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PROLOGUE
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Francis Trenchard lay on the couch obsessing about the cancer in his stomach. After two months of chemo, his gut was as swollen and painful as ever. If anything, it was worse. Only the fentanyl stopped him from pulling out his old shotgun and blowing his brains out.

His wife, Ruth, stared down at him. “You’ve got to start painting again.”

Christ, the scrawny bitch should let him die in peace. “I can’t: I’m sick - can’t paint no more.”

“But you’re still a big name. People still pay a fortune for your paintings. You’ve gotta paint something we can sell. We’re almost broke. If you don’t make some money soon, we’ll lose this property. Do you want that?”

If the chemo wasn’t working - which seemed likely - he’d die soon, anyway. He’d definitely lose the property then. He didn’t care what happened to it - or her - after that. Not his business. “Where did our money go? Did you spend it all?”

“No, you spent it. You spent it on booze and drugs and fuck knows what else.”

“I can’t paint. It’s over.”

Her features softened to harsh. “Don’t talk like that. This isn’t just about the money; I’m worried about you. You can’t just lie around all day feeling sorry for yourself. You should do what you love.”

He had spent their whole marriage bowing to her will. She always had more drive and energy than him. She was a battery he plugged into. Maybe he should try to paint. It might get her off his back and his mind off the fuckin’ cancer. Yeah, rage, rage against the dying of the light. “OK, OK. I’ll try.”

A tight smile. “Great. You go out to the studio and I’ll bring you lunch in half an hour.”

“OK.”

After rising gingerly, he hobbled out of his colonial homestead towards the stable he converted into a studio almost 40 years ago. On the way, he stared at the thick bushland running up the sides of the valley and sucked in the sickly-sweet smell of eucalyptus. He’d always love this scenery. So sad that death would soon take it away from him.

He stepped into the studio for the first time in six months and looked around. Decades of spilt paint smeared every surface including the floor. Brushes and knives sprouted from rusting tins; paint tubes and spirit bottles lay everywhere. Blank or unfinished canvasses stood against the walls.

On a huge canvas on the far wall, he had tried to capture the sun peeking through white ghost gums on a misty morning. God getting out of bed. After wrestling with it for a long time, he abandoned it six months ago. He had hoped that, when he saw it again with fresh eyes, it would be better than he had thought. Nope. Still shit. His talent had calcified into a bunch of gimmicks and affectations. Fucking aweful. He once had all of the qualities that a great artist needed. The only one left was his shit-detector. He slumped onto a plastic chair and sobbed.
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A squat and unimpressive brick building on a quiet street. But its mantrap entrance, with two bulletproof glass doors, told observant passers-by that something highly valuable was stored inside. Gary knew what it was. A monolithic safe on the first floor held a big collection of diamonds. The floor had to be specially reinforced to stop the safe from plunging through it.

The pot-bellied form of Matthew Brigden emerged from the mini-fortress clutching a briefcase. He scurried across the pavement and jumped into the passenger seat beside Gary, breathing hard. 

Gary said: “Are you OK?”

He cuddled his briefcase. “Yup, let’s get this over and done with.”

Matthew was a diamond wholesaler who regularly delivered cut stones to high-end jewellery stores in the city centre. He got a big shock, a week ago, when another diamond wholesaler was robbed at gunpoint on a city street. 

Today, he was going to deliver stones to four stores and had employed Gary to protect him.

Gary took a few sharp turns and drove along William Street towards the city centre. The skyline stretched across the windscreen. “The diamonds are in the briefcase?”

Matthew squirmed. “Of course.”

“Worth much?”

“I’ll get about $400,000 for them; retail customers will pay three or four times that, of course.”

“You make love an expensive business.”

A tight chuckle. “I guess so.”

“Where do they come from?”

“An airline pilot brought them in from Mumbai last week.”

“A pilot?”

“Yeah. Lots of international pilots work as high-value couriers. They’re trustworthy, punctual and don’t get hassled at airports - not that these are blood diamonds or anything like that, of course.”

“Why carry them in a briefcase? You could hide them in your jocks?”

“Yeah, but you don’t go into a high-end jewellery store and pull expensive stones out of your undies. Image really counts in the diamond game.”

Gary studied the traffic around them. No sign of a shadowing vehicle. He parked underneath the Queen Victoria Building and they climbed concrete stairs to George Street.

Gary was not armed. Though private investigators weren’t allowed to carry pistols, he did when necessary. However, the last one he owned shot a couple of guys while he was holding it and he had to get rid of it. He was now between pistols. That didn’t matter right now. Even if he owned one, he wouldn’t carry it in the city centre. Shooting someone there, in broad daylight, for whatever reason, would send him straight to prison. No excuses.

During his size-up meeting with Matthew, he warned that he would not be armed. The guy looked disappointed. “You sure about that?”

“Yep. Private investigators aren’t licensed to carry pistols; bodyguards aren’t either, for that matter. You want someone armed, you’ll have to hitch a ride in an armoured vehicle.”

“OK. But the other wholesaler was robbed with a pistol. Can you handle that situation?”

“Yes, the robber will focus on you and give me an edge. Pistols make people lazy and stupid, anyway.”

A hesitant nod. “OK. Terry said you know your stuff. I trust him.”

Terry Fraser was a solicitor they both knew.

Gary scanned George Street for potential trouble. Only saw office drones and window shoppers. “OK, off you go. Walk in front and ignore me. I’ll trail behind.”

“Why?”

“That’ll give me flexibility and surprise.”

Matthew’s brow furrowed. “You’ll stay behind me, right, and pay attention?”

“Won’t let you out of my sight.”

“What if I want to chat?”

“Won’t happen. We pretend we don’t know each other.”

A shrug. “OK, OK, but stay alert.”

Gary followed Matthew as he hustled along George Street, holding the briefcase tight, and ducked into a big jewellery store with gold-lined windows and a marble facade. He leaned against a telegraph pole across the road and scanned the vicinity. Pedestrians flowed past. The only constant was a guy in a hoodie and dark glasses sitting in a bus shelter outside the store. A couple of buses went past. Didn’t even check their numbers. Gary’s pulse jumped ten beats a minute. 

When Matthew emerged 20 minutes later and headed up King Street, Hoodie Guy followed him. A forgotten supply of adrenalin flooded Gary’s system. He stayed about ten metres behind Hoodie Guy, who started glancing over his shoulder at a battered white Toyota sedan prowling along the curb.

Matthew turned right into a fairly deserted street. Hoodie Guy slipped a respiratory mask over his face. Gary glanced sideways. The Toyota drew level with him.

Hoodie Guy reached into a sweater pocket, pulled out a pistol and sped up. Gary sprinted forward like a cat wearing hobnailed boots. Hoodie Guy heard him and spun around. Gary grabbed the wrist holding the pistol and tackled the guy around the waist. He used to play breakaway in rugby union. This was like nailing a fly-half looking the wrong way. Hoodie Guy thudded onto the pavement with Gary on top. The pistol skidded away and bounced off a building while Gary prayed it didn’t discharge.

He straddled Hoodie Guy and pinned him by the throat. Now, he had to worry about the get-away driver. Would he stop? Did he have a weapon? If he did, Gary would lunge for the pistol.

Gary turned his head and saw the Toyota squeal away. Great.

Hoodie Guy squirmed and pushed but didn’t lash out. Gary shifted his weight and squeezed his throat. “Stop wriggling or I’ll break every bone in your body.”

Hoodie Guy went still. 

“Good.”

Matthew shuffled up, shaking like a leaf, with the briefcase behind his back in case Hoodie Guy lunged for it. “Christ, he could have killed me.”

Hoodie Guy squeezed out some words. “Pistol empty; no bullets; no bullets.”

Gary tore off his respiratory mask and glanced at Matthew. “You seen him before?”

Matthew moved a little closer, though not too close, and studied the hatchet face of a guy in his mid-twenties. “Wow.”

“You have?”

“Yeah, I think so. I think he works at the store I just visited, though I haven’t seen him there for a while.”

“OK. Call the police and stand over the pistol, so nobody takes it.”

“He said it’s got no bullets.”

“Don’t touch it anyway.”

––––––––
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Uniformed cops transported Hoodie Guy to the Central Police Station in a paddy wagon. Gary and Matthew followed in the back of a patrol car. Detectives then took Hoodie Guy straight into an interrogation room and listened to him spew out a confession. He was so rapid-fire they struggled to make decent notes.

He claimed that he worked at the first jewellery store that Matthew Brigden visited until sacked for laziness a couple of months ago. He cooked up the robbery with a couple of mates. One still worked at the store and knew when diamond wholesalers like Matthew would make deliveries. The other owned a pistol, though no bullets, and could steal cars. Their first victim was the diamond wholesaler robbed the previous week. Hoodie Guy stuck him up. Matthew was their next target.

Hoodie Guy spat out the names and addresses of his accomplices and all of the detectives, except one, scattered to make arrests. The remaining detective spent four hours taking written statements from Matthew and Gary. She was pissed off about missing the action and, when Gary mentioned that he once worked undercover in the drug squad, looked afraid he might bite.

Gary and Matthew left the police station just before midnight and strolled through dark city streets towards the underground car park. Furtive pedestrians flitted through pools of light.

The briefcase was now an extension of Matthew’s arm. “Can’t thank you enough, mate, for saving the diamonds. I guess I owe you $5,000.”

Gary had quoted a fee of $2,000 for riding shotgun unless there was “serious action”, in which case it would jump to $5,000.

“I think you do.”

“I’d also like to give the woman in your life a nice little diamond if you don’t mind.”

“There’s no woman in my life.”

“None?”

“Nope. I live with a cat called Oscar.”

“Mmm. Well, if you ever want a family, you can have mine. I’ll throw in delivery.”
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Gary ran his private investigations business out of a tiny office above a fish-and-chip shop in Bondi. His main source of income was worker’s compensation surveillance. He once enjoyed that work. It paid well and he wasn’t imprisoned in an office all day. But he was getting tired of watching and following people as cunning as sheep. The only thing that made his job worthwhile were the times, like yesterday, when danger jumped out of nowhere and set his system alight. Unfortunately, those flare-ups were few and far between. He hoped he didn’t have to wait too long for another.

He over-slept and arrived at his office a little late the next morning. After switching on his ageing and slightly demented computer, he typed up a bill to send to Matthew Brigden. Then, his phone beeped. Unknown number. He answered the call.

A silky male voice. “Is that Gary Maddox, the private investigator?”

“Yes.”

“Hello, I’m Henry Chisholm; I own the Chisholm Art Gallery in Paddington. Have you heard of it?”

Gary had never visited an art gallery or even owned an artwork unless lava lamps and movie posters counted. “I’m afraid not. How can I help?”

“A friend called Kirstie Salmon recommended you. She said you’re an ex-cop who gets results. I may have a job for you.”

Gary never ceased to be amazed at the strange ways he got work. A few months ago, he acted as the security guard at a teenager’s 18th birthday party in Vaucluse. There were no gate crashers and the kids were fairly responsible, so he spent most of his time sinking beers with the father. The father then recommended him to a sixty-something socialite called Kirsty Salmon whose rich husband had propitiously died soon after their wedding. She wanted him to find her Schnauzer, Prince, last seen hornily pursuing a Kelpie bitch out of a local park. Gary soon found Prince fraternising with low-life strays at the local pound. Within half an hour, the dog was sitting on a velvet cushion in an over-decorated living room, scoffing liver pate and drinking mineral water from a dish. Kirstie called Gary a genius. Now she had recommended him for a job.

Gary said: “What sort of job?”

“I’d better look you over, first. Will you come to my gallery?”

“When?”

“Noon, today?”

It was already eleven o’clock. “Sure.”

“The gallery is on Oxford Street, near Scott Road.”

“I’ll look it up.”

“Good. When you get here, you’ll probably find Fiona sitting out the front. Good looking, long legs. She’s nosey and will ask why you want to see me. Say you’re interested in buying a Trenchard painting.”

“‘A Trenchard painting’?”

“Yes.”

“Why do you want me to say that?”

A smooth chuckle. “I’ll tell you when I see you.”

Gary ended the call and surfed the internet. The Chisholm Gallery was one of the most successful commercial galleries in Sydney and Henry Chisholm was one of the city’s leading art dealers. Francis Trenchard - if Chisholm was referring to him - was a hugely successful Australian artist who recently died from cancer. Chisholm must be loaded. That made Gary’s heart flutter.

The Eastern Suburbs were wedged between the Pacific Ocean to the east, the city centre to the west and the harbour to the north. It was the home of corporate barons, financial wizards, medical specialists and legal eagles. They commuted between their mansions and their high-rise city offices during the week. On weekends, they sailed, surfed and sat in cafes to discuss the price of real estate, the price of stocks, the price of cars and the price of everything else.

Oxford Street sliced through the heart of the area. Both sides were encrusted with boutiques, art galleries and cafes. Gary parked in a back street and sauntered around to the Chisholm Gallery, housed in a double-fronted three-storey terrace. Gary stepped through an unassuming portal into a huge white-walled room lined with slop-and-slap paintings. A handsome woman in a yellow business suit, with fine legs, sat behind a small antique desk with equally fine legs. She must be ‘Fiona’.

Gary wore a roll-neck jumper, jeans and sneakers. His thick hair was uncombed. He rubbed his jaw. Didn’t shave that morning. He hoped his cheap deodorant passed muster.

She obviously thought he had come to fix or collect something and wondered why he didn’t use the back lane. “Can I help?”

“Yes, I have an appointment to see Henry Chisholm.”

A flicker of surprise. “What about?”

“I’m interested in buying a Trenchard painting.”

A furrowed brow. Maybe he was a preposterously rich dude - perhaps an internet billionaire - who wore slobby chic clothes. “Oh, and your name is?”

“Gary Maddox.”

She had not heard of a preposterously rich dude with that name. Still, new ones kept popping up. “Hi, I’m Fiona Keats. I’ll see if he’s available.”

She stood to reveal the build of a Russian volleyballer. Legs everywhere he looked. She strode through a rear door, scraping just under the lintel, and returned thirty seconds later, looking much friendlier. “Henry is expecting you. Please follow me.”

The terrace was a lot deeper than he anticipated. He followed her along a corridor, past a couple of unoccupied offices, into a wide office with bare white walls and a floor-to-ceiling window with a rock garden beyond.

Henry Chisholm crabbed around his desk and passed a large painting on an easel. Though Gary had never met an art gallery owner before, he had assumed, for some reason, that Chisholm would look handsome and stylish, and was not disappointed. The guy was about sixty, with a plume of white hair, high forehead, curved nose and fleshy jaw. He looked like a Roman Emperor who never missed an orgy. He wore a blue chore jacket over a black T-shirt, moleskin trousers and blue-suede Prada moccasins. 

Fiona Keats introduced them to each other and they shook hands.

Chisholm gave Gary a cheeky grin that mocked his pomposity. Gary liked him already.

Chisholm said: “Thank you for finding the time to see me. I know you’re got a lot of big deals in the air right now.”

Deals? What deals? Chisholm was obviously play-acting for the benefit of Fiona Keats. Gary recovered his balance. “I had to come. I’m a big Trenchard fan.”

“I know.” Chisholm turned to his employee. “Thank you, Fiona, we won’t need you.”

She frowned and left the office. Chisholm followed her and closed the door.

Meanwhile, Gary studied the painting on the easel. The artist had painted, in big twirling strokes, a nude woman sitting on a chair with her legs crossed and an arm thrown over the backrest. Her features were hazy and deformed. “Is this the Trenchard painting I’m thinking about buying?”

A boyish grin. “Yes, do you like it?”

Gary realised that he did, despite the haphazard brushwork. “It packs a wallop.”

“You’re right. It has what we call ‘wall power’.”

“Valuable?”

“Of course. Francis Trenchard was one of the greatest painters this country has produced. He died a few months ago of cancer, I’m afraid. His widow has authorised me to sell his last works. There are six. That’s one. This gallery will start exhibiting them next week.”

“What’s this one worth?”

“It’ll sell for at least a million, maybe a lot more.”

Paying that much for squiggles on a canvas seemed madness. Gary shrugged. “I’d love to buy it, but it won’t go with my rug.”

A giggle. “Don’t worry, I don’t want you to buy it.”

“Then, why did I have to pretend I might?”

A bright smile. “I didn’t want Fiona to know you’re a private investigator.”

“Why?”

“Let’s get comfy and I’ll explain.”

Chisholm led Gary over to a couple of big leather couches facing each other across a wooden chest. Obviously, his schmoozing zone. 

The gallery owner leaned forward and Gary felt his seductive charm. “One of my paintings has been stolen. I want you to recover it. Will you do that?”

Gary knew little about art and a lot about recovering stolen goods. The second qualification was surely more important. “Yes, if you’re the real owner.”

“I certainly am. It’s from my private collection - a painting called ‘Study No. 20’. The artist, Martin Highwater, was an important abstract artist who died about 10 years ago. I was his dealer for three decades. He gave me the painting, just before he died; I’m very attached to it.”

“What’s it worth?”

“If I sell it, it’ll fetch about $100,000, though I’ll never do that.”

“What does it look like?”

Chisholm lifted a photograph off the wooden chest and handed it over. It showed a painting with crisscrossing lines that resembled a screensaver pattern. Gary desperately tried to stay open-minded about its quality, but a mental door kept slamming shut. 

“You don’t look impressed.”

“Maybe, I’m missing something.”

“Or, maybe you’re trying too hard to find something likeable about the painting. The artist did not want you to like it.”

“What did he want?”

“He wanted a reaction - a response - even if it was just annoyance. He only feared indifference.”

“He didn’t need to worry. What’s your reaction?”

A smile. “I’m rather indifferent, actually. Martin was a significant artist, but Study No 20 is far from his best work. His reputation makes it more valuable than it should be. Many people buy art with their ears instead of their eyes, I’m afraid.”

“When did it go missing?”

“A few days ago.”

“Where from?”

“I keep most of my personal collection in a secure storage room on the first floor. It usually holds about fifty paintings. I often leave the door open and don’t keep good track of them. A couple of days ago, I decided to have another look at Study No. 20, to see if it had improved while I wasn’t looking. It was gone.”

“So, you want me to find out who took it?”

Eyes twinkled. “No. I know who took it. You only have to recover it.”

“Oh? Who took it?”

A broad smile. “You just met her.”

“Fiona?”

“Yup.”

No wonder Chisholm did not want her to know that Gary was a private eye. “You’re kidding?”

“Nope.”

“Are you sure it was her?”

“Yes. She was smart enough to avoid the CCTV cameras outside the storage room, but didn’t know there was one inside it. I never mentioned that one. It filmed her taking the painting, last week.” A shrug. “She’s not even a good thief.”

“Why did she take it?”

“Spite, I think.”

“Spite? Why?”

“She’s been my chief assistant for about six years and recently started demanding a share - a big share - of the business. I kept turning her down.”

“Why?”

“She’s no good at her job. An art dealer must be able to see new trends in the market and spot fakes. She can’t do either. I mean, six months ago, I said she could start accepting paintings for display. A big mistake. She accepted a so-called ‘Russell Drysdale’ that was the worst forgery I’ve ever seen. Pitifully bad. The forger had no shame. Luckily, I saw it before someone bought it.”

“Do you get offered many forgeries?”

“A staggering number. The market is awash with them.” A pause. “Fiona’s other big problem is that she’s too pushy. Selling art is a business, obviously, but you’ve got to do it with style. You have to build up a relationship with artists and clients instead of chasing a quick buck. Sometimes, you’ve even got to tell a client a painting is overrated or not right for his collection. Fiona has never understood that. She burns clients and they don’t come back.”

“You think she stole the painting because you wouldn’t make her a partner?”

“Yup. She’s a classic passive-aggressive. I pissed her off and she found a secret way to strike back.”

“Why steal that painting?”

A shrug. “She’s a big fan of Highwater, I guess.”

“Though it’s not one of his best works?”

A laugh. “She has a lousy eye.”

“Can she sell it?”

“Not yet. But, in a few years, after I’ve kicked the bucket or I’ve forgotten about it, she’ll say I gave it to her and off-load it.”

“Have you confronted her?”

“Of course not. She still thinks it’ll be months or years before I work out it’s gone. I was lucky to discover she took it.”

“You can ask the police to arrest her.”

“That would be messy and embarrassing. I don’t want that, especially with the Trenchard exhibition about to open. I just want the painting back and her out of my life.” He studied Gary closely. “Can you recover it without, umm, breaking the law?”

His raised eyebrows and lopsided grin said that Gary could break as many laws as he liked, as long as he was not implicated.

Gary probably would have to break a law or two, but had no inhibitions about doing that to recover stolen property. “I’m sure I can.”

“Good. What will
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