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	Dedication

	 

	For my daughter, Ava Tomaino – twelve years old and already far too 

	fascinated by all things creepy, sinister, and serial-killer-ish

	May your curiosity for the dark never scare off your sense of humour,
and may your future pets never mysteriously disappear in the name of “experiments”

	With love, admiration, and just a slight concern for your internet search history,
Dad

	 

	 

	


Chapter One

	From the outside, the Still family looked like any other. If you looked quickly, you might have thought they were the happiest family alive. They were the sort of family neighbours pointed to as “good stock,” wholesome and proper. In the photo album that lived on the coffee table, there were snapshots of barbecues and birthdays, Christmas mornings and beach trips. Smiling faces, bright eyes, a neat brick veneer house in the background. Mr. Still  –  David  – was tall, square-jawed, with a salesman’s smile that carried across a room. Mrs. Still – Margaret – was always tidy, even on holiday mornings, hair brushed, lipstick faint but present.

	Their eleven-year-old son, Jeffrey, noticed everything, watching with eyes too dark and too quiet for a boy his age. His little sister, Ellie, was the opposite – her chatter filled the house, ribbons in her hair always matched her dress, her doll was never more than an arm’s length away.

	On the cloudless morning of their road-trip holiday, the Holden Kingswood idled in the driveway, boot packed tight, suitcases strapped to the roof rack with rope. Margaret fussed over the sandwiches in wax paper, a thermos filled with tea, a picnic basket, and pillows for the children to nap against. David whistled as he tightened the straps over the suitcases, his shadow long against the neat lawn.

	Jeffrey pressed his forehead to the window as the car rolled onto the open highway –

	his breath fogged a circle on the glass. Ellie sang to her doll in the back seat, braiding and un-braiding its hair. David hummed along to the radio, tapping the steering wheel in time. “Black Hole Sun” drifted from the speakers, that lazy, haunted wail of guitars rippling through the warm air.  Sunlight poured through the windscreen, painting the interior in shifting gold. The landscape blurred in long ribbons of pale grass and stringy gum trees, and the road stretched endless and grey into the horizon. 

	The first kangaroo appeared half an hour into the trip.

	“Eyes up, kids – roo on the shoulder,” David said, pointing with a finger that never left the steering wheel.

	Jeffrey leaned forward, eyes wide. The animal lay twisted in the dust, its legs locked in a half-leap, as though frozen mid-spring. Its fur was stiff with dark red and black stains. Flies swarmed thick around the sockets of its eyes, their hum audible even through the glass.

	“Poor thing,” Margaret whispered, shifting in her seat. “Must have been hit last night.”

	Ellie buried her face in her doll. But Jeffrey stared, unblinking, lips parted not in sorrow but in fascination. He did not say “poor thing.” His gaze clung to the roadside corpse, and even as the car swept past, he craned his neck to see it vanish in the rear window. 

	At the next petrol stop, David busied himself with the pump while Margaret took Ellie inside for lemonade. Jeffrey lingered by the front bumper. The car grill was a graveyard of its own – smeared wings, moths flattened like pressed flowers, splattered dragonflies, streaks of yellow-green pulp where grasshoppers had burst. He raised a finger and traced the splatters, feeling the dried husks scrape beneath his nail. When he lifted his hand, a dry beetle wing clung beneath his nail. When he flicked it, the brittle wing came away, glinting like glass in the sun. He bent to pick it up.

	“Jeffrey! Don’t touch that muck, you’ll get sick,” Margaret scolded as she returned. But he had already pocketed the wing.

	The hours rolled by, and with them, the body count – two more kangaroos, a fox curled like a singed rag, a galah scattered across the bitumen in a flash of pink and grey. Where Ellie wept each time, muffling her cries in the doll’s apron, Jeffrey leaned closer, pressing his forehead to the glass, cataloguing the kills like entries in a ledger. His face was lit with a strange hunger as he counted the carcasses out loud.

	Margaret hushed him, reaching back to squeeze his knee. David chuckled, as if it was only the odd morbid curiosity of a boy. But Jeffrey kept looking, kept cataloguing. By dusk, the highway was bathed in rust-coloured light. Shadows of trees stretched long and spindly across the bitumen. 

	The Still family sang along to the crackling radio, Ellie rested against Jeffrey’s shoulder. Jeffrey did not sing. His eyes were fixed on a fresh shape that had appeared – a wombat, split down the middle like a burst sack, entrails dark and wet.

	“Look at that,” Jeffrey breathed.

	And then – headlights. Sudden, blinding. A car swerved across the line, weaving. It happened so quickly, yet Jeffrey would replay it forever in his head. David wrenched the wheel as the tires screeched. Margaret’s gasp, high and sharp. David’s curse, muffled by the roar of rubber. The other car lurched toward them, veering wildly, the silhouette of a bottle raised to the driver’s mouth glinted in the dash-light. Then – impact. The crash came like a scream in the throat of God.  

	Headlights exploded, metal shrieked as the car flipped, and glass shattered into constellations. Jeffrey’s body lifted, then slammed back down as the world rolled in terrible slow motion. His last sight before the blackness was his sister’s doll tumbling through the air. 

	When Jeffrey woke, the world was still. The Kingswood was a crushed shell around him, its roof buckled low, and skewed metal pinned his legs. The air reeked of blood and petrol. His father’s arm hung loose in the front seat, studded with shards of windscreen, bone jutting pale and jagged from the torn flesh at his elbow. His mother’s face was pressed against the dash, her forehead split wide, hair soaked and matted with blood. Her teeth glinted loose among the radio knobs, lips parted in a final breath. Ellie was twisted among the picnic basket and scattered colouring books, legs folded beneath her at impossible angles. Blood bubbled from her nose, soaking her little dress, and her ribbon had slipped sideways into the wound at her temple. Her doll lay face-down in the footwell, its porcelain skull smashed open, stuffing tangled with blood and dust.

	They were still. All of them.

	Jeffrey, bleeding and broken, was the only one who moved. He sat amid the wreckage, eyes wide, chest heaving, but he did not cry. He looked at them the way he had looked at the fox, the galah, the wombat. Silent things, waiting.

	The Still family had become roadkill too. And Jeffrey… Jeffrey was the only one left to watch. To remember them, somehow, as they were. Still.

	 

	


Chapter Two

	Jeffrey’s world had ended the day the Kingswood flipped. And yet, it did not stop. The world kept turning. The authorities did what they always did – they folded his life into a file, stamped it, and passed it along. He was shuffled between foster homes, one after the other, each a small prison of rules and good intentions. 

	The names changed – Mrs. Callahan, the Wellingtons, the Darnells – but the faces all blurred into one long, unending pattern of strangers. Each home had a kitchen where food smelled wrong, where bedrooms felt too small, and walls too bright. Each foster home smelled different – bleach, cigarette smoke, lavender – but they all carried the same distance, the same polite tolerance of a boy who never quite fit. He tried to smile, to sit at their tables, but laughter and conversation slipped through his fingers like smoke. It was only in solitude that he felt whole. 

	And yet, in the oddest moments, he would glimpse shadows of his old family in these strangers: a girl with a ribbon in her hair, a father’s laugh echoing his own father’s, a mother humming while hanging clothes on the line. The moments struck him like knives, the ache in his chest twisting into something darker.

	The Wellingtons had a daughter who reminded him far too much of Ellie – hair perfectly brushed, eyes bright, a doll clutched in her hand. Jeffrey watched from the doorway, his chest tightened with a craving he did not understand
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