, it’s one of those four-wheel drive

machines with the big rolling door on the side.”

“Like a van?”

“No, no it’s for driving out in the bush, but it’s big and spacious.

You don’t see them so much anymore. I fit inside on my scooter when

Freddie folded some of the seats down. Monica and I got in together,

and Freddie dropped me at my house, and Monica just waited in the

back after I left.”

“So, Freddie dropped you home, and Monica was still in the car

when he left? Did Freddie drive away with Monica?”

“Yes.”

Baletree dropped her head in her hands and swore a few times.

Evelyn said, “Now you know. We can all stop worrying. It’s for the
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best. Monica will get all the care and love she needs. I know you’ll

probably still have to look a bit, you’ve got a job to do, but you don’t

need to worry. No one needs to be worried.”

Baletree couldn’t bring herself to look back at Evelyn, and when a

knock came at the door, she stood and stepped away. The person

knocking was there to tell Baletree that Ben was awake and able to

speak in the hospital.

“Thanks,” Baletree said before turning to Evelyn and saying, “I

need to go now.”

“All right, I suppose I’ll come back later, and we can chat some

more.”

“No. You’re not going anywhere, Evelyn. You are under arrest.”

BEN WAS FAR MORE LUCID THAN BALETREE HAD EXPECTED. WHEN SHE

entered the hospital room, he was sitting up and reading something

on an iPad. Ben was blonde and his hair had been meticulously

combed so that the waves of it were shifted to the left side with

several clear gullies marking out the strands. There was some stubble

on his chin, and he was smiling while his attention was fixed to the

tablet, but as soon as he saw Baletree in her police uniform, a frown

attacked his jovial features and he waited silently for Baletree to begin

speaking.

Baletree said, “I’m Detective Inspector Judy Baletree. This is only a

conversation, an interview, but you are welcome to employ a legal

professional to guide you if you think it’s necessary.”

“What?”

“You can get a lawyer now if you want. You don’t have to.

Whatever makes you most comfortable.”

“Um, maybe?”

“I can’t decide for you.”

“Um.”

“Are you aware of what’s happening? What has happened?”

“Not really.”

“Do you need to call a lawyer?” Baletree asked.
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“No, I don’t think so. Do I?”

Baletree stepped up to the side of Ben’s bed and she took a long

moment to look over the equipment in the room.

She asked, “What happened?”

“Um, I don’t know much.”

“What do you remember?”

“I heard something.”

“Like what?”

“Monica and I were completing a therapy session, and there wasn’t

meant to be anyone else in the house, but I heard something.”

“What did you hear?”

“A bang. Like someone slamming a door, but I didn’t know what it

was.”

“Do you think it was someone slamming a door?”

“I have no idea. It wasn’t clear, you know? It was more like

something that made me wonder, you know?”

“Wonder what?”

“I thought I might have left a door open or left the TV on or

something. No, that’s not right, it wasn’t like a TV. It was more like

something had fallen.”

“Fallen?”

“Yeah, you know? Like, sometimes things make noise in the house

and you can’t really explain it. I thought I’d left a window open and

something had blown onto the floor, or maybe, there’s a little black

and white cat that lives on my street. Maybe he was jumping around

on the fence and he rattled the gate or something.”

“So, you heard a nondescript sound, something like a bang, and

you went to investigate?”

“Yes.”

Baletree asked, “What else did you hear? Vehicles? Voices?”

“Nothing like that. Nothing definite like that. Just a bang.”

“You couldn’t hear anyone in the house? No voices or footsteps or

anything?”

“No. I didn’t think it was a person. I thought I needed to check, but

I didn’t think it would be a person.”
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“OK. what did you see when you went downstairs?”

“My back doors were smashed,” Ben paused as if he expected

Baletree to interject, but she stood there in silence staring at him until

he continued. He said, “I ran back upstairs to tell Monica not to move,

and her mum would be there soon, and I grabbed my phone from the

therapy room. I walked out onto the back step, and someone ran

into me.”

“Someone was running?”

“No, I mean, they just bumped into me. And now I’m here.”

“What did they look like?”

“I didn’t see them.”

“What do you mean?”

Ben repeated, “I didn’t see them.”

“Please be clearer. What did you see? Did you see their clothes?

Did you see the colour of their skin or just the shoes they were

wearing? What?”

“I saw nothing. Absolutely nothing. No skin, no clothes, nothing.”

“Then how do you know it was a person?”

“What?”

“A person. How do you know it was a person? How do you know

it wasn’t something else? Could it have been a dog? Could it have been

an object, something thrown at you?”

“Um, no. I was bumped high in the chest, near my shoulder. It’s

obvious when a person bumps you, you don’t need to look at them.

Like walking down a busy street, just like that.”

Baletree asked, “What else do you remember?”

“Nothing at all.”

“How’s your head?”

“What?” Ben asked.

“My reports didn’t mention you have a head wound, but you’re

telling me you collapsed without a single moment to look around and

try to figure out what was happening.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Someone must have hit you in the head. No other injury causes

immediate unconsciousness. How’s your head?”
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“I think it’s fine. I’m on a lot of medication. I was in surgery. The

doctors aren’t very clear about my injury. I mean, they haven’t

explained what caused the injury. I just know I had surgery on my

guts. Did someone, um, did I get stabbed?”

“Yes. Now, wait a second,” Baletree paused for a moment to look

away and think. She added, “Where did they run into you?”

“What?”

“Where, exactly, did the person bump into you?”

“Wow,” Ben sighed, “I can’t believe someone stabbed me.”

“Back up,” Baletree said. “Where exactly. You’re confident a person

bumped into you, and you immediately lost consciousness. Where did

it happen?”

“Maybe I just can’t remember,” Ben said. “Maybe the drugs and the

medicine are stopping me from remembering. PTSD. Maybe I’m

traumatised, and I just can’t remember everything I saw.”

Baletree said, “You remember being bumped. You already told me

that you remember that. Where was it? In the house? Beside the house

near the gate? Where?”

“Um, behind the house.”

“Where exactly, exactly. Were you on the back steps where the

glass had broken? Did you feel glass under your shoes?”

“Um, ah, yeah. Wait, no, farther away from the house. I felt grass.

Lawn under my shoes. And wait, I remember the bush. I moved out to

the bush behind the property.”

“Wait,” Baletree said. “Why?”

“Why what?”

“Why did you walk out into the bush? You had a little girl in the

house. You were responsible for her, and you didn’t know where the

intruder was. You didn’t hear anything. You didn’t see anything. Why

walk away from the house?”

“I don’t remember,” Ben mumbled as he shook his head and

slumped down into the bed.

“Think harder. Try to remember.”

“I don’t know. I’m guessing.”

Baletree urged, “So guess. Why did you leave her? You had your
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phone, didn’t you? You told me you ran upstairs to grab your phone.

Why didn’t you call the police?”

“A broken door isn’t an emergency. Broken glass isn’t an

emergency. I didn’t know I needed to call the police until I was

attacked. Not until after I was in the bush.”

“So why go there in the first place? Why move away from the

house at all?”

“I don’t know. I don’t remember.”

“Think harder. Remember.”

“I must have tried to catch them. I must have gone looking for

whoever broke the doors. They were probably just kids. Until I was

attacked, it was just a bit of vandalism. You look around when

someone smashed something at your house. That’s what you do. You

just have a look, and then you call the police if you need help.”

Baletree asked, “What happened to Monica?”

“You tell me. Is she all right?” Ben asked.

“No, Mr. Rigton, she is missing. She was taken from your house.”

“Oh, no, no, no,” Ben slumped over to the side as he sat in the

hospital bed, and Baletree said, “You and I need to discuss everything

about Monica and your sessions together. Everything.”
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wo weeks. After Monica had been missing for an entire

fourteen days, the direct search crews stopped looking

through the bush. There were no mobs of volunteers left to scour the

open areas near the house. No one remained to search around the

places where Monica might play or hide or become lost. No one

walking shoulder to shoulder in dedicated straight lines calling,

“Monica? Monica? Your mum sent me to look for you, please,

Monica?” After fourteen days, everyone was looking for the man who

might stuff a little girl into the back of a car. Any hope that Baletree

held to find Monica quickly had been crushed. She knew Monica was

chained to a bed somewhere, or locked in a basement, or worse. The

best possible outcome now was to find a tortured infant. There could

be no happy ending.

Evelyn’s confession was initially doubted. Not ignored but

doubted. People were still searching abandoned buildings while

Evelyn’s reports were released on the evening news. Children were

still being asked if they remembered seeing Monica while Evelyn was

formally arrested and charged.

After two weeks, there was no doubt. Not in the public. Not in the

police. Not in Abbie or Roland. Monica had been taken. Monica had
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been lured by a sweet old lady on a mobility aid and passed to a man

who called himself Freddie.

Baletree made a point of visiting Roland and Abbie’s home every

day. Monica’s home. In the first days, Baletree was there to search.

Question. Dig. After two weeks, she returned for the smell of the

place. The whiff of Monica there in the ether. The ghost of the little

girl still watching the bugs in the grass, and sitting quietly in her

room, and slurping up her mother’s spaghetti in the little kitchen.

Baletree could feel the ghost of Monica there, standing with the

ghosts of Kath and Henry and calling out, silently. Waiting for

Baletree to look in the right direction.

Baletree stood off to the side of Monica’s back yard. She could see

where they had pulled up the concrete back step and then laid the step

back in the perfect spot. There was still disturbed dirt around the

little back porch, and there were no footsteps, new or old, anywhere

out the back.

There was no reason to be back there, it was just one more place

Baletree would not find Monica. Baletree made her way back to the

front of the house and entered without knocking.

Abbie called out, “I’m making the tea,” and Baletree stepped down

the hall to peer into Monica’s room through the open door. The walls

and ceiling were the same dull green colour above a green carpet. The

bed was small, and there was a beanbag in the corner with a set of

builder’s protective ear muffs sitting in the groove. The high-visibility

yellow of the earmuffs had been deadened by a black marker. One

wall of the room was a huge glass case with a pet snake curled in a

plastic tree. There was a vanity there, but there was no make-up or

toys, and someone had taped a rectangular poster of a snake over the

mirror. The poster was folded so Baletree couldn’t see the snake’s

head, only the body in a twisted knot of muscle and scales.

Baletree walked back into the lounge room and sank into the

couch. Abbie entered to sit beside her, and the two teacups released a

soft steam into the air in front of them. They women both stared out

the front window. There was no one else out there anymore. No

police. No news crews. No curious neighbours. Now, the house was
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avoided. Now, people walked on the next street over and changed

their regular route to work so they would not have to be reminded of

the destruction of that home.

Baletree asked Abbie, “How does the backyard look now? Is the

lawn growing back?”

“I don’t know,” Abbie said, “I haven’t looked.”

“I’m sorry we made so much mess.”

“Thanks.”

“Truth is, I’d do it again tomorrow if I thought it would help me

find the person who took Monica.”

“I know. Thank you for that, too,” Abbie said, and her politeness

was a thin shroud of deception to hide her horror. She made tea, and

she said please and thank you, and she took an extra breath before

and after everything she said. The air helping to hold her misery

down deep, deep in her soul.

Baletree said, “I’m going out of town for a few days.”

Abbie looked at Baletree and took one more controlled breath, and

asked, “Why? Holiday?”

Baletree released a single laugh and said, “No, it’s part of the

investigation. I can’t talk about it.”

“Why not? It’s an investigation for me,” Abbie said, and Baletree

told her, “It’s an investigation for Monica.”

“I know, I know. Why do you need to leave town?”

“I can’t tell you why. I just don’t want you hearing I’ve left town

and thinking I’ve gone on a holiday or something.”

“Are we any closer to finding her?”

“That depends how you look at it. Not really.”

“What does that mean? How many suspects have you spoken to?”

“We’ve spoken to a lot of people. Not all suspects.”

“So why aren’t we closer?”

“The last thing we think is true is that Monica was taken by a man

who called himself Freddie. This is a fake name. If Evelyn’s account is

accurate, Fake Freddie was watching children at the school, and he

has taken Monica.”

“Why wouldn’t Evelyn’s account be accurate?”



66 | K I C K  D OW N  T H E  D O O R

“We can’t find anyone else who has ever spoken to, met, or even

seen Freddie. The account of Freddie that Evelyn has given us has

been used to create an image. No one remembers seeing a man who

looks like Freddie.”

Abbie asked, “Do you think she’s lying?”

“Maybe just wrong,” Baletree said.

“Evelyn has been arrested; she’d tell the truth now. She must be

telling the truth now.”

Baletree said, “I don’t think she’s lying. I think she’s wrong. The

description she has given is incorrect. Maybe the description of

Freddie’s face was not accurate enough, so our composite image we’ve

been showing everyone is too far from Freddie’s actual appearance.

Maybe Evelyn didn’t get a good enough look at the vehicle; we can’t

find the green, four-wheel-drive SUV with the roller door anywhere.

Again, no one has ever seen anything like that in the neighbourhood

or near the school. I’m not sure what to think now.”

“You thought it was Roland.”

“I did, yes. Are you still speaking with your husband?”

“No, not for a few days.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” Baletree said.

“I, um, I don’t think about him. I try not to think about Roland.

Just Monica.”

“Is anyone staying here with you?”

“Hannah comes and stays most nights.” Baletree nodded, and

Abbie asked, “Where are you going now? Are you going to see

someone you think may have kidnapped Monica?”

“I can’t tell you specifics.”

“Just tell me where you’re going.”

“No. If I tell you that, you’ll just look in the newspaper and figure

out who I am going to see, and then you’ll assume they had something

to do with it. They probably didn’t.”

“Are you going to see a paedophile?”

Baletree stared at Abbie, and Abbie leaned back away from her, but

Abbie held Baletree’s gaze.
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Baletree said, “Every day. I see the people who abuse children all

day, every day.”

“Do you think Monica was taken by a paedophile?”

“Yes.”

“Do you think she’s still alive?”

“I don’t know.”

“Yes or no?”

“Maybe,” Baletree paused to run a hand through her hair before

she added, “I can’t say. But I won’t stop looking for whoever took her.

Never.”

“You have to say that.”

“No, I don’t. I’ll tell you plain, the police will devote fewer

resources to this case after a month, then less again after a year. No

matter what happens, I will keep looking. Always.”

“You don’t sound hopeful.”

“I’ll find them. I will. Let me just ask you one more time, Abbie,

this means more to my search right now than anything. You cannot lie

to me. It means everything because I am trusting you when other

people are against you. I am trusting you because I’ve sat with you

every day for two weeks, and I think you’re honest, and if you lie to

me now, I am going to go off looking in the wrong direction.”

“What?”

Baletree asked, “What was your relationship with Ben Rigton?”

“There was no relationship. I never touched him. We never had

sex. We never dated. It’s all lies.”

“All right. I believe you. I have to get going.”

Abbie asked, “Are you leaving town now?”

“Yeah. I’ll come see you when I’m back.”

Abbie asked, “When?”

“When I get back?”

“How long do you think you’ll be?”

“A couple of days. Not long. But I will not see you tomorrow,”

Baletree said.

Abbie asked, “Can you please, maybe, just call? Even if nothing
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happens. Especially if nothing happens. Just call and tell me anything.

Please.”

“Yes. I’ll call you tomorrow. I won’t be doing anything else today.

Just driving today.”

Baletree stood and walked to the door. Before she walked out of

the house, she turned back to Abbie and asked, “Do you think we’re

going to find her?”

“Yes,” Abbie said without a single instant of hesitation.

“Do you think Monica is still alive?”

“No,” Abbie whimpered.

“Why?”

Abbie didn’t answer straight away. Baletree watched her stare shift

as Abbie looked at a photo of Monica that was framed and propped

up beside the TV. In the photo, Monica was standing in the middle of

a paddock on a farm. There was a dam behind her, and she was

watching a rabbit on the top of the dam bank. Monica’s face had

absolutely no expression. She looked completely blank in the moment

of such potential whimsy for a little girl, and the whole scene there

was so miserable that Baletree felt a familiar sickness turning her

belly. There was a hard, unending parasite that lived in Baletree’s gut,

and at moments of pure desperation, the parasite reminded Baletree

that this job, this vocation, this life she’s living will never be enough.

Even if Baletree could bring Monica home, even if she had already

found the little girl giggling and happy, it would not be enough.

Baletree was a reaction to devastation, and a reaction to such horrible

trauma would never be enough.

Abbie forced a smile through the tears and told Baletree, “I know

she’s dead because no one will love Monica the way I do. No one. All

parents say that no one else loves their child, but people don’t even

like Monica. No one likes my little angel. No one runs up to tell her

how cute she is. No one invites her to play. No one wants to try to talk

to her. I don’t think anyone would want to be with her. Just me. She

was perfect, but just for me. I am lost without her, and he’ll throw her

away when he’s done.”

Baletree was swearing to herself as she walked out of the house.
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She got into the driver’s seat of an orange four-wheel-drive SUV, and

she slowly drove away down the street.

Baletree drove south until she had left the city behind. She cruised

through the neighbourhoods in the little beach-side development

where all the retirees went to wrinkle and relax. She kept driving

through the tall pine forests, and after three hours, she was driving

around the ancient mountain ranges and soaked valleys of the Great

Southern Region. It was getting to the end of the day when her SUV

pulled into a pub with a motel out the back.

Baletree rented a room without saying more than three sentences

to the girl behind the bar that handed out the keys and took payment.

She sat in the dark on the bed for a moment before standing and

taking off her shirt. She sat back down with her little belly resting on

her thighs, and she wiped at her forehead over and over and over as if

the day and Abbie’s tears were just sitting there at the front of her

brain, the front of her mind, and she could wipe them away like sweat.

She asked the darkness, “Where?” and she asked Monica, “Where

are you girl? Was your mum screwing Ben? Did you go with the lady

on the red scooter?”

Baletree groaned, and took three sleeping pills, and walked over to

the corner of the room. With nothing more than wallpaper in front of

her, she asked, “Why? Henry? Why didn’t anyone else see Fake

Freddy? Is he real? Huh? Don’t go silent on me now. Did Evelyn just

kill Monica and blame it on some fake pedo? Why? Henry?”

There in the gloom and silence, there was no reply. Henry would

not answer, and Monica did not speak to Baletree. Monica did not

speak, but Baletree had a definite and clear impression that Monica

was somewhere waiting, watching, waiting for Baletree.

Monica did not speak, but she was waiting.
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t sunrise, five-thirty AM, Baletree was driving again, but she

did not wear her police uniform today, just loose pants and a

loose shirt. She drove to a pretty little house with a white picket fence.

There were rose bushes in the garden that sat behind brick barriers at

the front, and the house next door was a pale imitation with a similar

structure and dead lawn.

Baletree walked over the grass of the house with the picket fence

and knocked five times on the door. The world was bright and fresh,

and magpies warbled in a tree across the street. The air was cold in

Baletree’s nostrils, and she could feel the chill of it at the base of her

skull as she inhaled. Baletree started knocking again, and after two

bangs on the door, a voice asked, “What do you want?”

“I want to talk to Chunky. Open the door.”

The door opened to a long hallway and a scrawny little thug with

tattoos of sprinting horses on the backs of his hands. The thug

gestured back down the hallway with a flick of his head. Baletree

moved on and shouted, “I want you to find the guy that took the little

girl.” She stepped into a room full of men with four small monitors

showing the different sides of the house. Each monitor was a little TV

that was watching one angle away from the brick building. A cat
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appeared for a moment on one of the screens, wandering from left to

right, and two of the men there straightened their backs and watched

the movement for a second. When the cat was gone, the watchers

glimpsed at each other for an instant, then returned to slouching with

thin, lazy eyes. A man in a white singlet and underwear and nothing

else was lounging beside the screens and watching the doorway when

Baletree moved into the middle of the room. Chunky’s sandals were

off to one side so that he was not dedicated to the moment at all,

barely dressed and still lying in a chair he probably slept in most

afternoons. There were half a dozen other men in the room, no

women, and when one man got up to leave for any reason, another

entered to replace him like sentries around a palace. Sentries without

shoes and narrow, tired stares locked onto every movement Baletree

made.

Chunky sat in his underwear with a blank, bored expression on his

face as he asked, “How’s work? Stressful?”

Baletree said, “You keep that up, and I’ll take you back to the office

with me.”

A few low chuckles slipped out into the dreary, waking house, and

Chunky grinned. Someone offered Baletree a cup of tea, and she

shook her head as she sat on a wooden stool.

Baletree said, “I want help.”

Chunky asked, “You looking for that girl on the news?”

“Yep. Have you heard anything?”

No one replied.

“Well,” Baletree began again, “I’ll give you five grand.”

“For the girl? We don’t have her.”

“I’ll give you a lot more for the girl. You can have anything for the

girl. Her name is Monica—”

“We know her name. We watch TV.”

“Yeah, well, I’m not asking you to look for her. You won’t find her.

That’s beyond your skillset. Find the prick that took her. He called

himself Freddie.”

“That won’t be his real name,” Chunky said, and Baletree rolled her

eyes at him and said, “Obviously.”
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“What else do you know about him? What isn’t on the news?”

“We can’t find the car. It’s a big green thing like a van, but not a

city van. Not a boxy van with little wheels for the road. It’s for the

country. It’s suspended higher off the ground with big four-wheel-

drive tyres. It’s the sort of thing surfers might buy for rolling up sand

dunes and sleeping in the back.”

Chunky asked, “What make is the car?”

“We don’t know exactly, and the witness is unreliable. The witness

said it’s green, but I don’t know if that’s accurate either. Just be

suspicious of anyone driving anything like that. Anything at all. What

I really need from you is more info. I’ll pay you.”

“Yes, of course. Whose money is it these days? Huh? Is it coming

out of the pockets of the taxpayer or out of the grave of the last crook

you shot?”

“None of your business. Just rattle a few cages and see if you hear

anything about a guy taking a little autistic girl.”

Chunky asked, “Is she a spastic? She crippled or something?”

“No, not like that. Monica is just strange. She doesn’t talk, but she

screams sometimes. She isn’t interested in things like other girls.

Doesn’t like dolls or kittens or any of that stuff. She has a pet snake.”

“Sounds like a good kid to me.”

“I don’t really know, but some freak might be talking about her.

Monica is extra unique, and someone who should not know her

personality might be talking about her. Do you know what I mean?”

As soon as Baletree’s lips stopped moving, something on a monitor

caught her eye. Baletree looked at the tv screen to watch a person

moving beside the house. The man nearest the screen whistled

quickly to get Chunky’s attention. He pointed, and then he reached

down behind one of the couches there to pick up a short-barrelled

rifle.

Chunky asked Baletree, “Friend of yours?”

“No. Does that look like a cop?”

“Nah.”

Three men left the room through wide wooden doors that slid

open like the entrance to a barn. They did not speak, and one more
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fresh face joined the congregation to stare at the screens. As

everyone’s eyes were fixed to the action unfolding on the monitors,

Chunky asked Baletree, “Anything else?”

“This Fake Freddie might have been watching the school.”

“Just Monica’s school? Or was he watching a few other schools

too?”

“We don’t know.”

“I don’t know any off the top of my head. We’ll have a look. Five

grand to start, and I’ll want more if I get something,” Chunky said, and

the screens showed the person who had snuck around the back being

easily apprehended by the watching thugs. As soon as the four figures

were off the screens, Baletree could hear footsteps approaching from

the back door in the other room.

Their boots were heavy on the tiled floor as the intruder was

brought in.

Chunky asked Baletree, “Who is this?” and Baletree shook her

head as she stared at Abbie and said, “The mother.”

“T-That’s right, I’m- I’m Monica’s mum,” Abbie said with a fearful

stutter.

Chunky said, “Mummy.”

“Um, yes,” Abbie told him. “Where is she? Is she here?”

“No.”

“Please, please, I have money. I don’t care who you are. I can

pay.”

Baletree said, “Shut up, damn it, Abbie, shut your mouth.”

“No,” Abbie said as she stepped up to the table, “What do you

want? What do you want with her? Take me. Is that a fair trade? Take

me and just give Monica back to Roland.”

Baletree barked, “Shut up!”

Abbie begged, “I can give you cash, and I’ll go with you, and just let

Monica go. Just let her leave.”

“Sure, you can come with us,” Chunky said, and Baletree shouted,

“Don’t even think about it! She’s not here, Abbie, these guys don’t

have Monica.”

Abbie glared at Baletree with eyes so hardened with rage that there
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was no smell of fear left in the little room. Baletree returned her scowl

and said, “These are not the men who took Monica.”

“Who are they? Police?”

A chorus of laughter rattled the room into animation. It ran for a

full minute, and a couple of the men needed to step outside to

compose themselves. Chunky said, “Enough,” and the house fell quiet

for him to tell Abbie, “Twenty grand, and we’ll go out and find the kid.”

“You’re, um, gangsters?”

More laughter, but this time it was contained enough for Chunky

to speak over the rest.

He said, “Sure.”

“Fine, I can give you money.”

Baletree said, “Just stop talking, Abbie, just stop.”

“What? They can help. You need help. We need any help we can

get.”

Baletree dropped her head into her hands and made a long, deep

noise in her throat. Chunky asked, “You want her out the front or

back?” and Baletree muttered, “Back.”

Suddenly, there were hands on Abbie, and she was being moved. It

was not an urgent or a rambling wrestle of limbs but a defined and

purposeful dragging. Baletree watched as Abbie’s feet were on the

ground, and then they were not, and she was shifted up and back out

onto the rear lawn.

Baletree walked out into the yard, and the lawn there was all dead.

It was like the rain had only fallen on the beautiful, manicured front

garden and out there, the shrubs were just the dry bones of plants.

Baletree looked down at Abbie, where she knelt on the ground, and

asked, “Why did you have to come?”

Abbie stood as some of the thugs wandered off, and a couple lit

cigarettes to talk quietly and watch Baletree and Abbie out of the

corners of their eyes. Abbie answered, “Because you haven’t done

anything. Where is Monica? Where is my daughter? It’s your job to

find her, and you’ve done nothing.”

“This is killing me,” Baletree muttered.



C HA P T E R  T W E LV E | 75

“Killing you? Killing you? It’s not your daughter.”

“I know that. I know. The freaks that take these kids, every year,

every month, they’re always out there. More than we can count. More

than we can guess at. How am I going to find them all? Huh? Tell me.

Because finding one isn’t enough. I’m supposed to find all of them,

every one. How am I supposed to do that?”

“You’re the cop. You tell me.”

“It doesn’t work like that. The freaks that take these kids know as

much as we do, and they prepare, and they dream of all of this. They

dream of a life with a kid. How do you think I can find them when I

get called in an hour, or a day after they’ve done whatever it is they

planned? Huh?”

Almost all of the men had gone back inside, but Chunky stayed to

roll a cigarette and watch.

Abbie told Baletree, “It’s not my job to find Monica. It’s yours, and

if you can’t find her, no one can.”

“I know, I know, I know. I’m the cop, and it’s my job, and I’ll do my

job, but that doesn’t mean we’ll find anyone. We fail. The police fail.

The detectives fail. The parents fail. We all fail unless the freak who

took Monica makes a mistake.”

“Did he?”

“What?”

Abbie moaned and sat back down on the ground. She curled into a

ball, sitting up with her legs crossed and her forearms over her face.

Her sobbing drew Baletree closer to Abbie, and Baletree said, “What

are you asking me? What do you want to know? Huh?”

“Did he make a mistake?”

Baletree turned away, and Chunky lit his cigarette, and when

Baletree didn’t answer quickly, Abbie said, “Did he make a mistake?

Are you going to catch him?”

Baletree’s face was red and puffy when she turned back. With a

clenched jaw, she shook her head.

Abbie lay back down on the ground.

Baletree sat on the ground beside her and leaned back on her
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hands. Baletree said, “I’m here to ask these men for help. I’ve already

offered to pay them.”

“Your own money?”

“Yeah.”

“I can give you money. I can give them money.”

“That’s why you shouldn’t. The only thing they care about is how

much money you can give them. If they know you’ve got more and

you’re desperate, they’ll take everything. I have given them something

to look, and I’ll give them more if they find her. That’s where this

ends. They won’t try to milk me for any more. I’m not a mum.”

“What will they do?”

“You don’t want to know.”

Abbie stared up at the sky when she said, “Yes, I do.”

“They will take some people, some people who have kidnapped

kids in the past, and they’ll find out if they know anything about

Monica.”

“Who will they take?”

“People who have done this before.”

“Will you lose your job?”

“Yes. If someone finds out, yes. I’ll probably go to prison.”

“I won’t tell anyone.”

“You can’t. If you tell anyone about this, then these men will stop

looking. No one can talk about it. Everyone stands to lose too much.

If anyone talks about this sort of stuff, they’ll be arrested or killed, and

the job will stop, and the money will stop appearing. It’s an effective

system. Right now, these men are your best shot.”

Abbie sat up straight and wiped the tears from her face. Baletree

was watching Abbie, and Abbie asked, “How do these guys know who

to look at?”

“Some people are famous for the wrong things in the criminal

community. We call them rock spiders. Rock spiders hide behind

rocks and leap out and take kids. They’re hard to find, but these men

will find them. And the rest. You know the rest.”

“What do you mean? I don’t know anything.”
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“The names of the rest of the people that these men will take, and

hurt, and question, are names that I will give them.”

“I don’t understand.”

Baletree said, “I will tell them who they should torture for

information.”
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aletree was sleeping in her car the following afternoon

when her phone rang. It was a police constable who was

responding to an emergency call at a supermarket carpark where

Roland had attacked and threatened Ben Rigton. The constable asked

if he should arrest or charge Roland, but Baletree advised him that she

would handle the matter. As Baletree was wiping the sleep from her

eyes, Abbie called to tell Baletree that some thugs had found Roland

and told him they can help find Monica, and they took his money.

These thugs had shown up at Roland’s house and told him that he

could pay them to search the underworld for Monica. Baletree let the

information sink in for a second. Roland had tracked down and

assaulted Ben for information. Roland was being extorted. She told

Abbie to, “Wait at your place with Roland, I’ll be right over.”

Baletree arrived in her police uniform, and she sat with Roland

while he explained everything that happened.

BALETREE STOOD IN THE LOUNGEROOM OF ABBIE AND ROLAND’S HOME

as the couple sat on the couch. The two of them muttered to one

another and cursed under their breath until Baletree told them, “It’s
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probably the same people that tried to take Abbie’s money. They’re

not human, they’re scum. They’re the absolute scum of the Earth. I’ll

bet you anything you like that they went straight to Roland after I

stopped them taking Abbie’s money. I can’t think of anyone worse

than the people who would extort the families of kidnapped kids.”

Abbie was shaking her head, and she threw a side-ways glare at

Roland. Baletree told Abbie, “Don’t be too hard on your husband. You

would have given them the cash if I hadn’t been there to stop you.”

“I wouldn’t have been there if you hadn’t gone,” Abbie said.

Baletree scowled down at Abbie and raised her voice to bark,

“Don’t follow me. What were you going to do if they had been the

people who took Monica? Huh?”

“I don’t know.”

“Would you just ask politely and hope they were done with your

daughter?”

“I don’t know! I don’t know anything and just want to know

something.”

Abbie’s frustration did not calm Baletree. Instead, Baletree said,

“Do you want to see what needs to be done? Huh? Do you want to see

how we’re going to have to get Monica back?”

“Yes, of course, yes.”

“All right. Let’s go. We’ll take your van,” Baletree said, and she

pointed to Abbie. Abbie looked at Roland, and when he saw the

embarrassment in her eyes, he said, “I’ll drive.”

“Are you drunk again?” Baletree asked, and when Abbie didn’t

answer, she added, “Whatever, just give me a jacket to wear over my

uniform. I don’t want anyone seeing a cop.”

“Don’t these scumbags already know you’re a cop?”

“Of course they do; I don’t care about them. I don’t want any

witnesses seeing a cop.”

Roland grabbed the keys to the van and stepped up to sit behind

the wheel while Baletree fumbled in the backseat of her orange SUV.

She was fiddling with something for a while, but eventually, she

locked the car again and stuffed something into the jacket pocket she

borrowed from Abbie.
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They didn’t stop at a motel this time, and they did not bother

chatting at all in the several hours it took to get back to that house.

When they arrived at the house where Abbie had been caught

creeping through the backyard, Baletree said, “We’ll go in the side.”

“Hold on, no,” Abbie replied. “I got caught last time. Remember?

We can’t sneak in that way. There are cameras everywhere. CCTV.”

Roland said, “If they’ve got any cameras at all, they’ll be

everywhere. The men I spoke to are supposed to be meeting me in

Perth tonight.”

“There’s always more men,” Baletree said. “Chunky will be in

there. He’s always in there.”

“Is that the boss? That guy that was in the singlet?” Abbie asked.

“Yeah, his name is Chunky. I hate, hate that little prick.”

Roland said, “What are we trying to do here?”

Baletree answered, “We just want them to leave you alone. They

won’t leave you alone, ever, unless you stop them. Let’s just go in the

front.”

It was ten o’clock at night, and the streetlights in the front of the

house did not work, so they were in heavy darkness as they

approached the house. Baletree said, “They probably own most of the

houses on this street,” and Roland pulled on Abbie’s arm, so she slid in

behind him.

“What’s that going to do? What do you think you’re doing?” Abbie

asked him, and he said, “Just stay behind me.”

As the trio stepped up to the front of the house, an automatic

security light flooded the front footpath with white light.

Roland said, “They know we’re here now.”

Abbie and Roland were constantly glimpsing back over their

shoulders into the darkness of the street, but a little grin crept onto

Baletree’s face as she banged on the door. She took a few long, slow

breaths, and these few breaths seemed to come easier than any others

that morning. She banged her fist on the wood again, and there were

voices and movement inside. Baletree opened the jacket front as much

as she could, so it was sitting on her like a cape with her police

uniform glaring at the house of deviants.
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“Open up,” she called to them. “Come on, Chunky. It’s me. We need

to talk.”

“Alright, darling,” someone said from deep inside the house, “come

on back into the den.”

A young man with more blonde hair on his head than fat on his

bones opened the door and the trio filed in past him. Roland

whispered, “I recognise that kid. He’s got tattoos of horse races on his

hands. He’s one of the guys that got the money off me.”

Baletree said, “Mm-hmm,” and that’s the last thing she said before

she pulled the revolver from the pocket of the jacket Abbie had loaned

her. Roland screamed, and Baletree spun around and clobbered the

young man who opened the door. He hit the ground as Baletree fired

two shots from the revolver into the ceiling, and there was a chorus of

curse words being screamed up ahead. Baletree did not hesitate, she

charged into the room where Chunky was leaning into a cupboard,

reaching for something at the back. She fired into the side of the

cupboard, and Chunky fell back away from it as if he was hanging

from his grip at the rear of the piece of furniture. There were two

men there plus Chunky, and when another stormed in, Baletree fired

a bullet into the floor in front of him. The men were all standing

silently with their palms in the air.

Baletree said, “Sit, darling.”

Chunky sighed and sat down on a deep, wide couch. The other

three men were glimpsing at each other and making small signals

with their heads until Baletree said, “I’ll just start shooting people. I

haven’t decided who I want to kill first.”

She pointed the revolver at Chunky’s belly, and Chunky asked,

“What do you want?”

Baletree pointed at Roland and asked, “Do you know this man?”

Chunky said, “Um, maybe,” and Baletree shrugged as she pulled

back the hammer on the gun.

“Yeah, we know him.”

“Did you take his money?”

“Yep.”

“Have you found Monica?”
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“Nope.”

“Have you looked?”

“Sorta.”

“You are,” Baletree began, but she needed to pause to compose

herself before she said, “The worst garbage there is. I think less of you

than the plastic waste that is slowly strangling this planet. I would

honestly, honestly, be happier to see you tortured to death than to see

the end of destructive climate change. I would sacrifice this planet to

know you died painfully. Do you realise how easy it would be for me

to kill you? I write a note, just a little note, with about three words on

it, and this address, and everyone here would spend the rest of their

lives in prison. Prison is too good for you. I might shoot one of you

now, just for fun, just to make the drive down here worthwhile.”

Baletree was still speaking while a man slipped into the hallway

behind them. He simply emerged from the foreboding, black

ambience of the other rooms of the house. In the blackness, no one

knew if he had come from upstairs, or out back, or the house next

door, but he raised a pistol to point at Baletree’s back. Abbie screamed

and leapt back, but Roland slammed his body into the attacker’s ribs.

Roland was only half the size of the guy, but Roland was furious, and

he charged forward, so the guy’s head slammed against the wall

behind. The guy was trying to push Roland back, and the gun went

off, but there was no control or aiming to it, and Roland stuck his

thumb into the guy’s eye socket. They were both on the ground, and

Abbie was still screaming, and Roland slammed the guy’s head down

onto the tiled floor two, three, and four, times.

Baletree said, “Nicely done. Pick that gun up and shoot one of

them if you like.”

“Wh-ha-what?” Roland asked with a jaw that trembled so furiously

it chopped the word into three sections as it left his head.

“It’s easy,” Baletree added, and she shot one of the standing men in

the leg. He collapsed, wailing at first, then hissing through his teeth.

Chunky shouted, “Come on, that’s enough.”

“No!” Baletree yelled down on him as he waited on the couch. “All

of this is here, everything in this house is here because I allow it.
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Before today, you were more useful than you were repulsive. Now, I

can’t even look at you without imagining a shallow grave in the

backyard. I am fair. Keep their money. No one cares. But these

parents will never see you again unless you are bringing them

information about Monica. Do you understand?”

“Yeah, yeah, I understand,” Chunky said.

Baletree, Abbie and Roland stormed out of the house. They were

in the van with Roland driving again, and Baletree was shouting,

“Quickly, drive quickly out of here. Let’s go!”

Abbie lifted her knees up to her chest so her feet were on the seat,

and she folded herself over into a ball. She leaned on the van door and

sealed her eyes shut. When the orange lights of Perth city were

flicking over the van as they motored down the freeway once more,

Baletree said, “Part of my job is being hated.”

Abbie said, “Yeah, I think those guys definitely hate you.”

“No, I don’t care about them. That’s not what I’m talking about.

You are going to hate me.”

“What?”

“I need to tell you something now that will make you hate me. I’m

telling you to move on.” Roland and Abbie both started to yell at

Baletree, but she quietly added, “We can’t find the people who took

Monica. We are looking. I will always be looking, but sometimes that’s

not enough.”

“No,” Abbie told Baletree, “we can’t stop.”

“You’ll never stop missing her. You’ll never stop loving Monica.

You’ll never stop thinking about her or crying when something

reminds you of her. She will always be the best and the most horrible

part of you, but you cannot live the way you are now. Not forever, and

Monica might be gone forever.”

Roland said, “Jesus, you’re a detective. You’re Monica’s detective,

you can’t say that.”

“Your relationship with each other is already over. I see the blame

and guilt between you that will never go away. If you keep going

down the path you’re going down, your whole lives will be over too.

You’ll lose everything.”
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Abbie started to cough, and no one else spoke as she sniffed back

tears and said, “I can’t go anywhere. I can’t do anything. My life is over

now.”

“Nah,” Baletree said as the van moved slower through the suburbs.

“You won’t turn it around in a single day, or a single month, or even

this year. But just start doing little things. Look after yourself. See a

shrink and get on some medication other than booze. Do one thing a

week to crawl back to real life, and you’ll be thankful for it in a year.”

There was silence in the van, and Abbie was nodding like an

admonished infant, but Roland was shaking his head.

He said, “No.”

Abbie told him, “She’s trying to help,” and he replied, “You’re half

the problem.”

“What?” Abbie asked.

“You kick me out. How can you do that to me? To us. Why?

Because I didn’t save Monica? Neither did you. I know you got there

late. You just missed Monica, didn’t you?” Abbie began to speak, but

Roland just shouted over her, “You could have saved her too. You

could save us, you and me, but you won’t. Will you? You won’t even

try.”

Abbie remained coiled in a ball of limbs and regret on the back

seat, and Roland said, “You can’t even answer me. Well, I won’t stop

looking. Not now, not later. I’ll hire anyone. I’ll work with anyone.

There’s a detective sitting in my car telling me to give up. I give up on

the police, but I do not give up on Monica.”

Baletree said, “Do you guys realise what the real difference is

between you and me?”

Roland answered, “You’re a detective. You got training.”

“Almost correct. I won’t get caught. You will. Doing dumb things

like harassing Ben at a supermarket will get you caught.”

“I don’t care.”

“You cared a lot when I arrested you the first time. What did Ben

even say? Anything useful?”

“No. He just told me he saw nothing. They put a bag over his head,

and when he got up, he ran out screaming for Monica.”
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“Screaming for Monica?”

“Calling her, yeah. His job is to teach her how to talk, but he still

called out for her to answer.”

Abbie said, “Monica comes when she hears her name called for

lunch and stuff.”

Baletree said, “You never told me that, Roland.”

“Tell you what? I didn’t know until today.”

“Didn’t you hear him?”

“Who? Ben?”

“Yeah,” Baletree began, “you were there. You were parked down the

street. Didn’t you hear Ben calling out?”

“No. I didn’t even hear the doors breaking.”

The van rolled into Abbie’s driveway as the sun was beginning to

rise. The world was dim but getting brighter by the second.

Baletree stepped out into the morning. She stretched her back a

little and turned to tell the couple, “Your marriage is none of my

business. Do whatever you want, I’m just here to find the kidnappers,

but I’ve done all this before. I’ve seen a dozen couples go through this.

Trust me, this will kill you. Monica’s disappearance will end your lives

if you let it.”

As Baletree opened the door to her orange SUV, Roland yelled, “So

what will you do now, detective? Huh? Anything useful? Anything

worth-while? Or will you just keep roaming around wasting your

time?”

Baletree left the door to the vehicle open as she stormed back to

Roland and stood with her belly just touching his. She whispered, “I’m

going to roam around and put some fear into the filthy pricks that go

looking for kids. I know them. I’ve met them and thrashed them and

arrested them before, and half of them are back out there. Released.

Released on good behaviour. I know where they work. I know where

they hang out. I know where they sleep. I can get to them. I might not

find Monica, but I’ll crack a few skulls looking, and I will not get

caught doing it. What will you do? Roland? What’s your plan?”

“I won’t stop looking for my little girl. Not ever. You know the

crooks, fine, but I know Monica. Go ahead and crack some skulls.
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Bash some paedophiles, please, do it. That’s what you’re good at. But

you are not good at helping little girls. You are not Monica’s father. I’ll

find her. I’ll save her while you’re hurting people.”

Baletree stepped back and sighed as Roland grit his teeth. Baletree

said, “As long as someone finds her. I want the men who took Monica

to pay.”

Roland said, “I just want her home.”



PART II

Well done! You’re half way through :)

If you’d like to chat about the book while you’re reading it, go

ahead and email me at dan@danielnorrish.com

Cheers, Dan
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aletree worked her way down a list of men with offences

against children. She started with men who had only ever

offended against young girls, and then she broadened her search to

include any man who had taken an opportunity against any person

under ten years old. She kicked in doors, slapped old felons until they

screamed in frustration, and she broke the expensive, custom-fit

windows in dodgy shops and cars. No new information emerged until

she visited a recently released serial flasher named Stan at his place of

employment, a maritime vessel repair company.

This boat building yard was a mess of vertical metal. There were

four frames for lifting boats out of the water, and even the smallest

one was two stories tall. The largest was a massive thing that looked

like the skeleton of a building but with four immense straps that

sagged between the ribs. There were boats supported on two of the

frames. One of these boats was a yacht with a small puncture wound

at the bow, and the other was a huge bright blue thing that said,

“ISLAND TOURS!” on the side in yellow writing. Baletree found the

only person in the yard standing with a high-powered hose and

blasting the sea slime off the keel.

She shouted, “Nice work,” as he shuffled to an air compressor
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that was tied down to a small pallet on his left-hand side. After he

fiddled with the machine for a moment, the jet of water stopped, and

there was perfect silence save for the cries of seagulls behind

Baletree.

The man said, “This is private property,” and Baletree walked in a

wide loop around the boat. As she approached him, he shuffled back

slightly with his wet jeans dragging on the concrete ground.

He had fat lips on his narrow head, and he used them to shout,

“Private property,” again.

Baletree said, “This a tourist boat?”

“Yeah.”

“Kids go on here?” He didn’t reply, so Baletree added, “Who owns

the boat? Who owns the tourism company? Do they have kids? Do

they know you? Do they know what you did?”

He sat down on top of the air compressor and asked, “How can I

help, officer?”

“Kiddy fiddlers. Paedophiles. Rock spiders. Paedophiles, paedos.”

“Yeah?”

“You know them.”

“No, no—”

“Hold on, Stan, I’m not asking anything yet. That wasn’t a query.

We both know that you know a few very, very, very slippery little

paedos out there.”

Stan looked back over to his shoulder to a sea container that had

been converted into an office. It had a blackened window on the side,

and Stan waved and shouted, “I’m taking my break.”

Baletree waved at the black window too. She asked, “Who’s in

there?”

“My boss. This job needs to be done by the end of the day. I gotta

get the antifoul on.”

“I wouldn’t want to interrupt. I’ll just have a chat with the boss

then,” Baletree said as she started to jog towards the office. Stan

limped behind her, calling out and telling her to wait, but Baletree was

at the door before Stan had shuffled more than a few metres. She

threw the door open and stuck her head inside. The little makeshift
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room was entirely empty of life. No people, no dog, not even a

cockroach.

“Why would you lie?” Baletree asked as she returned to Stan. He

was sitting on the air compressor again, and he shrugged instead of

answering.

Baletree asked, “Are you going to help me?”

“Am I under arrest?”

Baletree huffed a little as she looked around the yard, then she

walked over to the yacht with the puncture on the bow. She stood at

the control panel for the massive device that hung the yacht up three

metres from the concrete, and she asked, “Which of these drops this

thing?” and she pressed three buttons.

Stan squealed with a handful of indistinguishable, frantic words,

and the yacht tipped forward, then shifted a little to the side.

Stan pressed his hands to his face for a second, then yelled, “Please,

please stop. Jesus, please stop.”

“It’s your choice. Tell me about your mates, or I’ll drop this onto

the concrete. The owner will sue you, and you’ll end up in court, and

then I’ll arrest you, and you can answer my questions when you’re

locked up.”

“Please.”

“I don’t care how polite you are. I can just tip this thing until it

rolls over.” Baletree held down a button, and the port side of the vessel

was lifted into the air until the whole thing was almost on its side.

Stan had only managed to close half the distance to Baletree with

his limp, and he stopped to nod and say, “Please,” once more.

“Stop saying that! I’m happy to get you locked up, but there’s a

little girl out there waiting. She would love for you to answer me now.

Right now.”

“A girl?”

“Yeah. Haven’t you seen it on the news? Monica. Where’s Monica?”

“I don’t know.”

“Yes, but you do know other people who might know. What have

you heard? What do you know? Where should I look?”

“Um—”
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“It’s you or them. Stan, I can hurt you or I can hurt them. What do

you want?”

“I’m not involved.”

“Of course not. I believe you.”

“I wouldn’t do that.”

“I believe you.”

“So, then,” Stan threw his hand up in the air, “then get lost. Leave

me alone.”

“I believe you, Stan, I really do. You had nothing to do with

Monica. Fine. I’m asking you about anyone else who might have done

something. I know, I KNOW you can help me find more freaks like

you.”

Stan let his hands slowly lower to his sides again, and Baletree

reminded him, “It’s them or you.”

He said, “I was in Northbridge the other day. At night.”

Baletree asked, “What night? Last night?”

“No, um, Sunday night. I was in Northbridge, and there are so

many cameras everywhere now. So many you can’t get away from

them.”

“We know, that’s why we use so many.”

“But people know when they’re broke. You see what I mean?”

“No.”

“They get broke on purpose. Someone gets a few bucks to make

sure a camera isn’t operational, and everyone knows where they can

go to be invisible.

“Got it. Someone breaks a camera, and all the scumbags do their

scumbag things under it. No video footage.”

“Yeah.”

Baletree said, “Criminal geniuses, all of you.”

“I just bought some weed, all right?” Stan said, “And I’m not

allowed to do that. With my convictions, with my history, I’ll get in

deep. Too much trouble.”

“But you can buy it when you think you won’t get caught. Fine.

Why do I care?”

“The car was there.”
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“What car?”

“The one on the news. The green one. The big green one with the

sliding door.”

“You know where the car is?”

“Yeah, I know where it was. I didn’t know how important it was

when I seen it. I just seen it parked there, and I thought it was weird a

weird shape. It’s got those four-wheel drive tyres on it, but it’s right in

the middle of the city. Someone would have to put them big tyres on

deliberately, and they don’t need them for driving around

Northbridge. Those big tyres stick out around the city. I didn’t see it

on the news until after, so I didn’t know when I saw it. I didn’t think

you guys would care.”

“Where is it?”

“It was parked in the parking garage behind that club. Horizons.

You know that one. But I know it won’t be there now.”

“How could you know that? You didn’t even realise that it was the

kidnapper’s car, remember?”

“Yeah, but when these cameras break, it’s not on accident.”

“I get it.”

“I don’t think you do. We don’t break the police cameras because

the police will just come fix them. The owners allow us to break their

own cameras. The club cameras in the carpark. Their cameras are all

insured, so someone breaks them and pays the owner a thousand

bucks to wait a couple of days before they report the damage. The

owner just says it’s freshly damaged, and they get the insurance

money for the camera and the cash from the dealer.”

“I see.”

“Yeah,” Stan smiled. “But you don’t want to go in that club. No

cops go in there.”

“Thank you, Stanley, I’ll be very, very careful.”
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wenty-two police officers were involved in the raid on

Horizons night club and the apartment of the owner,

Anthony Sorani. The police usually preferred to raid at four o’clock in

the morning in the hopes that their target would be sleeping.

However, the reputation of Mr Sorani lead Baletree to insist they raid

both buildings at exactly midday. Mr Sorani’s nightclub closed at five

in the morning, so Mr Sorani was indefinitely awake at four in the

morning. By midday, he would be a mess of illegally induced energy

or sleep. Both options were acceptable to the police.

The sun had dried all of the moisture that had condensed on the

surfaces of the city street long before Baletree and the raid team

made their way into the building that housed Sorani. It was a tall,

bland collection of apartments, and the halls were carpeted, so the

boots of the nervous, twitching police officers made very little

sound. Baletree had her pistol drawn, and she was enjoying the

growing suspense of the approaching conflict even though she had

been placed at the back of the raiding squad, behind the properly

trained tacticians that would make the initial entry. They only

knocked once before they smashed the door in with a long, steel

battering ram.
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The team streamed into a small living room, and they all screamed,

“Police! Police! Get on the ground! Police!”

There was a balcony ahead of the team, and, through the windows,

everyone could see the balcony was vacant. Half of the team peeled off

to the left, and the other half moved right. Baletree followed to the

right, and she followed as two officers burst through a closed door.

There was a bed with a young girl holding sheets up to her chin, and a

man with a bare, hairless chest was sitting up next to her.

He yelled, “What the hell?” and Baletree said, “G’day, Mr. Sorani.

Lovely to meet you. She looks young.”

“You’re here for a girl?”

The girl’s face was young and fresh, but she was not a child. She

had her hair styled in a high, curling fashion, and there was dark make

up on her trembling face.

One of the officers in front of Baletree screamed, “Are you

armed?”

“No,” Sorani shrugged.

“Are there any weapons in this room?”

“No, why would I need a weapon? Jesus.”

Baletree still had her gun drawn, and she pushed to the front of the

trio. Baletree asked the girl, “How old are you?”

“Eighteen.”

“Show me some identification.”

The girl’s face sagged into a frown as she said, “Sorry, I’m, um,

sixteen. Sorry.”

“Ha!” Baletree cheered. Three more police entered, but Baletree

said, “Start searching out there. I’ll deal with these two.”

“But detective—” one of the cops began and

Baletree shouted, “She’s sixteen and naked, she doesn’t want you

blokes in here! Get out! I’ll arrest him, relax.” And the others quickly

moved back out of the room.

Baletree carried the girl’s clothes to her and asked, “What’s your

name?”

“Um—”

“Tell me, it’s all right.”
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“Evie.”

Baletree looked at a bag of crystallised powder on the bedside

table and

Evie joined her in staring at the bag. Evie shifted slightly, and

Baletee said, “Don’t touch it. It’s evidence for your trial.”

Evie made a sharp whining noise in her throat as Sorani told Evie,

“Don’t listen to her, come on, don’t listen to the cops.”

Baletree crouched beside the bed and whispered, “Did he make

you do it?”

Sorani yelled at both of them until Evie shook her head. Baletree

gave her a moment to dress and stand beside the bed, then Baletree

told Evie, “You’re going to jail.”

“No, no, please. It was just a party, come one.” Evie begged.

“You should be at school right now. Shouldn’t you?”

“I left last year.”

“Fine,” Baletree said. “You’re legally old enough to leave school. But

you could be at school, and if you were at school, you would not be

here, and I would not have to arrest you.” Evie was twitching and

shaking her head as Baletree dangled the handcuffs in front of her.

“Unless, maybe,” Baletree began again. “Maybe you’re a victim here.”

“What?”

“Maybe Mr. Sorani made you do it.”

Evie was silent for a moment while Sorani swore over, and over at

Baletree.

Baletree said, “He doesn’t seem like a very nice man. Did he

pressure you? Did he give you the drugs and pressure you into sex?”

Evie shook her head again, so Baletree added, “Think a little more.

How many times have you partied like this? Huh? He does it every

day. He’s a grown man. He’s probably older than your dad, and he

does this every day. He parties like this, with young girls, every day.

Every single night. Now, Evie, do you think he realised he could take

advantage of you if he gave you free drinks and drugs and a good time

at his club?”

Evie nodded and said, “Well, yeah, he did that. It was all free.”

“Say it. What did he do?”
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“He gave me the stuff, and he took me back here. It was his idea.”

“Good girl,” Baletree said, “you can go out there now. The other

police will arrest you, but you’re going to be all right. You’re going to

have a bad day, but you’re going to be all right.”

Evie nodded and wiped away a few more tears before she left.

Sorani did not stop swearing and cursing at Baletree while he was

sitting still naked under the sheets. He told her he would have her

arrested, and she would be the one who eventually ended up in prison

while Baletree pulled on a glove and picked up the bag of drugs.

Sorani was still threatening her as she told him, “This is great,” but

he was silenced for a long moment when Baletree opened the

window.

Sorani asked, “What the hell are you doing?”

“Nothing. But you are trying to get rid of this lovely evidence.”

Baletree opened the bag and tipped a little out, just enough for a small

sprinkling to fall onto the floor. Then she threw the bag out the

window.

“Hold on!” Sorani barked as Baletree stepped around the bed and

knocked the door closed. Sorani threw his hands in the air as Baletree

stepped closer to him and said, “Monica doesn’t have time for all of

this.” Baletree charged forward to Sorani, and he leant back to cover

his face as he cowered in the bed. Baletree reached over and grabbed

him with a solid squeeze between his legs, and Sorani shrieked in

pain. He leaped up and smacked Baletree across the face as he dove

out of the bed. Baletree screamed and fell on the floor.

The three other armed officers charged back into the room at the

sound of Baletree’s scream, and they leaned over the naked Sorani,

pointing pistols and roaring orders at him. He curled into a ball on the

floor and begged, “Don’t shoot!” while Baletree got to her feet.

“Damn it,” she said. “He hit me. Damn it. He jumped up to throw a

bag out the window, and he hit me.”

“Are you serious?” One of the officers asked. Sorani could do

nothing more than plead with them and beg them not to execute him.

Baletree added, “The window’s open now, it must have blown the

door closed. Damn, that was stupid of me.”
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“Detective, the girl is saying he put this on her. He’s forced her

here.”

Sorani was listening, but he couldn’t lift his head to watch any of

the police discussing his fate. They pushed him onto his belly on the

ground, and a set of handcuffs were clicked on very, very tight to hold

his wrists together.

Baletree told the other cop, “I shouldn’t have let him get so close,

damn, I feel like a damn rookie.”

The third cop said, “Let’s charge him now for the whole lot. No

need to wait. Assault on an officer plus the drugs, plus the girl. He’s

done.”

“Hold on a sec,” Baletree said, “I don’t know.” Everyone went quiet,

especially Sorani. Baletree added, “I look like an idiot. How stupid. I

let this punk hit me. I just need to ask him about Monica, then I’m on

my way. I don’t even need to come back to the station with you guys.”

The third cop said, “You’ll have to report the assault on you.

Forensics will want photos of your bruised face.”

Baletree said, “It’s not that bruised. He backhanded me, but I’m

alright. I just feel so stupid. I shouldn’t have sent you guys away, I just

thought the young girl deserved some privacy to get dressed. I don’t

really want everyone making fun of me for this. Let’s just forget the

assault on me. I just need to ask about Monica. That’s all I need.”

The other officers just shrugged. Sorani looked up at Baletree, and

Baletree wiped some blood from her lip. She didn’t wipe it off

properly, instead, she smeared it over her chin.

Baletree asked Sorani, “What do you think, Mr. Sorani? Can we

have our little chat here? You’re in trouble for the drugs and the girl,

but I don’t need to be involved. We don’t need to take photos of this

blood on my chin, and I don’t really have time to make a statement

about you attacking me. I need to ask about Monica, and I need to get

back out there and search for her.”

The other police were already making their way out of the room

before Sorani said, “Yeah.”

Baletree stood over Sorani, and he moved as though he thought he
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was about to stand up, but Baletree just let him struggle on the ground

for a moment before she said a single word.

“Monica.”

“Damn it, I don’t know anything about that kid.”

“Who took her?”

“I want to help, really. I don’t get into that stuff, not me. I wish I

could help you find her.”

“I doubt you know where she is, but I think you know who took

her.”

“No, I don’t know anything about it. It’s got nothing to do with

me, nothing serious.”

“Oh yeah?” Baletree asked.

“Yeah, really. I’m not lying. I don’t want to lie to you, I want to

help, but I don’t know how I can help.”

“You really want to help?”

“Yes. Really. I will help. Please. Tell me how I can help.”

Baletree grinned down at him and said, “You deliberately broke

the cameras behind the club to sell your gear. The guy who kidnapped

Monica knew that. We need to know everyone who knew about your

little scheme.”

“It’s not like I know people’s names or anything.”

“You’re going to love prison. Nobody bothers with names when

they screw you. It’s all very dark and anonymous.”

“Wait, wait, wait. Just a sec. I don’t know all the names, but I know

the dude in the green van. That’s what you’re looking for, right?”

“That’s right.”

“OK, I can help. Let’s skip all the names. I don’t know his name.

But I know a bit. I can show you where he lives.”
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he green vehicle with the off-road tyres was never found.

Not in the carpark of the nightclub, or the neighbouring

streets, or the garage below the apartment where Sorani had said the

owner lived. Sorani identified an image of the the owner of the

vehicle as “Black Nic,” and when Baletree searched the police

database, she learned his name was Nicholas Galenu. Nicholas was

released from prison on parole for good behaviour after serving nine

years in Casuarina Prison for kidnapping an eleven-year-old girl. The

girl was found starving but alive, in a cage that was welded to the back

of a ute and parked in a shed outside of Cairns. The kidnapping site

and the site of imprisonment were over five-thousand kilometres

away by road, and the girl said she had been locked in the cage for the

entire drive. The deciding factor in Galenu’s short gaol sentence was

that he had not been anywhere near Cairns when the girl was found,

so he’d only been involved in stuffing the girl into the cage, not

driving her across the country. Only.

Galenu’s apartment was a cheap little box on the first floor of a

building in Mandurah, an hour away from Perth City. Baletree knew

from the photos of Galenu that he was only five-foot-three inches tall,

and she knew from the floorplan of the apartment that there was only
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one bedroom. There were police vehicles stationed down the street

on the morning of the raid, and the officers in the vehicles were

unofficially looking for the smallest Kenyan in Australia. Baletree was

told that she would not be a part of the initial entry raiding squad as

the tiny apartment would only safely hold six officers.

Baletree was standing at the end of the apartment building hallway

and looking out onto the street when the door was kicked in. She

listened to the police shouting to one another for the twenty seconds

it took them to secure the residence, and then she ran in behind them.

The main area of the apartment was a small kitchen and dining

room combination, and Baletree stepped straight into the bedroom,

where she could see a policeman in body armour leaning over a bed.

In the bedroom, everything was pink. Pink walls, pink bedframe, and

a pink rug on the vinyl floor. Toys were scattered at the foot of the

bed, and a life-size stuffed dolphin was propped up in one corner of

the small space because it obviously would not fit anywhere if it were

lying down.

Baletree whispered, “Get away from there,” as she pulled on the

arm of the officer who leant over the bed. He retreated, and Baletree

was left standing over a small lump in the pink sheets of the bed.

“You don’t need to be afraid,” Baletree whispered to the lump.

“We’re here to help. We’re going to take you back to your mum.”

The sounds of frightened little lungs sucking in short breaths were

lost under the noises of stomping boots and conversations out in the

hallway. Baletree poked her head back through the bedroom door and

gave a sharp whistle. When all eyes turned to her, she put a finger to

her lips and shushed the swarm of activity. The officers out there all

stopped what they were doing and watched in silence as Baletree

moved back to kneel beside the bed.

The lump under the pink sheets hadn’t moved, and Baletree said,

“My name is Judy, what’s your name?”

The only reply was the sound of a few wet sniffles.

“We can take as long as you need, little angel. It’s all right. You’re

safe, I promise. We can go back to mum whenever you’re ready.

What’s your name, little angel?”
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The breathing from under the sheets was slowing and becoming

more controlled.

Baletree asked, “Monica? Is that you under there? Your mum and

dad are friends of mine. They would like to see you soon. Would you

like to go back to mum and dad?”

Two tiny sets of fingers appeared at the top of the sheets to slowly

pull them down and reveal the red face of a weeping infant. The little

girl said nothing, and there was urine across her torso and in the bed.

When Baletree moved in to touch the girl’s hand, the girl wrapped her

arms around Baletree’s neck and clung to her like a sloth to a branch.

Baletree walked slowly out of the apartment building, whispering,

“Everyone stay back, just get me a car,” carrying the girl on her chest

and shoulders. Urine stained the belly of her uniform.

The little girl was wearing pink pyjamas, and Baletree lay down on

her back on the rear seats of a police car with the girl still clinging

to her.

Baletree couldn’t see the driver, and the driver did not speak, but

Baletree whispered, “Take us back north of the river and get someone

to call Roland and Abbie Hareleigh.”
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s Baletree left the street with the kidnapping victim still

clinging to her chest, she moved past the entrance desk of

the police station and farther past the small offices at the front of the

building. There were three young women waiting for them in a quiet

meeting room at the end of a long hallway, and Baletree knew at least

one of them was a mental health professional. The other two were

probably disability therapists, but Baletree didn’t bother asking their

occupations or introducing herself.

The little girl was shivering, and when Baletree sat on one of the

couches, the little girl crawled off Baletree and wrapped herself in a

wool blanket that was waiting for her there. Baletree lingered on the

couch for a moment, watching as the little girl squeezed her eyes shut,

and shivered, and cried a little more. Baletree was going to tell the girl

that she was safe, but the oldest of the three women in the room

started talking in a low, pleasant voice, so Baletree just stood and

moved back towards the door. She watched in silence for a few

minutes, and the little girl’s shivering slowed. The little girl opened

her eyes and looked at each of the women in the room, and the little

girl did not give any indication of recognition to Baletree, so Baletree

left.
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Twenty people were standing at the end of the long hallway. All

waiting, some pretending to be doing other things, but all waiting.

The closest of the waiters to Baletree was a detective named Hest, and

his moustache twitched as he asked, “Who is she?”

“It could be her. She reacted to the name Monica. How many

others missing?”

“Missing?” Hest blurted out with a chuckle as if the question was

completely ridiculous. He ran a palm over his head, and the stubble

there on his scalp rasped like the bristles of a broom before he

composed himself and said, “Hundreds. But there’s only been one boy

of that age taken in the last month. No other girls.”

“So, what do you reckon?”

“Yeah,” Hest said, “I reckon that’s Monica Hareleigh.”

The fluttering in Baletree’s chest did not return until after she had

showered and dressed in the fresh uniform. She had been fine in the

apartment of the paedophile, and she had been distracted as the little

girl clung to her, but her instinct was idle in the police changing

room. That’s how it always started, a little fluttering, a little vibration

in the chest. And then the anxiety would creep into her breathing. It

did not make it hard to breathe, no, it made breathing obvious.

Deliberate. When Baletree’s mind made her think about the flutter in

her chest, and the constant need to draw in air, then Baletree’s mind

told her that everyone was watching. Baletree’s mind told her that

everyone was listening to the sounds of air moving past her teeth.

Everyone could see that Baletree had to think about the blood moving

in her veins to make her heart keep pumping. Even when Baletree was

alone in the shower or a changing room, she felt the blood pumping

in her chest, and the air moving past her teeth, and the eyes of

everyone, anyone, watching her. Baletree thought of the rattling, wet

death of Henry, the kitchen warrior and wife abuser and the peculiar

fear that hid in her loneliness drifted away. Her ears, so sensitive and

twitchy, calmed by the memory of the hollow deafness that came after

gunshots.

When Baletree left the changing room, Abbie and Roland were

racing each other through the station. They could not know exactly
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where the victim was, they did not know the building’s layout, but

they had to know she would not be in the front area. Baletree saw

them moving past the open offices, and she stepped in front of them,

saying, “Slow down, wait.”

Roland shouted, “Get out of our way!”

“Calm down. You need to move slowly.”

The Hareleighs pushed past Baletree, and Abbie called, “Monica!”

thought the building. There were officers positioned at the start at the

hallway to the meeting room, and they held the Haraleighs there as

Baletree repeated, “Calm down. Monica does not need any more

yelling or pushing.”

Abbie and Roland immediately seemed to move more slowly, more

deliberately, even as they turned to each other and nodded in

agreement.

Baletree said, “We all walk, together, down the hall, and we all have

a little look. We watch for a moment, and you tell me if that’s Monica

in there, and then we all take a step back. Do you understand? You

will take a moment to compose yourself before you enter.”

No one spoke, so Baletree repeated, “Do you understand?”

“Yes,” Roland and Abbie said.

The grieving parents took each other’s hand, and they walked

impossibly slowly behind Baletree as Baletree took whole seconds for

each single step. “Everyone calm,” Baletree said, and she could hear

the whimperings of exaltation in Abbie’s breathing. Glory in the

trembling of Roland’s jaw.

As they all approached the end of the hall, the sound of a little girl

laughing made Baletree grin. She was walking ahead of the

Hareleighs, so she hid the emotion from them with her movement,

but Baletree allowed herself that single moment of victory. She bit on

her lip to pull back the joy as she turned to appraise Abbie and

Roland.

Baletree’s stomach turned as she saw the couple had stopped

moving. They were still only halfway to Monica, and Abbie was

shaking her head.

“What?” Baletree asked.
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Abbie’s entire face seemed to burst with tears in a sudden and

immense scream. Her face glowed red, and her lips peeled back in

agony to show the crooked white angles of her teeth. Roland caught

her as she fell, and he was swearing to himself over and over, and over

as the pair slumped to their knees on the floor.

Baletree said, “What? What’s wrong? She’s up here, Monica is

farther up here. Come on.”

“That’s not her,” Roland said.

“How do you know? She’s up there.”

“Monica doesn’t laugh like that. Not like that.”

Roland was shaking his head now too, and he looked up to

Baletree with pleading in his eyes as if she had the power to swap the

girl who laughed for Monica, who did not laugh.

As Abbie pushed Roland away and ran, alone, back through the

station, Roland glimpsed up to Baletree one more time. His eyes now

hardened with accusation. His lips tight with rage.

Baletree later learned that Monica used laughter to reward the

people who were looking at her. Monica’s laugh was not spontaneous

but a deliberate reaction to encourage the people in her world to

make her happy. Monica would not laugh with strangers, and it could

not be heard through doors and down hallways. Wherever she was,

Monica was not laughing.
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aletree left the police station as soon as Roland had

stormed away. She could not look at the little girl again,

and she would not speak to any other officers. She just walked away.

She walked down the street, watching random parents with children.

There was a man holding the leash of a large Doberman and a small

boy holding the sleeve cuff of the arm that contained the beast. Both

were laughing. A woman sat at a bus stop texting while her infant

screamed in the cavern of a huge pram. When Baletree saw a man yell

at his daughter, telling her to shut up, she turned and walked back to

her car. Baletree drove back to her hobby-farm plot to the east of

Perth, and she slept in the hammock on the back patio until her phone

rang.

Night had been and gone without Baletree noticing, and it was the

day after the child’s rescue when Hest called her.

“Yeah?” Baletree answered.

“Where are you?” He asked.

“Home.”

“Are you coming in today?”

Baletree looked around at the late morning glow of her property.

“No,” she said, “I don’t think so.”
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“You should.”

“I don’t think so.”

“We identified the girl.”

“How long has she been gone?”

“A week,” Hest said.

“You told me no other girls had gone missing recently,” Baletree

said as she slid off the hammock and stretched her back.

“We didn’t know she was missing.”

“Where was she taken? What state?”

“No, she wasn’t moved here. She was taken from Mindarie, just

outside the Northern Suburbs,” Hest paused to cough. “No one had

reported her missing.”

Baletree thought for a moment, then asked, “What do you mean?”

“Her name is Chloe. Her mother is dead, she died years ago, so

Chloe just lives with her father. He didn’t report her missing.”

“Why? Was the girl scheduled to be away from home? Was she

supposed to be at a school camp or something?”

“No.”

“So, he just didn’t know?”

Hest said, “Dad didn’t notice she was missing. She’s eight.”

“The school?”

“She was sick for a couple of days last week. They assumed she was

sick again.”

Baletree stood in silence for a full minute. She looked out over the

small paddock behind her house, and Hest eventually asked, “Are you

all right?”

“Yeah, of course, why wouldn’t I be?”

“Are you coming in?”

“Nah, I need a couple of days off.”

“Are you all right?”

“Yeah, yeah, I just need to unwind a bit. I’ve been working since

Monica went missing.”

“Fair enough, we’re looking for Galenu. We’re trying to figure out

what his relationship is to Fake Freddy or Evelyn. We think Galenu

had been driving the vehicle that took Monica. If Evelyn is telling the
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truth about leaving Monica in the green off-road car with fake

Freddy, then both Galenu and Freddy were using the vehicle. Galenu

should know Freddy.”

“Yeah. Do we know who actually owns the vehicle?”

“No. the number plates were stolen, and we can’t get any more

info until we find the vehicle.”

“Has anyone checked Chloe’s dad’s house for the car?”

“Can’t get a warrant.”

“He might have sold her to Galenu.”

“Can’t get a warrant. No evidence he’s done anything wrong.”

“Neglect?”

“Not enough. Chloe is healthy, I mean, she’s not sick or starving or

anything. She’s physically perfect. The only thing dad did wrong was

to lose her for a few days. He’s just claiming he thought she was at a

friend’s house, and he had no idea she was actually taken. Big

misunderstanding.”

“That’s ridiculous,” Baletree said. “What can we nail him with?”

“Nothing.”

“He’s done something,” Baletree growled into the phone.

“Well, not really,” Hest said. “Galenu was holding Chloe at his

apartment when the dad thought Chloe was with a friend. It’s all a big

misunderstanding. Everyone is acting like it’s a miracle or something.

Everyone is pretending we just got lucky. Chloe got lucky. There are

no physical signs of assault. She’s still a perfectly innocent little girl.”

“Someone should have known she was missing. Chloe could have

gotten very, very unlucky.”

“I agree, but there’s nothing to be done. We’ve gotten a good result,

the guys with all the stuff on their shoulders are happy.”

“All right,” Baletree mumbled, “I’ll see you again in a few days. I’m

taking a break.”

Baletree hung up the phone and walked off the back porch to her

garden. It was a wide, full garden that wrapped around the corner of

the house with an intricate reticulation system of dripper hoses. The

reticulation was fed by an overhead rainwater tank, so as long as there

was electricity to power the pump, the garden thrived without her



110 | K I C K  D OW N  T H E  D O O R

intervention. All it needed was to be pruned and trimmed

occasionally, and Baletree occasionally took a few days off work.

The garden had originally been the idea of a psychologist Baletree

was required to visit after she shot her first criminal. It was a

wonderful suggestion, and Baletree enjoyed her time with that

therapist, but the original garden had died. The power had gone out

while Baletree was on a work-binge, and when she returned home

after a month, everything was dead. When Baletree replanted

everything, she’d paid an electrical apprentice cash to erect a solar

panel with batteries that would power the pump if the mains

electricity was interrupted.

As Baletree considered Chloe’s fate and trained a grapevine onto a

wire support, she realised she had not needed to water the garden by

hand for over four years. The garden did not need Baletree’s input, it

would survive alone. All Baletree did was direct it. She directed the

grape vines to grow the way she wanted. She directed the tomato

bush to grow wider rather than tall, so she could always reach the

fruit. When she was not home for months at a time, the fruits would

fall to the ground, and the seeds would sprout, and Baletree would

direct the unwanted plants to die.

The garden was not a source of love or care. It was a place where

Baletree was the only director, the only creature to make the law, and

the garden would thrive under her direction. There was no right or

wrong, no good or evil, there was only Baletree’s opinion, Baletree’s

decision, and the leaves and vines and new shoots would bloom or die

with impartial direction. The garden as a whole sustenance giving

entity would always excel and always provide life under Baletree’s

merciless direction.

As Baletree considered Chloe’s fate, she carried an assortment of

fruits and vegetables into the house. She cooked some of the bounty

and peeled some, and she sat on her front steps and picked at the food

with a fork or her fingers as she looked out towards the road. There

was no meat in Baletree’s home because she did not use refrigeration.

There had been a working fridge in the kitchen and a chest freezer in

the laundry, but they were switched off. When Baletree had planted
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the replacement garden with the solar panel, she paid a woman

named Turrow fifty dollars for a whole dressed lamb. They’d picked

the lamb from a flock in Turrow’s paddock, and Turrow killed the

screaming animal and dressed it in under an hour. The creature went

from a giggling, dancing child to a sack full of vacuum-packed cutlets

in forty-two minutes. Baletree called it Lisa the lamb, and it took her

nine months to finish eating Lisa and the moment she was done,

Baletree turned off all refrigeration in her house. She’d given the

fridge and freezer away to a mother who had escaped domestic

violence. The last time Baletree had eaten meat was on the evening

she shot Henry. She’d ordered a lamb shank, her favourite, from The

Irish Club in Subiaco.

Baletree’s dirty police uniform smelt of urine as she pulled it from

the boot of her car. She left the boot open and put the uniform on the

roof of the vehicle, and stepped back for a moment while the worse of

the stink dissipated into the country air. There were five kilometres of

bush and empty space in every direction before a neighbouring fence

or the border of the thin road that carried cars past her land, and

Baletree turned slowly to stare out in every direction. She reminded

herself that she was alone, but the fluttering in her chest returned. As

she turned on her washing machine, she completed a set of her

breathing exercises, but the smell of urine on her hands was stoking

the fire of rage in her.

The little laptop that Baletree always carried told her that Chloe’s

name was Chloe Greene, and her father’s name was Ted Greene, and

the little laptop gave Baletree Ted’s address.

She put her swag in the back of the car, and she got a set of night-

vision goggles and a set of binoculars from the chest in her shed, and

she hid a short-barrelled shotgun under the passenger seat of her car.

Baletree kept four printed map books in her vehicle, and she used

them to plot a course to Ted Greene’s house without having to type it

into any app or internet browser, and she drove with a balaclava

rolled up like a hat on her head.
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here was no specific plan as Baletree slept in the swag

behind Ted Greene’s house. She watched the father and

daughter through the binoculars, and sometimes she used the night-

vision goggles, but Chloe always turned on the lights when she

entered a room. She slept with the lights on. In the morning, Ted

would pour cereal into two bowls, and he would eat his cereal on the

couch in front of the tv, and Chloe would sit on the floor. There was

space on the couch, but she sat on the floor. When Ted finished his

cereal, he put the bowl on the floor beside Chloe, and he drove away

from the house.

On the first day, Chloe washed both of their bowls in the sink,

standing on a chair so she could lean over and dunk them into the

basin of water. Then she took the cutlery out of the drawer and laid it

all out on the floor. She spoke to it and pretended that it spoke back to

her, and she picked it up and positioned the knives and forks to have

conversations with each other. Baletree stalked around the property

and glimpsed into the windows, but she could not find any toys, or

pink blankets, or anything that would suggest an eight-year-old lived

in the house. Ted returned home at nine pm and went straight to

sleep.
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On the second day, they ate cereal, and Ted left, and Chloe washed

the bowls and talked to the cutlery, and at around nine pm, Chloe

went to sit by the front door. Her little ears pricked up at any sounds

outside, a car or even a barking dog next door, but Ted didn’t return.

Chloe fell asleep on the tiles in the front hall.

Ted returned around midday on the third day, and he went

straight to bed. When he rose at five pm, Baletree pulled the balaclava

over her face and carried the shotgun around to his car. It was still

light, maybe an hour from sunset, so Baletree did not need the night

vision goggles. She did not have to watch anymore.

Ted stepped out of the house after a quick meal, and Baletree crept

up behind him as he fiddled with the lock on the car. Baletree’s

breathing slowed, and calmed, and a grin crept over her face below

the fabric of the balaclava. She whistled, and when Ted turned, his

body tensed in shock, and he dropped the car keys. He said nothing,

and Baletree told him to “Walk.”

“No, no, no,” he told her, but she pulled the hammer back on the

shotgun with a loud click and told him to “Walk out there, into the

bush.”

“No.”

“Do you think I’m afraid to blast you here? Do I look like I care?

Walk into the bush over there. Now.”

Ted’s shoulders pulsed up and down as he sobbed, and his feet

were heavy with terror as he tripped and stumbled over the sticks and

leaflitter. Baletree followed a full five metres behind him, and when

they were deep, deep in the bush, she said, “That’ll do.”

Ted said, “No,” again, and he kept walking.

“Stop.”

Ted stopped, and his hands were trembling by his sides.

“There’s money in the house,” he said.

“No, there isn’t,” Baletree told him, and he began to sniffle.

Baletree added, “I’m not here for money,” and a long, pained squeal

left Ted.

“Please, please don’t hurt me, take anything you want. Please,” Ted

begged.
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“On your knees.”

“No, no, no, no…”

“Get on your knees, or I’ll shoot you in the spine.”

Ted fell onto his knees in the dwindling light, and he leant over

onto his hands, so he cowered there on all fours.

Baletree asked, “Do you know Galenu?”

“Huh? Who is that? Is he the guy with the money? I don’t know

him.” Baletree waited in silence, and Ted added, “Is that where the

money comes from? I just borrow it; I don’t know the people.

Someone new brings the cash every time. I paid some back at the start

of the year. Does Galenu know that? I didn’t get even, not all the way,

but I paid some back.”

Baletree asked, “How much do you owe?”

“Forty grand. I can get some tonight—”

“Stop talking,” Baletree said, and Ted held his tongue and returned

to weeping. Baletree added, “Do you know Freddy?”

“Yeah. Yeah, I know a Freddy.”

“Does he look like this?” Baletree tossed a printed photo-fit image

of Fake Freddy onto the ground ahead of Ted. Ted scrambled forward

to pick up the paper, then he fell onto his side before he picked

himself back up onto his knees. As soon as he glimpsed at the image,

he asked, “What are you? A cop?”

“No. Do you know him?”

“I’ve seen this guy on tv. No, that’s not Freddy. Not the guy I

know.”

“OK,” Baletree sighed, and her breath was a ghost of steam around

her head. She said, “Do you know what the problem is? Really?”

“No, nothing, we don’t have a problem, nothing, don’t hurt me.”

“Do you know the problem with sending you to gaol?”

“Prison? I haven’t done anything illegal.”

Baletree said, “The problem is that gaol will try to fix you. Try to

make you a better man. It will punish you. You’ll have an awful, awful

time. The worst thing, they say, is that you never feel safe. As soon as

you could feel safe, someone will hurt you again. Over and over and

over.”
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“Yeah,” Ted agreed, “you’re right, yeah, that’s totally right. You’re

right.”

“The problem with prison is that you’ll come back. I can see that

no one out here wants you back, but you’ll come back. They always

come back. I want you gone. I want you dealt with. I want the

problem that is Ted Greene finished. So why shouldn’t I just kill you

now?”

“No, no, no—”

“Why? Give me a reason.”

“The money.”

Baletree asked, “What money?”

“The-the money I owe. The forty grand. Who will pay you if I’m

dead?”

“I told you already, I don’t care about the money,” Baletree said,

and Ted’s crying became louder and more frantic. There was a dark,

wet swathe of tears on the dry leaves under his head, and his body was

convulsing in spine-shaking tremors.

Ted said, “I don’t want to die.”

“Shut up.”

“Please, p-please, please—”

“I’m not going to kill you because you made her cereal. You made

Chloe cereal.”

“How did you see—”

“You thought enough to make her something to eat. That’s not

enough to be a good dad, but that’s enough for a second chance, so I’m

going to fix the problem. I’m going to make it so that you are not my

problem anymore.”

“Please don’t hurt me.”

“You will protect Chloe. You will care for her. You will be a dad, or

you will never be seen again.”

“Yes, please, Chloe is my world. She’s—”

“You’re going to call the men who you owe money to. Right now.

Tell them you have it all. Tell them you need to meet. I want to meet

them.”
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hree motorbikes could be heard long before they could be

seen on the gravel track to the East of Perth. Out there, far

away from the beach, there was an immense strip of pine forest. You

would not know it was Australia until a kangaroo bounced past, or

you turned on an AM radio station and heard the accent. The trees

drank from an underground reservoir, and they grew high up into the

sky as if the dense forest was boasting of its success over the deserts

to the east.

At one o’clock in the morning, in the pine forest, no moonlight

was permitted to fall all the way to the ground, so it was entirely black

as Baletree stood and waited for the roaring motorbikes to approach.

The yellow headlights of the bikes lit the forest in three wide triangles

as they each twisted and turned down the track. When their engines

were halted, and the men dismounted and took their helmets off,

Baletree popped open the boot of the car.

Ted was lying in the boot with duct tape around his ankles and

wrists. Baletree stood in silence with the balaclava over her face, and

the shotgun gripped with both hands. The bikers didn’t approach, but

the man closest to Baletree scratched at a white beard as he looked at
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Ted. He was watching the shotgun in Baletree’s hands as he asked,

“Anxious?”

Baletree took a second to enjoy her relaxed breathing and her calm

heartbeat before she said, “Not tonight.”

“You look nervous.”

“You’re wrong.”

The man with the white beard scoffed as the other bikers spread

out a little to stand far off on either side of Baletree. She could hardly

see them in the sparse light, and she had to turn her head to look from

one to the other.

White beard added, “I’d be nervous. That shotgun you’re holding

will only hit one of us before you’re toast.”

“I don’t need to hit anyone. I’ve got your cash.”

“Really? You’ve got it?”

“Yeah. Forty grand.”

“That’s it. That’s the whole invoice. Why don’t you just shoot my

mate Ted here and bury him? You could have saved yourself some

time and money. Are you worried we’d find you?”

“You don’t make me worried.”

“Yeah,” White beard said, “you mentioned that.”

Baletree turned and picked up a small garbage bag and tossed it

towards the bikes. “There’s the money he owes you, but I want

something in return.”

“What?”

“I’m buying Ted,” Baletree said. “I own him now. He is my

property.”

“Yeah, sure,” White beard scoffed, “we get it. What do you want?”

“I want you to watch him. Watch Ted with his daughter, and if he

ever neglects or hurts her ever, ever again, I want you to kill him. Kill

him, and call child protective services.”

“I see. You’re paying for the kid, not for Ted.”

“Yes.”

“Are you the child’s mum?”

“No.”
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White beard asked, “Why don’t we just kill him now? Save the

trouble.”

“Don’t,” Baletree said.

“Why?”

“I want the girl to grow up with her father, even if he is a waste of

breath.”

“Ah, I see. Was someone naughty to you when you were young?

Huh?”

Baletree said, “What difference does it make to you?”

“I’m just trying to understand. I could just kill you both now and

save the trouble. You’ve seen my face.”

Baletree said, “No one cares what you look like,” and of the other

bikers laughed before Baletree added, “You don’t need to commit any

new crimes tonight. There’s the money, why risk all the evidence? You

haven’t committed any crime yet tonight. Ted is already scared of you.

Take the cash and watch him, it’s almost legitimate. No trouble. No

drama with the cops. Just look through Ted’s window every few weeks.”

“That’s true. All right. Easy. I’ll just pop in for a cup of tea every

month. How does that sound to you, Ted?”

Ted tried to say something under his taped lips, but Baletree spoke

over him. She said, “Just drive past his place, if Chloe is alone or

crying, kill Ted and call child protective services.”

“Done, but I’m not driving him home tonight.”

“Of course,” Baletree said, “he can walk. Get up and run, Ted,

you’re free to go.”

Ted wriggled up over the ledge of the boot and flopped down onto

the ground. He stank of sweat in the cool, open air of the forest. Ted

slowly, frantically, picked at the tape around his ankles until one of

the other bikers came forward and cut his bindings. As soon as he was

free, Ted charged off down the path, sprinting at his absolute

maximum pace.

“We’re not done, are we?” White beard asked.

Baletree said, “Have a look at this,” as she pulled a photo of Gelenu

and the photo-fit image of Fake Freddy from her pocket. She leant the
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shotgun up on the back of the car as the three men moved in for a

closer look.

Baletree asked, “Do you know them?”

“Are you a cop or something?”

“No, just a concerned citizen.”

“Concerned about what?”

“They’re rock spiders. I want to chat with them. Make sure they’re

not fiddling with any kids.”

“I know the blacky,” one of them said. His Asian accent was light,

full of the twanging vowels of someone who had spent a lot of time in

Australia, but his facial features were definitely oriental. He had a

skinny head with a pointy nose, and when he spoke, his lips only

parted a sliver.

He added, “That’s that Kenyan thief. He steals wallets and phones

on the train.”

“Do you know where to find him?”

“Not off the top of my head.”

“All right, I’ll give you ten grand to find him for me.”

“Ten grand is a lot of money for that sort of thing.”

“I’m very interested in meeting him. His name is Nicholas Galenu.

Ten grand.”

“Sure, what’s your number, I’ll call you,” he said.

“No,” Baletree said, “I’ll call you on the same number I called

tonight.”

“All right. Give me a week. And wait a sec, do you really care about

the kid? Do you really want us to watch Ted and make sure he looks

after her?”

“Yeah, I’ll call you in a week.”

BALETREE SPENT THE NEXT DAY TENDING TO HER GARDEN WITHOUT

returning to work. She didn’t check on Ted, and the tremor in her

fingers returned. When she was pruning back a fig tree, her breath

was short and abrupt, as if something had just surprised her. As
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Baletree used her index finger to poke holes in the soil for new seeds,

she could hear her heartbeat in her ears.

On the last day of her leave from the job, she climbed the frame

under an old, corrugated iron water tank. The tank was five metres

off the ground, on a steel frame, and it was about the circumference of

her kitchen. There had not been water in it for years, there was three

small holes in the floor, and when Baletree lifted the lid, she found

condensation inside. She went back to the house to fetch a torch, then

she climbed up again for a better look inside. As Baletree stared into

the empty vessel, a grin began to curl her lips, and the sound of blood

rushing through her head softened to a pleasant thrum.

At the cop shop the next morning, Hest was waiting for Baletree.

He was standing by her desk with one hand on top of his head,

rubbing at the tiny pinpricks of hair there like he was feeling for the

meridian where his deliberately shaved scalp stopped, and his natural

baldness began.

When he saw Baletree, his eyes lit up. He said, “Where have you

been?”

“The beach.”

Hest laughed in her face, and Baletree could see all the way back in

his mouth to where a pre-molar tooth had been knocked free four

years before.

He asked, “Do you got a bikini?”

“Do you?”

“Do you pull it in nice and tight, so you don’t get too many tan

lines?”

“Do you?”

“We could do this all day.”

“I hope you don’t.”

“All right,” Hest cleared his throat, and the grin fell from his face.

“Twelve-year-old boy has gone missing from a public pool in Como.”

“I haven’t found Monica yet.”

“Yeah, I know, but come on.”

“What do you mean?”

“You know what I mean.”
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“I don’t think I do,” Baletree said.

“More people will go missing.”

“Monica is a little kid.”

Hest said, “Yeah, more little kids will go missing.”

“You mean they get taken. More kids are going to be abducted.

Every year. Every month. Every week. More.”

“Um,” Hest scratched his bald patch again. “Yes. That is what I

mean.”

“And they’re all still gone.”

“Not Chloe. We found her.”

“Accidentally. She wasn’t even missing. Wasn’t reported missing.”

“Still, take the win. You did good.” Baletree let out a long sigh that

rumbled into a growl, and Hest added, “Do you need more time off?”

“No,” Baletree said, “I need more time for work. Twenty-four

hours in a day is not enough. I need more days to a week. I need more

time to search for her. I need to find Monica.”

Baletree leant back on the desk and closed her eyes. She took a

deep breath, and Hest asked, “What do you need?”

Baletree shook her head, eyes still closed.

“I mean,” Hest began again, “how can I help?”

“You can’t help, mate, thanks. I just want to have a day with no

kids out there waiting for us. No one wondering when we’re going to

save them.” Hest put a hand on Baletree’s shoulder, but he didn’t move

any closer or speak.

Baletree asked him, “Do you know what I mean?”

“Yeah. Take another few days off. Go back to the beach.”

Baletree weakly grinned and opened her eyes, and said, “I don’t

need the beach. I need the prick who kidnapped Monica.” Baletree

released a long, loud sigh, and she let the bones in her back droop. She

said, “Just let me go see Abbie. I’ll go talk to her. Drink her tea. Tell her

I won’t give up. Then we can move onto the next one.”

“We’re not moving on,” Hest said, “This new kid is not instead of

Monica. We are still looking. We’ll always look. We just have more to

look for now. We have a new family that needs us.”

“Yeah, yeah, I know all that. And I know we’re going to find
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Monica in a grave somewhere, or stuffed into a backpack, or dumped

into a dam. Aren’t we?”

Hest didn’t respond, so Baletree asked, “We know Monica is dead,

don’t we?”

“I reckon, yeah, but maybe the guy that took this boy at the pool is

the same guy who took Monica.”

“Hopefully. OK, well, I’m still going to go talk to Abbie now. I’ll go

every bloody week until we find Monica, dead or alive. You hear me?”

Hest said, “Yes. I hear you. Do what you need to do. Should I come

with you?”

“Nah, get started on the next kid, but do me a favour.”

“Yeah?” Hest asked, and Baletree said, “If you see anyone fiddling

with a kid, just shoot them. Yeah?”

Hest winked at Baletree as she straightened in her uniform and

marched out of the door.
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bbie was alone in her home. Roland did not live there

anymore, and Hannah was not visiting when Baletree

knocked on the door.

Baletree sat in the same place she’d sat before, on the couches in

the loungeroom, and Abbie brought two mugs of tea out for them.

She placed them on the little table in front of Baletree, and Abbie leant

forward with her elbows on her knees. The points of Abbie’s

shoulders were so defined they looked like they might cut through her

jumper. There seemed to be no flesh in her neck, just the strips of

muscle leading up to a face punctuated with black rings around red

eyes. Abbie had attempted to tie her hair up, but half of it hung down

behind her back.

Baletree asked, “Is Roland coming?”

“Where?” Abbie asked.

“Here. I thought he might want to be here if we’re discussing

Monica’s case.”

“I don’t want him here.”

“All right. How are you? Have you gone back to work yet?”

“Yet?” Abbie spat the word out.

“Yes,” Baletree replied with irritation creeping into her rehearsed
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questions. “Are you working again?”

“No.”

“All right.”

Abbie asked, “Why do you care if I’m working?”

“I don’t, not really, I’m trying to figure out how you’re coping.”

“How do you think I’m coping?”

Baletree took a moment to study Abbie, but she only considered

lying for a moment. Baletree said, “Not good.”

Abbie nodded in agreement, then asked, “Who is she?”

“Who?”

“The girl you found. The girl you thought was Monica.”

“Just a girl.”

Abbie stood suddenly, and Baletree was astounded to feel a jolt of

fear as she looked up at the gaunt and bat-like face of the mother.

Abbie took a step and sat beside Baletree. Baletree didn’t quite

understand what was happening, so she shuffled away, but Abbie

moved closer again.

Abbie said, “None of them are just anything. They’re all people.

They’re all precious. Who is she?”

“I can’t give you details.”

“Is she happy? Did her parents cry when you brought them in?

Huh? Did they break down and scream when they saw her again. I

can’t stop thinking about it. Missing her. My Monica. I just want her

back. Now.” Abbie’s words trailed off as she sniffled, and her mind’s

eye forced her to tears.

Baletree said, “Her name is Chloe, and she’s very happy.”

“Chloe. Chloe,” Abbie whispered.

“Chloe’s mother passed away years ago. She lives out in the bush

with her father. They’re happy together now.”

“Chloe. She’s lucky.”

Baletree said, “No, that poor kid is not lucky,” before she realised

what she was doing, and Abbie shot up straight to glare at her.

“No, um,” Baletree stuttered, “Chloe wasn’t lucky. She was taken.

She was very, very, unlucky.”

“Who took her? What’s he like?”
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“I can’t talk about that.”

“But—”

“No, Abbie, come one. I can’t discuss the investigation.”

Abbie lay back down on the couch. All of her movements were

enormous. She slumped all the way over, or leapt to her feet, or lay

down. Nothing in between.

Abbie’s eyes were closed when Baletree said, “Some of them are a

little lucky, I guess.”

“What?”

“Some of the kids who are taken might be a little lucky. Or maybe,

just luckier than the others. Or maybe, probably, not as unlucky as the

others. Some of the kids are taken by freaks who think they can care

for the child. They think they can love the kid. They’re freaks, all of

them, and I’ll spend every day of my life hunting them, but Chloe

might have made it out all right. She might be OK in the end. Not

great, not good, but Chloe might be OK.”

Abbie sprung back to sitting, and she took Baletree’s hand in hers.

She asked, “What about the unlucky ones?”

“What do you mean?”

“What happens when the kids are not all right? What if they want

to hurt Monica?”

“I’m sorry, Abbie, I really am, but there’s nothing I can say to that.

You and I know the same about Monica. I’m sorry, I don’t know any

more. I’m trying, I really, really am. I’m trying, but I can’t always help.

I can’t always do something.” Abbie leaned in and took Baletree in her

arms. Baletree sat without moving, leaning away a little, and said,

“Sometimes, I can’t do anything. Sometimes, I make no difference. I

haven’t made any difference to Monica.”

The women sat in silence for a moment. Abbie whispered, “You

make a difference to me.”

“No, I don’t.”

“Yeah, you do.”

“I’ve done nothing. Nothing is solved. Nothing is fixed.”

“You came here.”

“Nothing I do will help. Even brining Monica home tomorrow
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won’t fix it. My work is still just a reaction. I don’t ever end any

problems; I’m just a part of them. Something in the middle.”

Abbie said, “But you are in the middle. You are here.”

“So what? That doesn’t help Monica.”

“It helps me. It just helps to know you’re out there. I feel like, um, I

know Monica is alone, wherever she is, even if there are people there

with her, she’s on her own. But she has you. Do you know what I

mean? You’re not in the same place, but you have each other. Know

what I mean?”

“Not really, no. But I’ll keep coming back. Always. I’ll come every

week, and we’ll watch the tea go cold, and we’ll both know, you and

me, that someone is always looking.”

“Really?”

“Yes. I’ll keep coming back until we find her. We’re going to find

her. I won’t give up.”

Abbie told Baletree, “When you first came here when I first met

you, you didn’t care about Monica.”

“What?”

“Sorry, no, I don’t mean to say you didn’t care. I just mean that all

you wanted to find the people who took her. You weren’t too

interested in Monica. You were focussed. Now you’re something else.

Emotional.”

“Sorry.”

“No, don’t be sorry. It’s better. I like to see this hurting you.”

THE BIKER LOOKING FOR GALENU TOLD BALETREE TO MEET HIM AT A

bar on the beach just north of Perth. Baletree changed out of her

police uniform, and when she met him there, he came outside before

she entered.

He asked, “You don’t want a beer, do you?”

“No. What’s your name?” Baletree asked.

“Jin.”

“What’s that supposed to be like the drink? Gin and tonic? You

tough guys have some dumb names for each other.”
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“Nah, it’s Korean. Spelt with a J instead of a G.”

“Oh, um, sorry,” Baletree said.

“No worries. What’s your name?”

“I’m not telling you.”

“What? I told you mine.”

“That’s your problem.” Baletree said, and Jin swore a few times

before Baletree asked, “What’s going on? Can you tell me something?

Did you find Galenu?”

“Yep.”

“What? Really?”

“Yes, why are you surprised?”

“Where is he?”

“I’ll show you.”

Baletree said, “Just tell me.”

“No. We’re going together. Get in the car. You’re driving.”

“Hold on, I need to get some things ready. I need to get this guy

properly. Just tell—”

“No way,” Jin said, “I’m not listening to you. You don’t tell me

anything. I tell you. I don’t even know who you are. I’ll take you to

him now. Then I never want to hear from you again. Do you

understand?”

Baletree asked, “Are you afraid?”

“Never. I am cautious.”

“What has made you so cautious?”

“You,” Jin said.

“Why?” Baletree asked. Jin shook his head, and Baletree repeated,

“Why? You’re supposed to be a tough guy. Why do I make you

nervous?”

“Because everyone knows where Galenu is. Everyone, except you.”

“What the hell does that mean?”

“Just get in the car. We should be halfway there by now.”

They drove for about an hour until they reached a town nestled in

between massive white sand dunes. There was no horizon to the

place, just peaks of sand everywhere, until Jin and Baletree drove

down to the beach for the reprieve of the ocean.
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Baletree asked, “Where are we going?”

“It’s just a house, relax. Turn left here and slow down, we’re close.”

“Who is going to be here?”

“Galenu. I already told you that.”

“Well, Jesus, are you armed? Who else is here? I need to talk to this

guy, and he’s not going to want to talk to me.”

Jin didn’t answer the questions. Instead, he told Baletree to “Pull

up over here, under that tree. You asked me to find the pedo. He’s

here. Stop asking questions.”

Baletree parked the car under a bottlebrush tree. The flares of red

flowers dropped thin crimson petals on the roof of the vehicle as

Baletree asked, “Which house is he in?”

“The one across the road. He’s in the garage. It’s not locked.”

“How do you know he’s in the garage?”

Jin said, “Everyone knows he’s in the garage. Everyone except you.

Go see for yourself.”

Baletree slinked out of the car and pressed the door closed so it

didn’t slam. She ran along the fence line, ducking low with her hand

on the butt of her pistol. Jin was right, the garage had a door on the

side right next to the fence, and it was not locked. Slowly, as silently as

she could, Baletree withdrew her gun from the holster. She turned the

knob on the door and stepped inside.

The brick and concrete room was entirely empty except for a long

chest freezer against one wall.

“Damn it,” she muttered as she looked at the appliance. It was

about two metres long and a metre wide, and sitting there on its own

in the quiet house, it could not have looked more like a coffin if it had

been made of wood.

“Damn it,” she said again before she made a sweep of the rest of the

house. The property was empty. No furniture, no other appliances, no

people. Just an empty building with a freezer in the garage.

When she returned to the garage, Baletree put her pistol back in

the holster. She covered her hand with the bottom of her shirt and

gently pushed on the lid of the freezer until the mechanism took over

and it sprung open.



C HA P T E R  T W E NT Y- O N E | 129

“Damn it!” she shouted as she stared down. Galenu was lying at the

bottom of the freezer with something in his hand, but Baletree

couldn’t quite see what it was through all the ice. The entire vessel of

the appliance was completely full of ice. There would have been a

couple of cubic metres sealing Galenu in. Baletree was squinting

down at him, searching for cuts or bullet holes in his skin, but she

didn’t get a very good look before she heard Jin say, “Don’t touch your

gun. Just don’t. Leave your hands out at your sides.”

Baletree turned slowly with her palms clearly visible by her hips.

Jin was pointing a small rifle at Baletree’s chest.

Baletree said, “Don’t forget about the ten grand I need to give you.”

“Are you a cop?”

“No.”

“You moved through the house like a cop. You opened that freezer

like a cop. Either you’re a cop, or just don’t want anyone to know

you’re here.”

Baletree said, “Not a cop. I just don’t want anyone knowing I was

here.”

“OK,” Jin said, “Then you’re planning on killing the only witness

and a this is self-defence.”

Jin leant forward a little and corrected his aim so that that barrel

of the gun pointed higher to Baletree’s head.

“Cop, cop, cop!” Baletree shouted.

“No way.”

“I’m a cop, really, I’m a detective. I found a little girl in Galenu’s

apartment. I just used you to find him.”

“I’ll bet no one else knows you’re here.”

“Maybe, but you still can’t kill a cop. You’ve been in my car. You

weren’t even wearing gloves. We’re standing in the same room

together now with a body you can’t move.” Baletree paused to watch

Jin think for a moment. She added, “I’m not the kind of cop to pull

you in on this. I’m paying you cash out of my own pocket; does it

seem like I’m trying to entrap you?”

“I don’t know. I don’t know about you.”

“You know about Ted. That tells you enough.”
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Jin hummed a little and said, “I didn’t kill him. I didn’t kill Galenu.”

“I didn’t think you did. I don’t think you did.”

They stood watching each other for a moment before Baletree

asked, “How long do you reckon that block of ice would take to

freeze.”

“Jesus, I don’t know, a week. What’s your name?”

“I’m not telling you that.”

“I can find out pretty quick. All I have to do is get photos of the

cops that were around to bust into Galenu’s apartment. You said there

was a girl there.”

“All right, yeah, you’re smarter than you look. I’m Detective

Baletree.”

“I’m not calling you that.”

“Judy.”

Jin lowered the aim of his gun, but he remained at the other side of

the room. He asked, “Do you know who did this?”

“No. Do you?”

“No.”

“How did you find him?”

“Easy. I just asked around. Nobody likes these kiddy fiddlers.

Crims were lining up around the block to turn him in Everyone knew

Galenu was here. Everyone except the cops.”

“So, who told you to look here?”

“A guy in a bar.”

“Who is he?” Baletree asked. “Come on, he could be another kiddy

fiddler.”

“Freddie.”

Baletree’s heart sank, and she felt the blood run from her face. She

whispered, “Freddie?”

“Yes. Said his name was Freddie, but that’s probably not a real

name.”

“Did he look like this?” Baletree pulled the drawing from her

pocket. She passed it to Jin, but he started shaking his head as soon as

he saw it.
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“No,” he said, “that’s the same drawing that’s been on the news.

That’s the one you already showed me. This is not Freddy.”

“All right, you need to come in and do a sketch.”

“Come in? Are you serious? No way.”

“You must—”

“No! No way. I want the cash, and I want you gone. I want to get

the hell away from you.”

“You said you don’t like kiddy fiddlers—”

“No one does.”

“Freddie is the guy that took Monica. You see the little girl on the

news? The one that doesn’t talk? Freddie took her and probably put

Galenu in that freezer. We have a witness that will identify Freddie.

She made a crappy photofit drawing to show around, but that

happens, and she’s met this fake Freddie and she’ll identify him.”

“I don’t care. I’m not going anywhere near the cops.”

“I’ll arrest you.”

“No,” Jin pointed the gun at Baletree’s head again. “I’m not going in

to see any cops,” he repeated. “But I know where Freddie has been

hanging out.”

“That’s not good enough.”

“It will be.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Because he’s there all the time. He’ll be at the club behind the ‘cash

for gold’ shop. Freddie says he’s got a fresh peach.”

“What does that mean?”

“It’s code.”

“I get that, what does it mean?”

Jin hesitated for a second.

Baletree asked a little louder, “What does that mean?”

“Freddie says he’s got women. He’s a pimp. A fresh peach is a new

woman. I’ll take you to the club. We’ll have a beer. When he shows up,

I’m gone. Get it? I want my ten grand and I want to walk out as soon

as he walks in. No cops.”

“Sure, why not? Huh? Let’s go now.”
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he club had a sign that said Girls of Gold over a black door,

and it sat at the corner of the parking lot for a pawn shop

that promised to pay cash for gold. The entire of the outside of the

building was black, even blacker than the road, but inside was all gold.

The walls were gold, the chairs were gold, and the half-naked women

that served the drinks were covered head to toe in gold body paint.

There was no stage or poles in the club, just girls in lingerie bottoms

or G-strings and about twenty gawking, drunken blokes.

Baletree said, “This is the most depressing place I’ve ever been,” as

she stared around at the early afternoon crowd, “and I’ve spent heaps

of time at the gaol.”

“Stop acting like such a cop. I have friends here.”

“I’ll bet you do. They all seem like lovely people.”

“I’ll just walk out if you—”

“Yeah, yeah,” Baletree said, “is he here?”

Jin looked around. He paused for a moment as he studied a

younger man that was mostly hidden by a shadow in the corner of the

room.

“Nah,” Jin said, “Get a drink and wait. He’ll be here. This is

practically his office.”
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Men wandered in and out of the little skimpy club, and a few

wandered out back with the girls.

Baletree asked, “Is this a brothel?”

“No, not really. Those guys going out back are just going for

private dances.”

“Sounds like a brothel.”

“They go to a private room to be away from all the staring

perverts.”

As Jin finished talking, he suddenly leant forward. He was

watching someone march purposefully into the room from outside.

“I think,” Jin began to speak, but he stopped.

“Is that Freddie?”

Jin said, “Yeah, I think it is. That’s Freddie. Are you going to ask

him about the girl? Ask him about the fresh peach.”

“No. I can’t.”

“Why? What’s wrong?”

“I know him. He knows I’m a cop. I need to arrest him now.”

Jin was up and running before Baletree finished talking. He was

most of the way across the room as Baletree pulled her police badge

from her belt and held it at eye-level. Her second hand was on the

butt of her holstered pistol. She moved forward with her badge held

in front of her, and it cleared a path through the sparse crowd as she

approached the new arrival.

He was standing with his chest to the bar, and he was facing away

so he was the last to see Baletree, but he turned when the music was

cut off.

Baletree shrieked, “Chris! You Goddamn snake!”

“Piss off!” Chris Pooler yelled back, holding Baletree’s furious

glare. He leant back away from Baletree and he grinded his elbows

into the wood of the bar behind him.

“Your angel? Huh?” Baletree was still yelling, and everyone near

the front door fled out of the building. Baletree screamed, “They

trusted you. You’re best mates for Christ’s sake! Did Monica trust

you? Did that make it easier?”

“I said piss off detective!”
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“I’m arresting you.”

Chris whipped around to face away from Baletree, and Baletree

could not see his face, or his hands for a second.

“Don’t move!” She ordered as she pulled her gun from the holster.

Chris did not stop moving at any point as he grabbed the beer that

had been poured for him, and he spun back around to sling the glass

at Baletree.

The pint glass smashed into Baletree’s lip, and the beer flew up

into her eyes. She sealed her eyes shut and wiped at her face, and she

looked back to see Chris sprint out of the building.

“Stop!” she yelled after him as she exploded into pursuit.

Chris was far too fast, moving across the carpark with huge strides

so it only took one step to traverse each car space.

“Stop!”

He was almost at the pawn shop, and Baletree knew she was too

slow to follow directly. She sacrificed her visual hold on him to run

around the side of the shop. Baletree was slower, much slower, but

Chris turned the wrong way as he charged out of the back of the store

and onto a busy street. When Baletree rounded the back corner of the

pawn shop, Chris was sprinting straight at her. He fell, scrambling on

his knees to turn and run the other way.

“I’m going to shoot!” Baletree promised him as she squatted down

a little and took aim. He was almost at the end of the street, where a

few low bushes and tall trees marked a turn in the footpath. In a

moment, he would be behind the plants and out of Baletree’s sight.

“Chris! You hear me! Stop! Now! I’m going to shoot!”

He did not slow, or turn, or reply.

He was closer to the turn in the street, too close. Baletree could see

him turning his head in little motions to plan where he would run

behind the bushes. Chris, still sprinting, lowered his torso a little and

prepared to jump.

Baletree fired three times. She couldn’t see where the bullets hit,

but Chris’s final steps were sloppy, and he tripped and dove into the

bushes instead of jumping over them.
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Baletree followed him, running more slowly to catch up. She could

not see Chris in the shadow and partial cover of the plants, and she

imagined him rolling onto his back with a weapon. He could watch

her approach, and he could wait, and he could shoot her in the chest

as she arrived to arrest him.

Baletree stopped running and began cautiously creeping up to the

bushes. She held the gun in both hands and squinted to see into the

shroud.

“God!” Chris screamed, but Baletree still couldn’t see him. “Hurry

up! Help me.”

Once she was in the bushes with Chris, her eyes adjusted, and she

could see he was lying on the ground holding his thigh. Blood was

running from it in a torrent, and he was crying on the ground as he

pressed down on the wound with his palms. He was doubled over at

the hips and forcing his hands down with all the weight of his upper

body, but the blood would not slow.

“Help me,” Chris begged.

Baletree told him, “Femoral artery. I might not be able to help

you.”

“Oh God, oh God, oh God.”

“Not even God can help you now, kid. Where’s Monica?”

“Help me.”

Baletree pulled off her belt and got down on her knees. She

crawled up to Chris and leant in so that her lips were almost pressed

to his ear.

She said, “Tell me where she is, or I’ll leave you here to flap around

in the dirt like a damn lizard in a lawn mower.”

“Oh God, please.”

“I will watch you bleed, Chris, I will enjoy it. Tell me where she is.”

“You’re not right, you’re a cop, help me, please, help me.”

“Just die then.”

Baletree stood back up and started to put her belt back on.

“Call an ambulance!” Chris begged as the blood oozed up between

his fingers.
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Baletree just tilted her head a little to watch him.

Chris took three deep breaths and whispered, “If I go, no one will

find Monica’s freezer.”



T

C H A P T E R T W E N T Y-T H R E E

here had been a slow, invisible expansion of anger in the

people around Monica’s disappearance. It wasn’t quite like

growing anger or anger building up towards something. The anger

was expanding the way a human population expands into the

wilderness. It pushed everything else out of the way. All peace and

love and relaxation and even frustration was pushed aside as the

anger expanded. A whole civilisation of anger. After Baletree shot

Chris, anger was the only thing left.

Chris had been admitted to hospital with Hannah, Abbie, and

Roland waiting in tears outside of his room. Chris’s sister, Hannah,

was all anger when she saw Baletree walking through the hospital the

day after Chris’s surgeries. Hannah charged at Baletree, brimming

with hatred for the uniform. There were police everywhere then.

They were in the room with Chris, in the hall, and even in the lobby

of the hospital, so they simply removed Hannah from the building

with Hannah screaming all the way to the carpark as Baletree kept

walking.

When Baletree lay a hand on the door handle to Chris’s room,

Roland shouted, “Another one? Falsely accusing another one of us?

Wasn’t I enough? Not enough to arrest Chris, you’ve got to torture
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him too?” and Abbie could not look at Baletree as Baletree pushed the

door open and entered the room.

Chris was handcuffed to the bed, but he would not have been

able to run away with the immense set of bandages on his leg. He

didn’t speak when he saw Baletree enter, but Baletree thought she

saw him roll his eyes when she sent the other officers out of the

room.

Chris had a small plastic mask over his nose and mouth that must

have been delivering oxygen, but he could talk clearly though it.

Chris said, “Everyone is very mad at you.”

“I don’t care,” Baletree said.

“Why haven’t you told them you found me in that bar? They don’t

know why we fought.”

“I don’t care what they think now.”

“I know, I know, you’re very tough,” he added and when he

exhaled, he moaned a little with the sensation of his relaxing

diaphragm.

“You’re clearly on some medication,” Baletree said, “but I need you

to talk to me.”

“Don’t get excited.”

“Where’s Monica?”

“Don’t get excited. You know I have an alibi. You know it

wasn’t me.”

“A confidential informant told me that you are Freddy. Our Fake

Freddy. The man who drove away with Monica.”

“No. That’s not what he said.”

“No?” Baletree asked.

Chris said, “Jin told you that I introduced myself as Freddie. Not

the same thing. I told him where to find Galenu. I found Galenu for

you useless coppers.”

Chris already seemed to be losing strength as each time he blinked,

his eye’s stayed shut for a little longer.

“How do you know what Jin told me?”

“Because I know what I told Jin, and I know Jin doesn’t lie. He

wouldn’t claim I was the real Freddie. He knows I’m not.”
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Baletree said, “Just tell me where she is. We both know that you

know.”

“No. I don’t, sorry. I’m just looking for her. I wish I knew. I was

trying to find her at the club.”

“What?”

Chris said, “It’s a whore house. Pimps pay a fee to the management

to operate out of there.”

Baletree said, “It’s not a brothel. Paying for sex is legal in Western

Australia.”

“Not as much fun when it’s all official. Not every kink is legal. I

told everyone my name is Freddie. I lied. I told everyone I have a new

woman, fresh peach, and they should ask me about her if there’s

anything illegal they want. Inquiries only. Private sessions only.”

“You lied? This was all a big fabrication from you?”

Chris took a long, slow breath and said, “You cops aren’t getting

anything done. Nothing. I told people that I am Freddie to get him to

come looking for me.”

“I don’t get it,” Baletree said.

“He’s gone. There’s nothing he wants. He already has a girl. There’s

nothing he needs from our world. Why would he come out of his little

hidey-hole, huh? Why? Just because some cops are asking around?

No.”

“Why then?”

“Why, why, why,” Chris drifted away for a moment and Baletree

just had to say, “Monica,” to bring his attention back.

“I think,” Chris said, “Freddie is proud of what he’s done.”

“OK.”

“It was a very big crime. Lots of planning and work. Lots of pride.”

“OK.”

“He won’t like someone using his name. Not now that he’s famous.

I took his alias.”

“You think he’ll come out if you’ve taken his identity. He’ll come

out to confront you.”

“That was the plan. That was the one thing in prison that everyone

held dear. You coppers take everything. Our freedom, our lives, our
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families. Even our bodies, in the jail, even our bodies don’t belong to

us. Beaten, confined, ruined. We can only keep our identities, and our

identities are all crooked. Freddie doesn’t want a nice job and a nice

house like you do, he wants to be a predator. I was taking his

achievement. He would have thought I was a pimp with a little girl

pretending to have the same girl from the news. He would have

thought I was stealing his business. Or using Freddie’s achievement to

drum up some business. Maybe. Maybe he’d just want to kill me for

spite. Either way. Freddie comes out into the daylight, and our valiant

police force can nab him.”

Baletree said, “I’m not sure if I believe you. I think I’m sitting with

Freddie right now.”

“Alibi, alibi, alibi, alibi,” Chris said quietly. “Just get the old lady to

identify me, or, you know, not identify me, whatever you cops call it.

Get her to look at my photo. How certain are you that she had

nothing to do with it? Huh? Just because she’s an old lady?”

“She lured Monica away. She’s been charged.”

“Dang, you’re ruthless. I like it.”

“Would you have killed Freddie if he came to find you?” Baletree

asked.

Chris moaned deep in his drugged-out chest and said, “Real, real,

real, real slow.” His stare fixed on something above his right shoulder,

and Chris reached out for something in the ether there that Baletree

could not see, then his hand just fell down beside him.

Baletree told him, “You shouldn’t say that to a cop.”

“Ah, but you’re a different kind of cop, aren’t you?”

“No. I’m the same.”

“You’ve killed a few people. I looked you up. You’re famous on the

internet. Big bad Judy Baletree.”

“No. I’m the same as everyone else. Just doing a job.”

“No, no,” Chris smiled and moaned again as he shifted slightly. He

added, “I saw you there in the bushes after you shot me. The real you.

You watched me die. You wanted me dead. If I hadn’t spoken about

Monica, you would have watched the light go out of my eyes.”
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“No. I called the ambulance. I saved you. Why did you say that

stuff about the freezer?”

“That’s why I like you. You’d kill to find my little angel, I know it. I

know it. That’s why you’re the lady for the job. You won’t find her with

the coppers. You coppers just react. You coppers just react when someone

makes a mistake, or we crooks let you see something. I know you work

with a few crooks. I know. That’s how you’ll find her. Use the crooks. The

druggies and the gangsters out there would love to see Monica come

home. What do they care about the paedophiles? They have daughters

too. The crooks want to see a little girl saved as much as you do.”

“Why did you say that stuff about Monica in a freezer?” Baletree

asked.

“I didn’t want to die.”

“That doesn’t make sense.”

Chris said, “You wanted to watch me die. You deny it, fine, but you

wanted to watch me die. The only chance I had, was to make you

believe I knew where Monica is. I don’t. Never did. But you would

have killed me if you didn’t think I could tell you something. I needed

you to want me to survive, and I didn’t have any more time to

convince you.”

Baletree sighed and said, “How did you know about Galenu in the

freezer?”

“I think you know, detective. You’re not a terrible cop. You might

have made a decent criminal. Maybe if we had met earlier, what do

you think? Maybe you and I should have been mates in school.”

Baletree repeated, “Tell me how you knew about Galenu in the

freezer.”

Chris smiled to himself and closed his eyes. He said, “You know

already. You know how I knew. You tell me.”

“Did you kill him?”

“Don’t act dumb. You’re not dumb. Why did I know Galenu was in

the freezer? Huh, Detective? How did I know?”

“All right,” Baletree muttered. “Everyone knows. All of you crooks

know. You all know a paedophile was stuffed into an ice block in
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Yanchep. The police are the last to know. I was the last to know. I’m

always the last to know.”

“Yep. Word on the street.”

“Well, we’re defrosting him now, so we’ll be the first to know what

actually happened.”

“Always the last to know.”

“Great. Do you know who did it?”

“Nah, probably one of the bigger groups. Kidnapping kids is bad

for business. Only one person benefits from a single crime that

doesn’t make any serious cash. That’s not community crime. Taking a

kid ruins everything else. Too many cops searching houses. Crooks

don’t like rock spiders. No one likes paedophiles. If they could, the

gangs would kill them all.”

“OK, well,” Baletree paused as she stood. She added, “Good luck in

jail.”

Chris’s eyes shot open, “Are you sending me back? You shot me,

isn’t that enough?”

“No. I’m not convinced that you’re innocent in all of this. I showed

you my badge and you smashed a glass over my head.”

“I just threw it at you. Don’t be such a girl.”

“Assaulting a cop. You’re going away for a while.”

“I wasn’t angry before I went to jail the first time. I was just a

burglar, now look at me.”

Baletree said, “You’re a liar.”

“Truth. Really. I was a decent bloke. I was a burglar, but I was a

nice guy. Never hurt anyone. Now I fight cops. You shouldn’t have put

me away the first time, I’d just be a plumber if you’d left me alone.”

Chris said.

“I don’t believe you. If you think of something useful, if you

suddenly remember you know something, give me a call. Maybe you’ll

get out of jail young enough to have your own little angel.”

Baletree walked to the door, and she wasn’t planning on looking

back at Chris until he said, “You are surrounded by ghosts. I saw

them. They were calling me. They were calling me while you watched

me die.”
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Baletree looked down at his pale face and said, “I know.”

“They will watch you die. All your ghosts. Someday.”

“Maybe.”

“Ask the crooks,” Chris said.

“What?”

“Everything about the Galenu.”

“What is everything?”

“Why was Galenu sharing a car with Freddie? Two kidnappers,

two kids, one car. Why that four-wheel-drive off road car? Why

wasn’t Galenu there when his apartment was raided? He had a girl

already, he had food, why wasn’t he there? Why is he frozen? Huh?

Don’t let Galenu off the hook just because he’s dead. He knew

Monica.”



B
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aletree visited the morgue. The first thing the coroner said

to Baletree was, “Why don’t you come here more often?”

“What the hell are you talking about? Why would I?” she said.

“It’s an interesting place. We can discuss causes of death anytime

without a body. You might learn something.” The coroner’s name was

Xander, and he was a short, wide man that moved with his elbows far

out away from his sides. He looked peculiar until he leant over a

corpse, then suddenly his width and spread arms made perfect sense

to his occupation as he expanded over the body like a spider over

lunch. He was always smiling a small, pained smile that turned

Baletree’s stomach and made her wonder how long it would be before

she could leave.

Baletree said, “Just tell me about the Kenyan,” as she glimpsed

around the empty, sterile autopsy suite.

Xander asked, “Do you want to see him?”

“No. I found him. I’m done seeing him.”

“Fine, boring, but fine, would you like to see this?” Xander help up

a long, rectangular piece of metal. It was the length of a ruler but

wider on all sides.

Baletree asked, “Is that what he was holding?”



C HA P T E R  T W E NT Y-FO U R | 145

“Yes.”

“Well, obviously, I want to see that. Is it the murder weapon?”

“Certainly not.”

“What is it?” Baletree asked as she took the metal from Xander.”

“It is a solid metal bar, called square bar, and it could kill someone,

but it did not kill our Kenyan.”

Baletree turned it in her hands. “Is this writing?”

“Yes.”

There were thick letters scrawled over the metal with more metal,

like writing in the sand by piling up new ridges of sand on top of the

flat ground.

Baletree read out, “I’m sorry. I loved them all. I loved Monica the

most. I killed them all. I killed Monica. Goodbye.”

Baletree’s face went red as she clenched her jaw and she said, “No,

Xander, don’t you dare.”

Xander said, “Cause of death—”

“Don’t even think it. Do not write that down. Don’t say it.”

“Suicide.”

Baletree screamed, and Xander took a step back as Baletree raised

the bar over her head and turned to throw it into anything valuable

she could find.

“DAMN IT!” she shrieked before she remembered the thing in her

hands was evidence, and she gently lay it back down on a table.

Baletree took a deep breath and told Xander that, “Galenu did not

commit suicide.”

“I believe he did.”

“He was a paedophile with a little girl waiting for him in bed.”

“All I get is the body. The rest of the mystery is yours.”

“He’s in a freezer, a bloody freezer. That’s not a suicide.”

“Technically, he’s in a vessel of water.”

“Ice.”

“Water before ice. Galenu has no defensive wounds. There are no

drugs in his system. There is no water in his lungs.”

Baletree said, “I still think he was murdered.”

“You wish he was murdered. That’s different. When the living
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human body gets water in the throat, the throat closes, and the body

suffocates unless it is removed from water. When a human body

leaves the water, the throat is cleared by coughing and, sometimes,

vomiting. A living body naturally prevents water from travelling

down the throat, and a body that dies while preventing water from

moving down the throat remains in that state with the throat closed.

There is no water in Galenu’s lungs because Galenu’s throat closed,

and he suffocated. If Galenu was dead when he was put in the freezer,

his body could not stop the water from naturally passing over his

tongue and filling his lungs. A dead body is just a vessel. He went into

that freezer alive without putting up a fight.”

“No.”

“He has a suicide note.”

“No. That’s not how a person kills themselves. That’s how a

murderer disposes of a body.”

Xander said, “I have to disagree.”

“Please don’t.”

“Drowning is a preferred method of death. Sure, a person will feel

immense fear as they drown and fight to find oxygen, but suffocation

is comparably pleasant when compared to gunshot wounds, or

strangulation, or opening and artery, or a high impact trauma from a

fall. Drugging yourself to death is horrible, absolutely miserable, and

all of these methods leave a mess.”

“I don’t think this freak cared about a mess.”

“Galenu probably filled the freezer with warm water and lay down

in a dark bath. He has not left a stinking corpse for his friends or

family to find. He is not a decomposing corpse for the fish to devour.

He can be buried or treated properly according to his preferences. He

could almost have an open casket funeral. Our Kenyan was actually

quite pleasant to work on. He was a delight compared to most people

who meet a violent end, suicide or otherwise.”

“No. Not in a freezer. Not like that.”

“Self-immolation is the act of destroying yourself with fire. I have

worked on six self-immolation cases. After meeting our Kenyan, I
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wonder why we don’t have a term in the English language for freezing

one’s self. Self-cryonics, maybe, self-cryogenics, no.”

“Why didn’t he just get up? Get out.”

“That’s the real beauty here. As I mentioned, the terror and fear is

the worst part of drowning. No terror or fear, and it could be quite

preferable, if, of course, you wanted to be dead.”

Baletree shook her head and asked, “Can you take another look?

You must have missed something.”

Xander pointed to the bar on which Galenu had written his

suicide note. He asked, “Do you know what that is?”

“No.”

“Welding is the process of melting metal to fix two pieces of metal

together, like glue between two pieces of plastic. Children write

messages in glue by just spreading it on a piece of plastic without

adding a second piece of plastic to utilise the adhesive purpose of

glue.”

“Sure. I see. I get it.”

“A welder can use the tools to run a bead of melted metal onto a

metal surface without adding a second piece of metal.”

“Yep.”

“Guess what.”

Baletree shook her head and looked at the door.

Xander repeated, “Guess what? Come on, detective.”

“Was Galenu a welder?”

“Oops, trick question,” Xander grinned, “I get the body, and you

get the mystery.”

“You know what Xander?” Baletree said as she walked to the door,

“I hate this place, and I hate you.”

“No, you don’t, you love me, really, I can see it under all that

bitterness. I’ll see you again soon.”

“Not too soon.”

Xander said, “It’s always sooner than we would like.”

• • •
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THE RUGBY CLUBHOUSE WAS BRIGHT WITH THE DOOR PROPPED OPEN TO

Baletree’s makeshift office. There were dirty jerseys in a bag in the

corner when Baletree had entered, but she’d tossed the bag out onto

the grass as she’d come into the room to save herself from the smell.

There was a note written on a whiteboard asking the next person to

be in the room to wash the jerseys, but that would not be Baletree.

Baletree’s phone rang, and she answered it with dull, “Mm-hmm?”

There was silence on the other end of the line for long enough for

curiosity to prickle the skin on the back of her neck. She asked, “Who

is this?”

“It’s Jin.”

“Jin?” Baletree asked. “You ran out of that bar pretty quick. I didn’t

think I’d hear from you again.”

“You owe me.”

“I know,” Baletree said, and more silence stretched out over the

phone line until she asked, “Is there something else?”

“Maybe.”

“What?”

Jin asked, “Are you a missing person detective. Is that what you do

all day?”

“Yes.”

“Do you find many kids?”

“Yes, but we’re usually too late.”

“What does that mean?”

“I find a lot of bodies.”

Jin swore under his breath, then he told Baletree, “You don’t owe

me anything.”

“Sorry, what?”

“You don’t owe me. I don’t need anything from you.”

Baletree said, “Jin, mate, we can make you an official informant if

you want. If you’re nervous or worried about retaliation. We can

make your input official, and we can protect you. We can pay you too.

Officially, through the police. We can make it all official.”

Jin asked, “Do I sound nervous?”

“No. You sound angry. Why are you angry?”
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“I got a nephew. My sister’s kid. He’s autistic. He’s a little older

than Monica, but he’s vulnerable, you know?”

“Yes.”

Jin said, “I don’t want your money. I don’t want protection. I don’t

need anything like that. I don’t need anything from you, but I don’t

like the idea of you being too late to rescue these kids. Do you get it?”

“No,” Baletree said. “What are you saying here?”

Jin said, “I’m going to call you occasionally, and I’m going to help.

Not for the cops but for the kids. I don’t like these freaks that take the

kids. Do you get it?”

“Yes. Tell me anything. Anytime.”

“Mmm,” Jin said, and Baletree waited until he added. “I saw some

stuff on the news. The man in the freezer had a kid in his apartment.

So, they must have taken him from his apartment. Whoever killed

him must have gone to the apartment. He wouldn’t have been

anywhere else, not if he already had the kid he wanted.”

“Actually, the official cause of death is suicide. We believe the man

in the freezer killed himself out of guilt.”

“What?” Jin barked.

“He killed himself. He was ashamed or felt guilty or something. He

put himself in the freezer.”

“You cops are dumber than I thought. Why wouldn’t he let the girl

go first if he felt remorse? Killing himself solves nothing.”

“All we can do is work with the evidence. The evidence says he

killed himself.”

“No. That’s ridiculous. What about common sense? Someone put

him in that freezer and whoever did it left the girl. Why would

someone do that? Why would someone heavy kill the rock spider and

leave the girl innocent?” Jin asked.

Baletree nodded along as she said, “Common sense tells me that

they did it because it was the right thing to do. It was a good deed. Kill

the rock spider and leave the girl to be saved by the cops.”

“That’s better, detective. Think a little harder. Now you just have

to figure out who would do that.”

“Honestly?” Baletree asked, “I think you would do it. You or me.”
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“Yeah,” Jin laughed with a short, pinched chuckle. “Yes,” he said,

“we would, wouldn’t we? If I was an official informant, like you

suggest, the cops would investigate me now. Wouldn’t they?”

“Yes.”

“Will you?”

“Yes, but only to figure out if you have another motive. I won’t

come after you for the regular biker stuff.”

“You won’t find anything upsetting. I don’t hurt kids.”

Baletree said, “I know. I think you and I might have a few things in

common.”

“Don’t call me back on this number,” Jin said. “I’ll text you a

different number. Don’t look into the new phone number. Not like a

cop. Just take the digits and call me if you figure something out.”

“I can’t share police information.”

“No, of course not,” Jin said. “And I can’t share the crooks’

information, but someone has gotta find these kids,” and he hung up

the call.

Baletree leant back in her chair and felt wholly confident that

Chloe would be safe from her father’s apathy with Jin watching over

her. Then she asked Henry the ghost, “Why did Galenu kill himself if

he had a girl in his apartment?”

No answer came, so Baletree let her head rest on her shoulder to

try and sleep. When she woke, Henry was whispering in her ear. He

asked Baletree, “Do remember how I felt after I hurt them?”

“Very sorry. You always apologised, and you always did it again.”

“Guilty,” Henry told her in a clear, sharp whisper. Then he asked,

“And how did you feel after you killed me?”

“Glad.” Baletree said. “I have never, and I will never feel guilty for

murdering you.”

Suddenly, Hest’s voice was in her ears, barking, “Who the hell are

you talking to?”

Baletree sat up straight, and yawned, and said, “Ghosts.”

“Everyone warned me that you’re creepy. They warned me not to

come down here to find you.”

“No one knows about this place.”
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“Everyone knows about this place,” Hest said as he lifted one leg

and half-sat on the side of Baletree’s desk.

“Why doesn’t anyone ever come down here then?”

“Why would they? No one wants to see any of this. You’ve ruined

my day already, and I’ve only been here thirty seconds. It stinks in

here.”

“Yeah, it does,” Baletree said as she twisted and stretched her back.

“So why did you come?”

“I spoke to Xander on the phone. Suicide?”

“Apparently. Xander is very impressed.”

“And you’re not?”

“Would you be?”

Hest said, “No, not about that, but I’ve got some news.”

“Good news?”

“Yes, sort of. Depressing.”

“Really?” Baletree leant forward, and her eyes widened a little.

“Evelyn Boone has formerly identified Chris Pooler in a line-up.

Chris is your Fake Freddy.”

“What!” Baletree leapt to her feet and grabbed Hest by the collar.

“Really?” Hest waited a moment with his palms up in surrender, but

he didn’t move, and he didn’t push Baletree away. He let her cling to

his collar until she relaxed and stepped away.

Hest just nodded.

Baletree asked, “What about the alibi?”

“Oh,” Hest scrunched his face up in disgust, “What a mess that is, I

can’t believe he was so confident. Chris is a plumber. He was in and

out of people’s houses all day. He took an hour and fifteen minutes for

lunch that day, and none of his afternoon jobs can definitively say that

he was with them at the time of Monica’s disappearance. He works in

bathrooms while other people are doing other things in other parts of

the house. No one can be certain where he is. He could easily leave for

an hour. No alibi.”

“I didn’t see that coming. Why didn’t I see that,” Baletree said as

Hest nodded along. She added, “So maybe Chris was robbing the place

through the back, stabbed Ben, and took Monica to cover his tracks.
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No, hold on, he convinced Evelyn to lure Monica away. So Chris has

smashed in through the back to make it look like a robbery, classic

Chris robbery he’s done it before, and Ben has chased him. He didn’t

expect to be chased, so he had to stab Ben in the bush behind the

house. It was just the way it looked. A faked robbery to get to Monica.

Jesus. Chris could have done it a lot easier than that.”

Hest said, “The guy is already a burglar. Maybe he thought this was

pretty easy.”

“Maybe.”

“Has he been arrested yet?”

“No.”

Baletree asked, “So, does he know he’s been caught yet?”

“No. Evelyn’s photofit identification was done digitally. Chris

thinks he’s still free. Why do you think I’m here? I’ll drive you to the

hospital. You can tell him.”

ONCE AGAIN, HANNAH ERUPTED WITH HER RESERVOIR OF ANGER AS SHE

saw Baletree marching onto the floor of the hospital where Chris was

being detained. This time, Baletree was smiling.

Uniformed officers moved to restrain Hannah, but Baletree told

them to, “Let her see this,” as Baletree stormed into Chris’s room. He

was asleep, but his eyes peeled open in all the commotion.

Baletree stood at the foot of the bed and grinned down at Chris.

She asked him, “Were you a good bloke before prison? Huh,

Chris?”

“Yeah, I just robbed a few spots.”

“Did you?”

“Yeah. Why are you here again?” A touch of fear crept into his

stare.

“Evelyn has done her photofit. She has identified the man

previously known as Fake Freddy.”

Chris started shaking his head, and he raised his voice as he said,

“So why are you here? Why are you in my room? Why aren’t you out

there arresting him?”
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Baletree smiled at him, with all the family and officers watching,

holding their breath. She said, “I’m glad you survived the gunshot.

Honestly, I am. Because you can tell us where you put her.”

The words that came out of Chris’s mouth were the garbled,

strangled words of desperation. He thrashed in the bed as Baletree

yelled down at him, “Freddy, Fake Freddy, Chris Pooler. Evelyn has

identified you as the man who drove the green, off-road SUV and the

man last seen driving away with Monica.”

Everyone who was not in uniform was screaming. Four police

worked in chaotic, scrambling unison to haul Roland out of the room

as he shrieked random death threats at Chris. Hannah was just crying,

“Not again! Not again!” As Chris wailed, “It wasn’t me, please, please,

please, God. It wasn’t me! I didn’t do it!”

In the storm of emotion, Baletree, brimming with the glory of it

all, saw Abbie slip out of the room and run to the elevators. Hest

watched Baletree leave, and he nodded to her as he took over the

formal police process of informing Chris of his rights and obligations

as Hest formally arrested him.

All Baletree could hear was the screaming behind her as she

charged up behind Abbie and shouted. “Wait, wait, Abbie, wait.”

Abbie had to stop at the closed elevator doors, but she didn’t turn.

When Baletree moved to stand between her and the elevator, Abbie

ran away from Baletree, back towards the chaos of Chris’s room. As

Abbie glimpsed up to look back in the direction of her family, she fell

as if the sight of them had struck her between the eyes.

Baletree caught Abbie and she held Abbie up off the floor. There

was no weight to the woman, and she crinkled over Baletree like a

woman with no more substance than paper.

Before Baletree knew what she was doing, she was telling Abbie,

“I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry. I tried.”

“No, please, no.”

Baletree said, “I’m so sorry. It’s over. It’s done.”

“Please don’t let that be the end. Please, please, Judy, please.”

“I’m sorry,” Baletree said as she quickly wiped at her eyes. Abbie

raised a finger and pointed at the scramble of limbs and threats and
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misery behind her, and she said, “That’s not the end. Not like that. Not

for my poor, poor baby. Please.”

Baletree released Abbie to stand on her own feet, and the shell of

Abbie stared at Baletree, her finger still pointing.

Abbie said, “It can’t end like that. That is not the end of Monica.”

Baletree could not speak. She couldn’t breathe, or move, or close

her ears to all of the hate that filled the world around them.

Abbie straightened and swallowed, and Baletree watched the

ruined mother force something down inside herself. Abbie pointed

the finger on her other hand at Baletree and said, “You told me you’d

find her.”

Baletree took a breath, but she could not find the courage to speak.

Abbie repeated, “You said you would find Monica. That is not

Monica.”

“I tried. This is a result.”

“No. That’s not good enough. You found him, fine, him, but you

did not find my little girl. You have not found Monica.”

“I’m so sorry.”

“You told me that you would never give up. Don’t give up. Find

her.”

“It’s over now.”

“NO! It will never be over. Not for me. Never.”

Baletree watched the tears streaming from Abbie’s face. Hest was

watching them from the doorway of the room with a blank stare, and

Baletree said, “OK.”

No one spoke for a long while.

Baletree said, “OK. I’ll find her. I’ll find her if I have to cut the

information out of him.”

“Really?”

“Yes.”

Abbie said, “Tell me, please, promise me this isn’t the end of my

girl.”

“This is not the end. This is not how it ends. I’ll find her. Monica

will have a proper ending.”

Baletree walked away as the doors to the elevator opened. She
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stepped inside, and Hest charged forwards to ride the elevator down

with her.

They stood in silence while Baletree wiped the emotions onto the

backs of her hands. She cleared her throat and grunted and took a few

deep breaths.

Hest said, “That went well,” but Baletree didn’t answer.

Hest said, “So, twelve-year-old boy taken from a public pool in

Como. He’s a swimmer. A very good swimmer, a prodigy, I suppose. A

swim coach he had last year has been accused of standing in the

changing rooms for a little too long if you know what I mean.

Unfortunately, I can’t find this coach. I sure could use another

detective.”

Baletree said, “There are a lot of detectives out there.”

“Yes,” Hest began, “but they’re all busy. You’re free now. The

mystery is solved.”

“I’m not done.”

“I know, I know, but what about this boy’s parents? You never

know, the two occurrences could be linked somehow.”

“It’s unlikely.”

“This boy could still be alive. I think he’s alive, but not for long.”

“OK, sure. Add another to the list. I’ve got a new informant. I

bikie.”

“What’s his name?” Hest asked.

“No name. He’s off the books. He doesn’t want the cops sniffing

around his operation. He just wants to help.”

“Help the cops?”

“Help the kids. He’ll look for swim boy.”

“Great,” Hest said. “I’ll take all the help I can get.”





PART III

You’re almost at the end of the story! How are you enjoying it so far?

When you’re finished, it would be wonderful if you could head to

https://www.danielnorrish.com/survey to complete a very short

survey about the novel. Your imput will help me improve the book

before the release, so THANKS in advance :)

- Dan
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he world moved on, pleased that Monica had been

avenged. Justice was served as Chris Pooler was given a

minimum of twenty-seven years in prison for the combined charges

around Monica and assaulting a police officer. The judge told Chris

that Chris was an example of a man who had been given every

opportunity to drag himself out of the darkness and start a new life.

He had been given every opportunity, and he had used that to destroy

a hundred lives, that of Monica and everyone in Monica’s world.

Chris was berated in the media as the worst kind a criminal. An evil

man who was poised for a productive life, and twice decided to attack

the society around him. Twice chose evil over good.

Chris was housed in a protective unit of Casuarina Prison with all

the other rock spiders, and every once in a while, Baletree paid cash to

a local crime lord to ensure that the men around Chris abused him.

These horrible men were not often able to get to Chris physically, so

they would whisper to him through the walls. They whispered so that

the guards never knew that Chris was under assault, and they

whispered all the things they would love to do to Chris. These

horrible men would dream, and whisper their fantasies to Chris with

Chris as the victim of their perversion, and Chris would press his
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hands to his ears. For years, Chris pressed his hands to his ears, but

when he woke from any sleep he managed to steal, he would hear a

sentence or two before he had the chance to fold his head into the

pillow to escape the sound.

Soon, the guards started noticing swelling around Chris’s ears.

When they called his name, he did not answer. Even before the guards

escorted Chris to the medical facility, they knew he was deaf. The

doctor found lead from a pencil in Chris’s left ear, and Baletree didn’t

see much point in paying for Chris’s torture anymore.

Chris never spoke about Monica. Not her body, not what he had

done to her, and not the memories of their happy family before he

kidnapped her. The name would not pass his lips, but she was with

him always. She stood over him when he wept. She was there when

his ears bled. She waited for him in his nightmares.

Baletree could not move on. Never. She visited Abbie every week,

almost every week, and Baletree shook her head every time Abbie

opened the door for her. Every time Abbie opened the door, she

would have a sparkle of hope in her eye until Baletree shook her head,

then Abbie would boil the kettle and the women would watch the tea

go cold.

A year passed, and then another, and another, and Baletree

continued to visit Abbie. Abbie found a new partner in life, and the

man came with a three-year-old son named Paul. Roland was never

there, and Abbie never mentioned him. Baletree noticed that Abbie

was often drunk, even in the mornings, but Baletree didn’t mention it.

In the ten years after Monica’s disappearance, Baletree worked on

sixty-four missing persons cases involving children. She found them,

dead or alive, about half of the time. After the decade, there were

thirty children that Baletree had not been able to locate. In the next

decade, Baletree expected another thirty, then another and another.

One day, Baletree realised that she would measure the length of her

career in the number of children she could not find. She did the

maths, and she thought she might end up responsible for one hundred

and fifty missing children. She saw the number everywhere. A dollar
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fifty for a chocolate bar. A hundred and fifty days until the next

Olympics. One hundred and fifty cents per litre for fuel.

A hundred and fifty kids, families, worlds.

After fourteen years, Baletree saw the number fifteen looming in

Abbie’s near future, and Baletree called Abbie on the phone. She told

her to make sure Roland was there for Baletree’s next visit. When

Abbie protested, Baletree told her to shut up, and she didn’t care

about anyone’s relationship, and she told Abbie they were going to

find Monica fifteen years after the kidnapping. Now.



T

C H A P T E R T W E N T Y- S I X

here were people moving in the other rooms of the house

as Baletree sat at the dining room table with Roland.

Baletree could see the age of him now, there was no youthful hope or

expectation, just a man who had seen too many endings. Roland

looked around the room, avoiding Baletree, and when he looked at

the walls and down the hallways, Roland seemed to be studying

everything. Baletree thought he seemed too interested in the

imperfections. His wandering stare stopped when he saw a crack in

the paint or a chip out of a door frame, and his ears tweaked when

Paul, the three-year-old, made noise in the other room.

Baletree told him, “You haven’t been here in almost fifteen years.”

Roland said, “I know. Who is the kid in the other room?”

“He’s Paul, and he’s three years old.”

“What? Abbie has a son?”

“No,” Baletree said, “Abbie’s partner is Mark. Mark’s son is Paul.”

“Oh, how long have they been together?”

“A while. A year or two.”

“Sure. So, are you and Abbie mates? Have you been coming here

this whole time? Drinking tea. Chatting.”

“Abbie is Monica’s mother. We’re not close.”
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“But you come here all the time. You visit Abbie all the time,”

Roland said. “How can you say you’re not friends?”

“We are not friends. I come to Monica’s house once a week to

discuss the case. I’ve done nothing special for Abbie.”

“You don’t think so? You arrested me, and I haven’t heard from

you. You definitely treat Abbie special.”

Baletree leant forward and squeezed her jaw tight to hold back the

irritation that Roland spawned in her. She said, “I arrested you

because I suspected you did something. I still might. I come here

because it’s Monica’s home. Abbie is here, and you are not because

you left. I’m not making two trips.”

“And you can’t make a phone call? How many times have you

called me?”

“Can you make a phone call? How many times have you called

Abbie? She could have used some support from her husband.”

“I thought you weren’t interested in her personal life?”

“I’m not. I don’t need to be interested to see you’re a prick, you

bailed when things got tough, but I’m glad you came today.”

Roland said, “No one wants to be your friend, detective. Just find

Monica.”

Baletree asked, “Do you think she’s still out there? Will we find

her?”

“Yes.”

“What do you think Chris did with her? Will we find Monica

Alive?”

“Sometimes, I think she’s alive. It depends on the day.”

Abbie slowly walked into the room with a large tray. She put a

teapot in the middle of the table and offered everyone a cup, and they

nodded without speaking.

Baletree said, “I have an idea. There is a new possibility to help

find Monica.”

“What?” Abbie and Roland asked together.

“A professional informer. A professional snitch.”

“Wait a sec,” Roland says, “Do you mean a confidential informant?

Someone working for the police?”
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“No. This person is not confidential. This person has a Facebook

page, and a website, and a list of services they offer for a fee. It is a

business. It is very, very suspicious, but Monica is gone. At this point,

Monica is gone.”

“Stop, stop, stop,” Abbie waved her hands up in front of her chest

before she said, “Slow down, start from scratch, slowly, explain what

this is. We went to criminals before, and you told us to stay away from

that world.”

“Yes,” Baletree began, “you should not go to them. Criminals want

money. Only money. That’s it. They have no repercussions for lying.

There is no reason for them to follow through on any promise they

make. You can’t trust them. However, a professional snitch is someone

who you can hire to be a link between the police and the criminal

world. This person will go to the criminals for you and look for the

information we need. They deal with the criminals, not you, and this

pro snitch needs to get a result to improve the reputation of their

business. The snitch can’t lie, the criminals will. The snitch will ask

about Monica and their whole business, their whole life depends on

secrecy. They’re different to the police or a registered private

investigator. A cop or a PI will need to reveal their sources and

provide evidence at court and all the official stuff. A professional

snitch will not provide any evidence. They won’t even write anything

down, but they may come back to us with a name, or an address, or a

location. Something. Anything.”

“OK,” Roland said, and it sounded like he was going to continue,

but Baletree added, “I need to stress that any information we find

down this path will not be used in court. It can, and it almost certainly

will give any defence attorney in the future a very good argument to

dismiss any case. If the snitch finds Monica through less than lawful

means, you’ll get an address or whatever, but the snitch can’t even talk

about the ways they found the address. They’ll probably deny being

directly involved, which means the cops won’t even be able to

prosecute a person if Monica is discovered on a that person’s

property. The law is out of it.”

Roland asked, “Is it illegal?”
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“No, not for you, but the snitch might not use perfectly legal

means. All you’re doing is hiring someone to help. If the snitch

chooses to break the law, they’ll do it in secret and avoid detection.

Same as a criminal. Most likely, the snitch will search for information

and just put the word out that there’s a big reward for any new

discoveries. Do you understand?”

Abbie said, “I think so.”

“There won’t be any point in arresting someone on the

professional snitch’s information. If Chris worked with someone else,

if he did this as a team, hiring this snitch might mean that Chris’s

team will have a loophole they can use to avoid prosecution. We could

even uncover evidence that Chris could use to try and get himself out

of jail. If we find Monica now, and it has nothing to do with Chris, he

may argue that it never had anything to do with him.”

“But,” Roland began, “surely if we just get an anonymous tip from

someone because we’ve posted a fresh reward, and used this

professional snitch to get the word out, surely we can arrest someone

then?”

“If we are lead in the right direction, and we find more evidence,

then we can present the additional evidence any try to convict

someone new, but it probably won’t work. Again, let me stress, any

legal defence team will argue that whoever we’ve arrested has been

unfairly treated, and any new court case will almost certainly be

thrown out.”

Abbie said, “But we’re not going to find a kidnapper, are we? We’re

not going to find more kidnappers after all of this time. Are we?”

“What do you mean?” Roland asked.

“Come on, Roland, we’re looking for Monica.”

“Yeah, and if we find more people involved, then they could lead us

to her. We could get her back.”

“Get her back? What do you mean?” Abbie asked.

Roland smiled and nodded to himself and said, “This is a great

idea, we could get our daughter back.”

“Well, yeah,” Abbie began, “to bury.”

“How can you say that?”



166 | K I C K  D OW N  T H E  D O O R

“Calm down, don’t get all dramatic.”

“Dramatic? We’re talking about Monica.”

“We’re talking about our daughter that was taken. Probably by a

paedophile. She’d be an adult now; don’t you realise that?”

“I can’t believe you’d say that.”

Abbie said, “Even if some information comes back, and Monica is

out there, the kidnapper isn’t going to come forward. Not like this.

This option, this sneaky criminal that will go ask all the other

criminals if they know something, will only get information if it’s old,

stale information. Someone might know where Monica is buried, but

no one is going to come forward and confess they’ve been hiding

information.”

“That’s true,” Baletree added, “but don’t forget that everyone hates

child abductors, even criminals. A professional snitch will approach

the biker gangs and the organised crime groups and these crooks hate

paedophiles. They might just give someone up out of spite, but they

will not speak with the same honesty with a cop. A cop will want to

know how the informant got the information; a snitch doesn’t care.

It’s a pro snitch’s business not to care, just get the information. I

cannot do the same things a snitch can, I just can’t.”

Roland asked, “What does this snitch want?”

“Lots of money. It’s a business. You’ll have to post a new reward

too. This won’t cost you less than one-hundred-thousand dollars.”

“Fine. Done,” Roland said.

Abbie asked, “Really? You’ve got that ready?”

Roland didn’t look at Abbie when he told Baletree, “Make it two

hundred thousand, I don’t care, but I want every piece of information.

I want everything, not just the things you think are relevant.”

“Good,” Baletree said, “but I should also warn you that police hate

this sort of thing. I can’t help any more than this conversation. Don’t

even tell anyone I suggested this. You’re on your own with the

professional snitch, and the money, and the leads they find. It’s almost

vigilante, and it can seriously impede an investigation. If Chris had

accomplices, they will still be watching. They will always be watching

to see if anyone is getting closer. Using a professional snitch could
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shake things up in a bad way. Someone might destroy more evidence,

like a body. They might even hurt the other people who know about

the crime. Fourteen years is a long time, and the relationships

between people who know about Monica’s disappearance may have

changed. The police want to cleanly identify new evidence in the

course of their lawful investigation, but you guys want answers. You

want answers, damn the consequences.”

Abbie asked, “Do you think this is a good idea?” and both Baletree

and Roland said, “Yes,” before Baletree added, “I want them to move

the body or start fighting. Anything that comes from this will happen

behind the scenes. It will all be dodgy and illegal. I have to be honest

here, we don’t have anything. The police have been waiting for Chris

to confess and give us the body, but he hasn’t. After what he’s been

through already in gaol, I don’t think he will ever help us. Let’s just

find Monica. Let’s try anything.”

Baletree handed Abbie the business card of a local professional

snitch, and Roland snatched it off her. He was nodding and grinning,

and Baletree told them both, “Good luck,” as she stood and walked

away from the pair of them. As she was opening the front door, she

heard Roland say, “This is it, this could bring her home,” and Abbie

told him to, “Get out of my house.”
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he farmhouse where Baletree lived had changed a lot over

the years. The garden was bigger, always bigger, and bigger,

and Baletree often took crates of fresh vegetables to the shelters in the

city. She would find small groups of people who were organising

barbeques or camps for teenagers who needed a little help to avoid

drugs and lives of crime, and she donated all the fresh produce they

required. Baletree never took any money for the fruits and vegetables

she grew for the struggling teenagers; she was only ever paid to arrest

them when they grew up a little. Some of the people who had eaten

her tomatoes and apples where the people she dragged crying and

screaming to the lock up of the local station. Some of the people who

enjoyed Baletree’s free passionfruit started their own farms.

A second water tank appeared behind the house. The team of

welders and craftsmen who came to install the tank told her that they

could fix the original water tank for much, much cheaper, but

Baletree told them she needed a bigger one for the expanding garden.

The new water tank was as big as the house, and the people installing

it reminded Baletree that she could more easily set up a reticulation

system that utilised the dam at the back of the property, but Baletree

refused. She told them all that she worried climate change would dry
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the dam. She told them that the tank needed to be metal, and it

needed to be five metres off the ground on a metal frame.

After Baletree had planted the seed of action in the minds of

Roland and Abbie, and she knew they would seek out the professional

snitch, she took a day to tend to her property. She did not walk the

rows of grape vines or mend the hole in the emu-proof fence. Baletree

checked the bank of batteries she had built in a ventilated

underground bunker beside the water tank. She checked that the solar

panels she had installed were functioning properly and the emergency

generator was operational. Baletree ensured the system she had

devised and birthed would never, ever run out of power, even if she

was away from the house for a whole month. When she was done,

Baletree cooked a rack of lamb ribs over an open fire in her backyard,

and she stared at the two water tanks as she sucked the marrow from

the bones.

Baletree knew Roland and Abbie had contacted the professional

snitch and posted a new reward as soon as her phone rang. Abbie and

Roland had paid the snitch, and the snitch had announced the new

reward, and the criminals of Perth started to look for Monica. They

knew that all they had to do was help either the police or the snitch,

Abbie and Roland, directly, and they could be rewarded for their

assistance.

Every single criminal who reported to Baletree, whether they were

official confidential informants, or just scumbags looking for cash,

contacted her in the same week. Baletree had to turn her phone on

silent in each of the meetings she took because there was an absolute

guarantee that the thieves and junkies and killers would all be chasing

her, searching for her approval. Each one of them had heard that the

hunt was back on for Monica, and there were big, big cash rewards

for anyone with solid information.

These informers didn’t realise Baletree was behind the

professional snitch. They told Baletree that the rewards would be

handed out by a man named Terry Maiden, who promised to take any

information to the family, and the police, confidentially and to pay

them money even before their information was confirmed. Baletree
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pretended to be surprised by every fresh account, and she very

politely asked if the people who reported to her could focus on the

lives of the criminals who were going to speak to Terry.

Baletree was a detective. All information that Terry handed to the

police would eventually be given to Baletree. However, this

information would be raw and unfounded, so Baletree asked her

informants to find out the motivations behind each criminal’s dealing

with Terry. She wanted to know who was lying to him. She wanted to

know why they had waited so long. She wanted to know if there were

any other motivations, other than money, for these secret-keepers to

come out of the shadows now, fourteen years too late. Most

importantly, Baletree wanted to know the one thing that would

substantiate any claim to knowledge of Monica’s disappearance;

Baletree wanted to know who had ever secretly associated with Chris

Pooler.

Over one thousand reports came in. Over one thousand. Several

hundred through the official channels of the police force and several

hundred through the semi-official channels of Terry the Snitch.

Hundreds more whispered to Baletree through open car windows and

behind supermarket aisles. When something promising appeared,

Baletree sometimes paid the informants with her ow cash. Baletree

figured she spent a little under fifty-three thousand dollars on

information in the four months after she urged Abbie and Roland to

use Terry, and Baletree threw cash at the criminals she knew to keep

them searching. Roland paid Terry for the raw information and the

exciting publicity of a new hunt, but Baletree paid the invisible

predators that wouldn’t speak to Terry. Baletree only wished she had

dived in with both feet earlier instead of waiting for Chris to confess.

There were two men and a woman who lied to Baletree’s face to

get some cash. The first, a man named Keith, was charged with

possession of an unlicensed firearm the day after he spoke to

Baletree. Then Linda, who had once left her child in the bath while

she went out to buy cigarettes, had a large fire lit under the

motorcycle in her garage. The explosion in the fuel tank burnt down

part of Linda’s house. The final liar, who Baletree did not know
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personally, was hit by a car fifteen minutes after Baletree had warned

him away. These small occurrences turned to myth as they were

discussed through the underworld as prevalently as the money that

Terry the snitch and Baletree were offering, and soon Baletree had

fewer visitors. These rare visitors were very frightened of her and

very serious, and soon Baletree did not hear her heartbeat in her ears

very often at all.

Abbie appeared again a month after they had commenced the

services of Terry the Snitch. She found Baletree parked in a car

outside of the police station. Baletree was whispering to herself as

Abbie threw open the passenger side door and sat down in the

vehicle.

Baletree said, “What the hell?” at the same time as Abbie

blubbered, “I’m so glad I found you out here.” Abbie didn’t say

anything else, so Baletree held her hands up, and Abbie said, “I didn’t

want to go inside, but I think there’s a problem.”

Abbie was sniffling and swallowing to clear her throat. Baletree

asked, “What has Terry done?”

“No, not Terry, Roland.”

“Roland? What’s he done?”

“I don’t know if I can tell you.”

“You have to now.”

Abbie said, “But you’re a cop, I don’t know if you can help with

this.”

“Abbie, tell me what is happening, or I’ll arrest you. You and I

aren’t partners in anything; I’ll lock your arse up.”

Abbie swore to herself under her breath and said, “Roland thinks

he found the guy.”

“The guy who took Monica?”

“Yeah, he’s convinced Chris was working with someone. He’s been

looking at all of the information and stuff that Terry brought in, and

he’s certain this guy helped.”

“Who is it?”

“His name is Quintin, here, look at this,” Abbie handed Baletree a

newspaper clipping. It showed the arrest of a man for selling stolen
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goods two years after Monica went missing. Abbie said, “I don’t know

why but Roland is convinced Quintin had something to do with it.”

“So why are you crying? What’s Roland doing now?”

“He knows where he lives. Roland knows where Quintin lives

now. Quintin is out of prison and—” Abbie stopped talking as

Baletree picked up the police radio and prepared to speak. Abbie

knocked it out of Baletree’s hands and said, “No, what are you doing?

Are you telling them to search for Quintin?”

“Absolutely not. I’m telling them to search for Roland. I knew he

was dumb, but I didn’t realise he was this dumb.”

“No,” Abbie urged, “Don’t involve the cops—”

“I am a cop.”

“Yeah, but this is what you do, isn’t it? Help us. Help us when no

one else can.”

“There are people who can help. Lots of us. The cops will sort this

out.”

“No, you just make everything worse. Let’s just call Roland, we can

sort this out now.”

Baletree asked, “Why do you need me for that? He’s your ex-

husband.”

“I just know him too well, and I can’t, I can’t—”

“Can’t what?”

“I can’t trust him. Something is wrong, I know it.”

“OK, so call him.”

Abbie dialled Roland’s number on her phone, and Baletree told her

to, “Put it on speaker, so I can hear.”

The phone rang one, two, three, four times before it went to

voicemail. Abbie told the machine, “Please call me back, I’m really

worried.” After she hung up, Abbie stared at Baletree like she was

waiting for the answer to a question she’d asked a hundred times.

“Try again,” Baletree said.

The phone rang one, two, three, four times and Abbie didn’t

bother leaving a voicemail.

“All right, all right,” Baletree said. “Where does Roland live? Let’s

go find him.”



A

C H A P T E R T W E N T Y-E I G H T

bbie took Baletree to an apartment building in Hillaries. It

was a small building, and it was lovely and neat with a lot of

windows watching the seagulls and tourists near the beach. When

Baletree knocked on Roland’s door, a woman answered and looked

puzzled for a moment as Baletree asked, “Good afternoon, can we

please speak to Roland?”

“Roland?” the woman asked, and Abbie muttered, “I think this is

the wrong place.”

“No,” the woman said, “he lives here, but he’s not here now.”

“OK,” Baletree began, “this might sound strange, but we think he

may be trying to contact a dangerous person.”

“I’m sure he is,” she said.

Baletree asked, “Why would you say that?”

“He must.”

“Why?”

“How else is he going to find Monica?”

Baletree and Abbie exchanged a puzzled glance, and Baletree had

expected Abbie to indicate she knew something about this person or

her ex-husband’s life, but Abbie was more confused than Baletree.

“Would you like to come in?” the woman asked, “I’m Harriet.”
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“Hi Harriet, I’m Abbie, and this is Detective Baletree.”

“Huh?” Harriet blurted out a little too loud.

“I’m Abbie, and—”

“Yes, sorry, I heard you. I just, um, I didn’t think I’d get a visit from

Roland’s wife and the officer that arrested him at the same time.”

“Ahh,” Baletree said, “it might be more productive if you think of

me as the detective searching for Monica and Abbie as Monica’s

mother.”

“Sure, but you said you’re looking for Roland today.”

“Yes.”

“I don’t know if I should help you.”

“You’d be helping Roland. We think he’s in a bit of trouble.”

“But you’re a cop. He won’t want you looking for him if he’s in

trouble.”

“He’s not in trouble with the police,” Baletree said. “He’s looking

for a dangerous person, and we’d like to help him when he finds this

person.”

“Quintin?” Harriet asked.

“Yes, how do you know that?”

“We talk about it all the time. His search and Monica and the

people who might have taken her. I think I should show you

something.”

Harriet took them past a small kitchen and into a very small room

at the side of the apartment. As Harriet pushed the door open, she

said, “This is Monica’s room,” and Abbie barked, “Monica’s?”

“Of course.”

Baletree stepped into the room, and her jaw fell open. There was a

small bed in the corner that was decorated with toy snakes and

lizards, and every wall was littered with photos of criminals and sex

offenders. Each photo was high up on the wall with a strip of text in

printed sheets underneath.

Baletree stepped up to one of the photos she recognised. The

writing underneath quickly listed the crimes the person had

committed, plus all parallel crimes in which the criminal was

suspected. Most of the writing, the thousands of words that
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sometimes filled enough A4 sheets to continue right down to the

floor were opinions of the person. It was mostly notes of their

preferences and their personalities. Sometimes, it listed ages and

physical attributes, and sometimes it listed trivial information like the

types of cigarettes they smoked or the coffee they ordered from a

café.

Behind Baletree, Abbie asked, “What is all this?”

Harriet said, “I don’t know if I should tell you. He can tell you.”

Abbie said, “OK, all right, um, I don’t mean to be rude, but who are

you? Are you, like, an investigator?”

“No, no, of course not. Roland does all the investigating. I’m his

partner. We’ve lived together for a while now.”

“And you, um,” Abbie paused as if she wasn’t sure if she should

continue speaking. She said, “And you support all of this?”

“Of course I do. Of course. He’s her father. He’ll find her. He must

find her.”

“Well, yeah, sure.”

Baletree announced, “I know some of these guys.”

Harriet asked, “So, as a cop then, as a detective looking for Monica,

do you know all of the information that Roland has collected here?”

“No way, not this stuff.” Baletree turned in the room, looking at

the faces of the sex offenders staring back at her.

Harriet said, “Good. Maybe Roland’s on the right track then,” and

Baletree said, “Yeah, maybe.”

Harriet said, “Quintin is over there,” as she pointed to a corner.

Abbie and Baletree stepped over to it, and they both started reading

from the top.

“Oh my God,” Abbie said. “How is this guy not in jail? He killed

two people.”

“He got out.”

“How can this guy get out?”

“They all get out,” Baletree said. “Quintin was only convicted of

one manslaughter charge when he was younger. Looks like he was

arrested for it a couple of months after Monica’s disappearance for

other offences. He’s been in and out of jail his whole life, and he just
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got out again a few months ago. Our mate Terry must have passed on

some fresh info about him.”

“Look at this information here? What’s this?”

Baletree read a few sentences of physical descriptions while Abbie

said, “It sounds like that’s describing Monica. Look, same age, same

eye, and hair colour. Jesus, look, there a description here of someone

being quiet. Someone not talking. This is Monica, the description

here is Monica.”

“I don’t think so,” Baletree said.

“Why?”

“We investigated Quintin after his manslaughter arrest while we

were searching for Monica.”

“Why? Come on, hurry up.”

“The forensic team found photographs of children in his home.”

“Oh my God, naked?”

“No, he would have been charged with further offences for that.

No, these were just photos of landscape, the beach, and the bush, and

a few of them had kids too. There might have been a hundred photos

and ten of them with kids. Quintin said he was a photography

enthusiast.”

“Did all of these kids look like Monica?”

“Um.”

“What?” Abbie snapped, “What, Judy, did this guy have photos of

kids that looked like Monica?”

“Yes, but I don’t know how Roland knows the kids in the old

photos were quiet.”

“Who cares, look at the very bottom of the pages.”

Baletree read the final line on the bottom page. It was hand-

written, and it was an address.

She said, “We need to get there. Now.”

As Baletree and Abbie turned to move to the door, Harriet asked,

“Should I call the police?”

“No,” Baletree ordered. “Don’t call the police.”

Baletree drove quickly, meandering between slower cars on the
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freeway and slipping in front of busses and trucks. Baletree and Abbie

found the address in just twenty-five minutes.

The women sat quietly for a half a second, but the anxiety and

tension in that small space was too heavy to be ignored. Baletree only

said, “Wait in the car, and I’ll—” before a vehicle came flying out of a

driveway at the side of the house. Abbie grabbed onto the seat to

brace for impact, but the car didn’t come anywhere near them. It

screeched off down the road, and Baletree flicked her car into reverse

to give chase.

Abbie yelled, “Wait!” and Baletree froze. Roland sprinted down the

driveway, leaped into a different car, and he tore up the street, driving

like a maniac behind the first car.

Baletree whipped her vehicle back out onto the road and

accelerated with a precise and perfectly timed charge behind Roland.

Abbie asked, “Should we call the other cops now?” and Baletree

told her, “Not a chance. We found Roland, and we’re here with

someone who could know something about Monica. We’ll get this

finished without the other cops stumbling onto the scene too late.”
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aletree sped her vehicle up to hide at fifty metres behind

Roland’s car, just beyond an easily visible distance. Tyres

screeched as Baletree braked to slow down to turn, and the car

bounced as it ran up over the curb.

Abbie was still clinging to her seat, and she asked, “Shouldn’t we

stop them?” in quick, well-timed words.

“No,” Baletree said without taking her eyes off the road.

“Stop them!” Abbie barked. “Come on! You’re supposed to stop

this.”

Baletree couldn’t answer as she swerved into oncoming traffic to

avoid a cyclist. When they were back on the correct side of the street,

she said, “Do you think he’s right?”

“Huh?”

“Think! Answer me!” Baletree roared as the car’s belly slapped a

speed hump. She added, “Is Roland right? What do you think? Could

Quintin have done something.”

“I don’t know, sure, yeah, I think maybe he did.”

“Well then—” Baletree stopped speaking to grin and watch a blue

van enter traffic far up ahead of the chase, slowing everyone down.

“What?” Abbie asked.
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“Well then, if Roland might have found this guy, we shouldn’t stop

him. Let him go. Let it happen.”

Abbie shrieked, “They’ll kill someone!” as there was a burst of

sparks up ahead and a dozen loud thumps as both Quintin’s and

Roland’s car were thrown from the road.

“No!” Abbie wailed, and Baletree relaxed back into her seat. She

told Abbie, “He got him. Roland hit him off the road.”

“Did you see it? Did they hit someone?”

“Roland shoved him off the road, into those bushes there.”

“Are they all right?”

“I don’t know, stay in the car.”

“No! Are they all right!?”

“Stay in the car!” Baletree steered her vehicle onto the side of the

road and threw the door open to sprint over the skid marks left by

Quintin’s car. Roland’s car had continued on and drove in a perfectly

straight line as the road curved, so he’d entered the bush at a terrific

pace, but he’d held the car straight. Quintin was not so lucky.

Quintin’s car had been skidding sideways as it left the road, so as

Baletree ran over the sand of the natural plot beside the road, she was

running in huge trenches dug out by Quintin’s bouncing, turned

chassis.

She couldn’t see Roland’s car, but she could hear him just up ahead

as she ran through the bush. Baletree found Quintin’s car wrapped

around a tree. The driver’s side door had made impact, so the vehicle

was twisted in a C shape, with all of the force and power of the crash

being funnelled into Quintin’s door. Roland was squatting, staring

into the car through the smashed passenger window. Baletree told

him to, “Step back, get away, Jesus, Roland, what did you do?”

“No!” Roland yelled at her, “I can’t. This is him. He did it. He

knows where Monica is.”

“Step away from him,” Baletree ordered. “Don’t make me arrest

you again.”

“I can’t. No. I need to know,” Roland added, and Baletree took a

step back. She thought about drawing her gun, and she thought about

radioing for assistance, but she decided to wait another few seconds.
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She could feel the tension in the air, wafting in the breeze with the

fumes of spilt petrol. Her rapid breath slowed, and the torrent of

blood in her veins seemed to quiet for a second as she knew that some

answer, some new possibility, was about to emerge.

“Mig!” A scream came from inside the vehicle. “Mig!” Quintin

shouted again, and Baletree immediately ignored Roland to sprint

over to the car window and peer inside.

Baletree didn’t speak, but Quintin began blabbering through

bloody lips. He said, “Mig. He took Monica. He took her from us.”

“Us?” Baletree asked, but Roland shouted, “Where is she?” over

Baletree.

Quintin begged through smashed, bloody lips, “Get me help,

please.”

“Where?” Roland asked again.

“Help, please, I’m dying here.”

“Where is my daughter?”

Quintin took a second to breathe before he said, “In the river. Mig

took her. He dumps the bodies. He put her in the river.”

Baletree had to swallow a ball of bile that had risen through her

gullet before she asked,

“What happened?”

Quintin pressed his eyes closed, and Baletree tried to ignore the

wounds on him and focus on his words, but there was a black mark

spreading over his forehead where his face must have hit the steering

wheel.

Quintin asked, “Where’s the ambulance?” but Baletree didn’t reply.

Quintin wept with the thin tears dropping onto his already bloody

shirt. He said, “It was my job to take her. I’d done it before. I didn’t

touch her. I don’t touch them. I promise. They’re money. It was Mig’s

job to kill her. He’s a biker. He’s at the top of one of those gangs. A

bikie. He makes his money after they’re dead. I didn’t hurt her.”

Baletree said, “You took Monica, you raped her, and Mig dumped

her in the river. When you were done, Mig took her. Right? Is that

right? Answer me, tell me.”

“I didn’t touch her. Mig dumps them in the river with just enough
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weight. They sink, but the tides take them. They sink, and they go to

the ocean on the bottom. Mig put her in the river in a sleeping bag. He

sews it up. You’ll never find her. She’s in the ocean now.”

The black mark on Quintin’s head had spread all the way from one

temple to the other. His eyes were peeled open now, and they were

wet with blood, but Quintin was not crying anymore. Quintin’s

breathing was shallow, and his mouth was opening and closing as if

he had to chew on the air to get it down. Baletree watched and waited

for more words, but they didn’t come. She whispered, “No one is

going to miss you,” before she stood and looked back at Roland. He

was hazy, and it took Baletree a second to figure out that everything

was hazy to her because there was a layer of salty water on her eyes. It

could have been sweat or tears, but she did not have time to consider

it as Abbie came running down the track made by the sliding car.

Roland was just standing there, comatose, shocked, petrified by

the news. Baletree yelled at Abbie to “Take him!” and she pointed at

Roland.

“What?” Abbie asked.

“Get him. Take Roland away. Quickly. Get him out of here.”

“Huh?”

“You need to pull it together!” Baletree said as she bent over,

picked up a stone and slung it into Abbie’s belly. She flinched as

Baletree said, “You need to take Roland and drive my car out of here.

Now. I’ll clean this up, damn it, you need to go now. Now! Someone is

going to drive past with a dashcam or a phone, and they’ll get a video

of you two here, and then I can’t help you. Get out of here!”

Neither Abbie nor Roland said anything more. They moved

quickly over the sand and back towards Baletree’s car as Baletree

leant over to look at Quintin.

There was a small fire at the rear of the vehicle that had blossomed

into a pool of flame that caressed both the car and a patch of dry

grass. Without another thought, Baletree moved a dead tree branch to

sit half in the car and half on the fire. It ignited immediately and the

long bridge of flame pushed the burning through the entire rear

section of the vehicle.
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Baletree squatted to look Quintin in the eye as she told him, “No

one will miss you,” and something made her head turn on instinct.

There were three blue bank notes on the back seat under the growing

fire. The ten-dollar notes were resting beside a gym bag, and before

Baletree even reached back and pulled the thing out from the fire, she

knew it was full of cash.

From the weight and a quick peek inside the bag, Baletree knew

there was at least five-thousand dollars there. Baletree forced Roland’s

car back onto the road and steered it back in the direction of

Quintin’s house.
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he drive to Quintin’s house did not take long. Baletree

parked farther down the road than she had the last time,

and she wore a beanie above a loose fitting jacket that hung most of

the way down to her knees. She knew that anyone who might quickly

glance in her direction would see the flat, shapeless form of a man

instead of a woman, and she knew that would be enough doubt to

eliminate the testimony of any witness.

Quintin lived in a granny-flat behind his friend’s house, so

Baletree silently stepped past the street façade of the property, and she

moved down a stone driveway towards the space at the read. There

was one low wall to a neighbour’s side yard, but the main house was

separated from Quintin’s by a tall, tin fence. None of the lights were

on at the neighbour’s, and Baletree could hear the TV in the front

house, but she could see into the building, and they certainly could

not see Quintin’s house without climbing the fence.

The front door of Quintin’s place was wide open, so Baletree

entered without making any noise at all. She glimpsed around a small

space to see a bench completed by a stovetop and a tv in the corner.

She took note of Quintin’s pedantic cleanliness as she opened a few



184 | K I C K  D OW N  T H E  D O O R

drawers to confirm that room was a combined lounge, kitchen, and

dining area. It was only a few square metres, but the tiny, two-seater

dining table left enough space around the wall of the room for a

bachelor.

The air-conditioner was on low, and there was a washing machine

that beeped occasionally under the sink. A half-full can of beer had

left a patch of condensation on the little table, and a few more bank

notes were stuck there. Baletree did not have to be a detective to see

Quintin had left in a hurry, but her practiced and experienced brain

was suddenly intrigued as she saw the bedroom was separated from

the living space by a prison door. There was a doorway, and in that

doorway was a grate of metal bars on hinges. The scratched and

rusted barricade looked authentic as if it had been used for hundred

years before a dying prison was bulldozed.

Baletree was not wearing gloves, and she had not yet used her

hands, so she gently kicked the metal to find it was locked. As Baletree

stood pondering exactly how secure the barrier could be if all that

metal was only attached to a standard wooden doorframe, she could

hear the main road outside as the brakes on trucks hissed, and the

stereos of teenagers screamed with muffled rhythm.

She walked outside and stood in the garden for a while, waiting,

watching. There was no movement next door and no new sounds

from the house at the front, so Baletree slowly crept around the

perimeter of Quintin’s little granny flat. She found the bathroom

window had been left wide open, and her mind immediately showed

her a flash of Roland bursting in the front door to send Quintin out

the window.

Without gloves, Baletree pulled the cuffs of her jacket down past

her hands and hauled herself up in through the window. Now she

knew she had seen every angle of the tiny house, she knew for certain

she was alone. Baletree rummaged through every drawer and shelf,

and she tipped up the mattress to search for anything Quintin might

have left behind. She found nothing at all worth taking or

investigating until she noticed something strange. Quintin had an air-
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conditioner mounted on the wall in the living space and another in

his bedroom, but he also kept a separate, short air conditioner sitting

on the floor beside his bed. It was a square barrel of a thing that stood

on wheels and had a hatch in the side to be filled with cold water.

There was so little space in the bedroom that all of Quintin’s clothes

hung on a rail in the corner instead of a wardrobe, but he kept three

air conditioners. There was an indicator on the front of the free-

standing aircon that showed Baletree there was no water in the

device, and when she smashed the thing open, she found bundles, and

bundles, and bundles of cash. Baletree left the smashed plastic on the

floor of Quintin’s room, but she stole every cent of his criminal

enterprise as she spared a single moment to wonder whether Quintin

was still alive. She hoped not.

When Baletree got home to her little country plot that evening, she

counted twenty-seven thousand and fourteen dollars of Quintin’s life

savings and bundled it all into a brand-new gym bag. She burned

anything she had that belonged to Quintin, as well as the clothes and

shoes she worn into his home. Baletree walked through the dark of

the farm to her car. She opened the door and popped down the glove

box to find the pile of cash she was currently using to pay off the

informants that emerged from Terry the Snitch’s investigation. She

counted six thousand five hundred dollars, so Baletree added three

thousand five-hundred dollars to the pile from the money she stole

from Quintin’s house. Then she buried the rest of Quintin’s money in

the new gym bag at the side of the garden. When Baletree walked

back into the house, she gathered all the information from Terry the

Snitch, and she re-read everything with a new focus. She was not

looking for Chris anymore, and she did not bother trying to link

Quintin to any of the reports. The only thing Baletree was focussed

on was finding anything and everything that concerned Mig, the

bikie, or girls in the river. As she studied, Baletree pondered how she

might naturally point the effort of the police at Mig and how she

might legally put a bullet between his eyes.

Baletree learned that Mig had been linked to the disappearance of
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six children over the fourteen years since Monica’s disappearance.

Before Monica’s disappearance, he’d been jailed for drug offences, but

there was no indication of kidnap or violence against children.

Baletree rubbed at her temples, but her brain would not comply with

her intentions. Her mind would not dive so deep into the soul of a

man who repeatedly harmed children.

She told the room, “I just can’t. I just don’t get it.”

“Would you like a little help there, detective?” Henry’s ghost

moved into the room behind Baletree. He added, “I can go there. I can

look. I love to help. I live to serve. Please, detective, let me take the

burden from you. What do you want to know? What would you like

me to ponder for you?”

“How does someone do it over again? More than once? How does

someone hurt a child and decide that it was all a great idea and go out

and do it again?”

“Give me a harder question than that,” Henry said.

“That’s all I’ve got.”

“But you know the answer already, don’t you, detective?”

“Yeah, yeah, I know. It’s easier the second time. It’s the most

difficult to hurt a child once. When you do it over, it becomes easier.”

Henry asked, “So what do you actually want to know?”

“The first time. What makes them do it the first time. No, Henry,

more specifically. How does Mig hurt Monica for his first time?

There’s no escalation. He wasn’t accused of fiddling with a sibling or a

school friend when he was little. He didn’t rape anyone when he was a

teenager. This Mig guy sold drugs, and then he worked with Quintin

and whoever else to take and kill Monica. His first venture into child

abuse was Monica. Why?”

“Why does anyone escalate in the first place?”

Baletree squinted and sighed and told Henry, “Because they lose

control. They’re emotional. They make mistakes when they get

emotional, and they’re experimenting.”

Henry said, “Mig wasn’t experimenting.”

“No. He wasn’t emotional. He arrived fully prepared. Fully

motivated. No hesitation and no need to experiment. It’s like robbing
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a bank before practicing on a liquor store. So how? How is he so fully

prepared?”

Baletree waited, but no reply came. Henry’s silence left Baletree

alone and more haunted in the empty house than she had ever been

when her murder victims were whispering to her.
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aletree spent days in small bars around town. She sat at

two-person tables and invited informers and crooks and

anyone who claimed to have information about Monica or Mig the

Bikie. She would buy them a beer, and they would get comfortable,

and if they knew nothing, she’d throw them out before they finished

the drink. If they had some association with Mig or his previous

crimes, Baletree would tell them the rewards now extended to

information on Mig’s operation. Most of Baletree’s appointments

were tossed out onto the concrete footpath outside, but a dozen

lingered on for a second drink. A couple even stayed and chatted and

whispered secrets while Baletree pulled wads of stolen criminal

money out of a gym bag under her seat.

Victor the Bricky, a famous old burglar with only four teeth

behind his wrinkled lips, was telling Baletree how he had known

Chris Pooler. Bricky Vic claimed to have shown Chris how to remove

a section of asbestos wall from behind a safe in a residential home.

This was done so that Chris could steal personal belongings that were

secured and bolted to the framework of a family home. Baletree was

drinking a glass of red wine in a sports bar in Leederville while Bricky

Vic slowly sipped a stubby of mid-strength beer.
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As Baletree handed Bricky Vic a thousand dollars out of the wad

she hid under the table, he said, “I used to work for Mig too.”

Baletree pulled another five hundred dollars form the wad, and

she put it on the table and rested her wine glass on the notes.

Bricky Vic said, “I sold him stolen stuff. Mostly jewellery, Mig

didn’t like electronics because you need somewhere big to store them.

You can’t hide a TV in the glovebox of a friend’s car. You can hide a lot

of jewellery in small spaces.”

Baletree gave him the money without speaking.

Bricky Vic grinned in the silence and asked Baletree, “Do you want

to know if Chris knew Mig?” he waited and watched Baletree’s hands,

but she didn’t reach for more money. Bricky Vic said, “Sorry, I don’t

know. Chris would have had the opportunity, but a lot of guys don’t

want to deal with a man like Mig.”

Baletree asked, “Why? Is he a paedophile?”

“Mig? No way. Definitely not. He’s all business. He just wants

money. He’d sell his own dog for a dollar.”

“When did you know him?” Baletree asked, and Bricky Vic waited

to answer until Baletree started to place more money on the table

between them.

“I knew Mig like a brother when Monica went missing. That’s

what you wanted to hear, isn’t it?”

“You know it is. If you’re lying to m—”

“I ain't lying. I know what you want. I know it. Give me all the

cash. Now. And this will be done.”

“It’s not done.”

Bricky Vic sniffed and leant forward and said, “I’m bored of this. I

know what you want, and I want the cash. Hand it over, and I’ll talk,

and I’ll leave, and we’re all done. You can be done with this in five

seconds.”

“If you’re lying, you’re dust,” Baletree said as she put the rest of the

cash on the table.

“Mig tried to get money out of Monica’s parents when Monica

disappeared.”

“What?”
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“I don’t know how he figured it out, but he realised the parents

will pay anything. Anything. Not to the kidnapper, no, but to

someone who says they can help. Mig went to the daddy and told him

he’d help find the girl. Mig pretended to care. That was his trick. He

pretended to want to find Monica, and he told the dad he’d crack

some heads and search for the little girl if the dad paid him. But Mig

never looked. Mig never did any work. He's been doing it ever since. I

don’t know if he takes the kids or just extorts the parents, but he

swoops in and pretends to be some kind of crook angel. He never

does any work. He just promises to, and the parents thank him. All the

way through, they’re grateful, and they keep giving him more and

more cash, and he keeps lying.”

Suddenly, Bricky Vic’s jaw snapped shut, and he slid his chair back.

He whispered, “That’s that cop friend of yours.”

Baletree twisted in her seat to see Hest sprinting through the long

bar, searching for something. Bricky Vic was already out of his seat

and moving away when he barked, “You said no cops,” back at

Baletree. Baletree lunged forward to grab Bricky Vic, but something

held her back. Hest was grabbing Baletree’s elbow, and he was

shouting, “Baletree! Baletree! Baletree!” over and over.

His face was white, and Baletree immediately twisted out of his

grip and said, “Get off me,” but Hest took Baletree’s entire head in his

hands, one palm on each cheek, and he said, “Get in the car, um,

just—”

Baletree looked back over her shoulder to see Bricky Vic had

vanished. She asked Hest, “What? What is it? Are you all right? Who’s

been shot?”

“Just, just,” Hest babbled as he shook his head.

“Take your time, it’s all right, relax,” Baletree said, “Do you want a

beer?”

“Just get in the car.”

Baletree shook her head and turned back to the table, so Hest

swept a forearm over the table to knock the drinks to the floor,

smashing the glass.
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Baletree said, “All right, I’ll get my car. I’m parked in a one-hour

spot out the back.”

“No, no, just come. Forget your car. Let them tow it.”

“What?”

“Get in my car!”

Hest sped through the traffic, heading south over the river and

into the fancier suburbs, away from much of the metropolis. He kept

driving for forty-five minutes, and whenever Baletree said anything,

all Hest could manage in reply was, “Wait. Gotta show you

something.”

They arrived at a cop shop in Mandurah, and when Hest charged

through the door, the cop behind the desk asked him, “Is that

Baletree?” but he didn’t answer.

Hest told Baletree to, “Hurry, in here, she’s in here.” And Baletree

asked, “Who?”

A second later, Baletree was standing up against a glass window.

There was a young woman inside wrapped in a blanket. The woman

was very young, barely out of her teens, and there was only one

person in the room with her, but there must have been thirty police

officers in the space outside. They were crammed between desks and

standing shoulder to shoulder in the couple of hallways that led away

from the window and away from the young woman inside. As packed

as it was, no other officer was within three metres of Baletree and that

window, as if the space had been reserved for her.

Baletree asked, “What’s going on?”

Hest put one palm on Baletree’s shoulder and the other on the

window like an ape at the zoo, and he said, “That’s her.”

“Who?”

“Monica.”
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est stepped away, and Baletree pressed her forehead to

the glass. Monica did not look up or turn or react in

any way. She sat silently, staring at the floor. Baletree closed her eyes

for a moment, and when she opened them, Monica was still there.

Baletree looked away, and when she looked back, Monica was still

there. The other officers were all watching Baletree now, and she

could not stop shaking her head.

“I don’t believe it,” Baletree said, “But I didn’t find her. I never

found her.”

“It’s her. She’s here.” Hest repeated. “We are certain. It’s Monica

Hareleigh. The adult.”

“Who found her? Who took her?”

“We don’t know. Monica was walking down a street a few

kilometres from here. She’s not injured. A bus driver noticed her

walking down the street, and when he was doing a second lap of his

circuit a couple of hours later, she was still walking down the street.

We think she might have just been walking up and back.”

Baletree asked, “Who took her?”

“We don’t know anything. She can’t speak, and she doesn’t even
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make eye contact. We know nothing, but Monica is back. She’s safe

now.”

“OK, I’ll find out. I’ll ask her,” Baletree said, but before she moved,

a woman in a thin grey suit announced, “You can’t go in there.” Her

name was Diane Fonteine, and she worked as the head trauma

councillor in the locked ward at the medical facility, Green Fields.

“What do you mean I can’t go in?” Baletree asked.

Her thin, pale lips parted to tell Baletree, “You cannot, under any

circumstances, speak to Monica.”

“Why not?”

“Detective,” Fonteine paused to brush a few of her long, black hairs

back behind her ear, and in that pause, Baletree already started to nod.

“Monica is a non-speaking autistic woman.”

“Aren’t you supposed to say, a woman with autism? Huh? So, it’s

not like the disability is the cornerstone of her personality?”

“Very good,” Fonteine smiled, “You’re correct, absolutely, but

actually, there’s a movement today that defends autism through pride

in the title. Autistic people today are asserting that they have nothing

to be ashamed of, so why separate themselves from their neuro-

diverse strengths?”

“What?”

Fonteine said, “I am a Christian woman and proud of my faith. I am

not a woman who is Christian, I am a proud Christian woman. You are

Detective Baletree, and you are proud of being a detective. You are not

a woman who is also a detective unless you want to be. You are proud,

Detective Baletree. Monica may choose to be a proud autistic woman.”

“OK, OK, fine, let’s not argue over terminology,” Baletree said, and

Fonteine put her hands up to say, “Let’s not argue about anything.”

“Agreed,” Baletree said, and she cleared her throat before she

added, “I’ve been looking for Monica for fourteen years. Please, let me

talk to her. She can write, can’t she?”

“We don’t know yet.”

“How can you not know?”

“We haven’t asked her.”



194 | K I C K  D OW N  T H E  D O O R

“Why the hell not?”

“Why should we?” Fonteine asked.

“Because she’s probably been locked in a basement somewhere for

her whole life. She can tell us where.”

“No, I don’t think—”

“Then think harder,” Baletree raised her voice. “There could be

more kids there. What if she’s not the only one?”

“Monica does not want to talk to you. That’s the truth. She does

not know who Judy Baletree is. She has never had any dealings with

the police. She will not care about your questions. She’s been held

against her will for her entire life, and today, she gets to do whatever

she wants. For the first time in her life, Monica is free and does not

want to talk to you. Her parents are on the way.”

“Did you call Abbie?”

“No, of course we didn’t call her. A team of mental health

professionals visited her home. Abbie and Roland are together, with

their partners and their families, and they’re all on the way here.

We’ve arranged nearby accommodation for them and some additional

supports.”

Baletree growled, “You’re elbowing me out. You’re pushing me away.”

“No, no, please don’t think of this like that. This is a great day for

everyone, you especially. You brought her home.”

“I did nothing.”

“Yes, you did. We can’t know what has happened yet, but I’m sure

you know that whatever happened after your recent media blitz,

whatever you did, has brought her home.” Baletree scoffed, and

Fonteine said, “Now it’s about the family and Monica. You’ve done

your job. You won. Monica is home. I don’t know how many times,

anywhere, anywhere on the planet, something like this has happened.

Monica is home, and the man who took her all those years ago is in

prison already. You imprisoned Chris Pooler, and somehow, Monica

found her way home. This is amazing.”

As soon as Fonteine had stopped talking, Baletree turned and

walked away. She was almost at the front of the station when she felt a
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hand on her shoulder. Baletree turned to see Fonteine had sped up

behind her to catch Baletree before she left the building.

“What?” Baletree asked as Fonteine took a few deep breaths.

Fonteine handed Baletree a business card and told her, “Call and make

an appointment sometime. We can chat about anything. We can chat

about the last fourteen years.”

“How about we chat about your sessions with Monica?”

“I don’t think that would be appropriate.”

“You say that now,” Baletree told her, “But you haven’t even met

the family. You might have a few questions for me. You might need

me more than you know.”

IT TOOK A LITTLE LONGER THAN EXPECTED TO DRIVE TO CASUARINA

Prison, so Baletree had a lot of time to consider what she might say to

Chris Pooler. She sat in traffic and mumbled, “Henry, you piece of

trash, are you listening?”

No answer.

“Anyone, anyone, anyone?”

No answer.

“Come on, Henry. I need some advice. I need your unique

viewpoint on the world. Where do you think Chris left Monica?

When do you think was the last time he saw her?”

Still, there were no voices in Baletree’s head.

She said, “He could have left her with a friend. He could have sold

her. He could have left her in a place, a shed somewhere. Somewhere

off-road, where he needed that four-wheel drive.”

Baletree was mumbling to herself as she signed into the prison as a

social visitor, not an official police officer. They gave her a

communication aid that was just a keypad and a screen that recorded

the conversation so she could type a series of questions and responses

with her deaf friend. A moment later, she was sitting at a narrow

metal table, waiting for Chris.

He was smiling when they brought him into the visitation room,
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and he was smiling as he looked around for a familiar face, but he

frowned when he saw Baletree.

Baletree swore under her breath as he approached, and Baletree

noted the limp and the red marks around his left ear. Chris did not

take his glare off Baletree until he sat. The communication aid was on

the table between them, and Chris typed something without picking

it up.

Baletree leant over a little to read it, and she read out loud,

“Innocent.”

She shook her head at him, and Chris sat still.

Baletree said, “Can you read lips or something? I don’t really want

to type this all down.”

Chris didn’t react.

“Come on,” Baletreee said, “Do you know what I’m saying?”

When Chris didn’t react, Baletree took the device and typed, “Did

you tell them to let her go? How are you communicating with them?”

Chris read the message and his brow crinkled with confusion. He

typed, “Who?”

Baletree made a hand gesture to signal to Chris to hurry up, but he

just shrugged again.

She told him, “I’m just going to leave if you keep wasting my time,”

as she tapped her watch.

Chris shrugged again, and Baletree wrote, “You can help me find

your accomplices, and I can help get you out of here early. You’ve

already done a good stint, if I help you knock off a few years, you

might be out of here soon.”

Chris read the message, and he looked back to the guards and

sighed. He wrote, “I did nothing. I don’t know who you’re looking

for.”

Baletree stood to leave. She took one step away from Chris, then

turned back to see the guards moving in to take him back to the cell.

“Wait a sec,” Baletree said, and she put her hand up to get the

guards to stop.

Baletree picked up the communication aid while she was still

standing and typed, “Monica’s home.”
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She pointed the screen at Chris, and he read it. Then he read it

again, and he read it one more time before his head dropped and he

pressed his chin to his chest. Baletree knew he couldn’t hear her, but

she said, “That’s right, Monica’s back, and she’s going to tell us exactly

what you did to her.”

As Baletree waited for a response and Chris hung his head so she

couldn’t see his face, tiny drops of clear fluid began to fall on the table

between them. The tears were pooling on the table in a tiny pond

when he started to laugh. He released huge, raucous bouts of laughter,

and the guards shouted at him to shut up, but he could not hear.

When he lifted his face to look at Baletree again, she saw the white-

toothed smile of a man in absolute ecstasy. Chris’s face was pink with

joy, and he cried out, “ALIVE! ALIVE!” in his muffled, monotone

voice. “She’s home, thank you, God, my little angel, she’s home,” he

wailed as the guards fell on him and forced him back onto the bowels

of the gaol. Baletree could still hear him as she looked at the

communication aid, and she saw the first thing he had typed at the top

of the conversation. The same thing he had been telling her for

fourteen years.

Innocent.
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ews of Monica’s return was on television and the internet

in three hours. The entire affair was celebrated as a

miracle, with a horribly dark and destructive secret. Monica was

home after fourteen years, but someone had held her for fourteen

years, and they were still out there. Anyone could have been

responsible. Neighbours listened more carefully to the voices next

door that they did not recognise. Friends wondered why their friends

had never opened the door to the shed. Anyone who walked through

anyone’s house and did not get to look in the basement, or peer

behind the door at the end of the corridor, were suddenly calling the

police. Suspicion was thick across the city, and everyone wondered

what the people close to them were doing fourteen years before. Had

they been hiding something for the last fourteen years?

The end of the line for every inquiry and accusation was Baletree.

She had uniforms to assist, but she was obligated to organise each

new lead that came in. Now, there were too many possibilities. Now,

Baletree needed fewer rocks under which to search.
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Baletree was explaining the system of possible, impossible, and

likely categories to the third constable that had been assigned to assist

when she was told she needed to answer her phone. The phone on

Baletree’s desk never stopped ringing, but now she realised that

someone was calling her personal number.

As soon as she answered, a man on the other end of the line asked,

“Is this Detective Baletree?”

“Yes, who’s this?”

“Sorry to call your mobile, it was the quickest way to find you. I’m

Governor Donogal. I run Casuarina prison.”

“Oh yeah? How’s everything going there?”

“Fine.”

“I visited Chris Pooler down there as a friend rather than an

officer because—”

“Please, Detective,” Donogal interrupted, “that’s not why I’m

calling.”

“Why are you calling?”

“We have a man here you should speak to. He’s a new inmate.”

“Why should I speak to him?”

“He’s been convicted of the unlawful detention of a child. A few

months ago, he was found with a child in his car. Now he’s

breaking down. I think he has more crimes to which he needs to

confess, but he’s afraid it will just add to his sentence. He needs

legal assurances. His name is Damien Heron. Now, it seems, he has

described a very similar crime to the abduction of Monica to some

of the other inmates. There are too many similarities to just pass it

on. I think someone involved with Monica’s case should speak to

him directly.”

“All right, that sounds promising.”

“We can have him transferred closer to you or—”

“No,” Baletree barked. “Don’t bother sending him anywhere. Is he

available to interview now?”

“Yes. He’s on suicide watch, but you can speak to him.”

“I’ll be there in an hour.”

Donogal was a tall man with a lot of grey hair that hung down past
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his shirt collar. Baletree didn’t notice his slouch as he slowly directed

her to an interview room in which they’d installed Damien.

Baletree asked Donogal, “What’s he like? Is he dangerous.”

“No,” Donogal shrugged. “Not to us. Certainly not now. He’s

breaking down. We’ve got a psychiatrist working with him, and I

expect he will be medicated very soon, but it might be a good time for

a detective to asks a few light questions.”

Damien looked up to meet Baletree’s glare as she opened the door

and entered the room, but his eyes were droopy and red with

emotion, and he couldn’t look Baletree in the eye for long.

Baletree said, “I’m Detective Inspector Judy Baletree, do you know

why I’m here?”

Damien shook his head and said, “I’m so sick of this place,” but he

still refused to look up for more than a second.

Baletree added, “Do you need to talk to a cop?”

Damien shook his head slowly and said, “You won’t make any

difference.”

He sniffled back tears as Baletree said, “The boss here tells me

you’ve been making some bold claims. He called me because I can

make a difference. Talk to me about the kids, and we’ll call a lawyer,

and we’ll start thinking about how you can help us. If you help me,

Damien, I might be able to help you out of here. Or maybe, more

likely, I could make it a little more comfortable here for you.”

“You’ll just trick me, and I’ll be worse off,” Damien whimpered.

“You can talk to me,” Baletree said. “You won’t be in any more

trouble than you’re already in.”

“Yeah, I will. I definitely will,” Damien looked up, “You’re just

trying to trick me. Whatever I tell you will go to court, I’m not stupid.”

“Yes, that’s true, but you were caught with a kid in your car, you’re

already screwed.”

Damien stared into Baletree’s eyes, and she watched his fear twist

into anger.

“You’re mad,” she told him. “That doesn’t matter either. Emotions

aren’t going to matter. The only thing that will matter now is that I

can help you.”
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“No, no, no. You won’t help me. I’m not stupid. You don’t care

about me.”

“No, I don’t, but I care that—”

“You don’t care about me, not really,” Damien interrupted, and

when Baletree started speaking again, Damien interjected with, “You

don’t care,” again.

Baletree leant back in her chair, and her glare softened as curiosity

blanketed her overarching disgust. Damien nodded with a tiny, almost

imperceptible bob of his chin. When Baletree let her jaw fall open to

speak again, Damien said, “If you cared about me, and not just this

arrest, you’d prove it.”

“Would I?”

“If you cared about me and you really wanted to hear what I

have to tell you, you wouldn’t just come interview me here like

this.”

“Wouldn’t I?” Baletree asked.

“They’re telling me you visited Chris. They say you visited the guy

you locked up for Monica’s murder.”

“Chris is locked up because he abducted Monica. He did it.”

“And you visited him. You cared about him.”

“Are you telling me or asking me something?”

Damien nodded again as he said, “You cared about Chris. You

visited him. I wish a copper would care about me like that.”

“Just like that?” Baletree asked, and Damien nodded again.

It was three days before Baletree was able to visit Damien as a

guest rather than a cop. She did everything she had done to visit

Chris, and soon she was sitting across a narrow metal table from

Damien once more. He was not cuffed or restrained now, and there

were at least twenty other people in the room at other tables as they

stared into each other’s eyes.

Baletree told Damien, “You’re not crying anymore.”

“It was a bad day. When I was crying the other day, that was a bad

day.”

“I’ll bet. Let me guess, you were having a nice nap, and you were

dreaming about having a lovely time with a nine-year-old boy, and
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you woke up in here. And then you were talking to me. Most rock-

spiders don’t like talking to me.”

“I’m not a paedophile.”

“I don’t believe you.”

Damien cursed under his breath and said, “There are other reasons

to snatch a kid.”

“I don’t believe you.”

“Listen,” Damien said as he leaned in. Baletree didn’t move, she

remained leaning back away from him in her seat. He added, “Why do

you think I wanted to meet you here?”

“Because you want someone to care about you.”

“No, Jesus, obviously not. I thought you were a detective. Our

conversation isn’t recorded here, and we know about you.”

“Who knows what about me?”

“We know you’re loose with the rules. We know to look for

Baletree.”

Now Baletree leaned right in to Damien, so their noses were

almost touching.

She said, “You know nothing about me.”

“I know you’ll go an extra mile to find a kid. I know you’ll kill, we

all know that, and we know that’s not how a cop is supposed to act.

You’re no cop.”

Baletree didn’t respond, she just lingered there with the tip of her

nose only a centimetre from Damien’s nose.

Damien said, “I am not a paedophile. I took Jody to help him. To

get him way from destructive parents.”

“I don’t believe you.”

“I know you don’t. Nobody ever did. Nobody believed that little

old lady that took Monica either, did they?”

“What?”

“Nobody believes us, but I know it’s true. I know they set me up to

take a kid for them. I know they’re out there still doing it because you

haven‘t stopped them.”

“What? Who? What do you mean?”

“They tricked that old lady into taking Monica, and they tricked
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me into taking Jody, and I’ll bet they’ve tricked a bunch more. I’ll bet

there’s a bunch of missing kids with a bunch of kidnappers claiming

they were trying to help. What do you think?”

“I—um—”

“How many kidnappers claim to be helping kids when you catch

them? And how many do you believe?”

“What are you suggesting?”

“Look at your files. Listen to the kidnappers. Figure out how many

of us are telling the truth.”

“What truth?”

“Someone out there is tricking people into taking kids for them.

That’s who got me. That’s who got Monica.”

“Who? Tell me.”

“No.”

“Tell me!” Baletree barked, and three guards all simultaneously

turned to face them.”

Damien whispered, “I’m not telling you anything. Nothing.”

“Why do you want me here then?”

“Because you need to go look. Go figure it out. You’re the

detective. No one is going to believe me. Not even you. No one is

going to listen to me. Not yet. No one cares what I say. You go look

into this. Figure something out. Figure out that there are a bunch of

us that have been locked up when we were actually trying to help the

kids. Look at what’s been happening. Convince yourself. I know you

will because I’m convinced.”

“Then what? You want me to come back and pat you on the back?

Congratulate you?”

“No, idiot, I want out. I don’t want to see you again until I’m out of

here. I’ll tell you everything, absolutely everything I know when I’m

out. You want names? Dates? Locations? I haven’t ever told anyone

because it would just be evidence against me. Wouldn’t it? If I told you

coppers exactly how I took Jody, you’d just lock me up for longer. But

I’m confessing to you, right now, where no one can hear. I took him.

Yes. I took Jody because someone convinced me I would be helping

him escape a life of neglect and abuse. Have you ever seen an abused
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kid? Huh? Detective? Have you ever wanted to help them? Huh? Me

too. I just didn’t have a badge.”

Baletree listened to the frantic rant, and she slowly shook her

head. She said, “Is that why you brought me down here? To convince

me you’re the victim? I don’t believe you.”

Damien rolled his eyes in a huge, exaggerated motion before he

said, “No one does. No one believes me or anyone else. But you have

to go look into it. I know you won’t do any work for me, but do it for

Monica. Do it for Jody. Do it for whoever else is still out there. You’re

the detective. You find the evidence.”

“You need to tell me what you know before I get you out. That’s

how this works.”

“No. I’ve been jumping up and down and screaming for months,

and no one cares. You’ll care about me when you realise I’m right.

You’ll care a lot. Get me out, and then we’ll talk.”



A

C H A P T E R T H I R T Y-F O U R

s Baletree sat down into the driver’s seat of her car and

closed the door, she was overcome with the smell of her own

sweat. The vehicle was usually dirty, but now it had a lingering mist of

body odour that forced Baletree to wind down the window and lean

her forehead back out into the world. She watched the prison walls in

front of her, and she wondered how many men in there were

convicted on charges against children. Charges of abuse or unlawful

detention. She could name eleven that she had arrested, leading to

conviction and incarceration. There was only eleven in prison at that

moment. Baletree’s arrests had led to over fifty convictions, but most

had served a half a dozen years and been released.

Baletree squeezed her eyes shut and whispered, “Eleven inside,

forty-something back out,” as she pondered Damien’s request to help

him return to society. Would it really be that bad? One more rock-

spider on the streets if it led to Monica’s captors?

Suddenly, Henry’s ghostly, strangled voice filled the car.

Henry asked, “Did he do it?”

Baletree sealed her eyes shut, but she could hear Henry wheezing

in the car with her and his presence there was as certain as the
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presence of her body odour. She told him, “I don’t know. I don’t know

him. He’s convicted. He must be guilty.”

“Must be? What if he’s not guilty. What if he’s innocent. What

would you do if there was an innocent man in prison? Huh, mighty

detective?”

“Someone who knows a lot more about Damien Heron than I do

thinks he hurt some kids. It doesn’t matter. He’ll be out soon anyway.”

“Heron might be guilty. Might be innocent. What will you do if

you find one of your proud convictions are innocent?”

“There are innocent men in prison. Of course, there are. The

system isn’t perfect.”

“Oh no, mighty detective, the system isn’t perfect. Are the police?

Are you? Do you know of any innocent men? Huh? Any innocent men

in hell because of you?”

“No.”

“Denial,” Henry mumbled.

“No,” Baletree snapped back with her eyes still shut, that voice still

sitting just behind her head.

“What if he was your brother? What if you were his boss? What if

he was your uncle? And what if this innocent man has been in hell for

a decade? Could you take it on the chin? Would you accept that loss?”

“Some people are innocent, and they’re convicted anyway. It’s all

part of a bigger system. They’re the odds. Some guilty get away, some

innocents get locked up.”

“If it was your brother or uncle, would you accept it? Is it just part

of the system if it happens to your family?”

“No, of course not. I’d be furious. I’d kill to get him free, but that’s

not how it works. It’s not simply my brother or my uncle or your

mum or your dad that will be innocently locked up. We lock up one

innocent person for every thousand guilty pricks. The chance that the

one innocent man we locked up being my brother, or my uncle, or

any one other specific person on the street is a million to one. I’ll take

those odds. I’ll take a one in a million chance that my family would be

locked up if it means getting more and more of the guilty ones.”
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Henry began to chuckle with short snaps of shallow, pained breaths

as he asked, “Is that it? It’s all just chance? All fate? It can’t be anyone’s

fault if it’s just bad luck, just part of the system. Not your fault.”

Baletree told him, “I don’t have the luxury of time and hindsight. I

must arrest. I must find the kids. Some people get hurt or falsely

accused. That’s the odds. That’s the system. Some of them get put

away, most of those are guilty, and then they all get out eventually.”

“But they’re not all in or out? Are they?” Henry asked with a wet

cough.

“Nope.” Baletree let her eyelids flick open as she looked into the

rear-view mirror, and she could see Henry sitting, gasping, bleeding

on her back seat.

He asked her, “How many have you shot?”

“Not forty.”

“Not enough?”

“Never enough, my old mate,” Baletree said. “There’s always more

getting out. I’d shoot them all if I could.”

“Now we’re getting somewhere,” Henry said as a ball of blackened

blood fell from his lips. He asked, “Would you have shot Chris

Pooler?”

“I did,” Baletree barked back as she pulled her phone out of her

pocket and called Jin. She’d spoken to him several times over the

years, and the information Jin provided had once led Baletree to a

twelve-year old boy. When Baletree told Jin that the boy was already

dead, the lead suspect in the case disappeared. The police never had

time arrest this suspect before he vanished, and many more police

hours were used to try and find the suspect. Baletree never bothered

to look, and she hadn’t spoken to Jin for a full year after the incident.

Now, when he picked up the phone, Jin said, “I’ve got nothing more

for you.”

“Baletree asked, “Have you ever heard of people kidnapping kids

to help them?”

“Help?” Jin asked. “No. That’s not why these freaks take kids.”

“Just think about it.”
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“I don’t have to. Kids are taken for bad reasons. All bad. No kid has

ever been taken to help. Not by the men you’re looking for.”

“Just think for a second, please.” Baletree urged. “Have a think and

a look around and get back to me. I want to find more cases where

people took kids to help them.”

Jin said, “You need to stop thinking about motivation and the ideas

behind these freaks. Stop thinking and search harder. Search in the

bush and get your feet dirty. Stop looking in suburban houses and

nice little apartments. Do you know how big this country is? Find a

few crims with big bush plots and farms and use your satellite images

or helicopters or drones or whatever you coppers have.”

“I need a warrant for that stuff. I need names.”

“You find the names! That’s your job! These freaks dream about

having kids, and they’ll just build an extra room or a house or

anything out in the bush, and you cops don’t know it’s there because

you don’t have proof of a license to build or whatever. Don’t talk to

me about warrants. These freaks dream about having a kid, and they’ll

spend a decade learning to lay bricks so they can hold a child without

the cops knowing their little dungeon exists. I knew a dealer who

build a whole bunker underground in the paddock behind his house.

A whole bunker to store and cook. Cops never knew. They still don’t.

They never will.”

Baletree asked, “What’s his name?” and Jin hung up the phone.

Baletree put her car into reverse and stomped on the acceleration

peddle to make the tyres squeal with frustration as she moved

through the prison parking lot. Before she was back on the highway,

her phone rang, and Baletree banged her hand on the steering wheel a

few times as she pulled over and answered with a, “What?”

“Oh, hi Judy, this is Doctor Diane Fonteine, we spoke at the police

station.”

“I know who you are. You’re Monica’s shrink.”

“Yes, her appointed psychiatrist, yes. I was wondering if you and I

could have a little chat.”

“Sure, fire away.”
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“I mean, can you please come in to my office? Or I could come to

you whenever you’re free.”

“I’m free now. What are we chatting about? Has Monica said

something?”

“No, no, I’m sorry, but I can’t talk about Monica.”

Baletree said, “So what do you want me for?”

Fonteine replied, “I’d like to discuss the person who took Monica.

I’d like to know Chris Pooler.”

“That’s great. I can give you a file that will take you a week to read,

and you can go ahead and phone Chris yourself. He might even meet

with you. You don’t need me for that.” Baletree glimpsed into the back

seat, but there was no Henry and no blood.

Fonteine said, “It would be very beneficial to discuss things. I need

to figure out what might have happened. How Monica might have

been treated. You know these things. You know what happens in the

majority of cases.”

“I know most girls get raped and murdered. Sometimes they die

because their kidnapper is accidentally too rough, sometimes just

because they get too old. Now you know what I know.”

“I mean to say—”

“I know what you mean,” Baletree interrupted. “I get it. I’m not

interested in being your personal tutor. Read a book. If you want to

discuss this case, we discuss everything. Chris, other paedophiles,

Monica’s family, what we did to find her, and Monica. We discuss

Monica. Then and now. What do you want to do?”

“Fine. Where are you now?” Fonteine asked.

Baletree glimpsed back at the prison and said, “I’ll come to you.”



D
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r Fonteine’s office was in a larger building hosting a

range of therapies and treatment options for mental

health concerns. The reception was shared between all the therapists

and practitioners, so there was a small collection of people sitting,

waiting, and ignoring each other. Each wall was festooned with

racks holding dozens of pamphlets advertising support in

everything from debt to depression. Baletree studied them briefly

while she waited for the older gentlemen behind the reception desk

to finish a phone call. Her eye was drawn to a blue pamphlet with

the heading, ‘Delusions Explained: Why do we hear things that

aren’t there?’

The corners were sharp in her palms, and as Baletree opened the

pamphlet, she heard Fonteine calling her to the open end of a hallway

without Baletree needing to see the receptionist.

Fonteine led Baletree to a very small office. It had two deep

couches, a desk with a computer, and a fold-out table covered in

crayons and pencils beside a very narrow bookshelf.

“They don’t give you much space,” Baletree said.

“I chose this office.”

“Why?”
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“I offer mostly counselling and group services. This building gives

me a reduced rental price.”

“Why would the building do that?”

“It’s a collection of not-for-profit organisations. I’m not an NPO,

I’m just broke.”

Baletree couldn’t help but laugh and say, “Don’t you need to go to

university for about ten years to be a shrink? What’s the point if

you’re going to be broke?”

“More than ten to be a psychiatrist. I have a huge, huge schooling

debt.”

“You could get a better job than this then, surely. Even the police

head shrinkers do better. Why bother?”

“Why are you a police officer?”

“I don’t know, but it’s not the pay,” Baletree said as she sat and

dropped the ‘Delusions Explained’ pamphlet on the cushion beside

her. Before Fonteine could speak, Baletree asked, “Is Monica talking?”

Fonteine’s lips squeezed tighter as she leaned back on her office

chair.

Baletree said, “Come on, that’s why we’re here. We might as well

use all the time we have now. You’re going to tell me about Monica,

I’m going to tell you everything I think has happened over the last

fifteen years, then you’ll go away and help Monica come to terms with

all her trauma, and eventually you’ll figure out how she escaped, and

they’ll give you a medal, or, whatever shrinks get.”

“We don’t get medals.”

“That’s too bad. At least cops get medals.”

“Monica does not talk.”

“Still?” Baletree asked.

“I doubt she has spoken at all in the last fifteen years. Monica does

not speak, she never has.”

“Well,” Baletree began, “does she draw pictures or scream in the

night or what?”

“Monica ate four chicken nuggets a day after she returned. Now

she eats ten at a time. That’s progress. Drawing pictures isn’t even in

the near future.”
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“Is she starved?”

“No. She’s malnourished, with some vitamin deficiencies, but she

has not been starved.”

“Good. Starvation is common. It’s a way for a kidnapper to gain

value in the eyes of the victim. They starve the kids for a few days to

soften them up, make the kids desperate. Then when the kidnapper

returns with a bag of chips, the kid is happy to see them even if the

kidnapper’s pants are down around their ankles.”

Baletree could see a flitter of disgust cross Fonteine’s face as

Fonteine said, “That’s good for Monica. She has not been starved. Not

recently.”

“Maybe. Be careful, try not to assume any one thing is better or

worse than any other. Not with kidnappings. How much do you know

about these crimes?”

“Not much.”

“So,” Baletree said, “do you know the basics? Most paedophiles

don’t abuse kids. Most abusers are opportunistic rapists who don’t

care how old their victim is; they just know kids are more easily taken

and controlled. Real paedophiles, pure paedophiles, often don’t

believe they’re doing anything wrong. They might believe they’re

helping the child or showing the child more love and affection than

the rest of the world.”

“That’s disgusting.”

“Yes, but it’s all disgusting. None of it gets any better. The people

who take children because they’re the easiest to rape, may torture a

child for days, or weeks, or months. But not usually months. That

would mean they would have to willingly put effort into keeping the

child alive. Most opportunistic rapists don’t bother with that. We

usually find the child in a garbage bag in a bin, or in a suitcase. You

know the suitcases with the wheels? They’re popular. Then the rapist

doesn’t even have to carry the kid. They can just roll them down a

busy street and everyone else assumes they’re going on a nice little

holiday.”

“That’s awful,” Fonteine ran a palm across her face. “That’s just

awful.”
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Baletree asked, “What did you think I was going to come here and

tell you?”

“I thought we might discuss Monica’s situation. I thought we

might figure out what she’s been through so we could help her.”

“Doctor, I think your expectations are a little off. I’ve never met

Monica. Never. I’ve been looking for a plastic bag with her bones in it.

I’ve been digging up concrete, and excavating shallow graves, and

questioning the people I know have peeled the flesh off other humans

for fun. For sex.”

Fonteine swallowed and said, “I suppose I was wrong.”

“I can tell you about Chris Pooler,” Baletree said. “He calls Monica

his little angel. He always has. He’s refused to ever tell me anything

about taking her. Even now, when Monica has escaped, Chris refuses

to tell me where she’s been. Chris has been working with someone.

One of Chris’s mates has held his little angel for her whole life, and

when I told Chris that Monica is home, he laughed at me.”

“How often do you do this?” Fonteine asked.

“What?”

“How often do you do this?”

“Do what?”

“All this, with Monica.”

“All what? This is my job. I do this all day. Every day. There are

eleven criminals in prison right now because of arrests I made while

looking for children. About fifty criminals I put in gaol have been

released. They served their sentences for various offences, and they’re

free to go. I will arrest some of them again for reoffending. Some of

them will hurt children again, and I’ll put them away again, and I’ll

find more bodies. There is always more to come.”

“How many bodies have you found?”

“I have no idea. Just kids?”

“Yeah, just kids.”

“A few a year for thirty years. Maybe more. I don’t want to count.”

“Oh, God,” Fonteine said. “That must be horrible for you.”

“Try not to think too much about it. It helps if you don’t think

about the individual cases. Think of it as society. I’m just the person
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that society hires to find the kids. So there have been a few bodies

every year in our whole society, I just get to find them. Of course,

there are more detectives like me out there, but you get the idea.

Think big. We, Australia, finds ten or fifteen kids a year. That’s not

absurd.”

“But it’s not Australia. It’s you. You find the kids. How do you go

back every day?”

“How can I stay away?” Baletree said. “You’re a shrink. You must

work with trauma and all of that stuff, you know the facts.”

“I work with people who have experienced traumatic events, yes,

and I know some facts, but I don’t find dead kids.”

“It’s not the kids that bother me. Not really. It’s the released

criminals that bother me. We let them out. We convict them for

hurting people, and we say that all the pain they have cause is worth

ten years. Twenty years. Thirty years.”

Fonteine asked, “Don’t you believe in rehabilitation?”

“Prison is terrible. Prison is hell. It’s a wonderful punishment.

Don’t ever let anyone tell you it’s anything other than a horror. The

people in jail are never safe. Never. It’s a wonderful punishment, and

some people can be rehabilitated, sure, but prison is missing

something very important.”

“What?”

“A prison sentence does not consider society. It considers the

felon. How much should they be punished? Will they ever be

rehabilitated? Prison does not consider whether society ever wants

that person back. It does not ask if that person should lose their right

entirely to be a member of our society. In the old days, a hundred

years ago, they just hanged people that they didn’t want around

anymore.”

“Are you suggesting we support capital punishment? The death

penalty in Australia?” Fonteine asked.

“No, no, certainly not. Capital punishment leaves too many people

behind and furious. Execute a murderer, fine, but his children, and his

wife, and all of his mates at the pub, and anyone else in his criminal

syndicate will be full, absolutely full, of hate. Executing one murderer
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just creates a bunch of new problems. Execute a few murderers a year

and your criminal underbelly will seethe with rage.”

“So do you have an answer?”

“No. I’m just a cop. There are smarter people than me out there

trying to find an answer. I’ve seen prisons in south America that are

more like little towns. All the worst people in society are put behind a

wall and they have little markets and hotels and cinemas and they’re

free to beat each other to death and live long, miserable lives. Maybe

we could do something like that, but don’t listen to me, I’m just a cop.

All I can do is try to catch them, one by one, and watch as they get out

again.”

The two women sat in silence for a moment. Fonteine eventually

pointed at the pamphlet beside Baletree and she asked, “Is that why

you have delusions? Do you see the missing kids?”

“No. The kids are no help. I’ve shot a few criminals, killed them,

I’m not sorry for it. Now I ask them for advice.”

“Advice? What?”

“Yeah. One guy in particular. His name was Henry.”

“Sure,” Fonteine said slowly, with a measured nod of her head.

“Who is Henry?”

Baletree said, “He repeatedly abused his wife and kids, physical

abuse, but nothing sexual on the kids. I got to know them well. We

were on a first name basis. All of us, even me with the kids.”

“How? How did you get to know Henry so well?”

“I used to go around and see him every few weeks.”

“Was he in jail?”

“No, no, Henry went to prison on drug charges when he was

young, but he was never convicted of domestic violence. I don’t see

them when they’re in jail, not usually. I went to Henry and Kath’s

home to keep an eye on them. I had a beer with Henry once while I

stole glimpses at his kids, checked for fresh bruises and injuries.

Know what I mean?”

“I think I understand, yes.”

“I knew them. I knew what they all thought of each other. I knew

the kids thought their dad was great as long as he wasn’t angry. I
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knew the wife, Kath, loved Henry even if he made her life miserable

half of the time. I knew Henry would kill them all one day. I found

Kath bound and gagged with her kids’ footy tape while henry hid in a

bathroom with a knife. When I confronted Henry, he said he hadn’t

even begun to hurt anyone yet and he charged at me with the knife. I

killed him, and the first thing Kath wanted to know when I freed her,

was if Henry was hurt at all. She wanted to make sure he was going to

be happy and healthy so he could return to the kids as soon as

possible.”

“Who do you ask for advice?”

“All of them, well, Kath and Henry. When I meet a victim who still

loves and adores a predator, I ask Kath to explain it to me. When I

meet a predator that I just can’t understand, I ask Henry. He tells me

why the worst people out there do the things they do. I can’t relate to

them myself, not to the worst ones. Henry’s opinion is valuable, very

valuable.”

“Henry is a way for you to sympathise with the worst. He’s an

excuse to want to understand, rather than hate.”

“Yes. I have enough hate. I have very little understanding for the

people who hurt children. Henry helps me understand.”

“And you see him physically?”

“Absolutely,” Baletree said, “he was bleeding all over the back seats

of my car when you called.”

Fonteine asked, “How many people have you killed?” and Baletree

said, “It’s not the people who I kill that bother me. Henry and I are

good friends now that he’s dead. It’s the people who I convict, and

they get out, and they’re free again. They’re the people who

bother me.”

“OK,” Fonteine began, “you’re a smart woman, and I don’t think

you have a medical issue with your brain. So, I think you must know,

that Henry is a part of you. He’s part of your subconscious. Maybe

he’s your conscience, or maybe he’s a tool you use to explore the very

worst aspects of your job, or maybe he’s just a place for you to put the

thoughts you don’t want to admit. I’m sorry if that upsets you.”

“No, it doesn’t upset me,” Baletree said. “I know what he is. I know
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he’s in me somewhere. He is me, somehow. Children have been saved

and killers have been arrested because of Henry living in my head.”

“I think you and I should meet more regularly.”

“Fine. As long as we talk about Monica.”

“Perhaps. I can see that all you have is the crime. You don’t get the

resolution you need. Monica is a resolution for you. She’s not a

criminal being released, she’s a kid come home.”

“Doctor,” Baletree said, “you still don’t understand. I know what

happens to these kids. I know the men who take them. It’ll make me

feel all warm and fuzzy to see Monica, sure, but I also know the man

who took Monica. I know Chris Pooler. If I can talk to Monica, if I

can just see her, and how she moves, and if she’s afraid of my

authority, and if there’s anything she clings to for comfort. If I can

smell her, I might have some idea what happened to her.”

“It might not be beneficial for Monica.”

“I have a dozen open cases. I’m looking for a dozen garbage bags

full of bones, and all of them have families and lives and hope. Now

Monica is back, they all have hope.”

Fonteine squeezed her lips together, but Baletree could see she was

nodding. Baletree could see Fonteine was nodding, and now she was

thinking about any man Monica might have met in the past fourteen

years.
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hen Baletree pulled into her driveway, she could see

someone had parked a single car on the dirt in front of

her house. The vehicle was not hidden or conspicuous in any way,

more of a deliberate statement that someone was in attendance, like

ringing a doorbell.

The wooden steps released knocking sounds as she climbed up to

the entrance of the little country home, and Baletree felt wholly

ridiculous as she stood by her front door and called out, “Is anyone

home?”

Someone called back, “You should lock your doors.”

Baletree moved through the house to find Detective Hest sitting

on a single chair in a narrow room beside the kitchen. There was no

other furniture in the room, so Baletree leant against the wall and told

him, “If I lock the doors and someone wants to break in, they’ll just

smash the door. There’s never anyone here to stop them.”

“What about your stuff? Aren’t you worried someone will steal

something?” Both Hest and Baletree glimpsed around the empty room

before Hest said, “Good point.”

Baletree asked, “What are you doing here?”

“Monica’s psychologist called me.”
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“She’s a psychiatrist.”

“Whatever,” Hest shrugged, “she wanted to know if I thought you

were stable enough to meet Monica.”

“What did you tell her?”

“Of course. What cop would ever tell anyone that their colleague

was unstable? I think the doctor just wanted to be able to claim that

she got my input in case you flip out or something.”

“Good. I think she’ll get me an invite soon.”

Hest asked, “Why do you need to see Monica so bad? I mean, I

know you want to see her. I know you’ve earned it, but what is it you

think you’ll get from her?”

“I just want to talk to Monica. After all this time, I just want to

talk.”

“Come on, don’t lie to me. I know you better than that. You know

she doesn’t talk. You won’t get a conversation. The kid is mute and

dumb, she’s not a witness. She’s a vegetable. You want something else.”

“I have a funny feeling,” Baletree said as Hest stood to speak to her

on the same level.

“What is it? What’s your feeling?”

“I can’t quite put my finger on it, but I want to see how badly she’s

been treated. Did they tie Monica up for the first year? Or keep her in

a cage? Has she been kept in the dark? Or could she see the sun

everyday? Know what I mean?”

“Yeah. A medical report is being slowly put together with tests

whenever Monica doesn’t seem too stressed. They’re getting x-rays of

a few healed fractures in her wrists.”

“Yeah, yeah, I’ll read the reports of stuff later. That’s not what I’m

concerned about.”

Hest let out a loud sigh as he walked into the kitchen. He looked

around at the space where the fridge used to be, and where a chest

freezer had been removed, and his stare lingered at the different

coloured patches on the floor. He asked, “What is it? What do you

think has happened?”

“It’s not what I think happened,” Baletree said, leaning on the door

jam. “I’m having trouble believing she’s back, and, I guess, she’s fine.”
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“Fine?”

“Yeah. She’s all right. I’ve been looking for her body for years.

Years. I couldn’t find anything. Nothing. Not a fibre of her hair at a

pervert’s house, not a single witness that’s seen her, not a crim that’s

even heard about her existence. Monica disappeared, and then she

just came back. What the hell? How does that happen? I didn’t find

anything, ever. No photo. No video. No rumour. Fourteen years

gone.”

“You sound jealous.”

“What? I’m not jealous. Of what? What the hell?” Baletree snapped

back.

“No, sorry,” Hest raised his palms. “That’s not the right word. The

way you’re talking makes it sound like you wish you’d found her.

You’re envious that it wasn’t you to find a photo or a video or a

rumour. It wasn’t you that found her.”

“Hmm. Maybe.”

“You know, just because you didn’t find her, doesn’t mean you

didn’t bring her home.”

“What the hell does that mean?”

“You ran all the efforts to get her back. You kept in touch with her

mum, you wound up the dad, you had the crims searching. You put

Chris Pooler in gaol. You don’t need to be the one who kicks down

the kidnapper’s door to be the one responsible for her getting back

home.”

Baletree asked, “I didn’t find her, that’s all that matters. Would she

be home if I did nothing?”

“It’s been a long day and my brain is working on instinct. I can’t

process this stuff now. I think you’re just not used to things going

well. Everything is great. Everyone worked hard, and a miracle

happened,” Hest said and Baletree shrugged. Hest added, “It’s a win for

all of us. Monica is alive. Monica is fine. Drink some champagne.

Celebrate. How do you celebrate? You love to shoot stuff. Maybe

celebrate by shooting something. Something expensive.”

Baletree grinned and said, “Sure. We win, huh?”

“Yes.”
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“That does sound good.”

Hest smiled and said, “Yes.”

“OK, hey listen, I want to ask you something.”

“Yeah?” Hest asked.

“How many convicted paedophiles claim they don’t like having sex

with kids?”

“Um, about ninety percent. What do you think? You do the same

job as me.”

“I think about the same. How many of them claim to be helping

the kids?”

“Again, nine out of ten.”

“Yeah,” Baletree said, “so how many of them do we believe?”

“None,” Hest said and Baletree nodded. Hest added, “It doesn’t

matter what they think. They’re kidnapping and raping people. Their

perceptions are irrelevant. Burry them. All of them.”

“I agree.”

“I know you do. I’ve seen you take a few down. When they’re

weeping and crying about trying to help and trying to love the kids,

and here comes Baletree with a pistol and fist to ruin the party.”

“I’m not thinking about the ethics. I know what they are doing is

wrong. I’m thinking about the motives.”

“Sex? Power?”

“No. Helping,” Baletree said. “Some of the freaks actually think

they’re helping these kids.”

“But they are not, come on, Judy.”

“But they think they are. So, maybe, maybe some of them use that.”

“What do you mean?”

“I think honest people, good people, might be helping kidnap kids

without realising.”

“Then they’re not honest, good people. You cannot take a kid off

the street and think it’s the right thing to do. No one is that dumb. As

soon as you take a kid away from their family, you’re a kidnapper.

Plain and simple. Then motives don’t matter. You become a

kidnapper. You’re probably an accomplice to a lot more than

kidnapping. You go to jail, end of discussion.”
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“Yes, OK, but what about someone like Chloe? Her dad is a

scumbag. I wish we could take her away from him, legally, you know?”

Hest said, “There’s a process. When a friend or a teacher or

whatever notices something wrong, kids can get help legally.”

“But Chloe didn’t, did she?”

“No, she didn’t. She was taken by a rapist who thought buying a

few pink toys would ease his conscience. I’m just glad Galenu killed

himself before he hurt Chloe. If he thought he was helping, he was

wrong.”

“Yes. I agree. But what if this has happened ten times? Then what?”

“What if what has happened ten times?”

“What if someone else thought they were helping? Actually

helping?”

“What do you mean?” Hest said. “Come on, spit it out.”

“What if the rock spiders have figured out how to convince

ordinary people to grab kids for them?”

Hest was standing straight upright, and he was sucking in his

bottom lip with each breath as his brain caught up with Baletree’s. He

asked, “Monica?”

“Yes. That’s exactly what Evelyn Boone said. She said a man named

Freddy convinced her to lure Monica into a car. It was the easiest

thing in the world. Monica trusted Evelyn. They held hands. Evelyn

kidnapped Monica, plain and simple, Evelyn went to jail and died in

jail, and we found Chris Pooler pretending to be a guy named Freddie,

case closed. But what if it wasn’t just that one? Not just Evelyn taking

Monica?”

“You think this could have happened more than once.”

“Yes, I do. Maybe. It’s worth looking into, right?”

“Yes, absolutely. I mean, the crims always, always, say that they

don’t know what’s going to happen to the kids after they get taken.

They always say that.”

“So, what if ten of them over the years were telling the truth? What

if there are ten cases out there where someone actually thought they

were helping the child they helped to kidnap. What if these

kidnappers were regular ordinary people that saw a child in distress, a
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child like Chloe with a scumbag dad, and they thought getting that

child away from their family was the best option.” Baletree asked, and

Hest said, “Someone could be convincing them.”

Baletree added, “Then we have ten cases that might be linked to

Monica. Or even just one. One would be fine. If we just listen and

believe them for just a second, we might find one other kidnapper

that took a kid for the same freaks that held Monica.”

“One would be bloody amazing. All right, All right. I’m headed

back to the station now. I’ll look into it. I’ll get some background

done. Let’s see what links up.”

“Yeah,” Baletree said.

Hest said, “I’m just thinking of all the people I put in jail that told

me they didn’t know the kid was going to be abused. So many. A lot

more than ten.”

“Yeah.”

AFTER HEST LEFT, BALETREE STOOD ON THE FRONT STEP FOR ALMOST

an hour, waiting for the sound of a motorcycle. She’d invited a single

biker to her house, and she knew that if she heard more than one

motorcycle approaching, she had been betrayed.

Eventually, the sound of that single engine filled the paddock

around the house.

The lone biker rode slowly up to the house and shut off the

machine as he leaned back and pulled off his helmet.

Jin said, “We haven’t met for a while. You must want something.”

“Sort of. I have an opportunity,” Baletree told Jin.

“An opportunity for me, or an opportunity for you?” Jin asked.

“A bit of both. I think your organisation has helped kidnap a bunch

of kids.”

“No. Not us,” Jin said as he stepped away from the vehicle.

“Yes.”

Jin scratched at the bridge of his nose as he said, “I like you,

detective, I do, but you’re still a detective. I don’t trust you.”

“Why not? I’ve known about you, Jin, and your drugs and girls and
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robberies. I’ve known about you forever, and you’re not in jail. Are

you? And I am a detective, aren’t I?”

“I can’t do anything else for you. You’re getting too familiar. I can’t

do anything else for you. I won’t.”

“You will.”

“No.”

“Yes, you will. Because you know why I don’t lock you up, don’t

you?” Baletree asked.

“No.”

“I know that you and I both know what crime is.”

“I don’t have time for this,” Jin said as he turned and stepped back

towards the bike.

“You’ve never sold anything harder than marijuana.”

“Says who? You? You cops don’t know anything,” Jin said as he

kept walking.

“And you’ve never beaten your girls, and you’ve never robbed

anyone who wasn’t a criminal. Have you? And I’ve shot a bunch of

losers and killers, and all of them deserved it, and I’m not sorry for

any of it, and the organisation you belong to is helping to kidnap

kips.”

Jin stopped walking.

Baletree said, “There’s a line, isn’t there?”

Jin stood silently facing the edge of the trees at the corner of

Baletree’s property.

Baletree said, “Crime is fictitious. You don’t have to talk; I know

you agree. I know you agree because I know you’ve found that line,

and you will not cross it. Jin does not hurt defenceless people. Jin does

not sell anything that can destroy a life. You and I, we’ve both killed,

and we’re both proud of it. What is a crime and what is not a crime is

invented by people behind desks and safely tucked away in

courtrooms. Crime is fictitious, and the laws do not need to be

followed, but you and I, we know right and wrong, and we’re happy to

break the law to and commit crime, as long as it’s not wrong.”

Jin turned and said, “Very philosophical for a crooked cop. I know
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you steal from the crims you lock up. Everyone knows. That’s how

you fund the cash rewards.”

“Yeah, all right, I’m a crooked cop, and you’re a gangster with a

heart of gold, they’re just stereotypes. We are both getting paid, and

killing, and doing all the same stuff, and we know what we’re doing is

not wrong. And the organisation you’re a member of is kidnapping

innocent children.”

“How do I know you’re not just trying to catch me on another

charge. You could tease me with kids and lock me up for selling

weed.”

“I could have done that years ago. I like what you do. Really.”

“You’re a very good liar.”

“Really, I like it. Sell weed, sell pussy, kill drug dealers, and steal

their cash. Do it. I’ll help you, really, I’ve helped others before. You can

be next, but we can’t let your boss kidnap kids. He moves them from

state to state, so they disappear.”

“He’s never asked me for help,” Jin said. “I don’t know anything

about this.”

Baletree said, “Same reason he’s never asked me for help.”

“What?”

“I’d kill him. So would you.” Baletree said, and Jin nodded, so

Baletree added, “Your boss has just got you doing what you’re good at.

You’re good at hurting bad people and being nice to decent people.

He’s got other men to hurt the decent people, doesn’t he?”

“What do you need?”

“I need to wear a recording device into your little club house.”

“That won’t work. You’ll be searched, and they’ll kill you. Mig is

running the crew now, and he doesn’t mess around. He’s only been at

the top for about four months. He’s still proving himself and all that

political rubbish. He’ll kill you.”

“I just need to get in.”

“You’re not hearing me, you will die. Mig will kill you,” Jin ran a

finger across his throat and poked his tongue out in a gross depiction

of slaughter.
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“OK,” Baletree said, “What do you think of Mig? What kind of

leader is he?”

“Mind your own damn business.”

“I just need to get in.”

Jin said, “He’s done it before. He’s killed a cop. Some guy named

Grace down in Esperance. That’s what made him the boss. He’d love

to do it again. You walk in there, and you’re asking for a bullet. Worse.

Don’t go in there. Search the other buildings. Look at the satellite

images and find of the sheds that aren’t legally constructed. That’s

how you’ll find evidence. You cops could get these pricks that take

kids, but you can’t be so open about it.”

“We need evidence first to even go looking for illegally

constructed buildings,” Baletree said. “I need to get some audio of

your man talking about crime.”

“If you walk in the front door, he’ll kill you. Just like the last cop.”

“Perfect.”

“Perfect?” Jin asked.

“Yeah, that’s the perfect reason to wear a recording device into

your home. I’ll go in to get evidence on Mig for killing that other cop.”

“There’s nothing I can do for you,” Jin said. “You don’t need any

help. You’re going to die, and you don’t need my help to do it.”

“I don’t have solid evidence about the kids. I have a hunch.”

“A hunch?” Jin laughed. “What are you now? A kid in the

playground? This is no joke. You need more than a hunch.”

“Jin, I am looking for kids. Children are dying. Worse.”

“That doesn’t mean you can help them. People die every day.”

“We can help them. You and me. I need a reason to go in. I can go

in if you give me an anonymous tip about Mig killing that cop. Hell, it

doesn’t even need to be true, give me any reason. Lie.”

“I don’t like lying.”

“Then tell the truth. Give the police force a reason to send me in

with a recording device. Even without a recording, I’ll get a chance to

shoot the prick. I’ll just be happy he’s dead.”

“You can’t transmit from in inside. We’ve got a radio detector. It

intercepts signals and stuff.”
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“I know, everyone has them. I’ll be recording straight onto a micro

sd card, and I can use the evidence later.”

“No, you won’t because you’ll be dead. I’m going to be responsible

for the death of another dumb cop. I can’t believe I’m doing this. I’m

going to get a cop killed.”

“Does that mean you’ll help me?”
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here were fifteen police officers hidden in the riverside

neighbourhood around Mig’s house as Baletree walked up

the driveway. She had a recorder in the clip that held up her hair and a

GPS in the sole of one of her shoes, and she carried a sawn-off

shotgun at her hip under a long jacket. The shotgun was just to seem

legitimate to the killers who lived there; no one entered that house

unarmed.

She didn’t have to knock. The wire mesh security door was

opened for her by a short man in a leather jacket as she approached

the front of the building, and she was inside in seconds with two men

escorting her, one in front and one behind. The house was small, and

Baletree was led through a couple of rooms in silence until she

entered a large, round room at the very rear of the home. The walls

were all glass, and the yard behind the house was a long, narrow strip

of grass until the property ran into bushland.

Baletree asked, “Who am I talking to?” as she looked around. There

were four antique motorcycles in the centre of the room, each the

corner of a square. A man was sitting on the oldest of motorcycles

that had a sidecar attached. He was leaning back and watching a large
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television showing the footy. He didn’t glimpse over to Baletree, so

she repeated, “Are you the guy?”

“What guy?” he asked without taking his stare from the television.

Baletree couldn’t see his face, but she could see a strip of tattoos that

started on his neck and finished with a few horses racing on the back

of his hand.

“I don’t want to screw around. Are you the guy in charge here, or

not?”

He said, “Put any guns you got on the floor. I don’t like surprises.”

Baletree placed her shotgun on the floor and kicked it to where

Mig was sitting on the bike in the centre. He looked at her briefly with

thin, triangular eyes moving over her hips and shoulders. He never

looked at Baletree’s face.

He said, “I’m the guy that sells stuff, you’re a girl that buys it. What

do you want?”

“What have you got?”

“I thought you said you didn’t want to screw around? This isn’t a

supermarket. You’re not browsing. What did you come here to buy?”

“Coke.”

He started to laugh and shake his head. He glimpsed back at Baletree

for a second and said, “Fat little thing like you isn’t looking for coke.”

“Yes, I am.”

“No, you’re not. No. You, Detective Baletree, are looking for

information,” he said, and now his glare found hers, and they locked

eyes for a long second. He added, “What did you think was going to

happen today? You took my man Jin up to your house and tried to get

him to set me up. Did you think that would work?”

Baletree cleared her throat and looked back the way she had been

led to see both of her escorts were behind her now. She said, “So, you

are Mig? That’s you? You’re the boss?”

“Call me whatever you want.”

“You can’t hurt me. I’m a cop.”

“Ooh, yes, I know. I love cops. I love their fingers. I love their toes.

I love their eyes. All so lovely. Tongues,” Mig said as he turned off the
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television and got off the bike. He started to walk towards Baletree,

and she took a step back and said, “I can just go. You don’t want any

trouble from me,” as she felt the cold sweat forming on her brow.

“You’re not going anywhere,” Jin’s voice sounded through the

room, and Baletree turned again to see him standing in the doorway.

He added, “I told you it would end like this. I warned you.”

Baletree said, “There’s a dozen cops in the buildings around here.

The neighbourhood is full of them.”

“Is that right?” Mig said, “Well, where are they? Because we’re

about to tear you to pieces, Detective, and no one seems to be coming

to help you.”

“They’ll be coming in here any second.”

“I don’t think so,” Mig said. “Jin here tells me you’re very

confident. You don’t need help. You don’t want anyone’s assistance.

You just charge around, and everything seems to go your way. Not

today. Where’s the recorder?”

“It’s not a recorder,” Baletree said, struggling to hold her jaw

steady. “It’s an audio transmitter, and they can hear you out there.

They’re all getting ready to charge in here and mess you, boys,

right up.”

“Really?” Mig said as Jin laughed at her. Mig said, “You’ve been

screwed, Detective. Everything you chatted to Jin about, I already

know. I know you’ve just got a recorder. I know Jin told you that the

transmitting gear won’t work in here. Just hand it over.”

“Screw you.”

“I’ll cut it from you,” Mig said as he pulled a long, thin knife out of

a holster on his boot. Baletree started to retreat to the side, but in the

round room, Mig just followed. Jin moved in the opposite direction to

flank Baletree so she’d run into one of them soon. The grin on Mig’s

face stretched wider and wider as Baletree’s horror deepened.

Jin asked, “Is the recorder in your clothes? Copper? Why don’t you

take them all off? All of it. Let’s see some skin.”

“Yeah!” Mig urged. “You aint gonna need those clothes anymore,

copper.”

“All right, slow down,” Baletree said. She took the clip out of her
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hair, and she smashed it with the hidden recorder on the ground

under her boot so that the wire and the circuit clearly showed under

the destroyed plastic.

Jin stood a few metres behind Baletree, and Mig was steadily

approaching in front with the knife pointed at her as menacingly as a

rifle.

“Closer and closer, copper,” Jin teased. “Now what? Are you gonna

fight? We love a little fight.”

Baletree said, “You can’t hurt me, you can’t get out of here. You’ll

go to jail for the rest of your lives if you hurt me.”

“Nah, nah,” Mig said, “only if we get caught. We won’t get caught.

We have all day. All night. Did you ever wonder how those kiddies

feel? Did you ever wonder what they thought in their final moments?

You’re gonna know soon enough. You’re going to find out what it

feels like to be all used up and dumped.”

As Mig teased Baletree, she glanced past the blade and down to his

crotch to see his jeans were pointed at the zipper in a bulging

erection. Baletree had to swallow twice to stop herself from being

sick, and then she ran.

Baletree knew she only had to take a few steps, and she knew Mig

would stab her the first chance he got, but she knew what happened

to victims that froze. She knew what had happened to so many girls

who thought they could appease a man like Mig, so she ran.

It only took two huge strides and a dive onto the ground to

reach the discarded shotgun. Baletree was on her belly with the

weapon in her hands, her finger on the trigger, and she flipped over

onto her back. As he brought the barrel of the gun down to aim it

where she thought Mig would be, he sank down onto her with a

knee in Baletree’s gut. All the air left her in the explosion of pain,

and her knees and shoulders curled up around Mig. The gun was

still in her hands, and she could see Mig’s clenched teeth, and she

pointed the barrel at him, but he slashed down at her neck with the

knife.

Baletree had to drop her chin and shrug her shoulders up in an

instinctive, tortoise motion to protect her neck. The blade cut a cheek,
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then Baletree’s chin, and she screamed with the long, stinging pains as

she felt the blood wetting her chest.

She still had the gun. Baletree still had the gun. She stuck it in

Mig’s ribs, and terror lengthened his face into a poured mask of

doom, but Baletree hesitated. She took a single moment to enjoy

Mig’s defeat before she pulled the trigger, and he had time to nudge

the barrel with an elbow.

The immense boom of the shotgun indoors deafened Baletree, and

she waited for Mig to fall to the floor, to fall away from her, to

collapse, but he did not. Instead, Mig wretched the gun from her and

slung it to the far end of the round room.

“No!” Baletree squealed as he stuck the knife in deep, deep, under

her bottom rib. A ball of flame burned through Baletree’s abdomen as

the blade sheared and twisted in her muscle, then Mig was gone.

Suddenly, the mass on top of Baletree disappeared.

The knife was still inside her, and she tried to roll, but she couldn’t

use the muscles that joined her hips to her belly, so she just screamed

and screamed and screamed.

Baletree lifted her chin to look around the room. The shotgun

blast had blown out one of the glass walls, so there was nothing in

between brawl and the backyard. She turned her head to see Jin had

tackled Mig off Baletree, and the two men were yelling at each other.

She thought she was saved until she listened to Jin’s suggestion. He

said, “Take her, come on, don’t do her here. Take her. Take the copper

down to the river. Take her to the shed.”

“Yeah?” Mig asked.

“Yeah,” Jin said, “take her to the shed. Do her in slow. Take that

knife. Have some fun.”

“Yeah!” Mig erupted, and the two of them glared down at Baletree.

She tried to shift herself across the ground and move towards the

broken glass wall, but she slipped in her blood that was spreading

over the floor. Baletree groaned as the men hauled her up and stuffed

her legs down into the sidecar of the old motorcycle. Mig pulled the

knife from her belly in a jolting tear.

The pop, pop, pop of gunshots at the front of the building
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announced that the police had finally charged in, and Baletree tried to

haul herself up out of the sidecar, but Jin tightened the seatbelt across

her waist. When Baletree’s fingers moved to the buckle, Jin smacked

her across the mouth with the back of his hand, and Baletree could

feel the deep lacerations from Mig’s knife attack.

Mig started the motor. He asked Jin, “Are you coming?” but Jin

shook his head and said, “I’m staying to put a few of these pigs down.”

The sounds of gunfire were approaching though the house, and Mig

didn’t hesitate to leave Jin behind. Jin shouted, “Good luck, copper!

You’re going to need it!” Mig kicked the bike into gear and drove

straight out of the back of the house, through the smashed glass, with

Baletree bleeding and groaning, strapped into the seat beside him.
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ig accelerated down the back lawn, and Baletree could

hear police sirens now. She could hear them fading

away in the background. As the bike lurched forwards, Baletree’s

injuries were bounced and stretched with the seatbelt holding her

down as she wailed in horror and agony. This was it. This was how it

felt. Tied down. Beaten. Abused. Doomed.

Visions and dreams of throwing off the seatbelt and leaping

heroically from vehicle flittered through Baletree’s mind, but all she

could do was curl into a ball and try to rest her shoulder on the hard

metal of the machine so the bruises and slashes all over her would be a

little protected.

They were zipping across the lawn at an immense speed. With her

head so close to the ground and all the little rocks and sticks flying

past, Baletree felt like this was the fastest she had ever, ever sped. Still,

when she glimpsed back, she could see a clear, defined trail of her

own blood. She could see a swarm of uniformed officers and heavily

armed special operations groups behind the house, but they were a

kilometre away. They were a lifetime away.

The bike slowed, and Mig tuned it as soon as they were in the

bush. Baletree squirmed to peer from one side to another, and she
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could feel the blood pooling in the capsule below her. Mig took a

second to lean down and smash his elbow into one of Baletree’s eyes.

He yelled, “Just sit there!” and he accelerated through the low shrubs

and foliage.

Baletree could see the water of the river off to their left, and the

ground below the bike became wet. As if Mig could tell what Baletree

was thinking, he shouted, “Let’s see your copper friends get down

here,” as the bike motor roared and the machine struggled to grip the

soft earth below. Baletree knew no police vehicle could slog its way

into this swamp. Slowly, the bike lurched forwards from one semi-

solid patch of ground to another.

The world around Baletree was dark and stinking and hot, and

Mig was grinning through the flies and the mud spraying up under

the tyres.

The sun above was a pinprick in the canopy of leaves, and Baletree

watched as she let her mind wander to all of the bodies she had found

half-submerged in swamps. All the lazy burial jobs when killers had

simply thrown corpses out to into the wild to be devoured or rot in

the open air.

The motorcycle stopped. Mig sang, “We’re he-here,” as he skipped

off the seat with new vigour and undid Baletree’s seatbelt. He pulled

her out into the mud with a bear hug, and Baletree flopped onto the

wet ground. Baletree roared under the agony, and Mig grabbed her

hair in both fists. Baletree couldn’t see where he was dragging her, but

the ground below them became firm. She tried to turn her head, but

her skull was being wretched and forced to jerk one way and then the

other as Mig dragged her by her hair.

Suddenly, they were indoors. Mig burst into a little wooden

room, and he dropped Baletree on the floor. A fistful of Baletree’s

hair limply floated away from Mig’s hand as he paced around the

room. There was a thin bench that wrapped the whole space,

something like a kitchen counter, but Baletree couldn’t see what was

up there. She lay on the floor, flat on her back, and took three deep

breaths.

Mig was stomping around with his boots clunking on the floor. He
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peered out of each of the three windows periodically and watched

back along the path they had taken.

He said, “Let’s see those coppers find us here.”

Baletree knew she had to move, and she wasn’t restrained at all,

but she took a moment to note her injuries and consider her

impairments. She could not straighten her spine fully because the

knife wound between her ribs was just too sore to voluntarily open.

She was losing blood out of her cheek and jaw, and it wasn’t going to

stop her screaming, but it would steal her consciousness if she didn’t

stem the flow. When she put both her palms to her face to apply some

pressure to the wounds, Mig turned on his heel and stomped down on

her stomach. He said, “Don’t worry about that, copper, that’s the least

of your worries,” as Baletree shrank into a wheezing ball and rolled

onto her side.

Mig added, “I got a boat near here too. Do you think those cops

are gonna come up the river on a boat? No way.” Baletree tried to look

up at him, but from where she was curled on the floor, she had to use

her left eye, and it didn’t work. When Mig had elbowed her, he’d

damaged something there. Maybe the eye-ball, maybe a tear duct,

whatever, it didn’t matter. All that mattered to Baletree was that her

left eye was useless.

Mig told her, “I’m going to gut you. Seriously. That’s what we’re

going to do together. All those guts inside you are gonna be spilt out

onto the floor here. I’m just gonna leave you. How does that sound?

I’ll be out of here in five minutes. You might even still be breathing

when those cops come all cautious and hesitant down those tracks we

made.”

Baletree used all the strength she had left to flip herself over onto

her other side so her good eye could watch Mig.

“You wanna watch?” he asked. “Do you like my little shed here,” he

said, and he pointed to a dark stain on the wood floor.

Mig was standing against the far wall, but he was still only a few

metres away. The stench of his sweat still stung Baletree’s nostrils.

Baletree tried to tuck her heels up under her hips so she could slide
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herself along the floor away from him, but her boot heel slipped on

the uneven surface of the wood floor.

“Cute,” Mig said as he leaned back on the bench and waved the

knife around in front of his belly. He took a deep breath and shook his

head, and said, “You don’t even remember me, do you. Do you?”

Baletree tried to open her mouth to speak, but the wound in her

cheek had cut something in her jaw, and all she could do was wiggle

her lips and tongue. She blabbered, “No. No. No.”

“You don’t remember me,” Mig said. “That’s disappointing. You

don’t know. You don’t even know this is all your fault. This was all

your idea.”

“No.”

“Yeah. You came around looking for Monica, and you just threw

your cash at us. You didn’t even need anything. Nothing in return, just

money for a promise. Then the mum showed up and did the same

thing. I only asked the dad once before he handed me thousands and

thousands of bucks. I didn’t need to convince him. I didn’t need to

push him. I just told him I could find his daughter. That’s it. Easiest

days’ work I ever did.”

Baletree groaned and summoned a moment of strength to ask,

“You even look?”

“Yeah, of course. I looked. Do you know why? Huh? Do you know

why?”

Baletree tried to move her boot heels under her hips again so she

could manoeuvre just a little, but her knees gave way, and she went

nowhere.

Mig said, “I tried to find her so I could bury her in my yard. Then I

could keep going back, couldn’t I? Know what I do now? Huh? I take the

kids, and I end them, and I tell the parents I can help find them again. All

the cops and the mummies and daddies are running around searching

for years. Years. And all the time, they’re paying me to help search, and all

the time, the kids are floating out in the ocean. Fish food. Money for life.”

Baletree asked, “Monica?”

“What?”
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“You find Monica?”

Mig said, “Monica was different. She wasn’t one of mine, not

really. None of my kids come back. None of my kids last a week.

Monica was just the idea. Monica was never mine. You were my

inspiration, Detective, your dedication and all the extra effort you put

in. I would have stuck to drugs and ended up in gaol if you hadn’t

given me the idea. You’re probably responsible for ten kids going

missing. Ten dead kids, all because of you. How does that make you

feel? Huh?”

“No,” Baletree muttered, “No, No.”

“That’s enough of this,” Mig said.

“No.”

He asked, “Do you know what a gut hook is?”

Baletree tried to tuck her heels up under her again, but again they

slipped.

“Do you?” Mig asked.

“No, no, no,” Baletree said as her heels dug in, and she shunted

herself back towards the opposing wall.

“You will soon,” Mig said as Baletree released all of the tension in

her muscles. She stretched out on the floor and closed her eyes, and

took another three deep breaths.

Mig said, “It’s a curved blade that hunters use to pull the guts out

of dead animals. It’s shaped like an animal’s claw but almost as thin as

a razor blade. There’s no need for it to be thick or heavy. It’s perfect

for slicing through the soft skin of the belly and all that fat.”

Baletree dribbled out a long, thin trickle of blood and muttered,

“Oh, yeah, I know them.”

“Ha!” Mig clapped his hands together and said, “Great.”

Baletree twisted and writhed a little more, so she was up against

the edge of the little room.

Through the pain and rage and hatred, Baletree forced her teeth to

rattle and her lips to tell Mig, “That’s the thing you’ve got hidden in

that green toolbox on your left.”

While Mig’s frantic brain was trying to comprehend exactly what
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Baletree had said, she stretched out with her right hand and found the

revolver she’d taped to the back of the thick wooden pole that held up the

bench on that side of the room. Her useless left eye was ruining her depth

perception, so she had to place her left palm over that side of her face. Mig

swore and burst into a sprint towards Baletree as she took aim with the

one eye and the one hand on the gun. The whole world was a veil of red as

blood coated Baletree’s only functional cornea, and Baletree heard Mig’s

heavy boots slam into the wooden floor twice. One step. Two steps closer.

Baletree couldn’t see much through the red haze and the darkness

of the shed and horror of the moment, but she could see a shape

falling on top of her, and that was enough.

The gun roared in her hand one, two, three, four times, and Mig’s

weight slammed down on her legs. They were bother screaming, and

Mig’s solid grasp clutched at her ankles. The terror and disgust she

felt as his hands gripped and squeezed the muscles in her legs forced

Baletree to smack down at him with her free hand, so she couldn’t

cover that left eye. Blinded by the injuries, and shrieking, and

desperately slapping at her abuser, Baletree could feel his hands

moving up her body.

One seizing grasp around her left knee, then a furious palm

grabbing at her right hip and pulling up, hard, to throw that left fist

up to hold the clothing over her ribs.

Mig’s weight was on the knife wound in her torso, and a blossom

of torture swelled across her skin, radiating like the heat from a stove.

She felt his fingers scratching at her shoulder, and he was pulling her

down with him. Dragging her down, down, down into the nightmare

of that man, and she could feel his hot, stinking breath on the slashes,

the open wounds, in her face. His weight was fully on her, with his

chest holding down Baletree’s diaphragm.

Baletree thrust the barrel of the pistol up into the darkness, the

blindness, in front of her eyes. She could not see, but she could feel

where her skin crawled at his touch. She could smell the disgusting

pits below his arms. She thrust the barrel of the gun forward until she

could feel it poking into flesh that was not hers. She twisted and



240 | K I C K  D OW N  T H E  D O O R

turned the barrel, and when the clawing, raging hatred in Mig’s

fingers turned into trembling horror, she pulled the trigger again.

The earlier concussions of the gunshots, and that final blast

deafened Baletree, so it sounded like her head was already wrapped in

bandages. She could not see Mig through her broken eyes, but she

could feel him lying limp on her. She could feel his shallow breathing

as their bleeding chests were pressed to one another.

Baletree’s breathing slowed, and became shallow, and mirrored

Mig’s. She didn’t know if He could hear her, but she told him, “You

think this place was a secret? Idiot. I’ve been here three times in the

last month. Waiting. Watching.”

The sharpness in the sounds around Baletree started to return to

her. She asked Mig, “Do you hear that? Helicopter. I’m going to

hospital.”

Mig made a small sound somewhere in his throat, and Baletree

said, “Shhh, shhh.”

Mig made a few more small noises as the fingers on Baletree’s left

hand moved up his neck and across his chin. When she could feel his

teeth, she moved the pistol so that the barrel forced his jaw open, and

she pulled the trigger one last time.
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in was standing over Baletree when she woke in the

hospital. It took her a moment to focus and relax and

realise where she was, but as soon as she could speak, she

said, “Isn’t this depressing?” The wound on her cheek was numb, and

she could feel a tightness there that she knew would be stitches.

“What?” Jin asked.

“Your face is the first one I see when I open my eyes,” Baletree took

a moment to sniffle and swallow some more saliva into her dry

throat. She added, “You’re not family. You’re not even a cop.”

“I’m an informant now. Cops pay me, does that make us

colleagues?”

“I guess. How did you go?”

“With what?” Jin asked.

“The police. When I left with Mig, how did the cops treat you?”

“When you were abducted by Mig, I lay on the ground screaming

with my hands out by my sides. I don’t want to die. I told them I was

your informant, and they still nearly snapped me in half when they

cuffed me.”

“Good.”
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Jin said, “I guess you have all the evidence you need now.”

“Yep. You’re little club is toast. Get out now. They’re all going

down.”

“I ain't in any clubs. I couldn’t trust one now. Not after Mig. I have

retired.”

“Good.”

Jin leant in closer, and Baletree’s stare waved around the room to

check for anyone who might hear them. Jin whispered, “I told them

where he was taking you. I told them they couldn’t get there. They

called for the chopper straight away. Just like you said. They knew the

shed was out in the bush, and they called in the police helicopter

straight away, just like you said.”

“Shh,” Baletree said. “Not here.”

BALETREE WAS IN THE HOSPITAL FOR ELEVEN DAYS. HER SCARS WERE

bright red and as thick as shoelaces on her face, but the doctors said

her internal injuries were healing quickly. Hest visited her with the

news that he had found fourteen cases of child abduction where the

person taking the child off the streets legitimately believed they were

doing the right thing. In all cases, someone had approached the adult

and convinced them that they represented an organisation that cared

for children. This organisation did not have a name and was supposed

to have the power to rush children into the foster care system when

there was a dire need, but not enough evidence to remove the child

from their parent’s care. One of these kids was Monica. This

organisation did not exist. Hest also informed Baletree that three

prisoners had recently escaped Casuarina Prison.

When Baletree asked why Hest bothered to tell her that while she

was in the hospital, Hest said, “Because you went to see one of these

men a couple of weeks ago. What did you talk about with Damien

Heron?”

Baletree said, “Same thing you and me are talking about now.

Damien Heron told me he thought he was helping the kid he took. I
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believed him. I’ve never believed any of them before. Not even Evelyn

with Monica, I didn’t believe her back then. I do now.”

“There’s another thing.”

“What?”

Hest said, “Chris Pooler’s lawyers have insisted that Chris is, and

always has been, innocent.”

“They’ve always said that.”

“Yeah, but now there’s new evidence.”

“What new evidence?” Baletree asked.

“Are you trying to be funny? Someone else has held Monica for the

last fourteen years, not Chris.”

“That doesn’t mean he didn’t take her.”

“You don’t have to convince me. I’m just letting you know it’s all

coming back. He’ll go back to court. He might even get out.”

“Good,” Baletree said, “he’ll probably lead us to his buddies. He’s

probably the only person in the world that knows exactly what

happened to Monica.”

“Not the only person,” Hest said. “Someone out there knows.”

“Yes.”

Hest added, “Doc Fonteine told me she’s organised for you to meet

Monica. When are you going to visit her?”

“As soon as I can stand,” Baletree said.

MONICA WAS BACK, LIVING IN THE ORIGINAL FAMILY HOME. WHEN

Baletree was invited back for tea with Abbie, Baletree was only able to

move around in a wheelchair. Dr Fonteine drove Baletree to Monica’s

home in a van with an extendable ramp. Baletree would have had to

wait a month before she could walk on her own, and she refused to sit

around any longer with nothing but her thoughts.

Dr Fonteine pushed Baletree up the driveway and then the path in

silence. When they had to get up the steps, Roland came out to help

lift the wheelchair.

Again, Baletree sat in their living room. Again, Abbie made tea.
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They all sat around without speaking, and the only person who wasn’t

there was Monica. She was in her bedroom, and Dr Fonteine insisted

that Monica should be allowed to choose when she came out into the

rest of the house to meet any strangers. Monica could decide to come

out and meet Baletree that day, or she could wait a month or even a

year.

Baletree asked Abbie, “Does Monica know I’m here now?”

“Why would she care?” Roland said. “Monica has no idea who you

are.”

Abbie said, “I’ll just go speak to her through the door. I won’t

go in.”

“Why?” Roland barked. “Don’t make her—”

The hushed sound of a door being gently closed somewhere else in

the house silenced Roland. Everyone in the living room could hear

soft footsteps on carpet, and then Monica appeared in the doorway.

She stood there with her hands in front of her, slightly apart. As Dr

Fonteine said, “Good morning,” Monica’s hands began to move closer

to one another, then farther apart, then closer, like a tiny bird trying

to flap its wings.

Abbie asked, “How was your nap, Darling?”

Monica hummed a little in the quiet.

Abbie added, “This lady helped us when you were gone. She

looked for you the hardest.”

Roland scoffed, and Monica twitched at the uncontrolled emotion

of her father.

“I, um,” Baletree started to speak, then she glimpsed around the

room to see if anyone would oppose her input. No one said anything,

so Baletree said, “Good morning.”

Monica’s head nodded rhythmically, and with her hands moving

and the light humming, she was very animated for a girl who had not

looked up from the floor.

Baletree said, “Good morning, little angel,” and Baletree studied

Monica’s reaction, but there was none. More humming and nodding

and the slight, repetitive movements. “I tried very hard to find you.

Very, very hard. I just want to say that I’m sorry. I’m so sorry I
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couldn’t help.” Monica took three steps forward and sat down on the

floor beside Baletree. Dr Fonteine leant forwards, and both Abbie and

Roland drew in sharp, spine lengthening breaths. Baletree lifted a

palm and moved it, so it hovered over Monica’s shoulder. Before she

touched the young woman, Baletree looked at Abbie, but Abbie was

pressing her palms to her face. Baletree could see Abbie’s eyes over

Abbie’s fingertips, and she was not mad, so Baletree let her palm

lower and rest on Monica’s shoulder. Monica froze, but she did not

recoil.

Baletree whispered, “Are you afraid of me? Are you afraid?” as she

moved her hand to rub Monica’s back.

The tiny sounds and movements in that room were deafening.

Baletree heard Roland stand, and she heard Dr Fonteine move to stop

him, but Baletree didn’t look around. Abbie whimpered as Monica’s

head began to move again in a similar repetition, but this time,

Monica was shaking her head.

“I want to tell you something,” Baletree began, “I hope it doesn’t

make you mad. I think you’re the only person in the whole world who

will understand. I don’t think you escaped the men who took you

away, I think they let you go. I think they loved you very much, and

maybe, you liked them a little too. Just a little.”

Monica’s breathing quickened, and she started to hum again.

Baletree told the back of Monica’s head, “I’m still looking for whoever

had you. Whoever you were with. It doesn’t matter if they let you go

now. I’m still looking. I’ll always keep looking.”

Monica lifted her hands up in front of herself like she was

studying a mess she’d made with her fingers. And then Monica

said, “OK.”

Baletree pulled her hand back from Monica in an instinctive

recoil. She moved the wheelchair backwards without thinking,

desperately hoping she hadn’t done something to break Monica, or

hurt her, or break anything else in that home.

Roland and Abbie and Dr Fonteine were all speaking, and

someone was shouting, “What did she say? Was that a word? What?”

but Baletree didn’t listen to any of that. She watched Monica lean
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towards her, and Baletree rolled the chair back to where it had been.

Monica did not look up, but she placed a hand on the floor between

Baletree’s ankles, and the room went silent again.

That stranger’s voice, that whisper of an angel, returned, and

Monica asked, “Are you looking for my daughter?”
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neighbour.
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are nothing like a diagnosis described in a textbook. They are

themselves. Just themselves. When you sit with them and talk of a

shared an interest, you are not learning about a condition or a

disability; you are learning about one person. You will never meet

anyone the same ever again. There is no one on this planet that is the

same as Monica Hareleigh.
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If you want to do your good deed for the day, please head to https://

www.danielnorrish.com/survey to fill out very short survey. With
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