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  1


Polly Dixon blinked open her eyes and glanced at the time. Ten o'clock. Three whole hours after she normally got up. She pushed away a pulse of guilt and swung her legs out of bed. She’d allowed herself to sleep in today because the nine a.m. lecture she was supposed to be at right now, a paper she’d been looking forward to since she read the description at the end of last year, had turned out to be a total waste of time. Why were some lecturers allowed to be that boring? How could that guy stand there and drone on and on without any embarrassment at what a terrible job he was doing of imparting knowledge? His soothing monotone voice had literally lulled her to sleep in all of his lectures so far. There was hardly any point in dragging herself out of her very comfortable bed, battling the commuter traffic and suffering through the ordeal of riding an overcrowded bus as it journeyed into Auckland’s CBD, just to nod off in public. She was starting to wonder about the utility of attending classes at all. All that theoretical stuff didn’t mean much in the real world. That was becoming clear. Not a university learning objective, but perhaps the only proper thing she’d absorbed so far. 
Polly put two pieces of bread in the toaster then retrieved the jar of Pic’s peanut butter from the pantry. She loved this stuff. They went through almost a jar a week.
Polly ate her breakfast leaning over the kitchen bench, sleepily scrolling through her phone as she munched. Despite the lie-in, she was exhausted. Why had she stayed up so late last night? And the night before. Maybe she could skip her four o’clock lecture as well. Come home for a nap. She’d see how she went. She hadn’t introduced the wonders of caffeine to her bloodstream yet this morning, so everything could change. Anything could happen.
When she went onto Facebook she saw Dominic had posted something on her page. She rolled her eyes. God, he was annoying. Why did he come after her like this when there were a million other people who needed to be taken down? It was such a misuse of energy and attention. But that was Dom. He had to be calling the shots otherwise the shots were “dumb”, “impractical”, and “ultimately pointless”. What had she ever seen in him? Polly let anger rise and bubble a little, then typed out a response. There, that should shut him up for a while. She grinned. Almost immediately, her phone pinged. That was quick.
But it wasn’t a Facebook notification, it was an email. Polly straightened. “What the hell?” she hissed. She immediately  went to forward the message but paused, biting her lip with indecision. She didn’t really want to contact him—things were still a little awkward—but this was too important.
Have you seen this? she wrote.
He replied straight away. Yes. What are we going to do?
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On the twelfth floor of the newly renovated social sciences building, Professor Richard Thinton halted the lazy swivel of his chair and looked up in surprise. “You’re doing what?” 
Paige Garnet adjusted herself in her seat. The chair was right next to Richard’s desk but positioned so that in order to face him properly, she had to perch awkwardly on the edge. Knowing his almost pathological need for the upper hand, she suspected this was intentional.
“Opening a detective agency,” she repeated. “With Sophie.”
Richard’s face contorted. “But that’s ridiculous. You, you? And Sophie? Are going to, what, solve crimes?” A snort escaped.
“Well, it’s more of a broad-spectrum agency offering psychological services that include investigations, but yes. We are.”
Paige narrowed her eyes as Richard continued to chortle, his shoulders jumping up and down. The snuffling sounds he was making, coupled with his reddening face and watering eyes, were giving him a definite pig-like quality. Had Richard known this he would have stopped laughing immediately. His capped and professionally whitened teeth, his blow-dried and boyishly tousled hair, and the expensive bronzer—perfectly matched to his skin tone and imported from London—were all carefully selected vanities Richard liked to think gave him the air of effortless handsomeness.
Richard was wrong.
“Honestly,” he scoffed, turning to answer his now ringing phone, thus giving Paige some respite from his ridicule. “Ethan, you wanker!” he roared down the line as he reclined his chair and placed both feet on his desk.
Paige groaned. For the next few minutes she endured a loud account of his weekend—embellished for her sake, she thought—and resisted the desire to put on her headphones. Instead she looked around his office, wondering how he’d been able to acquire so much non-standard university furniture. The numerous plaques and awards framed and fixed to the walls answered that question, she realised.
In this department, Professor Thinton was somebody.
Finally, Richard ended the call with a further bout of jovial cursing and turned back to Paige with a patronizing smile. “But seriously, come on, you’re a…” Richard paused, eyes glinting.
Paige’s nose twitched. “I’m what? A girl?”
How had Paige never noticed what an absolute tool Richard was? She’d heard the stories of course. That he was a bully, and if you got on the wrong side of him he could make your life difficult. But Paige’s own relationship with Richard—her doctoral supervisor—had been smooth and untroubled during their four years together. She’d never paid much attention to what the others had said but now, with a bit of distance and without a common goal, it was all too clear the rumours were true.
Richard was a Grade A Git.
“Look, Paige. You’re a smart one, you’ve done well here,” he murmured, waving his hand as if the department was his own personal empire. “Why don’t you stay and get involved in one of my projects? I have a Marsden grant,” he added. “I need to spend that money on something. You could have your pick.”
Paige had an inkling as to what "getting involved with his projects" meant. She’d do all the work while he accepted the accolades.
“Are you listening to me?” Richard leaned forward. “I don’t seem to have your full attention,” he complained.
Was Richard pouting at Paige?
“Thank you but no,” she said evenly.
“I guess you’re dumber than I thought,” Richard said, his eyes turning cold. “Come back and see me in six months when this ludicrous endeavour blows up in your face.”
Her shoulders bunched with tension, Paige gathered up her bag and stood. “I should go.”
“No need to be like that. Don’t get all sensitive on me, for God’s sake,” Richard tsked.
“It’s fine,” Paige muttered, teeth clenched.
“You women… falling about, hysterical over every imagined slight.” Richard shook his head. "Or is it that time of the m—”
“Does anyone ever call you Dick?” Paige interrupted.
Richard’s eyes turned to saucers. “Excuse me?”
“As a nickname for Richard?”
“No. They do not.” Richard’s face was like thunder.
“Really, huh. Okay. See you.”
Well, Paige thought as she calmly opened his office door. That’s that. If she’d wanted to make sure there was no going back, there was no changing her mind and returning to the familiarity and (relative) comfort of academia, mission accomplished.
Paige marched down the corridor, taking clipped angry steps. She kept her gaze fixed straight ahead in case there were other faculty members lurking nearby who might attempt to engage her in halted conversation about their research. Small talk was bad enough with normal people, but when you added awkward academics to the equation, it had the potential to become painful.
Outside the elevator bay, she punched the button and paced up and down along the silent silver doors, her mouth set in a determined line. Richard was wrong. S & S Investigations would not be failing.
Not if she had anything to do with it.

      [image: ]Sophie Swanephol jiggled the lock, bit her lip, pulled the door handle toward her, then turned the key. “Yes,” she breathed as it opened. Going downstairs to ask the man in the drycleaners to help her open the door had been embarrassing enough the first time. He’d smiled indulgently as he opened the door without difficulty, and she’d felt like an idiot.
Sophie paused to run her hand over the S & S Investigations sign stencilled onto the glass window of the door, noticing too late that she was leaving a streak of lip balm across the glass. “Oh, crap.”
They had no cleaner on the payroll and only a very limited supply of DIY cleaning products. She licked her thumb and tried to get rid of the smear, but only managed to add a streak of marmite which must have been clinging to her lip since breakfast. What a professional, Sophie thought, shaking her head as she entered the office.
The building was a 'retro treat', and had 'good bones', which just meant the owner hadn’t felt the need to refurbish it in years. The seventies lived here, and 'classic' competed with 'crappy' for the overall décor theme. But it was just the right amount of dingy and it was kind of perfect. Blinds cut up the light teeming into one corner of the office; dark brown wooden floors contrasted the hideous light brown wallpaper; the sound of traffic filtered in from Symonds Street; and there was even a neon light across the road that lit up the office at night. Paige was the one with the Film Noir fetish, but Sophie could not deny she loved the classic detective agency vibe in here too.
Inside it was chilly, the late September sun not yet high enough in the sky to warm an office with lofty ceilings and a window that didn’t shut properly. Sophie pulled out the bar heater and plugged it in. She hated being too warm, but Paige—part reptile, Sophie suspected—could not function without heat and would complain when she arrived.
After an optimistic check of voicemail—no messages—Sophie took a seat at her desk. Hers was the one that faced the door so that she was the first thing people saw when they arrived. She’d protested this arrangement, not to mention Paige’s reasoning—Paige had drawn an air circle around Sophie’s face and said, “We aren’t wasting this on a wall,”. This made Sophie uncomfortable, but she’d let it go because she’d then been able to negotiate Paige keeping the office phone, a landline, on her desk. Plus, arguing with Paige was not often a productive endeavour.
She’d talked Sophie into this hadn’t she? A business venture born from the nebulous premise of their grad school nicknames: Squirrel and Swan.
It had all started under the haze of cheap red wine at a postgraduate function. A colleague—at that fleeting stage of drunkenness when one’s pre-frontal cortex is still functioning but uninhibited, when one can have moments of brilliance unfettered by the normal constraints of logical and polite conversation—had dubbed Paige Garnet and Sophie Swanephol The Squirrel and The Swan.
Paige, with her small frame, light brown hair and large bright eyes that were almond-shaped and chestnut-coloured, resembled to a delightful degree, a squirrel. Even better, she was inquisitive, moved around quickly and, after her second espresso, could be rather twitchy. The group had laughed, instantly charmed by this so fitting moniker. Sophie’s nickname, even with Swan in her surname, was not quite so on the nose because if you spent five minutes with her you’d discover she was anything but graceful. But she did have a relatively long neck, and she was beautiful, with long dark hair and tawny skin, but unexpectedly blue eyes.
And so, with the two rarely seen without each other, the name had stuck. And when, at the end of their doctoral studies, a colleague had wished Squirrel and Swan all the best for the future, Sophie had jokingly remarked, “We sound like a detective duo”.
Paige’s eyes had lit up.
It was now two months ago that Paige had presented the idea of opening a detective agency to Sophie. They had no training, no police contacts, and no idea how to be private investigators. But they were smart and they did know something about human behaviour and how the mind worked. And something else to set them apart, according to Paige. Something she liked to think of as their secret weapon. No one noticed Paige and everyone noticed Sophie. Sophie was a major distraction factor and Paige appeared so innocuous she could often fly completely under the radar. Together, Paige thought, they made the perfect detective duo, just as Sophie had jokingly said.
“Come on, Soph, how hard could it be?” Paige had said once she'd made her pitch.
“Uh, it could be hard, Paige. It could be really, really, hard.”
Sophie was a realist.
“And shouldn’t we know how to… you know… detect?”
Paige had dismissed her concerns. “You’re a body language expert and I know all about cognitive processes. Think about it. And we’re not going to be, like, detectives. We’ll be investigators.”
Paige then changed the subject before Sophie could ask what the difference was, exactly. But in the end Sophie had agreed because she didn’t have anything else to do. She couldn’t bear the thought of more academic work or embarking on a brand-new endeavour on her own. And if she was honest with herself, she’d been relying on Paige to come up with a plan, just biding her time until Paige approached her with some scheme or another. Because that’s what Paige did. And with Paige, anything seemed possible. 
But now, Sophie's feeling of being a fraud—she’d only just shaken the Imposter Syndrome she’d had during her PhD—was creeping back. So what if you knew how things worked in the lab, in controlled experiments? That didn’t mean you could transfer this knowledge to the complexity of real life. Paige’s confidence was staggering, but was it enough for both of them?
Sophie hoped so. Because they had an office with a one-year lease; furniture (two desks, two chairs, a small couch, a coffee table, three pot plants, and two armchairs for guests); office equipment (two laptops, one printer and photocopier combo); a functional internet connection; and a sign on the door. They were all set up and raring to go.
With no clients.
Just then, Paige burst through the door, her phone clamped against her ear. She waved enthusiastically at Sophie then turned back to the phone. “No, Mum, I’m not on an exercycle, I just ran up the stairs. But how could that affect my fertility anyway? And why would I be worrying about that right now? I'm not trying to get pregnant.” Paige rolled her eyes at Sophie. “Mum, why did you call? What? Really?” Paige’s eyes latched onto Sophie’s as she held the phone away from her ear. “Soph, we might have a case!”
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As Paige pulled her car into a free spot outside the Garnet family home in Remuera, her phone rang. "Oh, that's Tim. You go ahead," she said, answering the call. 
"Sure," Sophie said, unbuckling and exiting the car.
Paige had been with Tim for five years, which seemed like forever to Sophie. Tim was a civil engineer, successful, dependable, kind, and besotted with Paige. He let (enjoyed) Paige boss him around and it was a match made in heaven. Sophie had once wondered what Tim was like in bed—how could someone that sensible be passionate—but this had conjured up some unfortunate images, so now Sophie studiously avoided thinking about it. Instead, she mused over why she could not find her own Tim. When Sophie reviewed her dating history (in the context of her mother’s romantic past), it seemed obvious that she was at the mercy of whatever genetic blueprint made her a third-generation lover of useless European men.
“Sophie,” Paige’s mother said as she opened the door.
“Hello Mrs Garnet. Paige is parking the car.”
“Alice. Please. You know I prefer Alice.”
Sophie nodded. Alice was wearing expensive jeans that looked ironed—are you supposed to iron jeans? —and a wool sweater. She was small, like Paige, but always looked contained and neat around the edges—unlike Paige. They both had hair with a tendency to frizz, but while Paige let hers do whatever it wanted, her mother’s locks were always expertly styled into a neat bob. Overall, Alice Garnet was a woman who gave the impression of never producing, let alone emitting, any evidence of bodily function. Of this, Sophie was both impressed and envious.
Alice pointed at the shoe station just inside the door.
“Yes. Right,” Sophie said. As she slipped hers off, Paige appeared in the hall and proceeded to remove her own shoes with dramatic thumps and sighs.
Alice hovered nearby.
“I think I’ve got it, Mum. You can stop the shoe removal supervision. I won’t go rogue and race down the hall or anything. I promise.”
“Fine, fine.” A pause. “Where did you get that shirt?” Alice asked.
Paige eyed her mother. Sophie eyed Paige. Alice did not appear to be making these inquiries so she could rush out and purchase one herself. Paige opted to ignore the question and instead went to rifle through the mail on the hall table.
Sophie noted Paige’s fixed scowl and Alice’s pursed lips and hoped this wouldn’t descend into a fight before they got to hear about the case. Paige’s relationship with her mother was comically dysfunctional. Beyond the normal mother-daughter problems associated with two headstrong women who were more alike than either of them would admit, Sophie suspected Paige’s overreactions came from a deeper issue.
In stark contrast to Paige, Sophie enjoyed a warm and uneventful rapport with her mother—once they had gotten past Sophie’s teen years, that is. In those awful, awkward years, Sophie had been awkward and awful. A little overweight and crippled by the double whammy of raging hormones and shyness, high school had been an ordeal for both Sophie and her mother. Sophie had felt like a mass of quivering jelly for most of it and had been so distracted she still marvelled that her grades had been good enough to get into university. A year into undergrad psychology, the current version of Sophie had emerged like a butterfly from an unpleasant teenage chrysalis. But it can take a long time to shed the trauma of adolescence.
Sophie left the two Garnet women to their discussions about why Paige still received mail at an address she hadn’t resided at for years and entered the living room. She did one slow circuit of the space, letting her fingers dance along the shelves, across the top of the sofa, and over the tasteful, delicate pieces of art scattered throughout the room. Her own family homes had always been modest and her mother was more oriented toward the practical than the aesthetic. Paige’s mother, for all her other flaws, knew how to create a beautiful environment.
“How are you, Sophie?” Alice glided past her and picked up a cleaning cloth from the coffee table.
“Good thank you,” Sophie replied.
“Still single?” she asked.
Sophie made a face. “Yes.”
Alice fixed Sophie with a penetrating look. “Why hasn’t someone snapped you up?”
Sophie swallowed. Why did people think it was okay to ask this question? Especially with the unspoken but still detectable presence of blame. And what kind of answer did they expect?
Because I appear normal but I’m an actual nightmare once you get to know me. Because I have really freaky personal habits that grosses guys out? 
Something like that, probably, Sophie thought. But the answer was that when you’re not only introverted and anxious, but a literal expert in reading human behaviour, other people can be a lot. And that’s without factoring in the romantic aspect.
Sophie sighed, still wondering how to respond, when Paige noisily entered the room. She smiled. Saved from another excruciating conversation by her bestie.

      [image: ]PAIGE WATCHED AS her mother wiped the already-clean coffee table. Why did it seem as if this was a lesson for her? This is how you clean surfaces, Paige. I hope this is how you clean your surfaces at home.
Paige tried to shake off these thoughts, but when her mother looked up at Paige with a pointed expression she knew her instincts had been correct. She suppressed an irritated sigh. Everything her mother said and did was a judgement, it didn’t matter how benign her words or actions seemed.
“On the phone you said something about a case?” she said.
“Yes, assuming you aren’t too busy?” her mother drawled.
Paige took a breath, trying to control the building rage. Her mum knew they had no cases. This was a dig. A passive-aggressive commentary on the future failure of this business venture. Her mother had tolerated her interest in psychology and grudgingly accepted her pursuit of a PhD, but this new career path was driving her nuts. Paige knew it. Her older brother Thomas, a successful attorney in Sydney and married with two kids, was “doing life right”, as her mother said, not needing to add: “unlike you”.
“So, what is it, Mum? The case?”
“Penny Milton, the founder of the RLBC—”
“The what?”
“The Remuera Ladies Bridge Club.”
She enunciated as if this was basic general knowledge that everyone, including Paige, should already know.
“I bumped into Penny this morning while doing my supermarket shop at Farro.” She paused to look at Paige, as if to say, I do my shopping at Farro, Paige, where do you do yours?
“We got to talking,” she continued. “We realised they aren’t just random incidents.”
“What aren’t?” Sophie asked.
“Well,” she paused again, “pets have gone missing.”
Paige threw her eyes upward. “So what?”
“Not just missing, they’ve been abducted.”
“Abducted?” Paige said. “Mum, come on.”
“Do you remember TomTom going missing a little while ago?”
“Um...” Paige couldn’t remember but she nodded anyway.
“A couple of days later I received a ransom note.”
“A ransom note?” Sophie blurted with surprise. “How much for?”
Alice nodded. “Five thousand dollars.”
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Paige and Sophie exchanged stunned looks. 
“You paid?” Paige said.
TomTom had been visible on the front porch when they arrived, lazing in a sunny spot in an almost obscenely indulgent way.
“Yes. He was fine.” Alice waved her hand as if there was never any doubt, and disappeared into the hallway for a moment, returning with the vacuum cleaner.
Paige stared in disbelief. If she started vacuuming while they were here, in the middle of this conversation…
Alice unwound the cord.
“Why didn’t you tell me about this, Mum,” Paige said.
Alice straightened to consider the question. “They were very clear about that. No word to anyone, no police, no press, or else.”
“But it could have just been a kid, mucking around.”
“Yes, possibly, but I’m glad I did it, because Penny heard that it happened to another lady last month… and her dog turned up dead. So there you go.”
Sophie flinched. “That’s awful.”
“And now, poor Mary Burmeister. Her cat is missing.”
“Mary Burmeister wants to hire us to find her cat?” Paige sighed with disdain.
Sophie elbowed her. “It’s a case isn’t it?” she whispered.
“It would be Penny Milton that hires you. Mary Burmeister’s a member of the bridge club, but Penny is the chair,” Alice continued, “and when I mentioned your new…” Alice circled her hand, apparently searching for an appropriate word for Paige’s career choice. “Anyway, Penny thought it was a terrific idea. Heavens knows why, but she’ll talk to Mary today.”
“Great, thanks.” Sophie smiled.
“I told her she shouldn’t bother, waste her time,” Alice continued, fitting the vacuum head to the hose.
“Mum!”
“Paige, this is important. Penny Milton is a notable figure in our community. It wouldn’t look good if her friend’s cat died.”
Paige and her mother locked eyes. Alice slowly leaned down and flicked on the power switch. Paige stalked out of the room.
“Where are you going, darling?” Alice called.
“It’s fine, Mrs Garnet,” Paige heard Sophie say. “Why don’t you give me Mrs Milton’s details and tell me everything that happened with TomTom.”
Their voices grew faint as Paige reached the top of the stairs. This house was too big for her mother to be rattling around in alone, but she refused to sell up and get a smaller place. Four bedrooms and one occupant. It was criminal, really, in the current housing market. Paige knew there was little chance her mum would re-marry, even though she wished she would—it would give her someone else to focus on instead of Paige. But her mum was still grieving for her husband, and possibly always would. And this, Paige could understand.
Paige walked past her old room—long ago turned into a yoga and crafts room—and Thomas’s room, which had become a guest bedroom. The third room, which used to be her father’s home office, was now more of a study. Paige entered her parent’s bedroom, which wasn’t weird because she wanted to visit the traces of her father she knew were still there.
She sat in the bottom of the double closet and pulled out the old photo album that documented the burgeoning relationship between her mother and father in the summer of 1983. It was a wonder her parents had got married at all, let alone remained happily married until his death four years ago. They were opposites, both in temperament as well as upbringing.
Terry Garnet, from a working-class family, had propelled himself through high school and into a law degree almost by determination alone. He’d become a successful defence lawyer by working for small organisations that tended to fight for underdogs. He won a few landmark cases against greedy corporations and had quickly risen to the position of partner. He continued his social justice work, unusually working both corporate and criminal cases, but always championing the rights of the maligned or less fortunate.
In comparison, Alice Chamberlain had been born into a well-off, middle to upper class family, and had never known what it was like to be short of money. She too had gone to university, but had treated it like a pastime, just managing to complete an indulgent degree in art history, before marrying Terry.
Paige stroked her favourite photo of her father, taken at the beach with Paige on his shoulders. Him grinning through his moustache and Paige squinting into the sun, her little paws firmly gripping his forehead. A lump appeared in her throat and she swallowed it away.

      [image: ]DOWNSTAIRS, SOPHIE WAS nodding and smiling, trying to fight off the glazed expression she knew was creeping onto her face.
Mrs Garnet was telling her a story, and a natural storyteller she was not. They tended to finish with Alice throwing her head back and laughing or clapping, thus signalling to her audience the conclusion of the tale, rather than the presence of an actual punchline.
“Oh, yes. Very funny,” Sophie took a (highly) educated guess at the appropriate response. “Thank you for all this, Mrs Garnet. I’m sure we can make something of it. I’ll just go see where Paige is. We’d better get going.” She smiled as she edged out of the room, bumping into the doorjamb as she backed away.
When Sophie got to the master bedroom and saw Paige sitting half inside the closet with photos spread out around her, her heart pinged. “You okay?”
“Yeah,” Paige said with a small smile. “Let’s go.”
Alice was waiting at the front door. “Should I tell Penny to expect your call?”
“Um…” Paige said, fumbling with her shoes.
“Isn't this what you're supposed to be doing?" Alice said, sounding annoyed. "I thought no case was too big or small?”
Sophie glanced at Paige, who made a face and yanked open the front door.
“Paige?" Alice said as her daughter marched down the front steps. "I’m happy to tell Penny not to bother,” she added. 
“We’ll be in touch with her, thank you Mrs Garnet,” Sophie assured her as she scooped up her own shoes and hurried after Paige.

      [image: ]“But it's not proper detective work,” Paige said as they returned to their office.
When Paige fantasised about her life as a private detective, it did not include chasing moggies around suburbia. She paused at her desk to pick up one of their business cards. It had been a mistake to give her mother one of these.
S & S Psychological Investigations.
NO CASE TOO BIG OR SMALL!
Paige and Sophie had known the tagline was clichéd, of course, but had agreed clichés existed for a reason. People felt reassured by them, and familiarity was attractive. This had been demonstrated in several experiments—they'd both read a convincing meta-analysis on this prior to making their decision. But now that it was in front of Paige in black and white (ebony and eggshell), the words screamed amateur, and this was a little too close to home. 
“We can’t ignore this," Sophie said. "It’s a possible case and we need the money.”
“It’s a cat that’s probably hanging out at someone else’s house.”
Sophie sighed. “You’re being stubborn because your mother’s involved.”
“I’m not that immature.”
For a moment silence hung in the air.
“Okay, fine.” Paige stalked over to her desk and picked up the phone
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