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When I was young, I used to watch a lot of Westerns with my Dad, who was a huge John Wayne fan.

Imagine if you can, a small, drunk man with a broad Glaswegian accent shouting “Howdy pardner,” adjusting his imaginary Stetson as he performed his best party trick.

I expect he sounded exactly like John Wayne in his head.

And through him, I was introduced to the Pinkerton National Detective Agency, whose agents were commonly known as Pinkertons.

I’ve been fascinated by the Pinkertons since I was small. Which is kind of funny because they’re American and we’re not.

But there’s something exciting about a detective agency that’s kind of like I imagine a detective agency headed by Sherlock Holmes would be like. 

An agency solving crimes with deductive reasoning, and guns.

Maybe, just maybe, Conan Doyle (1859 – 1930) was a little inspired by Alan Pinkerton (1819 – 1884).

Pinkerton set up his agency in 1850, and originally specialised in train robberies, but was mainly known for thwarting an assassination attempt on President-elect Abraham Lincoln.

Not that Pinkertons were crime solving masterminds like Sherlock Holmes, or even, for the want of a better term, uniformly “good” men and women.

And not that the organisation didn’t do some things I think were kind of awful. Like infiltrating and intimidating unions, and strike breaking for those who could afford to pay them.

The Pinkertons existed at a particular time, and wouldn’t have the same kind of mystique at any other time than right there in the wildest times of the wild wild west.

And I suppose, if you wanted justice, you were kind of stuck with them as there wasn’t much in the way of Police forces as we know them now.

Australia, being a penal colony, was policed by English marines; there to keep the convicts down.

Though in our early days, the country’s currency supply was so short, the marines were paid in goods, the most popular being rum. And while the 1808 Rum Rebellion was more of an uprising by the civil and military elites against the Governor, than about the rum...  

As a country populated mainly by unionists, Fenians and petty thieves, we were the kind of people who lionised the underdogs; taking bushrangers to be political rebels or freedom fighters.

With established police forces, there wasn’t much of a demand for private investigators until around the 1880s.

Generally, they focused on divorce cases, where corroborated evidence of adultery was pretty much the only way you were going to get a divorce.

Though without any regulation or licensing, it’s not hard to imagine the social scene was ripe for a bit of blackmail, perjury and criminal trespass.

It wasn’t until 1951 that private investigators were required to register and obtain a license to work. 

Nowadays, they specialise in investigations of fact, surveillance and missing persons, mainly for insurances, financial losses, and contractual disputes. Most of them work in larger firms.

But I still wonder what an Australian version of the Pinkertons might be like now.

So, I invented the Wilkinson National Detective Agency, established in 1889.

I think working in an established corporate environment would be quite different to working for yourself...

So, for this mystery collection, I’ve tried to imagine working within corporate guidelines and policies. And how they might protect and hinder you.

First, Dot Sayers on her first job, doing background checks discovers something’s not quite right about the target.

Then former cop Phoebe Swan, hired by the parents of a dead girl to solve the case that got away.

Followed by Shirley Weaving who’s not cut out for normal investigations, but when something’s not quite right, she’s your girl.

And Susan Murray’s following a crime kingpin until he starts following her!

Finally, Lily White investigates her grandfather’s mysterious gangland murder.

So, here are five brand new private eye mysteries. I hope you enjoy them.
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Alexandria Blaelock

Melbourne, Australia

July 2021
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P.S., IN CASE YOU WONDERED, the Pinkertons still exist today, as a subsidiary of Swedish based security services group Securitas AB. 
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

THE FIRST RUNG
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Dot Sayers sat at her desk, huffed on the plastic card that was her new class A Private Security licence, and buffed it with her sleeve. She was now a fully licensed private investigator!

Not criminal investigations, her Investigative Services course had insisted, only civil investigations. Like insurance fraud, missing persons, or general security and background checks.

She sat up, looking over her tiny cubicle’s grey soundproof walls like a meerkat, for someone to share her excitement with. But all she saw was the tops of heads, bent deep over their work.

The Collins Street office of the Wilkinson National Detective Agency (est. 1889), was crowded with seemingly hundreds of other tiny grey cubicles resting on a floor of grey carpet.

If you weren’t ready for it when you walked in, the whole floor blended into a kind of uniform greyness, and with no differentiation of features; nothing to distinguish any one cubicle from the mass of greyness.

Like walking into the middle of a cool, dark storm cloud, without the wetness.

Though storm clouds didn’t usually smell like someone’s leftover curry.

The sound of busy workers conducting phone interviews was a low-level hum around her, reminding her of the sleepy drone of a beehive on a warm summer day.

And in a way, that’s what they were.

Hundreds of tiny drones, undertaking desk checks and verifications on an industrial scale. Like cold callers, except with relevant qualifications and some self-respect.

Nonetheless, Dot smiled and slotted the card in the top row of her computer keyboard, leaning against the function keys and patting it lightly into place. She was excited to have finally made it.

She pulled the stack of background checks towards her, tried to set the phone headset more comfortably on her head, and prepared to make her first call.

It might be grunt work for others, but for her, it was the first step on the long, glorious ladder to the big time.

Dot was named after grandmother Spencer, or Dotty as she was known, who was named after Dorothy L. Sayers.

For most of her childhood, she’d resented the old-fashioned name. When the jokes and taunts found her in school, she’d been prepared to be proud of her connection with the “original” Dorothy Sayers, but when she’d quizzed her parents, they’d confessed their ignorance.

Which somehow made it even worse.

She’d intended to change it as soon as she was old enough. But Dotty doted on her, and after she’d died, Dot came round to the name. Hoping to live up to both Dotty’s and the “original’s” example.

In fact, she adopted the circle as her signature icon and had hundreds of necklaces, earrings and hair accessories to dress up her otherwise plain, block, deep coloured clothing.

She dialled the first number, explained she was doing a background check for an employer, that she had the candidate’s permission. Receiving their permission, she started working her way through the questionnaire, noting the answers on the form in permanent ink.

At the end of the day, she gathered up her files and reported in to her boss/mentor/supervising investigator Steve.

“Come,” he said when she knocked on his door.

He was an older man, somewhere between middle-aged and ancient. His fierce green gaze was amplified by his horn-rimmed spectacles, and his eyebrow clenching frown made him look a bit like what she imagined an old-fashioned boy’s school headmaster might look like.

His office was almost exactly like her cubicle, but with a larger chair, a window view and a longer desk.

And no neighbours.

She shut the door behind her and sat on the edge of one of the chairs facing him. 

“So, how was your first day?” he asked.

“Fine...” She coughed a little to find her voice, “fine thank you, no problems.”

“Good. And how did you get on?” he asked.

“Well,” she said, putting the completed files on his desk. “I’ve done about a hundred files now,” she said, knowing perfectly well she hadn't done anywhere near half that amount, “and they’re all fine and straightforward except this one.” She tapped the file on top of the pile labelled John Anderson.

“What makes you say that?” he asked, leaning forward to pick it up, and flip through it.”

“I don’t know,” she shrugged, “the answers from each of the businesses were almost the same. It all seemed a bit down pat, a bit too positive. Like they’d memorised their parts and were reciting them back to me.”

“Well, it all looks fine to me.”

Dot slumped a very little as he leaned forward to look at her.

Then she tried again, “his last job was a few months ago, so it’s possible they’ve forgotten what he was like. Or that he’s really bad at his job, and his referees were glad to get rid of him. Or that... Oh, I don’t know.

Steve relaxed back into his chair, looking at her, tapping the file against his lip as he considered what to do.

“Look, I don’t see an issue,” he said, “but you’re the one who makes the call about whether to investigate further. I think it’s a waste of time, but I’m going to give this back to you to do some more digging. Then you’ll learn when to trust your gut and when not to.” 

He offered her the file and she stood up to receive it.

“Thanks Steve, I won’t let you down.”

He held the one file a moment longer, “it’s not a priority, so don’t fall behind in your regular work,” he said before he let it go.

Dot was so excited to take it back she almost curtsied.

She took the files back to the record store, noting the return of the Anderson file to her the next day. Then she cleared her desk, making sure to strictly adhere to the policy, by locking all her pens and papers in the drawer.

She glanced around, and seeing no one, did a little fist punch in the air. She’d survived her first day on the job, had a file of her own to investigate further, and was on her way to becoming a top-notch private investigator.

The next day she was so excited to get to work and make a start, she woke before her alarm went off, left her apartment well before she needed to, and got off the tram a few stops early because it was taking too long.

She strode happily down the footpath; almost skipping, but too purposefully to be considered so frivolously.

And because she didn’t anticipate a break until lunchtime, she picked up a latte and a small hedgehog slice, assuring the barista everything was fine and she hoped he was too.

All that and still in the office a little before she was due, though she had to wait a little while at the records office to receive the day’s files. And then took a little more time to find her desk again.

She set aside the files, took a sip of her coffee and looked at the Anderson file again. She couldn’t pin her nebulous feeling of suspicion down to any one thing. It was more the overall vibe.

The fingerprints were not in the file, so she couldn’t check those, but she could request a Federal Police and credit check.

Both would require a payment she wasn’t authorised to make, and take around a week, but they were something further to consider.

The candidate had listed three previous employers, they looked to be small or maybe small-to-medium businesses, though her reference checks had not included anyone from a senior position, so she grabbed a pad of file notes and a pen, and looked them up on the internet.

At first glance, the first website seemed legitimate, with the Australian Business Number, addresses, phone numbers, and details of the partners. But when she looked through some of the pages, they didn’t make any sense in the context of the front page. A bit like random grab bags of information that would do for a quick glance.

She jotted down the details and her thoughts, then moved on to the next site.

The second website included the same basic information but was just a landing page inviting you to fill in the contact form. There was so little information it seemed more legitimate than the first, but still, she couldn’t quiet that nagging voice in her head.

When she looked at the site again, she realised the phone number was different by one digit from that listed on the reference she’d called the previous day.

Before she could give herself too long to think about it, she put her headset on and dialled
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