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‘Oh, you want a detective story? A nasty crime up front, is that right? And then, let me guess, you want to spend the rest of the book working out who did it and why?’

The woman’s voice was frail and tinny, trembling with the vibrations that carried it down the phone line. Murdoch wanted to correct her, but it was the first time they’d spoken; he didn’t know how to do it without being rude. Besides, she was excited now, barely listening to his hesitant noises.

‘A murder!’ she said with a gasp. ‘Some nice young girl getting brutally slaughtered. Oh yes, and you’re desperate to see it solved. What you want is a book that’s going to make you read late into the night, a story to make you miss your stop. You want to turn the pages breathlessly. Then, at the end, when you find out who the murderer is ... you’re surprised and yet it makes complete sense!’

‘Well ...’

‘And you want to find out who did it on the very last line of the very last page of the very last chapter of the book. Am I right? Am I? Isn’t that what you want?’


2.

Jennifer’s week slowly improved. As promised in her interviews, Hoxton Harte’s finance department was skeletal and Jennifer worked closely with the Finance Director, Emma Druitt, herself. Emma was a small and serious woman who wore her dark hair in a tight chignon and fixed her beady brown eyes steadily on whomever she was talking to. She was friendly enough and, once they were past the awkwardness of Jennifer being late on her first day in the job, the two women got along well. Their conversation, however, rarely strayed far from the work at hand. They shared a quiet space on the third floor, separated from rows of messy desks by thick glass which, Emma explained, she had had installed to give her the quiet she needed to concentrate. The glass wall worked well, especially with its glass door closed, and, if neither woman was on the phone and they had nothing to discuss, the two of them worked in a silence that, to Jennifer, came as a welcome relief from the hustle and bustle of the world outside.

On Wednesday, Emma sent her to meet James Harte, one of the company’s founders. It was unsettling to be alone with a man Jennifer recognised from the papers. She had thought famous people were shorter in real life, but James Harte was tall and broad-shouldered and, on top of that, he smelled good. He was, if anything, more handsome in the flesh than in the papers, his emerald eyes sparkling whenever he smiled. The carpet in his corner office reminded Jennifer of a bedroom and, even though she pulled herself to her full height, ignored his perfect teeth, and asked questions about the size of his balance sheet, she was utterly intimidated. Harte seemed to sense this and asked her questions about herself and how she was finding life in the big city. He calmed her, charmed her, encouraged her in her work and then gently let her go.

On Thursday morning came an invitation to lunch. Charlotte Holland’s email took Jennifer by surprise and she had to consult the company directory before working out Charlotte was the receptionist who had caused the scene on her first day in the office. Jennifer wasn’t sure she wanted reminding of that; every morning since then she’d arrived so early and left so late she’d found the foyer deserted. But the email was sweetly persuasive and Jennifer found herself unwilling to explain that she normally brought in sandwiches. Besides, she told herself, it would be a good way of confirming who was who in the zoo without asking Emma Druitt to repeat herself. 

The sight of The Vines at lunchtime that day made her wonder if she’d made an expensive mistake. Every table in the courtyard restaurant had a thickly-starched tablecloth, heavy cutlery and crowds of glasses that sparkled in the late summer sun. Waitresses weaved between the tables like sharks hunting in the shallows and as Jennifer crossed the restaurant– struggling to keep up with the woman leading her to her table– she wondered for the hundredth time why everyone in this city was in such a rush. As if, no matter what you were doing, you had to finish it quickly so you could do something else, presumably, just as fast. She had explained to the dark-haired waitress racing ahead of her now that she didn’t even need to be led: she could see where her colleague was sitting and make her own way over. But that, apparently, was not an option. 

‘The manager says it’s an “integral part of the customer experience”,’ the waitress told her, rolling her Latin eyes. ‘Come on, we wouldn’t want to keep madam waiting.’ 

As they passed tables, Jennifer recognised a few faces from the agency– presumably out with clients– and one girl who even said hello. Beyond them, either side of the courtyard, stood plate glass windows and as Jennifer crossed the crowded restaurant, her reflection seemed to join and leave the diners, like a hostess checking on her guests. She was going to have to buy a better suit.

‘There you are!’ Charlotte Holland stubbed out a cigarette as the waitress delivered Jennifer with an unconvincing smile. ‘I was beginning to think you’d stood me up.’

‘I’m so sorry, Charlotte...’

‘Charlie!’ The receptionist’s smile was broad but firm. ‘My name’s Charlie.’ 

‘Oh. Sorry. Anyway, Emma wanted to take me through the mid-year financials. We’re carrying on again at one thirty. This place looks a bit fancy, I thought we were going out to a café or something.’

Charlie looked around as if trying to find something she’d describe as fancy. A few tables away were some suits from the agency and she wiggled her fingers at them. One of them smiled and raised his glass.

‘They’re from IT,’ she said, watching Jennifer sit down. ‘Don’t make eye contact. How’s your first week going?’ She really was dazzling, more like a Hoxton Harte client than the woman who answered its phones. The intensity of her green-eyed gaze made Jennifer want to look away in shame.

‘Better than it started,’ Jennifer told her. ‘In reception on Monday, I was convinced I was going to cry or wet myself or both. I’m so silly.’

‘Oh, never you mind Angus Hoxton. He’s a prize arsehole and everyone knows it.’

Jennifer’s stomach shrank. ‘That was Angus Hoxton?’

‘Didn’t you know? Oh, well, don’t worry about it, darling.’ The receptionist reached across the table and took Jennifer’s hand. ‘Seriously, don’t worry. His name’s above the door, but that’s all. He just looks after sales. It’s James Harte’s business, everyone knows that. They’re old school friends; that’s why James even tolerates him.’

‘Oh my God, I didn’t think things could have gone any worse. I didn’t realise I’d upset one of the directors.’

Charlie Holland’s smile was unwavering. ‘You didn’t, darling, I did. It wasn’t the first time and I doubt it’ll be the last. Trust me, it’ll be water off a duck’s back. Angus probably won’t even recognise you when he sees you again. He barely looks at anyone– except himself in the mirror.’

Jennifer forced a smile and looked around the restaurant. What if Angus Hoxton was here too and saw them having lunch together? As she studied the scene, the air grew dull and, along with everyone else in courtyard, Jennifer looked up at the sky. A grey cloud was hiding the sun, other clouds close by waiting to do the same. The forecast had said weeks of rain were on the way; this would be the last lunch anyone would be eating outdoors for a while. As the cloud moved and the sun began to reappear, Jennifer blinked and– the restaurant sparkling once more– looked across the table to find Charlie Holland examining her closely.

‘I feel so silly,’ Jennifer said again, just for something to say. The receptionist’s gaze was unerring.

‘I doubt you are.’ Charlie lit a cigarette and smiled. ‘Whatever else I might think about Emma Druitt, she’s no fool. If she hired you, then you must be pretty switched-on. Shall we order?’

Jennifer had prepared herself for the prices on the gigantic cardboard menus, but they were still fifty-five per cent higher than she’d estimated. She ordered a prawn salad and a glass of water, claiming a diet. Charlie ordered a glass of champagne, a starter and a main.

‘Don’t worry,’ she said, once the waitress had shot away again. ‘You’re not paying for half of this. I just feel like spoiling myself, that’s all. Tell me, what do you think of your new boss?’

‘Emma? Oh, you know, nice enough. Very interesting the way she’s structured the finance department.’

‘Finance is as boring as bat shit.’ Charlie underlined the statement with a plume of smoke. ‘Did you know I was the first employee of the agency? After Angus and James, of course.’

‘Before Emma even?’

‘Oh, her. She’s James Harte’s sister, did you know that?’ 

Jennifer hadn’t known that and wondered if she should have. Had she said anything inappropriate to either of them?

‘And have you met James yet?’ Charlie went on. ‘The big boss?’

‘Well, I was introduced. I’m afraid I blushed and looked at my shoes.’

It sounded convincing even to Jennifer. She felt like blushing now. The memory of James Harte’s emerald eyes made it easier to believe he was the brother of the receptionist rather than of the Finance Director. Charlie checked a nail. 

‘He’s very good-looking, isn’t he?’ 

‘Oh, well. I guess. Not really my type.’ And then, because Charlie looked a little put out, Jennifer added, ‘I mean, of course he is.’

Their drinks arrived and as Charlie’s champagne was placed in front of her, she said loudly, ‘I’m sleeping with him.’

Now Jennifer did blush; she could feel the heat working its way up her face. She waited until the waitress had smiled and left again, but still couldn’t think of anything to say. James Harte was married.

‘You probably disapprove.’ Charlie was checking the perfect nail again. 

Not at all,’ said Jennifer quickly, desperate to prove herself worthy of the secret. ‘What’s he like in bed?’

The receptionist looked up, eyes huge in surprise, until she leaned back her head and roared with laughter. When the people at the next table looked around, Charlie put her cigarette hand over her mouth in mock shame, then leant forward to place the other conspiratorially on Jennifer’s forearm.

‘Fantastic!’ she whispered loudly. ‘He’s fantastic in bed. Why do you think I do it?’

Jennifer leant back in her chair, more as an excuse to retract her arm than anything, and caught her reflection in the glass again. Look at me. Only one week in Sydney and already having a gossipy lunch with a girlfriend.

Somehow the conversation moved on to books. It was rare for Jennifer to meet someone who read as much as she did and the two of them spoke for almost half an hour about what they’d recently finished, what was short-listed for which award, who had something new coming out. Then, over food– Jennifer’s thirty-dollar prawn salad proving to be little prawn and all salad– they drifted into a competition about which of them was more afraid of turning into her mother. Charlie laughed a little too loudly, and always for a little too long, but, apart from that, she was good company. Jennifer felt her shoulders drop– the first time in days– sat back and let Charlie tell her what parts of town she might want to move to. It was half an hour later, the changing sky above them more often dull than bright by now, before the conversation came back to James Harte. Charlie referred to him as her ‘make-do man’.

‘So, you’re not madly in love or anything?’

‘Oh, we are, actually. But James is far too good a man to leave his wife. No doubt you’ve heard how lovely she is. He keeps saying we should stop, not see each other again. You know, he never phones me, it’s always me has to phone him. But then I get us alone together and take off my clothes and he can’t resist.’ 

‘Did you ever think it would turn into anything serious?’ 

Jennifer, worried she was sounding prudish, wished they were still talking about books. She watched Charlie put one china-doll hand up to her nose, fumbling with the other in her handbag until, after a few seconds, it produced a tissue. She thought for a while the receptionist had silently sneezed. 

‘Oh my God, Charlie, I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you; are you all right?’

‘I’m fine! I’m fine. I’m sorry. It’s just... I’ve spent the last five years waiting around for that man.’ 

She was talking to her tissue; it was difficult to hear. Ignoring the glances from the tables around them, Jennifer reached halfway across the table.

‘I’ve spent a fortune,’ said Charlie, breathing away the tears. ‘All the perfect clothes and the perfect presents and the perfect little weekends away. Oh, but don’t you worry, there’s more than one way to skin a fish. I’ll get what I’m owed. I know where the bodies are buried; what ASIC would like to know, and they know that I know.’ 

She said something else, but it was completely lost to the tissue. Jennifer reached into her handbag and supplied a fresh pack of Kleenex. In response, Charlie looked up– a badly run watercolour– smiled and excused herself. 

‘You eat,’ she said. ‘I’ll be back soon.’

She was as good as her word. No more than a few minutes later she reappeared, fresh and grinning wickedly, no evidence of any blotchiness.

‘So, what about you?’ she said, sitting with a bump and downing the end of her champagne. ‘You got a boyfriend?’

The change in the woman across the table– make-up flawless, not a hair out of place– left Jennifer momentarily lost for words. ‘Um, no,’ she said at last. ‘I only arrived in Sydney last week.’

‘No one back home? No dates lined up?’

Jennifer pretended to look for her last prawn, but she’d never been a good liar. She blushed too easily, thought too slowly. 

‘You have!’ Charlie leant across the table, her hand on Jennifer’s forearm again. ‘Oh go on, share! You have to, I’ve told you my secret. What’s he like?’

There were a thousand little lies anyone else could have used.

‘Well, I know you’re going to think this is weird, but I’ve not actually met him yet. I got to know him online. We’ve been chatting on WhatsApp for weeks and, when I got the job down here... well, you know. He’s very funny and so kind. He works for a children’s charity as an outreach worker but he really wants to join the police...’ 

Charlie was staring. 

‘What?’ said Jennifer. ‘What’s wrong with that?’

‘A social worker? Really?’

‘Well, yes, I suppose. In a way, for now. So?’

‘Nothing, darling! Nothing.’ The receptionist cracked a smile that revealed lipstick on her teeth and went back to her starter. ‘Tell me about him.’

But Jennifer regretted having said anything at all. She wasn’t ready to share Michael yet; not when they hadn’t even met. Not with Charlie Holland. She felt suddenly far from home. Any one of her friends would have shown a genuine interest if she’d ever told them about Michael, no matter what he did for a job. She gave nothing more to Charlie, even made up a false name, calling Michael ‘Stephen’ as if the whole thing had been a lie. Keen to change the subject, she asked if Charlie had always worked on reception.

‘God no! I used to be James’s and Emma’s PA. That’s how I know so much about the company. Like I said, I know where all the fucking bodies are buried. I call it my insurance policy, and, trust me, it’s about to start paying up. Well, it better, or else. Anyway, they decided they needed someone to be the face of the organisation. You know, put on a good show when people walked in? So I got moved down to reception. I’m going to have some more bubbles; do you want a glass?’

It was another ten minutes before Charlie’s main course arrived, a surprisingly large steak, and, as she cut into it, she caught Jennifer looking at her watch.

‘Got somewhere better to be, darling?’

‘Are you kidding? I could sit here all day chatting with you. Although, I think we’d both get rained on if we did – it’s going to pour, by the looks of it. But, anyway, I can’t; I’ve got that meeting with Emma at one thirty.’

‘Oh, screw her. Did I tell you she’s James’s sister? I can’t stand the woman. Only good thing about her is her husband, Oscar. Total dish and a real gentleman, I can’t think how Emma bagged him. She tried to fire me once. Said I was insubordinate. She won’t even give me a work phone, so I have to use Sydafone with their bloody useless coverage. And she won’t give me a parking spot, the bitch!’

This time people at several tables turned to look. Worse were the others, the diners Jennifer recognised from Hoxton Harte. They simply flinched, then carried on carefully eating. 

‘What about you?’ said Charlie. ‘You got one?’

‘Sorry?’

It was a quarter past one. The sky was now slate grey, but it was far too humid to walk any distance in a hurry. Jennifer tried to catch the waitress’s attention, but it was as if the woman was avoiding their corner of the courtyard. She remembered Charlie had asked her a question.

‘Have I got one what?’

‘A parking spot,’ Charlie said the words slowly through a mouthful of steak.

‘Oh. Yes.’

‘Ha! And you’re just new in this week. Employee number four hundred and thirty-two you are, did you know that?’ She swallowed hard and dabbed at her mouth with a napkin, leaving a spot of gravy on her otherwise perfect cheek. ‘And I’m employee number three and a half. You using it?’

‘My employee number?’

‘Your parking spot.’

‘Oh.’ Jennifer found herself wincing. ‘I am, I’m afraid. I drive to work, you see.’

‘So, you’ve got a car then?’

‘Yes, I brought it down with me from Mudgee.’

‘Perfect. Do you reckon you could give me a lift tonight?’

The receptionist had been cutting hard into her steak again, but, at Jennifer’s hesitation, she looked up, her green eyes firm as she waited for a response.

‘Well,’ said Jennifer, wondering why the truth sounded like a lie. ‘I would, but I’m meeting that boy tonight. For the first time. It’s our first date.’

Charlie appeared to have forgotten her food, her eyes still fixed on Jennifer. 

‘You’re making that up.’

Jennifer laughed. ‘No, I’m not. Why would I make that up?’

‘To stop giving me a lift.’ 

Charlie returned to her steak and they sat without speaking for a while, silence kept at bay by the clinking of cutlery on plates, murmurs from the tables around them. The waitress walked past, but before Jennifer could attract her attention, Charlie shouted loudly.

‘Oi, Annabel! We’ve got to head back and sharpish. You reckon you could get us a bill sometime today?’ She turned back to Jennifer with a naughty little smile. ‘Here’s the thing. I’m out with James on his boat tonight. Class Act, it’s called, a forty-footer; I think he named it after me. It’s not exactly cruising weather, but then we’re not exactly going to spend much time outside of the main bedroom, or berth, or cabin, or whatever he calls it. Anyway, we’re going on a romantic little cruise– he can’t get out of it. But, just in case he drops me off at Rose Bay like he sometimes does, would you come and pick me up? It’s a nightmare getting a taxi that time of night, especially with my stupid phone reception.’

‘But I’m meeting Michael tonight.’

‘Michael? You said his name was Stephen.’

‘I mean, Stephen. I’m meeting him tonight, we’re going out for dinner in Newtown. I’ll probably have something to drink.’

‘Oh please, don’t pretend. Besides, it’s not like you don’t owe me a favour after what I did for you on Monday.’ Charlie’s hand was on Jennifer’s forearm again, its grip surprisingly strong. ‘Once James has dropped me at the wharf, he’s always in such a rush to get back to Class, especially if it’s raining, and I hate standing around by myself. There’s Wi-Fi on the boat and I’ve tried ordering Ubers, but by the time we’ve got into the dinghy and back to the wharf, half the time they’ve driven off again. Besides, it could be anyone in an Uber, couldn’t it? Even someone just pretending to be an Uber. You might as well get into a random car! I’d feel much safer if there was someone there to meet me.’

‘Safer?’

‘Better. Come on, Jennifer, we both know you’re not going on a date.’

Jennifer didn’t know what to say. She scrabbled around in her handbag, praying for the waitress to come back with the bill, sure Charlie was staring at her again with those big green eyes. Finding her purse at last, she pulled out the notes needed to pay for her meal and laid them carefully on the table. Then she stood quickly, out of arm’s reach, and looked down to find Charlie glaring up at her. 

‘I have to get back to the office,’ Jennifer told her. ‘I’m sorry. Thanks so much for lunch.’ 

‘I’ve got your mobile number from the directory,’ Charlie replied with a sudden sweet smile. ‘I’ll send you a WhatsApp from the boat.’


9.

That night he slept at Davie’s on the strict instructions he Didn’t Want to Talk About It. It was the mention of the fancy car that had shaken him. His old nemesis at the Club, Harris, had driven an Audi, not that that meant anything. It was a common enough car. But any fancy car was a worry. There were a few people who might innocently want to talk to him– the organised crime squad, the New South Wales witness protection programme– but it was unlikely any of them would ask for him by his real name. Even less likely that they’d drive an expensive car.

Murdoch had forgotten how Davie’s tiny shack rattled with every breeze, and what a bleeding mess Davie lived in, but for once he was grateful to be there. Video games and violent movies and not punching Davie in the face were good distractions from his other thoughts. All the same, it was still early when he claimed a headache and said it was time for bed. No, he still didn’t want to talk about it. Except he did, of course. Trouble was, Davie would interrupt and misunderstand, ask for irrelevant details and miss the point. Or he’d smile as pathetically as Hattie Thornton and say exactly the wrong thing so that they’d argue, leaving Murdoch feeling guilty and more alone than ever. So he said goodnight, took Valium for the second night in a row, and lay in what had once been his room, listening to the drip of the tap through the bathroom wall and ignoring the noises from outside.

The next day he was saved from time alone by a phone call from Suzie Bourne. The old lady informed him politely that she had thought about his proposal and believed they might be able to work together after all. Back home, it took him half an hour to convince himself no one had tampered with his car, then forty-five minutes of looping strange routes to believe he wasn’t being followed. Somehow, he still arrived at the old lady’s early. 

Crosley, the closest ‘city’– Australian word for big town– to Montauban, stood at the end of a huge ocean inlet called Broadwater, surrounded on three sides by dense bushland. Years before, the city had been malled to death by the opening of Bell Fair a few kilometres away. Now, its streets were lined with shops that either stood empty or were too low-end to pay the mall’s rents. As a result, during the week Crosley was either deserted or occupied by scratchy types looking disappointed the meth clinic hadn’t moved up to Bell Fair too. 

Painful experience had taught Murdoch to be careful leaving a car in Crosley. But that had been down on the flat ground near the shore, in the mess of roads that curved round the three-sided football stadium, built– like everything else in town– to give a view of the water. Brionie Street, once he found it, felt like a different town. Tree-lined and quiet, it climbed the hillside north of the inlet, too steep, apparently, for the smackheads who roamed the town centre. All the same, when Murdoch found number thirty-four, he turned the Merc and parked it on the other side of the road. If Suzie Bourne’s unit was at the front of the building, he could keep an eye on it from her window. 

The unit block was made of pink bricks: some architect’s attempt at softening the blow of its brutal shape, perhaps, or, who knew, maybe just a joke. Murdoch rang the right bell, then waited so long that his finger was hovering again when, without a voice from the intercom, the smoked-glass door into the block clicked discreetly open. 

‘Hello?’ he said to the metal grille.

Nothing. 

On the sixth floor, he found a featureless blue corridor stretching away in dim light. Halfway down it, the door with Suzie Bourne’s apartment number on it was open. Inside was a hallway with a grey carpet, no pictures on the walls between the doors.

‘Hello? Suzie? Miss Bourne?’

Murdoch called again louder in case any neighbours were listening. He knew how it looked: a bloke like him in a nice part of a nasty town, creeping into an old lady’s place. Besides, there was something disturbing about the silence. 

‘Suzie?’

Her head popped out of doorway halfway along the hall. 

‘Oh, hi. Come on in. And don’t leave the door open like that or we’ll catch our deaths.’

Murdoch did as he was told and found her in her spartan kitchen preparing a tray: teapot, sugar bowl, milk jug, everything matching. Apart from the kettle, the only other thing on the work surface was a fruit bowl, empty but for one apple and one banana. Murdoch leant in the doorway.

‘You shouldn’t leave the door open like that,’ he said. ‘It’s not safe. Someone’ll come in here and do you over.’

Suzie didn’t look up, just tutted as she clipped her heels across the lino, back and forth between the fridge and the milk jug, the pantry and the sugar bowl, the cutlery drawer and the tray. 

‘You sound like my daughter. But I won’t have my home made into a prison. Crosley wasn’t always a dump, you know; there are still some good people here and we won’t be locked away.’

‘Better a prison than a hospital,’ said Murdoch. ‘I’ve known blokes what wouldn’t think twice about knocking you down for your cash. Imagine being stuck in bed with broken bones.’

‘How intriguing. Did you ever do that?’

Now the old lady looked up, her pale blue eyes glinting above a sharp smile. Murdoch felt himself colour and coughed, stood up properly and offered to help with the tray. Suzie waved him away smirking and told him to go on through, she’d only be a minute.

The living room surprised him. Only the carpet– like something from a pub but nicer– and a dark wooden clock looked like they’d been chosen by a little old lady. Everything else was brightly modern. A cream sofa and two cream armchairs, a metal desk in the curve of the window, a moulded resin coffee table. On the far wall, steel shelves held books and photographs, an empty vase and the heavily ticking clock. Murdoch walked to the window, meaning to press his head against the glass and check on his car, but the view over Broadwater distracted him. The inlet stretched away to merge with the horizon; you’d think it was open ocean, if it wasn’t so flat. He stared out at it, at the jet skis drawing fine lines on its surface, the boats bobbing around, the cars speeding around its edges. All those people with normal lives. He couldn’t believe it was only days ago he’d been bored by the safety of Montauban. If this thing got sorted, if the woman looking for him turned out to be harmless, he’d take Davie up on all his stupid offers. 

‘Is it still there?’

The old lady seemed tinier than ever, struggling under the tray, but she shooed him away when he tried to help. Murdoch saw her notice a well-thumbed cruise brochure she’d left lying on the coffee table, then watched her place the tray carefully to hide it. That done, she sat with a sigh in one of the armchairs and looked up at him, still waiting for an answer.

‘Is what still there, love?’

‘Your fancy car. Not many places in Crosley you’d want to leave that standing around.’

He pictured her at the window where he was now, one hand on the glass as she watched him arrive. Wondered if anyone else had been watching and blinked the stupid idea away.

‘Yeah, tell me about it,’ he said with a sigh. ‘Should be all right there, though, don’t you reckon?’

Suzie shrugged her shoulders, like he’d asked if it was going to rain, and started pouring the tea. Her wrists were tiny and he wondered what it was like to be so vulnerable, then remembered that maybe he knew. 

‘Milk?’

‘Ta.’

‘Sugar?’

‘Three, thanks.’

The same little dance as before.

‘So, Bill. It seems we’re going to write your story.’

He didn’t want to talk about that yet. It felt safe in here; he wanted to sit and enjoy it. Wanted to talk about the weather, listen to the dull ticking of the clock, not talk about the dirty past that maybe he hadn’t left behind. Suzie Bourne was wearing a tweed skirt, like Miss Marple on the telly, and he could be the vicar, visiting with news. It occurred to him, the first time in years, he might never know what it was like to be old. The old lady asked him to sit down and he chose the sofa, sinking more deeply than he’d expected, staring at his knees and asked himself why the hell he was there. There had to be better things he should be doing: security, surveillance on his house, disappearing into the bush.

‘Now,’ said Suzie, passing him his tea, ‘I thought we should sign a contract. You have, after all, offered me fifty thousand dollars to write your story. That’s quite a commitment on both sides. It only makes sense to formalise it.’ 

She pulled herself to her feet and crossed to the desk, a hand on each piece of furniture on the way. There she found some stapled pages which, after slow progress back to her seat again, she handed over. Murdoch flipped through them, unable to focus.

‘Bill?’

‘Yeah, fine. Sorry, what?’

‘You seem distracted.’

‘No. No, this looks fine, really. Just got a bit on my mind, that’s all.’

She looked genuinely concerned at that, frowning sympathetically. She was like a relic from an earlier age, he thought: a time when you could let strangers into your home and give them tea. He found himself staring at her, then looked down at his hands instead. When Suzie spoke again, he could hear she was cajoling him. 

‘You still want to do this. Trust me, you do.’

He could imagine her coaxing her sources, getting them to tell her stuff that was going to get them into trouble. But he didn’t need convincing, not today. If anything ever happened to him, this story was all he had to leave behind, the only clue he’d ever been on the bleeding planet. He asked for a pen and, under the old lady’s eager eyes, scribbled his signature under each of hers on the two copies of the contract, initialling, at her request, next to the payment amounts and dates. That done, he drank his tea as she hauled herself up and across to her desk again, swapping her copy of the contract for a lined notebook and pencil.

‘So,’ she said, back in her seat. ‘We’re here to write a story.’

‘Nah, it’s not a story, it’s real.’

‘Aha, yes. But we must write it as a story or it won’t be interesting, it’ll just be a boring list of events. Now, I suggest we start with your desire line. Tell me, what were you yearning for last year?’

Murdoch stared at her. ‘You what?’

‘Your desire line? What did you want above everything else?’

‘I thought we was going to write about how I found that missing girl.’

‘Yes, we will, we will. But unless the reader knows what you really wanted, it won’t be very interesting, will it?’ There was a grit to her, he remembered, a stubbornness he liked. If it wasn’t for the money he’d offered, he wouldn’t be here at all. Suzie smiled and started talking again. ‘A story, after all, is only ever about what someone wants and whether they get it or not. So, during The Prison, we also need to establish your true desire. Something idiosyncratic would be good. Then along comes your sidekick and we see the tension between him and the detective– that’s you. Oh, you do have a sidekick, don’t you?’

‘Yeah, no. Well, maybe...’

‘And then, of course, comes The Turnaround, which is normally the same as The Client. Someone mysterious and vaguely suspicious turns up.’

‘Yeah, but it didn’t happen like that.’ 

‘Well, we must make it happen like that. That’s how detective stories work—’

‘Why can’t you just write what happened?!’

He’d raised his voice at her again. Brought the dirty worries of his life into this lovely room, just like he’d walked the dog shit into Huntingdon’s. Was there nowhere he couldn’t ruin? He studied his fingernails and the black beneath them, then swore, apologised, put his cup and saucer back on the table and got up to check on his car again. It was still there, alone. He apologised again, not wanting to turn around, to see the look on her face that meant he had to leave. Suzie’s voice was even gentler than before. 

‘More tea?’

‘You what?’

‘Would you like more tea? And a biscuit, perhaps?’

People really lived like this. Tea trays and tiny gold watches and any unpleasantness brushed away with kindness. Or maybe she was just smarter than him. He crossed the room, gave himself to the sofa again and reached forward to pass her his cup.

‘You see,’ she said, performing the little ritual of tea and milk and a gingernut on the saucer, ‘stories are like music. You can compose what you want, but there are still rules that need to be followed. Once you learn the rules, you can play around with them, do whatever you want, but you have to learn them first. You’re not convinced?’

Murdoch realised he was scowling, but not because he disagreed with her. Still now– years after getting out of prison– he hated discovering all the things that no one had bothered to tell him about. Each one was a little sting, a pain he never got used to.

‘I’ve read loads of stories,’ he said, taking his cup and trying not to sound annoyed. ‘No one told me about no rules.’

‘Well, most people don’t know about them. It’s the same with music. Most people, the vast majority, in fact, listen to music without knowing how it works and, of course, that’s absolutely fine. But imagine how much more you’d enjoy music if you did know how it works! And the same is true with stories. Imagine if you could see all the building blocks that are in every story and appreciate how they’re being played around with every time you read. It’s not just books, it’s films, advertisements, nature documentaries, the television news. There’s an art to telling everything as if it’s a story.’

There was an edge to her eagerness. A desperate need for him to understand– or maybe just a fear he’d change his mind. Their contract, he knew, wasn’t worth a thing without witnesses for the signatures. But it wasn’t just that. He thought she really did want him to understand. And wasn’t that what he wanted too? To know stuff so that next time he wouldn’t feel so stupid. 

‘Listen,’ he said, ‘I’ll be honest, I don’t really get it. But I trust you, right? So you tell me how it works and what you want to hear about, and I’ll try and tell you. Answer your questions, like what you want.’

‘Great,’ she said, with obvious relief. ‘Let’s go. Now, why don’t we start with The Turnaround? That might be easiest. Tell me about the event that kicked this whole story off.’

Murdoch took a deep breath, closed his eyes and started telling her about the events of the previous year. Hearing her pencil scratching at her notepad, he opened his eyes and saw she was drawing strange lines, nothing like writing, her fingers showing a nimbleness that mocked her legs. 

‘Shorthand,’ she said, seeing him stare. ‘Such an underrated skill.’

And once again he felt the sting. Yet another thing no one had told him about.


11.

He didn’t want her in the house. He’d made up his mind she wasn’t a pro, at least not the kind the Club would use, but there was something not right about her, something familiar. He left her on the patio at the ironwork table, returning a minute later with his first aid kit, scissors removed. He started an apology for frightening her, but she refused to have it– it was all her fault– and his unfinished words drifted off with the breeze. She gave him a smile and complimented him on his garden, ignoring the scrappy red robin and saying how she liked the way the lawn ran into the lake. He didn’t tell her it was a lagoon. Instead, he let her talk, observing her closely, the breeze raising goosebumps on her pale arms, her skirt whispering silkily whenever she moved. He knew now he’d seen her before, but knew equally he couldn’t have forgotten her. Her skin alone was like... he didn’t know what. Something perfect. He remembered her scratch and pushed the first aid kit towards her, watching her struggle for a while before sliding it back across the table.

‘It’s too close to my wrist,’ she said. ‘Sorry.’

So it was him who had to clean the wound, choose and unwrap the plasters. It occurred to him that he hadn’t touched a woman’s skin since that night with Natalie Conquest over a year earlier. Could that really be true? He moved the ashtray out of the woman’s reach like it was in his way. She’d told him her name, nothing else, but even that bothered him.

‘Amanda Hoxton,’ he said, close over her arm with another Band-Aid. ‘And what does Amanda Hoxton in her fancy black Audi TT want with me?’

He looked up to find her smiling. A tiny scar interrupted the outline of her full top lip. 

‘The car is a tax dodge,’ she said. ‘Don’t be fooled by appearances.’

When he didn’t respond to that, she smiled again, showing him her beautiful teeth this time.

‘You’re an intriguing man. Do you know that?’

He pressed the sticking plaster against her soft flesh and felt himself grinning. 

‘You’re the second woman today what’s told me that. What is it, d’you reckon, what makes me so intriguing?’

‘Oh a few things. My husband was in our place up here early last year when you first arrived. Talk of the town you were, and this is a little town that likes to talk. The cavalry had arrived; a private detective named Bill Murdoch. You were going to find that poor girl. And now, here I am, not much more than a year later, and here are you are living in that poor girl’s house.’

Relief settled on him like a warm blanket. He shrugged it off, sat up and looked at her carefully.

‘Bought it off her family, didn’t I? What’s so intriguing about that?’

‘Oh, that’s not the intriguing part. The intriguing part is why it was so difficult for my sister-in-law and me to find you. The lady who runs the general store said she’d never heard of you, she was quite adamant about it, although in my experience she knows everything that happens in Montauban. The woman in the chip shop clearly knew your name but said you’d never been near here. The lady who runs the café virtually ran away at the mention of you.’

‘But you kept on asking.’

‘Most people are terrible liars. There’s something reassuring in that, don’t you think? Listen, I don’t mean to be rude, but you wouldn’t give a girl a glass of water, would you?’

Like she’d popped round for a cup of tea and he’d forgotten to put the kettle on. He thought of Suzie Bourne and her tray of nice things and wished he had one the same: something impressive for an unexpected guest. All he had were badly chipped mugs: the house had come with furniture but little more than that. He offered tea all the same, but Amanda Hoxton just smiled and said water was fine, thank you. 

Pretending to let the tap run, he stared at her from the kitchen window as she struggled into her jacket and rearranged herself nicely on the ironwork chair. No way he’d ever met a woman as classy as that. He remembered there was a bottle of champagne in the fridge and imagined putting it in an ice bucket and taking out his best glasses. He could sit on his patio with this fancy woman and her thick brown hair and watch the sun go down. Except something didn’t add up.

‘I recognise you,’ he told her from the doorway. ‘I’ve seen you before.’

‘You say that like it’s a bad thing.’

‘Mostly is, in my experience. You was gonna to tell me why you’re here.’

She pulled a pack of Cartier’s from her jacket pocket and held them up. ‘Don’t mind, do you?’

‘Be my guest.’

He put the glass of water in front of her, sat opposite and let her work out where to begin.

‘My husband’s name is James Harte,’ she said, after a few pulls on her slim cigarette, a few breaths of smoke into the air between them. ‘You may have heard of him? We have a publicity agency down in Sydney. Last year...’

She raised her perfect eyebrows and stared at him with round eyes. Murdoch realised he’d held up a hand. 

‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘Go on, love.’

‘Last year—’

‘You’re Amanda Hoxton Harte.’

She grimaced and blew a plume of smoke towards the lawn, taking a moment to watch it disappear.

‘Actually, I’m Amanda Hoxton and my husband is James Harte. The only Hoxton Harte is the agency. You obviously read the gossip magazines. Says a lot, don’t you think, that they can’t even get my name right?’

She reassembled her smile and gave it up to him. If she was a little annoyed, it wasn’t his fault.

‘You was at the Formula 1 down in Melbourne,’ he said. ‘Your brother is Angus Hoxton, that Bachelor of the Year bloke.’

She laughed aloud and held his eye again, happily back in control. ‘Oh my God, he’d love you for knowing that. Tell me, what else do you know about us?’

‘You’re a Pom, like me.’

‘Now you’re guessing because of my accent. Actually, my parents are British, but I grew up here. What about my husband?’

Her smile encouraged him to give it another go. It was like a quiz show, except you didn’t have to wait for the repeats before you knew the answers. 

‘He’s in prison,’ he said slowly. 

‘Very good. Why?’

‘Fraud?’

‘You’re guessing again.’ She looked relieved. ‘You obviously weren’t reading the press nine months ago.’

Nor was she or she’d have thought Bill Murdoch was dead. 

‘Carry on,’ he said. ‘Tell me all about the Hoxtons and the Hartes.’

Something shifted in the temperature between them then. She crossed her silky legs and sat back in her chair. Watched him light up his cigarette and, only then, once she had his full attention, started to tell her story. As she spoke, the day died around them, the lagoon changing from blue to red, then to a glistening and oily black. 


12.

Murdoch slept better than he had all week, the innocent explanation far more innocent than he could have hoped for. The relief he had resisted on the patio dragged him down beyond dreams and gave him long hours of uninterrupted rest. The next morning, he felt like he did after an illness: so good it was almost worth having been ill in the first place. He got up early and rushed out to share the good news.

Halfway up Montauban Road, the hill that ran out of town, were turnings to the left and right. The one on the left was La Mer Street, a row of mismatched houses that looked out over the houses behind the shops to stare at the beach and the ocean. Murdoch walked up, enjoying the late spring air, listening to the raucous birds and counting off the trees whose names he knew. Squiggly gum, stringy bark, iron bark. The front door to number twenty-five was open so he curled his magazine into a roll, walked past the ‘Open for Viewing’ sign and padded quietly inside. Beyond the short hallway, he found a large empty room, a huge blue view filling the window in the opposite wall, tankers tiny on the horizon. To his left there was a kitchen, bare and white but for some glossy brochures on the counter; to his right, carpeted stairs ran down to the bedrooms further down the hill. Murdoch stood and waited, the magazine tight in his hand, and after thirty seconds he heard footsteps below. Then he waited some more and heard them start up the stairs. Stepping backwards into the kitchen, he stood out of sight in the hole left for a fridge, let Davie get halfway across the carpet, then jumped out and said ‘Boo!’, tapping Davie lightly on the head with the rolled magazine. Davie yelled and threw glass cleaner, cloth and newspapers into the air between them.

‘Oh, very funny, Bill. Ha, ha. Hilarious.’ 

Murdoch laughed and watched Davie squat down to gather the terrified newspapers back together. Then he remembered why he was there.

‘Oh mate,’ he said. ‘That was stupid. I’m sorry... here, let me get that.’

He joined Davie down on the carpet just as Davie finished tidying up. They stood at the same time, awkwardly avoiding each other. Davie’s tie was flipped backwards over his shoulder.

‘You apologised,’ he said, still red in the face and scowling.

‘You what?’

‘I’ve never heard you apologise before.’

‘Bollocks.’

‘First time for everything, I suppose. What do you want?’

Noticing his tie, Davie sighed and pulled it forwards, pushing past Murdoch to hide the cleaning things in a cupboard in the empty kitchen. Then he touched the brochures on the counter softly, like that might improve their fan across the Caesarstone.

‘Who says I want anything?’

‘I do.’ Davie scowled at him again. ‘Last time I heard from you properly, you were on your way to see who that woman was. Remember? The woman I told you about? Then it’s radio silence apart from a text to say stop calling you. And now you’re here, so you obviously want something. And you apologised, so you definitely want something. By the way, I’m expecting some interested parties, so if you could make it quick.’ 

Murdoch turned to hide his smile, walked across to the huge window and told Davie the property had a nice view. He wasn’t lying. Below him, reds and oranges were scattered through the trees that hid the shops. There were soft flowers on the gums and cockatoos flashed white between them. The beach was tiny and yellow, the surf rearing up and dumping out of sync with its noise. Beyond, the ocean was endless. Davie fussed around the kitchen, then up and down the empty hall, quiet minutes before he joined Murdoch at the window. 

‘It’s only a nice view if there’s someone to look at it,’ he said bitterly. ‘Six parties said they’d be here, which normally means three. I’ve been here an hour and all I get is you.’

‘You been marketing it much?’

‘Well, I was supposed to, but... you know, so boring.’

‘Sorry I made you jump.’

‘Crikey, Bill, that’s the second apology in five minutes. You really do want something.’

‘Nah, I wanna tell you something. About that woman what was looking for me. It’s exciting.’ 

He watched Davie try to resist. Watched him straighten his tie again, run his hands through his hair, sigh deeply and look out the window. It lasted less than a minute.

‘So who is she then?’

‘Well, it’s good news. Turns out she’s nothing to do with my old life. In fact, she wants to hire us. As detectives I mean.’

Davie’s head swung round, a huge grin lighting his face, all thoughts of shitting his pants and no-shows forgotten. He had, Murdoch hated to admit, been instrumental in helping solve the case of Georgie Walker. There had been a time shortly afterwards when Davie had entertained thoughts of Murdoch & Simms, Detection Services. He probably still had the business cards. 

‘No way!’ he said now. ‘You’re kidding, right? How did she hear about us?’

‘Her and her old man’ve got a place up here. They heard about me– I mean, us– looking for Georgie. Then they had their own mess to deal with, so they didn’t hear how I ended up.’

‘What’s her name?’ 

Murdoch snorted and shook his head. ‘Bleeding typical, that, innit? Anywhere else it’d be “What’s the case?” Around here it’s, “What’s her name?” Cos you probably went to school with her and you can tell me what happened already.’

‘So what is her name?’

Murdoch unrolled the old copy of Starstrike! and showed Davie photographs from the Formula 1. A red carpet struggling against the curl of the paper, smiles flashed over full-length dresses. 

‘Which one?’

‘Which one?! You got many beautiful celebrities with places up here?’

Davie squinted at the pages again. ‘These aren’t celebrities, Bill, they’re just people who’ve got themselves in front of a camera. Oh, look! This woman here, I know her. I was at school with her husband. And her brother too, I think? Good-looking girl, I can never remember her name. Amanda something.’

Murdoch snatched back the magazine, muttering obscenities as he rolled it tight again, wishing he’d hit Davie with it harder.




They put the ‘Open for Viewing’ signs into the boot of Davie’s horrible little car and locked themselves inside the house, the balcony doors open so Murdoch could smoke while they sat on the sunlit carpet, backs to the bare walls. Davie was beside himself.

‘So the woman outside your house was Amanda Hoxton! She was always gorgeous, I remember. And, that’s right, she married James Harte, the dil. He was in the same year as me at Knox. And her brother, Andrew.’

‘Angus.’

‘Angus, that’s right. Funny, I could never work them out as mates. James was really smart, one of those guys who was always going to make a million before he was thirty. Obsessed with money, like pretty much everyone else at Knox.’

‘Apart from you.’

‘Yes, apart from me. Money’s not important, I keep telling you, Bill. You know it’s been proven to have no relationship whatsoever to happiness?’

‘You was talking about Angus Hoxton.’

‘Oh yeah. Well, Angus was all right, but he wasn’t really on James’s level. Girls loved him though. Jeez. I think the two guys went into business together. Advertising or consultancy or something.’

‘Public relations.’

‘PR! What a load of rubbish, typical of that whole crowd, I reckon. They always were up their own backsides. Never once spoke to me at school if they could help it.’

Murdoch managed not to comment on that. Instead he leant to one side and dug a crumpled page from his pocket, unfolding it and tilting it into the sunlight.

‘You finished? Right, listen to this. Last year the Hoxton Harte Agency was doing well, doubling revenues every six months, four-hundred-odd employees and lots of fancy clients. Trouble is, James Harte is banging his secretary—’ 

‘Yes, I read about it! Pretty girl, I remember her name. Don’t tell me, don’t tell me—’

‘Charlie Holland, thirty-three years old, from Ballarat. Nice girl, or a bit of a gold-digger, depending on who you talk to. That’s what Amanda says. Anyway, Ms Holland joined Hoxton Harte six years ago when it first started up. Started doing overtime on James Harte soon after that. Then, in February, she and the boss are having a romantic little cruise around the harbour– on his forty-foot yacht, no less– during a rainstorm. Which is a bit weird, if you ask me. Anyway, accounts vary as to what happened next. The accused states he dropped Ms Holland off at Rose Bay wharf, like he normally did. The police contest he took her back to his mooring at Vaucluse Bay, where he caused her injuries leading to her death. Either way, the remains of the deceased are found four days later floating within sight of Harte’s vessel. What?’

Davie had a stupid grin on his face. 

‘You sound like a policeman’ he said. ‘Like you’re in court.’

‘You want a smack in the mouth? Where was I? Oh yeah, so Charlie Holland’s body, what’s left of it, is found bumping against the rocks off...’ Murdoch squinted at the paper ‘...Bottle and Glass Point. Only a few hundred metres from where Harte moors his yacht. Charlie’s body’s a mess, so much so they struggle to identify her at first. Sharks have taken her legs off. Don’t know why they didn’t go for the rest—‘

‘Sharks don’t like human flesh.’

‘You what?’

‘They don’t like the taste of it. Once they’ve ripped a bit off, they generally spit it out again.’

‘Really? That must be very reassuring when you’re bobbing around out there with your legs in the water. Anyway, listen, will you? Sharks have taken Charlie’s legs off and the fishies have had a good nibble at everything else, but it’s clear her head’s been smashed in and it’s that what’s killed her. Dead before she hit the water– they can tell apparently. Her personal belongings, phone etcetera, never recovered. According to a colleague of Charlie’s...’ Murdoch squinted at the paper again, struggling with his own handwriting. ‘...a Jennifer Bailey, Charlie was blackmailing Harte, so the police figure he’s got motive for wanting her dead. They reckon he lured Charlie out on his boat, screwed her, knocked her on the head and chucked her overboard.’

‘Bastard.’

‘Client.’

‘What?!’

‘James Harte is our client, Davie. Right now, he’s sitting in the clink waiting for his trial to come up. He’d probably be out on bail – God knows, he can afford it – ‘cept years back, him and his business partner, Angus Hoxton, got into a blue with some lads at a twenty-first birthday party. Next thing, they’re both up on an ABH charge, and the court gives them bail. Trouble is, young guns that they was, they couldn’t resist going on a little holiday overseas. Skiing in Japan or something. They was lucky not to get thrown inside as soon as they got back. Not so lucky for Harte now, though, cos the judge reckons he’s a flight risk and...’ Murdoch checked the paper again, ‘...made some comment about suspecting Harte might try and influence witnesses too. Don’t know where he got that from. Anyway, the upshot is Harte’s stuck inside, can’t come along himself, so he sends his wife to find us instead. Which, good girl, she does. “A marriage takes what a marriage takes,” she says. That’s what she talks like– dead posh.’

‘Still a looker?’

‘Yeah, gorgeous – and dead classy to boot. Anyway, she tells me her old man admits the affair but denies the blackmail and the murder. Trouble is, it’s not a good look, is it? Harte was the last one what saw Charlie Holland alive, having just rogered her and, next thing, the half of her they can find is bobbing up and down within sight of his boat in Vaucluse Bay. Best odds his lawyers can give him is fifty-fifty and, when they make noises about him pleading guilty to get ten per cent off the sentence, he sacks ‘em. What means, there Harte isnow – new lawyers but no new evidence; the cops, no doubt, running around to strengthen the DPP’s case; bail refused and him with a snowflake’s chance in hell of getting off. Desperate times and Harte wants a private detective to find out something new sharpish. Trial’s coming up in February, so we’ve got about three months.’

Davie stared at him open-mouthed: a kid on his way to Disneyland. ‘Crikey, this is really happening, isn’t it? We’re like, real private detectives. Where do we even start?’

‘Easy. See, Harte reckons he’s been framed by someone what knows him well enough to be sure him and Charlie was out on the yacht that night. So he wants us to hang out with his close mates, get to know them and stuff. Sniff around till we find something he can use. Who knows, we might even get to prove who done it? None of them’ll know we’re on the case; no one but his wife.’

‘Unbelievable.’ Davie readjusted himself on the carpet, pulling his legs out of the sun. ‘I mean, where do these guys find them? Politicians and businessmen, they do all this dirty stuff and their wives just stick up for them, I never get it.’

‘Yeah, except in this case, the wife don’t think he did it.’

‘Amanda doesn’t think Harte was rooting Cheryl Holland?’

‘She knows he was screwing Charlie Holland, Davie, but she’s dead set he didn’t kill her. All the evidence against him is circumstantial. There’s no forensics on the boat to suggest he did her in there. Mind you, if you ask me, if Harte had knocked Charlie down anywhere what wasn’t under cover, three days of Sydney rain would have cleared evidence of that away better than he could have done. But the point is, Amanda don’t reckon he done it and she don’t want him spending the rest of his life in prison for it neither. So... what now?’

Davie was looking at him sideways, blue eyes narrowed in suspicion. ‘Why are you interested, Bill?’

‘Why shouldn’t I be interested?’

‘Because last time we spoke about doing any more detective work, you said you’d rather stick pins in your eyes. “Never again,” you said.’

‘It doesn’t matter what I said, you muppet. Just shut up and listen, will you. I’m trying to ask you something.’

‘Oh well, that makes perfect sense, doesn’t it?’ Davie struggled with his tie until it came off in his hand. ‘I said it when you came in, I knew you wanted something. Come on, out with it.’

Murdoch examined his knuckles and listened to a car making its way up the hill out of town. Change of tack.

‘What I want to ask you is, will you help me? Like before, when I... when we was looking for Georgie Walker. Will you take on the case with me?’

‘Oh. Oh, well...’ Davie seemed to have forgotten he’d already agreed and pretended to think it over. ‘So we have to infiltrate that crowd?’

‘One of us does. Best if the other one remains hidden, gives us more options. One of us hangs out with Amanda and all Harte’s friends, the other one does all the exciting bits.’

Davie grimaced and sucked air through his teeth. ‘Oofee, I’m not sure. I remember James and Angus and their friends at school. They’re all so competitive. I think James’s sister was the only person who ever beat him at anything. And they were all absolute snobs. You know Hoxton Harte has a corporate account over at that hideous Huntingdon’s place? It’s that kind of crowd.’

‘Yeah, Amanda mentioned that.’

‘It’s all fancy clothes and who’s got the biggest car and all that rubbish.’

Murdoch nodded thoughtfully. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘how would it be if I did that bit? If there’s any infiltering needed, I’ll do it. I’ll hang out with the nobs and you can handle the research and, you know, the other stuff.’

Davie looked at him again with narrow eyes.

‘How does that make sense? Surely it should be the other way round? I was the one at school with James Harte. I should probably be the one to hang out with his friends.’

‘Really? And why’s that, then? After you just said you don’t wanna do it? Why shouldn’t I go to the fancy parties and pretend to be an old mate of his?’ They both knew the answer to that one, but Davie obviously wasn’t feeling brave. Murdoch went on. ‘Amanda Hoxton seems all right with me doing that and you doing the rest. She remembers you, by the way, and says her hubby will do too. And besides, you’re not exactly free during the day, are you? So I hobnob with them lot and you do the other stuff. It’ll fit in better with your day job, won’t it?’

Davie looked despondently around the room, like he was only now remembering he was still an estate agent. 

‘Besides,’ said Murdoch, ‘there might be some extra expenses involved what we can’t charge back. New clothes and shit. I don’t mind covering them if I’m the one what gets to go to the parties. To investigate, I mean.’

‘Well, if you think you can pull it off.’ Davie looked relieved and Murdoch remembered Ed, desperate to get out of the car at Taradale Tennis Club. ‘I certainly don’t want to do it, Bill.’

‘And I do. So, deal?’

‘Yeah, OK. Deal.’

Davie put out his hand and Murdoch leaned over and shook it. So it was too late when Davie thought to ask, ‘What do you mean, the other stuff?’


14.

James Harte was still a good-looking man, somewhere in there, under the tired pale skin and the permafrown. He was tall and broad-shouldered, his features well-arranged beneath the hair he should have cut months before, his jawline strong. But Davie had seen him as a teenager at school, seen pictures more recent than that, and he knew the man who limped into the echoing room was a ghost of his former self. If Davie had passed him in the street in normal clothes and if he’d recognised him– a bigger ‘if’ that– he would have known Harte had fallen on hard times. Drugs, mental illness, gambling, booze. But prison? Crikey, who’d have thought.

The smell of disinfectant was no less powerful in the strange hall where they met than in the waiting room three corridors away, but here it mingled with other, more human smells. Six sessions a day of eight visitors and eight prisoners overseen by sixteen guards. No windows and, as far as Davie could tell, no air conditioning either. Just a series of well-sealed doors so the smells of thirty-two people at a time had nowhere to go. 

Harte, like the seven other prisoners who shuffled in before and after him, was wearing white overalls over his prison greens, the word ‘Visiting’ emblazoned across the chest in orange, in case anyone might forget why they were there. When Harte pulled his chair back from the table, the harsh scrape it gave made Davie flinch. He’d thought they’d be talking through glass, one on one. The realisation that a meagre row of tables was the only thing between him and hardened criminals was unnerving. Around him, at the other tables, visitors and prisoners leant in close to each other. Then Harte leant forward too, pale forearms on the table, and Davie found he wanted to do the same. Like he was focused on nothing but the man opposite him, not thinking about his conversation with Hannah at all.

‘Davie Simms.’ Harte’s smile was weak but determined. ‘Weren’t you a big pop star last thing I heard?’

No matter how often people said it, it was like being slapped: as much shame and humiliation as actual hurt. Davie pulled on his c’est-la-vie face. ‘And now look at the two of us.’

That made Harte smile properly, white teeth out of place in the gloom. If they were to compete on anything, it would be on who had had the greatest downfall.

‘So now you’re a private detective,’ he said. ‘How did that happen?’

Davie wasn’t sure he had the strength to compose a response. Had Hannah given him a deadline? He’d have to phone her back, ask her to repeat the conversation and put up with her sarcastic remarks. If he had a few months, maybe he could do something. Or had she said weeks? He frowned himself back into the room and followed Murdoch’s instructions.

‘It’s
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