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            WHERE IT ENDS

          

        

      

    

    
      12 December

      Ellie Connor burst out of dense bush onto a broad expanse of open ground. The gloom from the tail of the storm might protect her for a moment. That and the rain.

      She skidded to a stop at the very edge of a cliff, catching a glimpse of wild waves a long way below. Doubled over, hands on her knees, she gulped salty air. Her legs shook from running but the adrenaline coursing through her had kept her moving. Adrenaline and self-preservation. She didn’t want to die. Be killed by him. Most of her blonde hair had escaped its ponytail and she pulled a strand from her dry mouth.

      So thirsty.

      She reached for her backpack but there wasn’t time. It wasn’t safe to stop for so long. Below and to her right was the river mouth, just visible in the near-dark.

      Safety.

      “Oh, El-lie.”

      Her head shot up.

      “I’m here to help you.”

      His voice drifted from the trees.

      She ran along the side of the cliff, eyes searching for the way down.

      A narrow track opened up. Not the one she remembered walking with Gabi last visit, but it would do. She had to put distance between them.

      Underfoot the ground was mud and loose stones and Ellie’s feet slipped from under her. She cried out as she landed on her elbows and behind.

      Tears sprung into her eyes and she rolled against the cliff wall to catch her breath.

      Out to sea, a helicopter sped past, its blinking lights mesmerizing Ellie. If only her phone wasn’t smashed into a million pieces somewhere back in the bush, she would turn on its flashlight. Get their attention with her vague memory of Morse code.

      But it passed by and the rain stopped. The wind dropped to almost nothing and the heavy smell of eucalypts and sea spray enveloped her.

      Where was he?

      Ellie pushed herself to her feet, wincing as she straightened. Blood trickled down her arms and she wiped it away, then cleaned her palms on her shorts. Her legs were filthy, and blood splattered. This time she was careful of her footing. One step at a time, a hand on the sheer rock face to her side.

      At a sharp curve there was a shallow cave. Impossible to see how far back it went, or what might lurk within.

      “Are you down there, Ellie?”

      Ellie almost jumped into the cave entrance. His voice was closer. Surely, he would hear the hammering of her heart.

      “You don’t need to run anymore. I’ve come to help. I can get you to Gabi. You came to see her, didn’t you?”

      Don’t you dare say my mother’s name!

      Ellie closed her eyes, arms wrapped around her body as bile rose in her throat. She’d fallen into his well-planned trap. Alone, so far from any town. Nobody to turn to, no help.

      She opened her eyes and started as a beam of light barely missed her feet.

      “Getting a bit over the games, you know. All I ever wanted was to make you happy.”

      He was going to kill her, then find Gabi and do the same. Her fingers and toes were freezing even though the humidity was rising again after the storm.

      “Oh, there’s a blood trail. I’ll bring you a bandage, Ellie.”

      Pebbles rolled down the path ahead of heavy footsteps. The flashlight waved from side to side.

      “Ellie!” A different voice, echoing from the top of the cliff.

      “I’m here. But he’s close by!” Almost sobbing in relief, she stepped onto the path.

      Her hunter caught her in his spotlight. “Gotcha, baby.”

      Ice clutched her stomach. Her feet wouldn’t move. There was a gun pointed at her.

      Again, from the top of the path, “Run! Ellie, run for your life!”

      The flashlight turned onto her face. “I wouldn’t do that, not if you ever want to see him alive again. Make a choice, Ellie.”

      I need to get to Gabi.

      Ellie ducked out of the light and slid her way around the sharp corner.

      A shot rang out.
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      5 December

      

      IS JACK BANNERMAN DEAD?

      The image beneath the newspaper headline was as familiar to Ellie as her own reflection. The same photo of her father was on her desk at Bannerman Wealth Group.

      In the middle of Tullamarine Airport International Arrivals, she released the luggage-filled trolley to put her hands to her mouth.

      “How are you coping, Ellie?” The reporter holding the newspaper shoved it closer to Ellie’s face. “Do you have a comment?”

      Dad?

      “Is that why you cut short your trip to London?”

      “What? No. I didn’t.” Ellie grabbed the paper. As she’d exited customs a moment ago all she had on her mind was a shower and a glass of Yarra Valley wine. Not…this.

      Microphone in hand, another reporter pushed in front. There was a camera trained on Ellie. “Teresa Scarcella from At Six Tonight. Ellie, what are your thoughts at this difficult time?”

      “No comment. Ellie, say nothing.” A tall man in a sharp suit, with a buzz cut and muscles forced his way between the media and Ellie. “I’ve called for airport security so get out of our faces.”

      “Mr Dekeles, as head of security for Bannerman Wealth Group, what do you know⁠—”

      Paul Dekeles rammed the trolley forward with one hand and media scattered. His other arm went around Ellie’s shoulders. The media formed a walking circle around them.

      “Mr Dekeles! Please, a comment!”

      “Can’t print the comment I’d make,” he muttered.

      “Paul, is Dad…”

      “We’ll talk in the car but stop panicking.”

      Ellie blinked back tears as they passed through the airport’s sliding glass doors to a warm Melbourne evening.

      A limousine waited in the ‘no standing’ zone. The driver hurried to collect the trolley from Paul.

      “Ellie! Just one more question!”

      Paul stepped between the mob and Ellie and she threw herself into the back seat, pulling the door closed behind herself. The minute Paul moved, Teresa and her team were there, the camera hard up against the window.

      The door on the other side opened. “Bloody vultures.” Paul slid next to her and a moment later, they drew away from the curb.

      Ellie scanned the newspaper. Words jumped out.

      Where is Jack?

      Iconic Melbourne entrepreneur feared murdered.

      Yachting mishap.

      Missing.

      Did Dennis Connor kill him?

      Lost at sea?

      Worth billions.

      Who will take his place as CEO?

      “Don’t believe the worst.” Paul opened a bottle of water and held it out. “Sensationalism.”

      “But it says he’s missing. When did he go missing? Why didn’t anyone let me know?”

      “You were already on the flight when we realised.”

      “Realised? How long?”

      “Two days ago. Well, that’s the last time he was seen.”

      “Seen where, Paul? Did Sea Angel sink?” Ellie sipped water, forcing down a bitter taste. Her hands shook when she replaced the lid.

      “The yacht is fine. And he’s simply disappeared into thin air. Or something.”

      “I’ll call him.” She turned her phone on.

      “Pointless. We’ve all left messages.”

      “How could this happen?”

      “No idea.”

      Ellie stared at him. “You’re head of security.”

      “I’m not Jack’s bloody keeper.” Paul took the newspaper from Ellie and threw it onto the floor.

      The traffic on the Tullamarine Freeway parted to give the limo room and Ellie checked her watch. Just after nine. Why hadn’t Dennis called her yet? Would her own husband not be the one to break such terrible news?

      “We’re going to the house.” Paul said.

      “Does Meredith know what happened?”

      “She doesn’t know the time of day. Look, things will be upsetting. But its best this way.”

      “What on earth do you mean, Paul. Tell me what you know. Please?” Ellie exhaled heavily and leaned back against the leather seat as exhaustion gripped her.

      “Not much to tell. Jack and Dennis planned to go sailing.”

      “And?”

      “Jack didn’t show.”

      “Then, where is he?”

      Paul shrugged. “How was London?”

      

      The limousine wound along streets in upmarket Canterbury, finally nosing through automatic gates between high stone walls.

      Ellie climbed out and stretched to relieve the soreness in her legs from the long flight. Dennis’ Alfa Romeo was parked near the four-car garage. She checked her phone for the tenth time but still no message from Dad. Nor from Dennis.

      Paul led the way up half a dozen steps and through the open front door into a spacious foyer. “In the sitting room.”

      Off the main living area, the sitting room was dimly lit by a few lamps casting shadows onto cluttered, cheap knick-knacks lining the mantelpiece and sideboards.

      Meredith Bannerman slumped on one of two leather sofas, a half empty glass of brandy dangling from her fingers. The ornaments were hers, which Ellie knew Jack couldn’t stand. He liked things of quality. There were moments Ellie wasn’t proud of when she’d wondered why Jack married Meredith, given his standards.

      His back to the room, Dennis Connor stared out through the French doors. He didn’t bother turning to acknowledge the arrival of his wife, although their eyes met in the glass reflection. Ellie crossed to Meredith and kissed her offered cheek. She wrinkled her nose at the stench of alcohol permeating from her stepmother’s skin.

      “Where’s Dad?”

      “About time you got here.” Meredith sucked in more brandy.

      Ellie addressed Dennis. “Where is he?”

      “God knows.” Dennis turned around. “Or not.”

      “Dennis, please⁠—”

      “Ignore Dennis. He’s licking his wounds. From being interrogated.” Meredith said.

      “Who interrogated you? Why?”

      Meredith began pouring another glass of brandy from a decanter on the side table, her hands shaky. “Nobody cares about the ones left behind.”

      “For goodness sake, would someone please tell me what happened?”

      “Perhaps I can shed some light.” Campbell Boyd, sixties, grey-haired, suited, stepped out of a dark corner.

      Relief poured into Ellie and she threw her arms around her father’s oldest friend. “What are you doing here?”

      Dennis wandered to the sofa and took the decanter from Meredith before she spilled the contents. “Don’t be stupid, Ellie.”

      Campbell frowned at Dennis.

      “Come and sit. Clearly you don’t know everything.”

      “I just got off a plane, Campbell. And it was a reporter who told me Dad is missing.” Ellie sank onto the other sofa. “A reporter, Dennis. Not my husband.”

      “Not your husband.” Meredith mimicked. “Oh, sweetie, such true words!”

      I’ve come home to a mad house.

      “Campbell?”

      “The police are interested in Jack’s disappearance. After they spoke to Dennis⁠—”

      “Why?”

      “Effectively, he was Jack’s last known contact.”

      “I wasn’t the last to see him.” Dennis collected a brandy balloon from a sideboard.

      “Were you arrested?”

      “Of course, he wasn’t. One needs a backbone to commit murder.” Meredith declared, as if it was something to aspire to.

      “Murder?” Ellie barely heard her own voice.

      Dennis grinned at Meredith. “As she drinks herself into oblivion once again.”

      “Well, at least I have the courage to carry out such a deed.”

      “The only courage you have comes from a bottle.” Dennis sat next to Meredith. “Silly bitch.” There was no malice in his words and they exchanged a look which Ellie didn’t understand.

      “Campbell—is Dad dead? Please tell me.”

      “Well, it was all a bit of a mess and-.”

      “For God’s sake. I’ll tell you what happened.”

      All eyes turned to Dennis.

      “It was two days ago. Jack was stressed after the board meeting, so asked me to go sailing. Take a breather from important decisions at work. I was on time. He never showed up. I left a couple of voicemails and figured he got busy, so went sailing alone.”

      “Did you check the other boats?” Meredith said. “Perhaps he found a little sea nymph to shack up with?”

      “Have another drink, Meredith.” Ellie snapped.

      Campbell cleared his throat. “When he came back to shore, Dennis tried Jack’s phone again, and the house. Then called the office.”

      “He wasn’t there. I swear to it, baby.” Dennis stared at Ellie, his grey eyes cold behind small round glasses. “I swear it.”

      Ellie turned away. “Campbell, would you come with me to the police station? To wherever the investigation is based?”

      “I’ll take you.” Paul spoke from the doorway.

      “For God’s sake.” Dennis reached across Meredith for the decanter.

      “Leave it until tomorrow. There’s nothing to be done so late.” Campbell picked up a briefcase. “I’ll collect you in the morning.”

      “I’ll get you home.” Paul said. He came to Ellie, offering his hand. She glanced up at him, then to Dennis as he poured more brandy into Meredith’s glass.

      “Dennis?”

      “I’ve moved out of the apartment.” He didn’t even look up.

      Ignoring Paul’s hand, Ellie pushed herself to her feet. “What the hell is wrong with you?”

      Meredith directed a drunken smile at Ellie. How could she smile when her husband was missing? When nobody knew where he was?

      “Getting ready for our inevitable divorce. It’s what you wanted, isn’t it?” Dennis held his glass up like a toast. “Welcome home, baby.”
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      Ellie wouldn’t let Paul or the driver help with the luggage. Her apartment came with a twenty-four-hour concierge service and the young man on duty whisked her bags away.

      “I should check the apartment with you.”

      “For what, Paul? If Dad happens to be there, I’ll call.” She’d had enough. The lack of answers, Dennis’ announcement, Meredith’s innuendo. Paul’s protective fussing.

      Inside her apartment, door locked, she leaned back against it and closed her eyes. The quiet and darkness drained some of the tension away, soothing raw emotions and calming the jumble of thoughts. Ellie slipped out of her shoes and sighed as the tiles cooled her feet.

      When she opened her eyes, she frowned to see all the curtains were drawn, blocking out the stunning view to the Yarra River on one side, and all the way to Port Phillip Bay on another. She never closed them. Dennis must have, or…

      “Dad?” It was a rasp, so dry was her throat. Nobody answered.

      Ellie peered into the fridge. It was empty, apart from two unopened bottles of French champagne and half a bottle of white wine. The latter she took out. She didn’t like champagne and never kept it here, so what had Dennis been doing? Four weeks away in London. Just one month and everything had changed.

      Their king-sized bed was stripped bare. She sat on the end and poured wine into the glass she’d collected on the way. The door to the walk-in robe was open. Dennis hadn’t quite moved out. There were some shoes, suits, and a bag tucked in the corner.

      She grimaced at the stale taste of the wine. Probably the same bottle she’d opened the night before leaving for London. They’d argued. Disagreed was a better description, not the full-on fights from her childhood, with Dad and Gabi yelling at each other from across a room and doors slamming until she’d hide in the library, losing herself amongst the books her parents collected.

      No, she and Dennis were always civil. She’d asked him one last time to consider marriage counselling. Try to find a comfortable middle ground, at least. He couldn’t see why. To Dennis, keeping things to himself was second nature and sharing was something women did. “I’m not one of your girlfriends. That’s what you all do, isn’t it, complain to each other about your husbands?”

      He’d obviously decided leaving a marriage was better than working on it. As bad as the wine was, Ellie finished the first glass and poured another. In the hallway between main and guest rooms she stopped to stare at photos on the wall. She lifted a hand and touched the smiling face of a handsome young man with long hair and a surfboard.

      “Daddy’s missing. How do I tell you, Michael?”

      She opened the door to the guest room. This was as she’d left it, bed made up and fresh towels folded on the end, ready for guests.

      Too tired to do more than strip off her clothes, Ellie climbed into bed. She hugged her body until sleep dragged her into a world of bad dreams.

      

      “You don’t look as though you slept at all, child.”

      Campbell and Ellie sat at one side of a table in an interview room in the police station. The room was cold, and she shivered. “I’m alright, I promise. I’ll be better when we find Dad.”

      “I wanted to warn you last night…about the detective looking after this.”

      “Warn me?”

      The door opened and they both looked up as an immaculately dressed man entered. He sat on the opposite side of the table, shook Campbell’s hand, and only then made eye contact with Ellie.

      She took in his three-day growth and collar-length black hair with dismay. Those dark, dark eyes of his were unreadable.

      Ben Rossi.

      Her hands slipped under the table to grip each other.

      His lips tightened for an instant before he glanced at Campbell. “Thanks for coming in.”

      “Have you found him?” Ellie forced the words out.

      “We have yet to establish this is a genuine missing person case.”

      She pushed her chair back. “Then we are wasting our time here.”

      Campbell placed his hand on her arm for a second. “Ellie, wait on. You wanted to speak to the police.”

      “But, this won’t work…” She bit her lip. Dad was all that mattered. Ellie glared at Ben as she settled back in her seat.

      He appeared unfazed by her reaction to seeing him. “When was your last contact with your father?”

      “I am under suspicion? What are you doing to find him? All I know is from second-hand information and newspaper sensationalism.”

      Campbell leaned forward. “Detective Rossi, we’ve had no contact with Jack for three days. A man like him doesn’t just disappear. He doesn’t miss appointments and is never late. Never.”

      “No history of going off on his own? A short break with someone?”

      “Someone who? His own wife doesn’t know where he is. And Dad wasn’t that kind of man.”

      “What kind?”

      Not the kind you think. Not a man who doesn’t care. Not a bad… father.

      “Last time I saw Dad, we met at his house, in the library. I was leaving for London a few hours later and we had some last-minute papers to go over.”

      “You met at his house, rather than the office?”

      “We both have desks in the library. Why did you question Dennis?”

      “As the potential last known contact, your husband was able to provide useful information. Gave me a starting point. Your father’s disappearance is unusual.”

      “We were meant to meet at eleven today. To talk about my London business trip.”

      “Meet where?”

      “On the yacht.”

      Ben stood. “Here’s my card. If you hear anything, think of anything, call.” He held out a business card and their fingertips touched. Ellie almost dropped the card, but now Campbell was shaking his hand and without another glance, Ben left.

      “Are you okay?” Campbell was on his feet. “I thought it was him. And you’d never speak that way to a stranger.”

      No. I wouldn’t be like that with a stranger.
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      A few minutes before eleven, Ellie stepped onto Sea Angel, a sleek—if older—yacht. She glanced at her watch. He should be here, striding down the pier with his broad grin, or already on board with a limited-edition blue gin on ice. Just to take the edge off.

      “Dad, are you here?”

      She knew her breath was wasted, but still ran downstairs. It was the same as always. Water, beer, and wine in the fridge. A few frozen meals for emergencies. Beds in the two cabins made and clean towels in the tiny bathroom. Everything ready for a quick sail or overnight trip.

      The yacht rocked gently beneath her feet as she made her way up, longing for the sun on her face. London in winter might be beautiful, but Melbourne summer was her favourite time of the year. Dad’s as well. She sank onto one of the plump seats at the stern.

      This place was private, quiet, yet only moments from the city. Tucked away at the bottom of a dead-end road, even the locals left the pier alone. Large signs warning against trespass probably helped, but Ellie couldn’t remember this being anything other than a peaceful retreat.

      Without Dad, what would she do? They’d been close forever and Gabi leaving so long ago brought them closer. If only he’d appear from below…her eyes turned to the steps and then she saw it.

      Under the furthest seat was a pen. She got onto her knees and reached for it. Dad’s pen, the one she’d had designed and made for him for his sixtieth birthday. It was always in his hand or pocket.

      Footsteps approached and she panicked, slipping the pen into her handbag. If the media had found her, they mustn’t see this. She grabbed her sunglasses and pushed them on.

      “Mrs Connor.” Ben Rossi stood, hands in pockets, on the pier. His black sunglasses masked his eyes.

      Ellie’s heart pounded and the words snapped out. “Why are you here?”

      “Eleven o’clock at the yacht. I hoped Jack might appear.”

      There was a sympathy in his tone that cut through her anger and as tears prickled the back of her eyes, she was thankful for her sunglasses.

      “Me too.” She climbed onto the pier. “But he hasn’t, so I’m going to do my best to find him.”

      “Keep a list of who you contact and the responses. It might help.”

      “So, you’ve decided he is missing.”

      “He’s obviously missing. I’m investigating the possibility of foul play.”

      “Why would anyone hurt him?”

      “Any suggestions?”

      Not willing to talk to Ben, Ellie stalked away from the yacht, past a couple of other boats and across a dirt track to the carpark. At her car, she dug in her bag for keys.

      “What if Dennis only gave you part of the story.”

      With a small jump, Ellie glanced around. She’d not heard him follow her and he stood staring back down the pier, arms crossed and legs apart.

      “Dennis said he’d waited for Dad, who never showed. Instead of looking for him, he went sailing alone.”

      “But, did he?”

      “I don’t understand.” Ellie joined Ben.

      “Jack Bannerman doesn’t miss appointments and is never late. Perhaps he was here at the arranged time. Perhaps they did sail out, a long way out.”

      “And?”

      “Something happened. Jack fell overboard. Might have been helped over.”

      “Are you crazy?” Ellie dragged her sunglasses off. “Dennis and Dad are family. Dad isn’t dead and Dennis is not a killer. How could you say such a thing?”

      “Is there a reason Dennis would want Jack gone?”

      “Gone? Or dead? Neither, for your information. I told you, they were family as well as business colleagues.”

      “And families are the most likely to kill their own.”

      “Oh, for god sake.” She swung away.

      “Is Dennis divorcing you?”

      Ellie dropped her keys. Ben scooped them up, playing with them in one hand as he removed his sunglasses with the other. If it was compassion in his eyes, she didn’t want it.

      “My keys, please.” She held out her hand.

      “You deserve better.”

      “My keys, detective.”

      With a shrug, he dropped them into her palm.
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      The sub-penthouse floor of Bannerman House offered expansive views across the city. The executive of BWG worked here in glass offices with a central reception hub. Jack had one end of the floor for his huge corner office and his Personal Assistant—Joni’s work station.

      Between the corner, along the windows, Dennis, as Chief Operations Officer, had the office beside Jack, then Campbell, Chief Finance Officer, was next. Their shared PA, Mark, used the reception area with two receptionists. At the other end of the floor, Ellie’s office was smaller, quieter, and she liked it this way. She had no PA, having the reception team at her disposal, or any one of the sales and marketing staff housed on the floors below. Where everyone else had their name on their doors, Ellie’s was a simple “Bannerman Foundation”.

      Any other time, this floor was abuzz with movement and chatter. Considered the heart of the company, this was where decisions were made and where the future was built.

      Today the mood was anything but upbeat. At the long, curved reception desk, four staff, including Mark and Kay, answered phone call after phone call.

      Jack’s office was empty, the door closed. Joni sat at her desk with a lost expression. Dennis’ office was also empty, briefcase on his desk along with a steaming coffee cup.

      Only Campbell was there. His door closed, he spoke at length on the phone, then hung up and turned to a laptop. Beside it was a PC with two monitors.

      Two files lay on the desk, one titled “Future” and the other “Foundation”. He flicked through the former, intent on the contents, then tapped his laptop keyboard to complete an email. With a sigh, he hit send, his eyes straying back to the “Foundation” file. His shoulders tightened.

      

      Several floors below was a much smaller room, its single window overlooking the next building. No Melbourne skyline here, just a workspace filled with monitors, filing cabinets, and a large desk.

      “Glorified security guard.” Behind the desk, Paul stared at a photo on the wall. Jack and Ellie at a black-tie event, with Paul standing behind.

      “Time you realised that.” Dennis walked in and dropped into a chair opposite Paul. “You’re overpaid.”

      “Get out.” Paul snarled.

      “We need to chat, don’t you think?”

      “You don’t want to do this.”

      “But I do. Actually, I want to fire you, but might have to wait a bit longer.”

      Blood rushed into Paul’s face. “Such confidence from a murder suspect.”

      “I’m not going to be blamed for something I didn’t do.”

      “Of course, you did it. Or made it happen.” Paul swung his chair and stood. “I heard that conversation after the board meeting, and I’ll prove you got Jack out of the way.”

      Dennis was on his feet in seconds, hands balled at his sides. “You’ve lost your mind. Bit hard to prove something that didn’t happen.”

      “You believe that, Dennis. Then you won’t see it coming.”

      “Are you threatening me? Are you setting me up?”

      Paul sniggered.

      “You think this is funny? Jack’s missing and until he returns, I’m going to be running things, so I’d be stepping carefully, baby. Very carefully.”

      A sharp tap on the door interrupted.

      “Detective Rossi. Please come in, Dennis was just leaving.” Paul stood and offered Ben his hand across the desk.

      “Any news about Jack?” Dennis asked.

      “Nothing about his whereabouts.”

      “Do you need to see me?”

      “Just Mr Dekeles for now. I’ll be in touch.”

      Dennis straightened his tie and turned on his heel.

      “Take a seat, Detective.”

      “How’s your relationship with Dennis Connor?” Ben sat and crossed an ankle over a knee. “How long have you known him?”

      “Too long. He wants to fire me but doesn’t have the power, so that should answer the first question. And he’s been here for five years. Appeared one day and won’t leave.”

      “Chief Operations Officer. Second in command?”

      “He thinks so. Not sure what he does. I think Jack owed him a favour and when Ellie decided to take a year off to travel, he needed someone to fill her role. She came home and Dennis managed to keep the job and win the woman.”

      “And what does she do now?”

      “Ellie runs the Bannerman Foundation. Looks after the causes. You know, big businesses today have their pet projects to help the less fortunate. She’s good at it and it’s as much her passion as a career.”

      “She didn’t want her position back? Didn’t want to be Jack’s right hand again?”

      Paul glanced at the photo again. “It wasn’t that simple. Anyway, she has a big heart.”

      “You’ve been with Jack for a long time.”

      “My whole working life. He’s a good man.” Paul faced Ben again. “Look, I want to find him. I’ve spent hours driving to all the spots I’ve ever seen him at. Spoke to the barman at his favourite drinking hole. And some of the men he plays golf with. I’m working my way through a list of contacts but…”

      “Go on.”

      “What if he’s dead? I mean, how will Ellie cope?”

      “Do you think Jack’s dead?”

      “How can it not be a possibility? Jack’s wealthy beyond measure. He stands between certain people who want his money and power. Even at the board meeting, Dennis made it clear he’s getting impatient.”

      “Enough to kill his father-in-law?” Ben said. “What exactly happened at the board meeting?”

      “It was more after than during. The others were stuffing themselves with food while Jack, Dennis, and Campbell got into something at the far end of the boardroom table. I got a coffee for Jack, not that he noticed. He and Dennis were having words.”

      “As in?”

      “Well, I remember Campbell saying he’d do the paperwork and he left. Then Dennis was on about Jack’s decision affecting a lot of people, especially Dennis. Jack told him to shelve it and they’d speak privately on the yacht.”

      “Do you know what they were discussing?”

      Paul shrugged. “I stay out of the business. Was only in there because I do a security update each meeting. But Dennis was agitated. This was three hours before Jack disappeared.”

      Ben glanced at the monitors lining one wall and Paul nodded. “Impressive, isn’t it. The control room is downstairs, but I keep an eye on things.”

      “How long do you retain surveillance tapes?”

      “Not tapes these days. But, a while.”

      “Can you get me any from the boardroom meeting?”

      “Should be able to. I’ll get someone onto it.”

      “Have you checked to see when Jack left that day?”

      “I’m an idiot. Should have been the first thing. Sorry, Detective, I’ll get you some footage.”

      Once Ben left, Paul swivelled his chair so he could stare at the photograph on the wall.
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      Ellie dragged herself into the elevator of her apartment building. Emptiness and exhaustion battled for her attention and her shoulders slumped beneath the weight. She’d been out by car, going to Dad’s golf club, his Brighton box on the beach, a hotel he occasionally stayed at when he wanted some personal time. Nobody knew anything.

      Then, she’d taken to the streets of Melbourne on foot, visiting every coffee shop, bookshop, and bar he liked. At one of the bookshops she’d seen a man at the back of the store in a designer suit with short cropped grey hair and her heart flipped, but then he turned. Not Dad. She’d hurried from the bookshop before she made a fool of herself by falling apart.

      Now, as the elevator doors began to close, a man squeezed between them. Mid-twenties with curly blonde hair, he wore a singlet and track pants and carried a gym bag. She’d seen him once before, but there was also a familiarity about his face she couldn’t place. Probably had seen him more than once and not paid attention.

      “Thought I’d missed it.” He grinned, positioning himself close to Ellie. Too close. “Need a shower something bad.”

      She agreed but put on the smile she used for strangers. Polite and remote.

      “Hey, I know you.”

      Ellie looked at the ground. She wasn’t up to questions about Dad.

      “You live a few doors up from me.”

      “We’re on the same floor.” Ellie relaxed and offered a friendlier smile.

      “You’ve noticed me.”

      Did you just flex your muscles?

      “Guess you would. I work hard for this body.”

      Instead of laughing, she managed, “I’m married.” At least for now.

      “Good for you. I’m not into older women. But nice to know you’ve checked me out.”

      With a soft whoosh, the doors opened and gym man stepped out. Ellie counted to three then exited, hoping he’d kept walking. Older woman. Since when was thirty old? He unlocked a door to the left, grinning when she glanced at him.

      Her corner apartment was the opposite direction and she let herself in, not sure whether to laugh or cry. Instead, she opened the only remaining alcohol—the French champagne and toasted herself.

      To old women who are married but not married.

      Shoes off, a mouthful of not-as-bad-as-she-expected bubbly warming her stomach, Ellie stood in the middle of the living room. If Dennis was gone, then this was all hers again. She’d owned the apartment for longer than she remembered and made the mistake of allowing him to add what he called ‘improvements’ with furnishings and art. Better than his preference of selling it and moving to the same suburb as her father, which Dennis considered a good idea.

      The evening sky was red and gold and she longed to sit outside. How she loved Melbourne, the city she’d been born and raised in. From here she could see toward Dad’s house.

      The champagne was suddenly tasteless and she put the glass on the table beside the phone.

      The answering machine blinked.

      She’d go out and get dinner and a bottle of real wine and come back and sleep. Take a pill and block it all out just for one night.

      Her hand hovered over play. It would be a telesales call.

      She touched the button.

      “Honey. It’s Dad.”
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      Ben almost bumped into a man rushing out of the elevator as he stepped in. They both apologised, then went their separate ways. The doors closed behind Ben, amplifying the stench of dried sweat he’d noticed coming off the other man. Normally people got sweaty after the gym, but the bag and clothes indicated he was on his way to one.

      Ben stared at his reflection on the mirrored sides. Straightened his tie and combed his too-long hair with his fingers. Get it cut. Shave the stubble.

      Why do you care what she thinks?

      Ellie’s floor. He turned right and headed to the corner apartment, where he tapped. “It’s Ben.”

      “Not locked.”

      He raised his eyebrows and let himself in. The sliding doors to a long, wrap-around balcony were wide open and Ellie was outside, leaning against the rail.

      Ben glanced around. Glass windows on both sides with incredible views. A gas fireplace set in the middle of a lowered living area. White kitchen with nothing on the benches. Not like the colourful mix of fruit bowls, herbs hanging to dry, and assorted bowls she used to keep there. And the minimal furnishings and rather odd pieces of artwork were new. New to him.

      “This is all mine again, it appears.” Ellie watched him from the sliding door. “If you know anyone who likes these sorts of furnishings, the whole lot will be going. Not my style.”

      Reading my mind?

      “You should keep the door locked.”

      “The building is secure. Besides, I unlocked it when I buzzed you in.” She stepped inside. “Who is going to harm me?”

      “Not really the point.”

      She stopped near a sideboard. “Am I in danger?”

      “I see no reason to believe you are a target, but don’t let your guard down.” His eyes roamed the apartment again. “Are you okay being alone?”

      “Why?”

      The question in her eyes was genuine. Behind the façade of coping with the chaos around her, and refusing to acknowledge their past, a tiny flicker of something ignited.

      And disappeared. “Please don’t patronise me, Detective Rossi.”

      “I’m not. You were concerned you might be in danger. Having someone else in the apartment might help you sleep better.”

      “Someone with a badge?”

      Before Ben could digest her comment, let alone answer, she’d turned away. “I asked you here to listen to something. To a message.”

      Jack Bannerman’s voice was the last thing he’d expected.

      “Honey, it’s Dad. Wish you weren’t on a plane, and I’m sure there’s all kind of talk now, but it’ll make sense once you read the letter. I promise. It is in our secret spot so don’t let Meredith know. Or…anyone. And I’m sorry to leave things like this.” A long sigh. “I love you so much, honey. Be strong for me.”

      As the recording ended with a series of beeps, Ellie walked away. “Drink? Haven’t got much else except expensive champagne Dennis decided to binge buy whilst I was in London.”

      “I need to hear it again. I missed the time of the call.”

      “Take the machine. Listen all you want but it won’t change the facts.” Ellie poured two glasses of champagne and carried them to Ben. The rims of her eyes were red.

      “We don’t know the facts, Ellie.” Ben accepted a glass.

      “He’s sorry to leave like this. Wants me to be strong. What do you think he means? Ben, he was saying…goodbye.”

      “No. He was telling you there’s a letter which explains something. Perhaps where he is.”

      “But why would he do that?”

      Ben had no answers, so sipped the drink, watching Ellie’s face. So expressive, the flash of hope followed by thoughtfulness, and then, a sudden understanding.

      “I know what he meant. I need to go to the house.”

      “Jack’s house? Why?”

      “Dad and I have a few places we call ours. But only one, I think, where he could leave a letter. Are you coming with me?”

      As if he’d refuse.

      

      A solitary light was on in the library in Jack’s house, the one over his desk. Thick carpet and timber walls created a sense of quiet and old-fashioned comfort. Several rows of floor-to-ceiling bookshelves filled one side of the space. Two desks faced each other, whilst in a corner, tub chairs circled a low coffee table near a bar.

      Dennis sat behind Jack’s desk, systematically going through each drawer. He’d already checked the safe which held its customary wad of cash, Jack’s passport, and a small photo album. This he’d flicked through, passing over photos of Ellie from birth to graduation, stopping on a casual one from their own wedding.

      Ellie and Dennis were dancing. Near them, Jack and Meredith also danced but Jack’s attention was on another woman. Gabi, her face animated as she waltzed with Campbell. Dennis had only met Ellie’s mother once, at the wedding, then she was gone again to wherever it was she went.

      Jack rarely mentioned her, but he kept a photo of her with Ellie on his desk at work. Despite him being the one to divorce Gabi. Perhaps he regretted it.

      He closed the album and shoved it back under the passport, then locked the safe and straightened the painting in front of it.

      There was nothing of interest in Jack’s desk, so he turned to Ellie’s. Behind some files in the bottom drawer was an old, black bottle of rum. Rum didn’t interest him, but the lid of this bottle did. It was loose. Something else was inside, hidden behind the dark glass. His fingers were too big to reach what looked like tightly curled paper. He closed the drawer.

      Bottle in one hand, he turned off the light. Fingers on the door knob, Meredith’s raised voice, followed by Ellie’s calmer one, stopped him. High heels approaching on the timber floorboards sent him scurrying to the furthest corner of the room, squeezing into a corner near a bookcase.

      “Keep it short. I need my sleep.”

      The door opened.

      “At barely eight?”

      Ellie had a point.

      “Anyway, what are you looking for? I’m not keeping Jack captive in here.”

      “Meredith, we won’t be long, but for goodness sake, what does it matter? I’m getting something from my desk, not Dad’s.”

      “Fine. Turn the lights off when you leave.” The door closed with a loud click.

      Just hurry up.

      “So, why are we here?”

      Dennis almost dropped the bottle. What the hell was the detective doing in Jack’s library?

      “When I was a child, Dad began hiding messages for me to find. Inside books usually, with a couple of clues to follow.”

      Unable to help himself, Dennis crept from his hiding spot and found a vantage point where he could watch Ellie between a gap in a row of books. She stood at her desk, the detective to one side.

      “What was the purpose?”

      “Probably to distract me when Gabi left. I was only little and suddenly had no mother. The messages ranged from envelopes with gift cards to handwritten notes telling me how…proud he was of me.” Ellie shook her head. “Anyway, it evolved into our way of communicating to each other. Things we didn’t want anyone else to know.”

      “Such as?”

      “He lost a bundle on poker once. Didn’t want Meredith to find out because she hates gambling but had to share. Oh, and I told him I was taking the year off via a note. I knew he’d be upset and it was easier for me to do it that way.” She sat and opened the bottom drawer. “We use an empty rum bottle as the receptacle. Like pirate’s treasure. Which should be here.”

      Which is in my hand.

      And made it even more important he was the first one to read the note.

      “But it isn’t.”

      “You sure?”

      “Perhaps he left it in his desk. But this is what he meant, I’m sure it is.”

      Dennis retreated to his dark corner.

      More opening of drawers and then a sigh. “It doesn’t make sense, Ben. It should be here.”

      “Who else knows about this? Dennis? Meredith?”

      “Nobody. It was our thing and meant nothing. But the bottle is gone.”

      “Cleaner? Not that anyone should be in the desk drawers. Is there another hiding place?”

      “I guess it might be in one of the books.”

      Dennis was as far in as he could get. If they came around the first row of bookcases he was stuffed. What excuse could he come up with?

      Is this what you are looking for? Pina Colada, anyone? Oh, it doesn’t have rum inside?

      “Meredith wasn’t happy about you coming in here. Shall we ask her a couple of questions?”

      For the first time, Ben Rossi sounded like a sensible man.

      “You’d better ask. I’ll probably throttle her.”

      “Would prefer not to arrest you.”

      The long silence bothered Dennis. Bothered him a lot. He couldn’t see what was going on and that detective had better not be flirting with his wife.

      No more words, just footsteps going away and then the opening and closing of the door and the lights being extinguished as they left.

      He forced himself to wait for five minutes, then squeezed out of the space. If Jack had hidden something in it, then got a message to Ellie to look for it…what would it be? Code for another safe, a password to something? Or a clue to what happened to him.

      

      Meredith denied all knowledge. Why would anyone go in there, amongst dusty old books and desks belonging to the eighteenth century? Jack and Ellie kept their little secrets and she didn’t care. She said all of this before telling them to leave and flouncing from the room.

      Ben and Ellie’s eyes met and they almost burst into laughter.

      “Shall we go?”

      “Why? This is Dad’s house, not hers. I’d like to take a look around.”

      “For?”

      Ellie led the way from the living room to the back of the house. “Maybe someone found the bottle and thought it was full.” She flicked on a light and went inside. A billiards table took up one side, whilst a long bar ran along the other wall.

      “This is a possible place.” Ellie rummaged around behind the bar. “Not that Meredith can tell the difference between quality liquor and some cheap stuff she’d drink.”

      “You’re not her biggest fan.” Ben perched on a stool.

      “I don’t dislike her. After all, Dad loves her, I imagine.” Ellie straightened with a frown. “Not here.”

      “But?”

      “But? Oh, Meredith. She doesn’t appreciate what she has. Or Dad.”

      “And she should be grateful? For the lifestyle and money that being his wife brings?”

      Ellie stared at Ben. “I didn’t say that. And I’d like to go home now if that’s okay.”

      The drive was silent until they reached the city.

      “Drop me anywhere, Ben. No need to weave all the way in.”

      “Sure.” Ben kept driving. “How long have Meredith and Jack been married?”

      “Six years. I thought he’d never remarry so it was a surprise. But he seemed happy again.”

      “He was alone a long time.”

      “Gabi left when I was nine. So yes, a long time.” Ellie gazed out of the window.

      “Do you see her? Your mother?”

      “Now and then. She still has her little cabin in Gippsland but is off on adventures on her yacht most of the time.  Sometimes she goes to spend a week near… well, Michael. But she hasn’t been to Melbourne since…since my wedding.”

      “Which was how long ago?”

      Ellie glanced at Ben as he drove through the evening traffic. “I married Dennis five years ago.”

      His jaw clenched for a second or two then he stopped at a red light and looked at Ellie. “We should talk.”

      She shook her head.

      “Ellie—”

      “This is close enough. Thanks for the lift.” Ellie wrenched open the door and was out and into the night before he could respond.
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      Dennis locked himself into the guest house where he’d made himself at home the day Jack disappeared.

      Meredith had been hysterical when he’d explained Jack’s no-show and begged him to stay. Much as he liked the idea of moving straight in with her, that wasn’t his head talking. At least, not the decision-making one. The guest house was a compromise.

      He left the bottle on the kitchen counter and searched for something to draw out the contents. In the bathroom cupboard was a pair of tweezers.

      Was this really a message from Jack to Ellie? How many other secrets were hidden around the place? He was learning a whole lot about his wife tonight, including her interest in, or by, the detective.

      The tightly wound paper was an envelope and addressed to Ellie in Jack’s handwriting on Jack’s personal stationery. It looked as though it had been crumpled into a ball and then straightened and rolled. Dennis flattened it out, then stalked away to find a drink. What made Ellie come looking tonight? Something must have made her believe whatever was in the bottle was important.

      After a gulp of Jack’s blue gin, Dennis slid a single sheet of paper from the envelope.

      As he scanned the note, the glass dropped from his fingers, smashing into shards on the floor.

      
      Instead of going to her apartment, Ellie let herself into Bannerman House. Dominating the corner of two of Melbourne’s busiest streets, it was fully owned by Jack and the home of Bannerman Wealth Group, but also leased in part to several smaller companies to house their operations. BWG used the top five floors, plus four lower ones, and shared a number of common spaces.

      The huge foyer was deserted. Even the security guards were absent from the long reception desk. As she waited for the elevator, Ellie gazed at the space around her. The first three floors were almost completely open and filled with foliage, comfortable seating areas, and two water features. Behind reception, a massive seascape reminded her of childhood summers spent on board one of the yachts.

      With a soft ‘ding’ the elevator opened. Ellie tapped her key card on the reader and selected the sub-penthouse floor. In a moment she stepped out to a darkened reception area. She glanced to her office, neglected since her return.

      My poor baby.

      Almost six years ago, she returned from a long break overseas to find Dennis settled into her former job as Dad’s right hand. Jack Bannerman didn’t give people a second chance if they let him down, but agreed she could have a new role when she proposed a charity foundation. She’d lost count of how many people they’d helped so far.

      Her destination wasn’t her own office, but Dad’s. Ellie paused at Joni’s desk. Had anyone spoken to her about Dad? Jack trusted his staff, few more than Joni, so perhaps there was something he’d shared with her.

      Ellie let herself into his office, closing the door behind herself. His chair was pushed in, his desk tidy as always. She rested both hands on the back of the chair, imagining for one moment her father was seated there, busy writing a report or on a Skype call. Joni might hurry in with papers to sign, or bring yet another coffee.

      She sighed and pulled the chair out. Remnants of his familiar after-shave lingered on the leather.

      Dad, where on earth are you?

      Ellie sucked in a long breath to the bottom of her lungs to calm her racing heart. She’d find him. She had to.

      She opened the top drawer. The contents were neat, minimal, and required. He was not a man for clutter or hoarding. If something wasn’t useful, it didn’t stay. The only exception was a small collection of items of sentimental value.

      The second drawer held two large envelopes, typical of the ones he sent and received all the time. She didn’t open them. Campbell kept an eye on those sorts of thing so would know if anything unusual was going on.

      She reached for the bottom drawer, interrupted by a sound outside the office. A door closing. Ellie watched for a moment, but seeing no movement through the glass, lost interest.

      On the desk, Jack kept several photographs. His wedding to Meredith. Ellie and Michael as baby and child, five years apart. And one always at the front. For some reason it was face down, so Ellie picked it up. Her own face smiled back, along with her mother’s. Gabrielle Bannerman, Gabi, as she insisted everyone call her, including her own children. Long gone from their lives, at least by distance.

      Gabi’s free spirit never accepted her serious husband’s precise way of life, despite their great love. Ellie knew she’d tried, staying in a city and lifestyle almost choking her. But the arguments got worse and one day she left. Jack gifted her a yacht—Wind Drifter—and she travelled for years, turning her passion for sketching into an income, drifting from remote beach to distant island, only appearing for birthdays and the occasional surprise visit.

      Jack always kept this photo here, despite complaints from Meredith. It was a rare moment when Gabi and Ellie were in the same place and sharing a secret which made them laugh. Ellie kissed her mother’s image and replaced it in the position she knew it belonged.

      A chill crept through Ellie and she glanced through the door again. There was nobody there, nothing but shadows. It must be a security guard around, probably checking the other end of the floor, but then, why not show himself?

      She opened the door. “Hello? It’s just Ellie.”

      With no response, she collected her bag from the desk, pushed the chair in, and locked the door behind herself. This whole thing was playing games with
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EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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