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Chapter 1 Back Roads and Old Ghosts
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I drove into the main street and felt a jolt in my chest. It had been years since I last rolled down this strip, yet it looked the same. The same old pub with its paint cracked on the sign. The bakery still had the same chalkboard with pies and sausage rolls listed in smudged white. Even the newsagent with faded posters in the window had not shifted an inch.

The footpaths looked worn but clean. A ute pulled out from the servo and waved at me as if I had never left. I slowed near the corner where the post office sat, red bricks holding steady against time. I could have been seventeen again, fresh out of school, thinking this town was too small for me.

I parked across from the park and cut the engine. No rush of city traffic, no endless horns. Just the sound of birds and... well....silence.

As I stepped out, I caught sight of a familiar spot. The cafe by the corner, with its green awning, still stood open. I remembered long afternoons there with friends, sharing chips and swapping stories we thought were wild. My stomach turned with both nerves and comfort.

I leaned on the bonnet and let my eyes move across each shop. The butcher, the old servo, the hardware store with its faded yellow sign. It was strange. I had changed in ways I did not yet want to admit, but the town seemed proud not to move at all.

Another ute rolled past and the driver gave a small wave, the kind you see only in places where people know each other. I lifted a hand back, though I had no clue who it was.

For the first time in a long time, I felt both out of place and at home.

The paint seemed even more damaged than I remembered the closer I got to it, but the glass out front still shone from daily wipes. I pushed open the door, and the bell above gave its little ring, the same sound I had heard every Saturday morning from when I was ten.

Inside, nothing had shifted. The tables were set in two even rows. The lino floor was patched in spots, dull from years of shoes scraping across it. Behind the counter stood Mick. His hair had gone grey, but his shoulders still filled his shirt. He glanced up, gave a short nod, and turned back to the machine. He had never been one for fuss.

I could smell the coffee and bacon. A pair of old blokes sat by the wall playing cards, one muttering while the other laughed. Near the window a mum kept her boy still long enough to finish his toast. A couple of tradies in boots leaned on the counter calling for more sauce with their egg rolls. It was the same cast in the same spots, as if no one had ever left.

I slipped into a booth, the vinyl seat squeaking. The exact spot I used to claim after school. Where I'd come in with mates and think a milkshake was the best drink in the world.

A girl in a neat apron walked over. She held a pad, though it was clear she already knew what I would say. “You want a menu?” she asked.

“Chocolate milkshake,” I said. The words came out easily.

She wrote it down and was gone in a blink. The sounds of the room washed over me. The hiss of steam, the scrape of cutlery, the soft ring of the till. It didn’t feel like 8 years had passed.

When the milkshake came, it was tall in its glass, with a metal tin on the side. The first sip was thick and sweet, froth clinging to the straw. It was the same taste I had carried with me, though I half expected it would have lost its charm. It had not.

I sat there longer than I needed to. Watching the room, the people, the small acts that made the place feel alive. Mick looked up once, saw me with the shake, and gave a slow nod as if to say welcome back, but not out loud.

I leaned back and let the glass sit cool in my hand. I felt like the kid I once was, though older eyes were staring out at the street. Nothing here cared how much time had passed, and that gave me a strange sense of ease.

I left the empty glass on the table and stepped back into the street. I slid behind the wheel and pulled out.

The drive out to the house was short. I had done it a thousand times, though the years away made each bend feel fresh. The same stands of gums, the same broken fence near the creek, the same patch of bitumen where the council had never fixed the dip. My hands gripped the wheel tighter the closer I got.

When I turned into the long drive, the place stood waiting. The roof seemed duller, the front gate hung low, but the overall shape hit me hard. I cut the engine and sat for a moment and just stared.

I stepped out and walked to the front door. The handle felt cool, the wood dry and worn. I pushed it open. The house was still, the air thick with dust and the faint smell of old timber. No voices, no sound of a radio, no cough from the back room.

Dad would never cough again.

He had passed only a week ago. A call from my sister had pulled me back here, her voice breaking as she told me what I already knew deep down. Years of hard work, long nights, and strong drink had caught up with him.

The funeral was set for tomorrow. Family and old mates would gather, though I had no idea how many would turn up. He had not been easy to know, but he had been ours.

I dropped my bag in the hall and stood in the quiet. Each room held shadows of the past. The kitchen, with its chipped table, the lounge with its worn chairs, the smell of smoke that never quite left. I moved from room to room, half expecting him to step out and ask why I was late.

But there was no one. Just me, the dust, and the slow tick of the old clock in the lounge.

I walked into the lounge and lowered myself onto Dad’s chair. The cushion sagged the same way it always had, shaped by years of his weight. I rested my elbows on my knees and let my eyes move over the room.

The mantel still held the faded photo of Mum before she passed. Next to it sat a clock with a crack in the glass, ticking on as if nothing had changed. A few trophies from the footy club leaned against the wall, dust dulling the shine.

I let my head fall back and closed my eyes. I could almost hear him, the rough bark of his laugh when he caught something funny on the radio, the heavy boots on the floorboards as he came in from the shed. The silence that followed made the loss hit harder.

I stood and moved to the kitchen. The table was scratched and scarred, each mark a reminder of a time when the house was full of noise. My sister and I had sat there after school, waiting for him to come home. We never knew what mood would walk through the door. Some nights he was calm, some nights sharp, yet he had been a constant. Now the chair sat empty.

I opened the back door and looked out at the yard. The shed leaned to one side, its roof patched with tin. His tools still hung inside, each one where he had left it. I could not step in. Not yet.

The weight of why I had come back pressed in. The funeral would bring faces I had not seen in years. Old mates, distant family, maybe a few neighbours. People would tell stories, some good, some not so good. I would stand there and nod, trying to carry the right mix of pride and sorrow.

For now I stood in the doorway, the air still and heavy, and let the truth settle. He was gone. The house was mine to face alone.

I set a pan on the stove and dropped in a knob of butter. The hiss filled the kitchen and echoed through the quiet house. I cracked two eggs into the pan and watched the whites spread. The sound pulled me back to nights when Mum had stood at this same stove. She could turn the simplest food into a feast. Her lamb stew had filled bellies through winter, thick and hearty with potatoes, carrots, and a hint of herbs. She made loaves of bread so soft that Dad would cut into them before they cooled, grinning like a boy who could not wait.

Her sponge cakes were a legend in this town. She used to bake them in pairs, light as air, with cream and jam between. She would tell us to let them cool, but Dad always pinched a slice while it was warm. I can still see him standing by the counter, blowing on a piece, crumbs falling across his shirt. My sister and I would laugh till our sides hurt, while Mum swatted him with the tea towel. He would duck and laugh louder, the picture of a man caught in the act.

I stirred the eggs and tried not to compare them to her meals, but I failed. Mine were dry, the edges curling in the pan, the smell plain. Still, I ate them at the old table, fork scraping against the worn surface. Every mark in that table told a story. Some were burns from hot pans, some were scratches from school books dragged across, some from the rough hands of a father who had worked hard all his life.

I sat back, chewing slow, and let other nights rise in my mind. Not every memory was sweet. One night came sharp, like it had waited for me to return. Dad had walked in late, his boots heavy on the boards, his eyes clouded from drink. His voice rose before he had even taken off his coat. He was angry at money, angry at the job, angry at a life he thought had cheated him. My sister had stood her ground, chin high, her voice sharp with the same fire that burned in him. I had tried to back her, though my own words shook.

The air in the kitchen had been tight, hot with words that clashed. Plates rattled as voices grew louder. Then Mum had snapped. She slammed her hand flat on the table and told him enough. Her voice cut through the room and pulled us all to a standstill. For a moment, I thought he would keep going, but he sank into the chair, shoulders heavy, eyes fixed on the floor. The fight left him in a rush, and all I saw was a man worn thin.

I had never looked at him the same after that night. His size, his strength, and his pride all seemed smaller when stripped bare. I saw then how much of his life had been a battle he fought with himself.

I cleared my plate and washed it at the sink, the water running warm over my hands. The kitchen smelled faintly of dust, of old wood, of meals long past. I stood there and let both kinds of memories wash through me. The laughter over sponge cake, the silence after a fight and the feeling of them sitting heavily on my chest.

The dark had crept in outside. The house felt even larger without voices to fill it. I dried my hands on a towel and leaned against the bench, staring into the shadows of the lounge. Every part of this place spoke of what was gone, yet I knew it would be full again tomorrow, with people coming for the funeral. For now, though, it was mine to face alone.

I carried my bag down the hall, the boards creaking under each step. The first door on the left was still half open. My sister’s room. The shelves were bare now, and only a few old books were stacked on the desk. A faded poster clung to the wall, curling at the edges, the colours pale from years in the sun. Her bed frame sat empty, no sheets, no quilt, just a mattress that had grown soft with age. I stood there a moment, seeing her as a girl with her hair pulled back, bent over homework, muttering that she would get out of this town.

Next was Mum and Dad’s room. The bedspread was neat, as if she had made it one last time and never left. Her dressing table still held the glass dish with hairpins, the same small mirror leaning against the wall. Dad’s boots were lined at the base of the wardrobe, scuffed and broken at the seams, yet kept as if he might need them again. I touched the frame of the door and felt a tightness in my chest. The air held their absence more than their presence.

At the end of the hall, I pushed open the door to my old room. I almost laughed. The same doona cover lay across the bed, patterned with blue squares, the same one I had kicked off on hot nights. My old cricket bat leaned in the corner, stickers peeling. A school jacket still hung on the back of the chair. It was like time had stood still, waiting for me to walk back in.

The room smelled the same — wood polish, sun-heated carpet, and something faintly dusty. He stared at the old bedspread, the cracked skirting board, the posters still curling on the wall.

And then it came back. That night.

I was eighteen. Bags half-packed. My heart on fire with the kind of certainty only teenagers have.

“You're just running,” my father had said from the doorway, arms folded, voice tight with disappointment. “You think she's the answer. She’s not.”

I was standing exactly where I stood now, fists clenched. “Maybe I don’t want your kind of life.”

“You don’t even know what kind of life that is.”

“I know I don’t want to rot here waiting for something to change.”

The silence after that had been colder than any winter. Dad didn’t yell. He hardly ever did. But the look on his face was like I had stabbed him in the chest.

Later that night, I found a folded $50 note on the kitchen table. No goodbye. No hug. Just that one line, scrawled in black ink:

“Don’t be a stranger.”

I had kept the note for years. Didn’t know why. Maybe guilt. Maybe love. Maybe both.

I dropped my bag on the bed and sat down. The mattress dipped in the same spot it always had. For a long time, I stared at the posters on the wall, the band names I had cared about, the places I had promised myself I would see. Most of those promises had not been kept.

The silence pressed in. My hands trembled on my knees, and before I could stop it, my eyes burned. Tears slipped free, first slow, then faster, until I bent forward and let them fall. The sound of my own breath broke in the room. I had not cried at the call from my sister, nor on the drive back, but now, here, surrounded by the scraps of the life I had left, I could not hold it.

I pressed my face into my hands, shoulders shaking, letting the years and the grief spill out. The room blurred. I stayed like that until the weight eased, leaving me empty and tired.

At last I stretched out and pulled the doona over me. The room was quiet, except for the hum of the fridge down the hall and the soft tick of the old clock. Sleep did not come quickly. Memories moved through me, some light, some sharp, all tangled. My eyes closed slowly, and at last I drifted in the same room where I had dreamed of leaving, now back again for the hardest reason.
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Chapter 2 The Weight of Goodbye
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A knock on the door pulled me from a thin sleep. Light pushed through the curtains, pale and sharp. For a moment I forgot where I was, then the posters on the wall pulled me back. My old room. The town. The funeral.

“Tom?” The voice was soft, careful, my sister.

I pushed up on the bed and rubbed my eyes. “Yeah Christine. I’m here.”

The door creaked, and she stepped inside. Christine looked tired, as if the night had been too long. Her hair was tied back, and faint lines sat under her eyes. Behind her was her husband, holding their boy against his chest. The child’s small hand clutched his shirt, thumb in his mouth, hair stuck up from sleep.

I stood and tried to find words. We had not been in the same room for years. “You could’ve stayed here,” I said at last. “The house is big enough.”

She looked down for a moment, then back at me. “I couldn’t,” she said. Her voice wavered. “It felt wrong without him.”

Silence held for a beat. I glanced at the floorboards, then back at her. “Hotel, then?”

She gave a small nod. “The only one with a spare room. It was easier with the little one.”

Steven shifted the boy, gave me a short smile, and stayed quiet. He had always been steady, the type who let her speak first. The boy peered at me with wide eyes, then buried his face again, shy of the stranger he had only seen a handful of times.

“You should eat,” she said after a pause. “We’ve got a long day ahead.”

I nodded. My throat felt thick, but I forced the words out. “I’m glad you’re here.”

She held my gaze for a moment. “Of course I’m here,” Christine replied. “He was our father.”

The air between us tightened. Grief mixed with a kind of duty neither of us knew how to name.

We moved down the hall together. The kitchen looked the same as last night, though sunlight now spilled across the table, showing every scratch and mark. Christine set the boy in a chair and handed him a small toy car from her bag. He pushed it back and forth with a hum, lost in his own world.

Her husband found plates while I filled the kettle. The simple sounds of spoons, cups, and the toy car against wood filled the room. It felt almost normal, though none of us said the word funeral.

I laid bread in the toaster and pulled out butter from the fridge. “Not much here,” I said.

“It’s enough,” my sister answered. She stirred sugar into her tea and glanced around the kitchen. Her eyes softened as they landed on the old table. “Feels strange sitting here without Mum.”

I nodded. “I was thinking the same last night.”

The toast popped up, and I spread it thick with butter. The smell filled the
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