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Chapter One

 


I knew I
wanted to be a private investigator was when I was fifteen. I was
at a sleep-over at my best friend’s house and we’d taken advantage
of her parents being out for the night to raid their rather
extensive whiskey collection. Cradling glasses of alcohol that
neither of us really enjoyed, we surfed the TV channels until we
stumbled upon a showing of Vertigo. Whilst my friend giggled and
blushed over James Stewart, I fantasised about running away with
glorious Kim Novak. And at fifteen, muddled with whiskey and just
discovering my sexuality, it seemed perfectly logical that to get a
Kim Novak, I needed to be a James Stewart.

No profession
seemed more macho to me than private investigator and that was the
initial draw. Over a decade later, I’d put to bed my desire to
prove my worth in a man’s field. I’d learnt that being a PI wasn’t
about being masculine. It was about patience, persistence, and
perseverance, and those were qualities that didn’t require a penis.
In fact, sometimes I thought having a penis might be more hindrance
than help.

The other
thing that being a PI required was a good filing system. I’d been
working back-to-back cases for about a month now, which was great
for my bank balance but terrible for my office. I’d planned to
spend the day sorting through invoices, case notes, and emails. But
it was a drizzly spring morning and the gloom outside made my
cramped office seem more claustrophobic than usual. So instead I
was curled up on the sofa with a mug of tea, watching Vertigo for
maybe the hundredth time and once again fantasising about running
away with Kim Novak.

I was tempted
to ignore the phone when it started ringing. It wouldn’t be Ayla –
she never used the home phone because she couldn’t remember the
number – and I didn’t really want to talk to anyone else. But it
might be a potential client and, unsociable or not, I couldn’t
afford to turn work down. Trying not to sound as grumpy as I felt,
I answered. “Ryan Investigations. How can I help?”

A woman
answered, hesitant and almost furtive. “I…do you perhaps have time
to see me today? I can pay for a consultation.”

Her phrasing
irritated me. As if paying for a consultation was optional. I rose
and took the phone through to the office, searching for a scrap of
paper amidst the filing pile. “I could make time this afternoon,” I
said. “Can I take your name, please?”

“Mrs. Joyce
Bonner. It’s rather urgent.”

I paused,
pretending to check my diary which I already knew was empty. When I
finished my last case – a simple proof-of-cohabitation matter – I’d
mentally blocked today off as a holiday. Well, a filing day. Since
I probably wasn’t going to file, I may as well take a consultation.
“I could see you at two-thirty,” I said. That would give me time to
finish Vertigo and tidy the office a little.

“Wonderful.
Thank you. Thank you so much.” Mrs. Bonner sounded on the verge of
tears as she hung up. I leaned back in my chair, speculating. A new
client was always intriguing. Sometimes I thought the real reason I
became a PI was pure nosiness.

****

Joyce Bonner
wasn’t the kind of woman I expected to want or need a private
investigator. She was polished and prim, from the pink pearls in
her ears to the sheen on her leather Mary Janes. Her hair was
perfectly styled in a way that defied the high wind buffeting her
as she stood on my doorstep. Her make-up was flawless and her
manners were impeccable. She looked like a magazine advert for the
perfect modern woman, and my first thought was that she’d come to
me by accident.

Then I noticed
the way she tapped her fingertips on her thumb pads, a repetitive,
nervous motion she clearly wasn’t aware of. I saw the slight
shadows under her eyes that spoke of sleepless nights and endless
fretting. She was distressed, but hiding it as best she could. I
revised my initial opinion of her. I also hoped she wasn’t judging
the house. She looked horribly out of place in our little rented
rattrap.

“Mrs. Bonner,”
I said, “please come in.” I ushered her quickly through the house
and into the office. When Ayla and I lived up North, I’d been able
to rent an actual office, with a coffee machine and a nice set of
leather chairs. This office had a damp patch on the ceiling and an
avocado carpet. It wasn’t the same. I’d hastily shoved my neglected
filing into a drawer, so at least my desk looked professional, but
it still wasn’t the same.

Mrs. Bonner
was polite enough not to comment on the state of the room; she took
her seat and waited for me to slide in behind the desk and open my
notepad. I scribbled down the time and date, along with her name,
and fixed her with my best smile. I needed good clients, clients
who would give me testimonials – not to mention tidy pay packets –
and Mrs. Bonner looked the type to do both, if I could take her
case. “So how can I help?” I asked her.

She continued
tapping her fingers and didn’t answer for a few seconds. I could
almost see her churning her thoughts around in her head, trying to
figure out how they’d sound out loud. People came to private eyes
for all kinds of reasons and sometimes those reasons seemed
ridiculous to the client. Thoughts that seemed rational and logical
when you only shared them with yourself became crazy and
embarrassing when shared with another person. My first job was to
make Mrs. Bonner feel comfortable with whatever was circling her
head and keeping her awake at night. I let her sit in silence for a
minute or so and then said gently, “Everything we discuss here is
confidential, Mrs. Bonner, and there’s nothing you can tell me I
haven’t heard before.”

She laughed, a
strained high-pitched sound. “You think? Well, Ms. Ryan, if you’ve
heard this one before, you’re absolutely the right person for the
job.”

Curious, I
leaned forward. “Go on.”

She wet her
lips. “My husband thinks I’m mad. But I know I’m not. It’s our
daughter, Charlotte.” She opened her handbag and pulled out a
photo.

I took it
silently, examining the pretty girl in the picture. Charlotte was
captured in a beam of sunlight, stretched on a plush terracotta
sofa with a kitten asleep on her lap. It was a perfect moment of
uncontrived happiness. She had Joyce’s delicate, refined features,
but her hair was thick and wavy, untamed and much darker than
Joyce’s corn-blonde. She looked around twelve or thirteen, still
dressed like someone’s little princess in flouncy pink, but with a
touch of make-up that hinted she was ready to leave that phase
behind.

I tried to
think what a girl like that might do to bring her mother to a
private eye. “Is this a recent photo?” I asked. Charlotte might
have turned to drugs since this was taken, or run away from
home.

“About a year
old,” Joyce said. “It’s difficult, you see. Her father works
overseas a lot and I have various duties, so we have a
housekeeper-cum-au pair for Charlotte. Always have, since she was
about six. And since her last birthday —”

I held my
hands up to stop her. Letting her ramble on in a disordered way
didn’t help me at all. “Let’s take it slowly,” I said, handing the
photo back. “There’s no rush, okay? What do you and your husband
do?”

“Michael works
in international sales. He travels in Germany, Denmark, all over
Europe. He loves it, but it does take him away from home a lot. And
I do charity work for several organisations. Fundraising, mostly.”
She gave me a slightly defiant look, as though expecting me to
laugh. I had a feeling there was someone in Joyce’s life who didn’t
take her job very seriously.

“Okay. So Mr.
Bonner is away from home a lot and you obviously have commitments
that make having a housekeeper a good idea.” I jotted that down.
“And this has worked fine for most of Charlotte’s life until her
last birthday, which was…?”

“Five months
ago. She just turned thirteen.”

“What
happened?”

“Lots of
little things at first. I’d come home and find things broken,
ornaments or crockery. Things in the wrong place, shoes in the
pantry, little things. Charlotte was adamant it wasn’t her and
Sarah – the housekeeper was equally adamant it must have been
Charlotte. Then Michael and I had an evening out and when we got
home, Sarah was telling the most frightful stories. Charlotte had
been making noises all night – horrible screaming and wailing, she
said. Charlotte denied it; she said Sarah was lying. Well, why
would she? Sarah has been with us for three years and she’s been a
model employee.”

“Have they
always got on before this?” I asked.

“Oh yes.
Charlotte loves her…loved her. We let her go, of course.” Joyce wet
her lips again. “She was upsetting Charlotte, telling these
stories.”

I ran a few
possibilities through my head. A housekeeper angling for a pay
raise because her ward was difficult? A child seeking attention
from absent parents? “Did the incidents stop after Sarah left?”

Joyce shook her head. “I kept finding broken ornaments and of
course with Sarah gone it had to be Charlotte, but she kept denying
it. We had some vicious rows over it. We’ve never argued before.
Some of my jewelry has gone missing too. The
night-time…happenings…kept happening. I would wake up hearing
Charlotte screaming and rush to her room, but when I got there,
she’d be sound asleep. I thought perhaps it was night terrors or
something, so we saw a specialist. They did a sleep study, this
overnight thing with monitors and cardiograms and so forth, but
they said there was nothing happening.” She frowned. “We hired a
new housekeeper a few weeks after Sarah left. Lovely girl. Anna,
her name
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