
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
 


 



Smart Girls Don’t Trust Strangers

 


 


Sleuths of
Last Resort

 


(Book 2)

 


 


 


C.A.
Larmer

 




 


 


LARMER
MEDIA

 


 



 


 


Copyright © 2022 2025 Larmer Media

 


This e-book is licensed for your personal enjoyment
only. This e-book may not be re-sold or given away to other people.
If you would like to share this book with another person, please
purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading
this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your
use only, then please return it and purchase your own copy. Thank
you for respecting the hard work of this author.

 


This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places
and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or
are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons,
living or dead, business establishments, events or locales is
entirely coincidental.

 


Published by Larmer Media, NSW 2482,
Australia

E-book ISBN: 978-0-6452835-3-2

 


Cover design by Nimo Pyle

Silhouettes: iStock & Shutterstock
(majivecka, Funkey Factory, Yurchenko Yulia, Kozyreva)

Edited by the Editing Pen

& Elaine Rivers, with thanks

 


Discover the
complete Sleuths of Last Resort series:

Blind Men Don’t Dial Zero (Book 1)

Good Girls Don’t Drink Vodka (Book 3)

 


Sign up to my
Newsletter for news, views, discounts and giveaways:
calarmer.com

 



 


 


 


 


For Dianne and Michael

 


 



 


 


CONTENTS

 


Prologue

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Epilogue

Acknowledgements

About the Author

 



 


 


Prologue

 


She thought she was doing him a favour, a simple
request, and she’d be on her way.

“Look, I know you’re busy,” he said, waving in the
general direction of the oval she’d just circumnavigated. “I have a
quick request, then I’ll leave you in peace, I promise! I just need
you to call my mobile phone for me.”

He flashed the most adorable smile, then pointed at
the phone in her hands, the one she’d been scrolling to get her
walking tracks.

“Just a quick call,” he pleaded, rattling off the
number. “Just want to see if I’ve dropped it somewhere in this
abomination of a car.”

Then he nodded towards his enormous SUV, a shiny
black Jeep Wrangler, the latest model with all the bells and
whistles, and that sealed the deal. She loved his car. Had coveted
one just like it.

“Please, please, please,” he added, hands
prayerlike at his lips, eyes suddenly flirty. “I’m running late and
I’ve looked everywhere. If you don’t mind.”

Sighing to show she did mind—very much indeed!—the
woman scrolled for her phone’s keypad and held it up. “Okay, but
let’s be quick. What’s the number again?”

He sighed too. More a relieved exhale. “Thank you!”
Then he repeated the number, and she quickly tapped it in and
pressed the green Call button.

They both stood back and listened for a moment,
hearing nothing but the soft tweet of butcherbirds overhead and the
drone of a distant bus.

Then the ringing started, somewhere deep within the
vehicle. They looked at each other, relieved. The man plunged into
the front seat, scrambling about while the woman stepped closer,
phone still at her ear.

She frowned. “I think it’s back here,” she said,
moving towards the SUV’s exterior where the tailgate was already
open to reveal an extended boot space. She saw it was cluttered
with towels and wetsuits and something else. Something that should
have sent her running if only she’d had a moment to think.

“You’re right,” she heard him say, his voice
suddenly close. Too close.

Then, before she could move, she felt a violent
smack across the top of her head. As she crumpled into the back,
she began to lose consciousness, and very soon there was nothing
left but the diminishing drone of the bus.

 


 



 


Chapter 1 ~ A Fresh
Invitation

 


Frankie Jo’s almond eyes swept the lane like a laser
printer, absorbing every detail—the graffitied walls, the
overturned bins, the suspiciously dark patches across the grimy
cobblestones—copying it all for later use, while her perfect button
nose inhaled the rancid scent of rotting meat, booze-soaked urine.
Death.

The man’s body had been removed hours ago, but the
true-crime journalist could see it all so clearly and feel it in
the shiver that ran through her bones. Could imagine the sprawled
legs, the bloody clothes, the blank, unseeing expression. His hair,
once gelled smoothly for a night on the town, now dishevelled and
flopping into his dead eyes, his pungent aftershave, daubed with
such optimism (who even wears Old Spice anymore?), still
lingering like a broken promise just above the stench.

“You okay, Frankie?” said the man beside her. “Not
going to throw up all over the crime scene are you?”

“Oh piss off, Tagger,” she replied, glancing across
at him as her smartphone let out a loud ding! “The only
thing that makes me sick around here is your sorry excuse for a
tie. Channel Seven cutting back on stylists these days are
they?”

The television reporter swept a hand down his
paisley tie. “Hey, my wife bought this for me.”

Frankie dropped her head to the side, her blond
locks tumbling with it. “Okay, now it all makes sense. Smart
woman you got there.”

“Huh?” He blinked at her, confused.

“Who’d want to shag you with that on?”

She smiled innocuously as she slipped back under the
police tape, then stepped towards an older man who was scrolling
through images on a fancy digital camera.

“Get everything you need, Yang?”

The Herald photographer nodded, then followed
Frankie’s eyes back to the laneway. “Got any deets on this chap
yet?”

Frankie knew he didn’t really care. Just needed a
name for his digital files.

“Press conference at four, just in time for the
evening snooze—I mean news,” she told him. “All will be
revealed then. For now, let’s call him Spice Boy.”

“I heard he was older. Early forties maybe?” He’d
missed her clever play on words. Missed the lingering scent, in
fact.

She glanced at Yang sideways. “He was still
someone’s little boy, Yang,” was all she said.

As they made their way back to their respective
vehicles, Frankie sighed, thinking as she often did on a day like
this how a few minutes of chaos would now ripple outwards, causing
a lifetime of pain, and not just for the victim’s family. There was
another family who was about to be broken too—the family of the
killer. And for some reason Frankie felt even sorrier for them.
Because how did you reconcile bringing up a monster?

“Sometimes I hate my job,” she said as she reached
her blood-red Audi, and Yang gave a little snort as he kept
walking.

“No, you don’t,” he called back. “You live for this
shit, Frankie Jo.”

And she didn’t bother to contradict him because the
thrill that was currently running through her veins would make a
lie of that.

It was only when Frankie was finally in her car,
checking her messages, that she realised one of them was from
Verity Vine—personal assistant to a wealthy mogul who’d lost half
his family in one violent, tragic night.

Talk about ripples of chaos…

Hey there, supersleuths, Verity’s text read.
I have another favour to ask. Can you drop into Seagrave in an
hour? Apols for the short notice, time is of the essence x
VV.

Frankie tapped her chin with the phone and thought
about that. Had something happened to Sir George Burlington? Or was
there something else going on entirely? Didn’t really matter, if
truth be told. Both options saw the petite blonde’s veins go tingly
again.

 


~

 


Meredith Kean read Verity’s text and tried to muster
some enthusiasm, curiosity, anything! She just couldn’t do it. Not
today. Not this week. Not at this stage of her life.

Time is of the essence? Ha!

“You’re telling me, Verity,” she said aloud
as she dropped the phone onto the kitchen bench and slipped into
her eldest son’s bedroom, her heart as empty as his closet.

Nudging her glossy pink spectacles into place, Merry
waved her free hand across the loose coat hangers, which played a
mournful tune in return. Then stepped back and glanced around.

Otis’s walls once boasted massive artworks, his own
clumsy designs, the desk his staggering array of devices, speakers,
headphones, and the photos she had given him. One was of Merry at
the last Cluedo championships in Vegas. Another of the day she
earned her freedom—Lola, Archie and Otis surrounding her like a
warm shawl as she held up a red provisional driver’s licence,
beaming. Well, she wasn’t beaming anymore, and the photos were all
gone, the walls now bare, the bed as naked as her grief, and she
dropped down onto the mattress, grappling for his pillow and
hugging it like a life vest.

Then Merry whipped off her glasses, pulled her knees
up into the foetal position, and sobbed like a baby, for her
baby.

And for the shocking, unexpected, visceral loss of
him.

 


~

 


Earle Fitzgerald hugged his pretty floral coffee mug
tight and thought about Verity’s unexpected message. The timing was
wrong, all wrong, but he couldn’t be more relieved.

He needed to get out. Away from this.

Glancing across at the missus, he saw she was
hugging a matching cup, lost somewhere in her own thoughts. So,
too, Gruff. The old mutt’s bushy eyes staring out across the neatly
mowed lawn to Beryl’s veggie patch and Tess’s defunct treehouse and
a past that couldn’t prepare them for this.

Not them. Not this.

Where had they gone wrong? Was the treehouse not
good enough? he wondered. Did the now-retired detective spend too
much time focused on crooks and not enough on his crooked kid? He
could predict a criminal’s every move, yet he never saw this one
coming.

“It’ll be all right, love,” came Beryl’s voice
across the patio, and he glanced back at her. Faked a smile.

“Course it will,” he said, rubbing his white beard
and trying not to shift his gaze inside to their daughter, who
managed to be napping despite just dropping her bombshell. Despite
just detonating their life.

“Yeah, course it will,” he said again, more
forcefully this time.

But he could say it till the cows came home.
Wouldn’t change the fact it was a lie.

He plonked his cup down and scooped up his phone,
bashed in his slow and clumsy reply.

Happy… to… come… Verity. See… you… soon.

Then he glanced across at the wife again and felt
like the captain of the Titanic.

 


~

 


Martin Chase read Verity Vine’s text for the second
time and frowned, giving his nose an angry rub. He thought he was
done with Sir George Burlington and his diligent PA. That their
business had been concluded many months ago when the lovely large
cheque had finally cleared.

Although if there was more money in it…

The author’s mind wafted back to that massive
mansion, the garish yellow living room, the revelations that had
unfolded that final, harrowing day. It would have made a good book,
if he were still writing crime. Instead, he’d left Frankie to tell
the story and been working on his first real piece of
literature.

Or not working, as it happens.

Six months ago he’d sworn off crime fiction,
determined to write something more lofty. Turns out, lofty
was exactly as it sounded, not as easy or as enjoyable as he’d been
expecting, and he kept resisting the urge to bump off a character
and move the plot along.

Pushing away from the battered kitchen bench, he
read the phone message yet again.

What could Verity possibly want now? Or was Sir
George still calling the shots?

“Anything important?” came a voice from the stove,
and he turned his eyes to the pretty woman holding a spatula. She
could easily have passed for his sister, just the hint of feathery
lines around her eyes to prove she was his mother. That and the
fact she was cooking him banana pancakes for lunch. Like he was
seven.

“Having you here has been a blessing, Braxton—I
mean, Martin,” she said, following it with a quick apology smile.
Just could not get used to his new name, his nom de plume.
“But you don’t need to stay. You know that, right? I don’t deserve
that.”

“You’ve got to stop beating yourself up,
Olivia.”

She flinched at both the sentiment and her name but
let it drop as she’d been doing now for months. She wanted him to
call her mum, he knew that. But it didn’t feel right. His
mother had walked out on him when he was just a few hours
old. It was going to take a lot more than self-reproach and
pancakes to get that woman back.

Standing up, he tugged his statement T-shirt (Relax,
Just Vax) down over his ever-growing paunch and said, “Actually, I
do need to get back. I’ve got an appointment. I can’t stay for…” He
stared at the pancakes. “That.”

“Oh, of course.” She flicked off the gas flame,
dumped the spatula and stepped towards him. “Will we catch up again
soon?”

He took a step backwards. “Not sure to be honest.
I’m trying to bash this new book out and also looking for new digs,
so…”

A flicker of surprise. “You’re moving? I didn’t
realise.” Smile jittery, she added, “Will you at least give me your
new address this time?”

Like she was asking for the world. And in many ways
she was because she wasn’t going to get it. Not this time.

But he nodded his head anyway, then slunk away like
the snake he knew he was.

 


~

 


“The guy’s a snake,” Kila said as he dropped his
phone to the desk, pushed his unruly black curls from his eyes and
focused again on the woman in green. It was a pleasant sight. His
client, Brittany, was a stunner. Knew it too, and that’s why she
was so pissed off. “You’re better off without him.”

“But how could he possibly do it?” she
demanded. “How could he cheat on me?” Then she waved a hand
down her voluptuous figure as if to prove her point.

She made a pretty convincing argument. While she was
a knockout, her husband was the human equivalent of a cane toad and
punching so far above his weight he should never have been allowed
in the ring in the first place. But that’s exactly why he cheated.
Kila had seen it so many times before. When a man didn’t measure
up, he went looking elsewhere for a better fit, usually to
something a lot less worthy. It was about ego, not lust. He glanced
at the photos he’d printed out—of the cane toad with a chubby
redhead, another with a scrawny bottle-blonde, one more with a
woman who looked old enough to be his mother. Each one showed him
locked in some kind of slobbery embrace. Out in broad daylight.
Like he wanted to get caught.

“Take him for everything he’s got, Brittany,” he
told her. “From what I’ve seen, you’ll be set up for life.”

“I don’t want to take him,” she said, her voice now
whimpering. “I just want my Boo-boo back.”

He sighed. Had heard that many times before too. And
knew better than to try to talk her out of it. Or to take his own
revenge. His days of stashing prawn heads in philandering husbands’
cars were over.

At least that’s what he’d promised his lawyer.

“So what happens now?” Brittany asked as he gathered
the images together and placed them back in the envelope.

“That’s up to you and him, I guess. I’m just the
confirmer of your worst fears. Now you have to present him with the
evidence. Demand that he stops.”

He held the envelope out like a booby prize and
added, “Or not.” Because he knew plenty of women who simply
couldn’t do it.

She nodded warily and took it from him, thanked him
for his time and made her way out. And he knew she would fall in
the latter category and the vicious cycle would continue. Bummed
him out, but then he had better things to think about.

Like why Verity Vine had just sent a text message
requesting his presence at her boss’s family mansion and how happy
he was at the thought of seeing the gang again. Or, more
specifically, Frankie.

Talk about a vicious cycle…

Snatching up his phone, Kila tapped out his own
text:

Hey, Sexy Reporter Girl. You get VV’s mysterious
message? Wanna go together? Maybe grab a drink afterwards?

It took just two seconds for her answer to come
back. It was an emoji of someone weeping with laughter.

He replied with a broken love heart.

 


 



 


Chapter 2 ~ Returning
to Seagrave

 


The house at the top of Harrow’s Drive looked like
it had not had a visitor in months, let alone a groundsman.
Weathered newspapers lay strewn along both sides of the driveway,
junk mail piled up in the wall-mounted letter box, and the
shrubbery around the perimeter was overgrown and unkempt.

Merry frowned as she pulled her car up to the
mansion gate and pressed the buzzer.

There was a long pause, then a crackle and the gate
swept open, still as smooth as she remembered it. Once inside the
property, things weren’t much better—the gardens ungroomed, the
exterior waterfall drained silent. If it wasn’t for the collection
of cars in the guest car park, she would have sworn she’d come to
the wrong place.

Unlike her last visit—that day of shocking
denouements—Merry was in the driver’s seat this time, and her son
Otis was far, far away. She’d swap her licence to have Otis back
behind the wheel any day.

“Look at you!” called out Frankie as Merry pulled in
beside her.

The journalist was leaning against her Audi,
scrolling through her phone. Like she had all day.

Merry leaned out the window of her smaller, less
flashy vehicle and waved. She’d resisted the urge to buy something
fancy, but then she hadn’t expected to be rubbing bumper bars with
the rich and famous again quite so soon. Her bright yellow
hatchback looked toylike now, wedged as it was between Frankie’s
luxury Audi and Martin’s gleaming Aston Martin. At least they
hadn’t upgraded either, although what that would look like was
beyond Merry. A Rolls Royce? A limo, perhaps?

As she stepped out of the driver’s side, Merry felt
more confident than she had last time and proudly straightened down
her suit—the jacket matching the skirt this time.

“Nice threads,” said Frankie, eyes still on her
device.

Merry grinned. “This ole thing?” She giggled. “I
came into a bit of money, don’t you know?”

“Oh yes, it’s been a bit of a treat, hasn’t it? I
got to pay off my mortgage in one fell swoop. My bank manager
nearly had a coronary.”

Merry giggled again, still nervous in Frankie’s
presence, then waved at the other vehicles. “The rest of the
sleuths already inside?”

“Ooh, you’re clever,” said Frankie, looking up and
towards the cars. “You should be a detective. How’d you figure
that?”

Merry felt her smile begin to crumple, tried to
scaffold it back up. She wasn’t sure if she was being mocked but
knew she wasn’t up to mockery today. Not after the month she’d
had.

Frankie didn’t appear to notice. She was staring
hard at Kila’s new four-wheel drive. Something had caught her eye.
It appeared to be a long, thin scratch down the passenger side.

Merry noticed it, too, but was more concerned with
the state of Seagrave. “They’ve really let the place go, hey?” she
said. “I guess that’s what happens when nobody’s at home.”

“Quite the contrary,” said Frankie. “Sir George
lives here now and won’t let anyone remove so much as a broken
twig.” Then she shrugged like that wasn’t a strange statement and
added, “Go in. I’ll see you in there.”

Then her eyes returned to Kila’s vandalised
SUV.




Sir George Burlington looked as neglected as his
property and like he’d aged twenty years in six months. It broke
Merry’s heart to see it.

His once neatly trimmed grey beard was now long and
shaggy, a little like his linen shirt, which hadn’t seen the warm
side of an iron in some time. And his wheelchair—once little more
than an annoyance to him—now felt like the only thing keeping him
upright as he steered himself shakily towards the middle of the
Yellow Room where the rest of the sleuths had gathered.

The room was as fabulous as Merry remembered it
though, with the dripping crystal chandeliers and velvet curtains
and exquisite antique furniture. It was the last place the five
sleuths had all met, each going their separate ways after the
gruelling case, and Merry, for one, was feeling sentimental.

They had made a lot of money that last, fateful day,
and it had changed their lives irrevocably. Or at least it was
supposed to. Merry’s grand ambitions hadn’t quite come to fruition,
but she didn’t want to think about that now.

Instead she accepted the warm hugs being delivered
by both Kila—“Hey, it’s Merry Christmas time!”—and Earle—“Missed
you, Mez!”—and then swapped polite smiles with Martin, Verity and
Sir George.

“You still thrashing opponents in the Cluedo
championships, Festive?” asked Kila, using a nickname she’d never
heard before that sounded jollier than she felt.

Merry had made a career out of playing her favourite
board game, one she was very good at. Now she just shrugged and
said, “Haven’t had a game in a while, no.”

“Well, you’re still busy with your kids,” said
Earle, and she nodded.

Truth was she was caught in a loop, one she couldn’t
seem to get out of.

“And you guys?” she said, changing the subject.
“Kila, you’re still busy with the investigations business?” He
nodded. “And Earle? What are you up to?”

“I’m thinking of giving Kila a run for his money and
starting a private detective agency of my own,” the older man said,
catching both of them by surprise, but before they could enquire
further, Frankie was striding in and straight to Sir George, where
she threw her arms around him and gave him a good, long hug.

Okay, that too was surprising.

“Looking good, you old dog,” Frankie said as she
stepped back, although everyone knew she was lying.

“I’m glad you could pull yourself away from that
piece of drivel you call a newspaper,” he replied, his voice, at
least, still full of vigour.

Frankie chuckled and threw herself onto a sofa, legs
tucked underneath her like she owned the place.

 


For her part, Frankie did feel so much more
comfortable in the rambling mega mansion. And in George’s presence
too. They’d spent considerable hours together while she researched
and wrote a series of articles on his family’s murders and had
become very close. She understood, as Verity did, that the old
man’s bark was worse than his bite.

“Well, I’ve got more drivel to write,” she told him,
“so shall we get on with it?”

George’s eyebrows lifted, but then he just cackled
some more and turned rheumy eyes to his PA, deferring to her as
he’d always done.

Verity stepped forward now and looked exactly the
same—curly red hair, smart but dull suit, deeply efficient
expression in her eyes. But this time she was missing a wad of
papers.

“No confidentiality agreement?” said Frankie, who
never missed a beat.

Verity smiled. “Your discretion, however, would be
appreciated.”

Frankie wanted to object, but Martin was already
intervening.

“What exactly are we being discreet about this time?
Not another murder in the family I hope.”

“A missing person,” said George. “Chanel Chambers.
And she’s as good as family.”

Frankie squinted, not recognising the name. Missing
women were big news in her industry. Especially if they showed up
dead, a suspicious husband lurking in the background. Forget
stabbed men in stinky laneways, this is what sparked a media
feeding frenzy, not to mention endless platitudes from politicians
about the rights of women and the scourge of domestic violence. Yet
nothing changed. A woman was still murdered every week in this
country.

As common as Sunday brunch.

Before she could enquire further, Verity had one
hand up and was pointing towards the buffet she’d set up on a side
table. As always. “Shall we start with a refreshing beverage, then
we can tell you all about it.”

Like that’s all this was, a relaxing chat over a tea
and scone.

 


As she watched them load their plates with sweet
treats, then settle back into their seats, chatting amongst
themselves, George’s PA, Verity, couldn’t help smiling. She’d
missed this lot too. Had grown quite fond of them last time even if
they had accused her of murder at one point. She couldn’t believe
it had been six months since they’d gathered here for that final,
shocking revelation. Oh so much had changed since that horrendous
day, not least of all her boss. She glanced at his shrunken figure
and felt her heart lurch. The group’s presence, especially Frankie,
had brought him back to life, but it would be temporary. She knew
that.

Shaking her shoulders out, she waited until things
had settled a little, then said, “Thank you so much for coming and
at such short notice. As George said, we have another case for you.
If you’re up for it.”

“The million-dollar kind, I hope,” said Martin, eyes
on the mining magnate.

Sir George dropped his head to the side. “No such
luck this time,” he replied, “but I don’t believe any of you were
doing it for the money then, and I don’t think that’s why you’re
all back. Am I right?”

He swept his steely eyes across the group, and
despite everything, they all found themselves glancing away. Even
the cocky reporter. He smiled. Like a shark. Added, “You will, of
course, be paid handsomely for your time, and this case is just as
important as mine. More so, I would suggest.”

Then he gave Verity the nod, and so she began.

“As George explained, we’re very concerned about a
young woman called Chanel. Chanel Chambers. One minute she was
taking a walk, the next she vanished. Chanel is the daughter of a
family friend. She’s just twenty-seven, is an admin assistant but
is between jobs at the moment. Had recently moved in with her
mother after breaking up with a longtime boyfriend. She told her
mother she was heading off—she circles a local oval, just down from
her mum’s apartment. She’s usually gone about an hour. After two
hours, Prue—that’s the mother—began to worry.”

“Look,” said George, holding a frail hand up to
stall her. “Prue’s a worrywart at the best of times. She was a good
friend of my second wife, Pookie, and would panic if she broke a
fingernail; that has to be said. But I think she has reason to be
concerned. At least that’s how it feels to me.”

And he would know, thought every single one
of them.

“The concerned mother approached you directly?”
asked Earle

“Prue knows what I’ve been through. Perhaps she knew
I’d take it seriously. Perhaps she just wanted my advice. In any
case, I told her to call the police immediately and then dispatched
Verity to see her.”

Verity nodded. “She’s beside herself. Has done her
own search of the oval, the surrounding area. There’s simply no
sign of her daughter. It’s like she’s been swept away. We think you
guys could help. If you can free some time up, of course.”

The group glanced amongst each other, but no one
said a word.

“Think about it,” said George, wheeling himself back
towards the door. He might have diminished in size, but he was
still as big on grand exits as he was on pronouncements. “I’ve
arranged for you to meet Prue at her apartment in an hour.”

“Whoa, hold your horses!” said Frankie, causing him
to stop in his tracks. “Where’s the fire? I know the situation is
tragic—a missing woman and all—but I’ve got a media conference
scheduled in an hour and a story to write straight after.”

George looked disappointed. “This is of the utmost
urgency, Frankie. Once again, I’m asking you to drop everything on
your plates and get started right away.”

“But isn’t this a cold case?” she asked. “What
difference is it going to make?”

“It’s not a cold case, is it?” said Earle, stroking
his white beard carefully.

“Not at all,” George replied. “It’s still piping
hot, which is why time is of the essence. I want you lot on it.
Now. Before the trail goes cold.”

“How hot?” persisted Earle. “When did Chanel go
missing?”

The old man checked his watch and raised wet, red
eyes towards them. “Six hours ago, and we don’t want to lose
another minute.”

 


 



 


Chapter
3 ~ Mulling It Over

 


“Six hours?” said Merry under her breath to
Kila. “I mean, I’m no expert in all this, but isn’t it a tad early
to be bringing in private investigators when someone’s only been
missing for six hours?”

“If your daughter had been missing for six minutes,
wouldn’t you pull out all the stops?”

This was George, who had overheard and was now back
in the centre of the living room.

Kila could see Merry blush at that, dutifully
slapped into place.

“How about I show you all what she looks like?” said
Verity, like that was going to resolve it.

And for Kila, at least, it did.

As Verity handed around an A4 photograph, much like
she had done last time—this one featuring just one woman looking
sweet and soft and innocent—Kila’s first thought was of his
sister. This woman was older than Chili but had the same
sporty look, make-up-free face, wide open smile, and that’s when he
knew he had no choice.

Chili had ended up lifeless in a laneway. He didn’t
want that to happen to anyone else.

“I’m in,” he said, surprising them all. He was the
most reticent last time.

“Me too,” said Frankie, which wasn’t surprising, but
Kila suspected her decision was based on statistics as much as
headlines, and she quickly proved him right.

Women’s safety had become her new raison
d’etre.

“I’ve done a lot of missing persons stories,” she
told them, “and I know for a fact that missing women are more
likely to be victims of foul play than, say, kids—who often run
away from home after an argument—or even older men who are more
likely to be a suicide. I don’t blame the mother for being
worried.”

“Was Chanel the type to just vanish?” asked
Martin.

Verity shook her head. “Prue says she’s a devoted
daughter. Would never just leave without notice. She’s not
answering her mobile. It just goes straight to voice mail. Has left
all her belongings, including bag and bank cards at home. Prue is
certain she’s been abducted.”

“What’s the situation with the police?” asked
Earle.

George waved a dismissive hand. “Too early is all
they say.”

“And they’re right,” said Earle. “Yes, Frankie, your
stats are correct and they make terrifying headlines, but they’re
also misleading. Fact is, stranger abductions are very rare. Didn’t
you say Chanel had just broken up with her partner? She could be
somewhere clearing her head. Or she might’ve slunk back to him.
Here’s some more stats you left out: over half of all missing
people show up within the first twenty-four hours, the vast
majority within the first week. Most of them are okay.”

“There’s always exceptions to the rule,” she shot
back. “My paper is littered with them.”

“Prue has spoken to her daughter’s ex,” Verity said,
getting them back on track. “His name is Colin Boyder. He hasn’t
heard from her either.”

“Or so he says,” said Kila. “What’s he like?
This ex?”

Verity nudged an eyebrow upwards. “Let’s just say if
Merry had her whiteboard in here, you’d definitely want to scribble
his name up there somewhere. At least, that’s according to Prue’s
appraisal.”

“Dodgy was he?” asked Kila.

“More disinterested, I’d say. Prue had to leave
multiple messages before he returned her calls, and when she
finally spoke to him, just an hour ago, he dismissed her concerns
outright. Didn’t want to help her search, didn’t seem to care one
jot. I understand it’s early days, but to us that feels a little”—a
glance at George now—“odd.”

“Who else?” asked Frankie. “Who else should we look
at?”

“Hang on,” said Merry. “So we’re going to do this?
All of us? Together?” She wasn’t sure she was ready yet to come out
of her period of mourning.

“Yes, Merry!” snapped Frankie. “Do keep up, honey. I
think we’ve all agreed on that.”

“But how long do we have?” she asked. “And what
happens if we don’t find her?”

“Do we still get paid?” said Martin.

“Of course,” said Verity. “As we said, you will be
compensated for your time. But at a more reasonable rate.” Another
frown at her boss. “Kila, perhaps you can let us know what you
think is fair.”

He nodded, but he didn’t really care. Money was
always a side issue for the private eye. It was justice that drove
him.

“How many weeks does she want to hire us for?
Initially?” asked Martin.

“Seventy-two hours,” said George, catching them all
by surprise again.

George nodded towards his PA. “Verity knows a few
stats herself, and that’s the most critical period. The evidence is
still there; witnesses still remember. We want to hire you for
three days. How you use those three days is your concern. I want
Prue’s daughter found, and I want her found fast. I also want her
found alive.” He gave them another steely look. “I’m a betting man,
people. Have been known to wager a million dollars on a horse. My
money says, if we don’t find Chanel within three days, we won’t
find her alive. So you need to get cracking.”

Earle peered at George over the top of his
spectacles. “There can be no guarantees in a missing person case,
sir. Chanel might return this evening, or she might never be
located.”

“That is not an option,” he shot back. “I have faith
in you five. If anyone can do it, you can.”

 


Merry looked emboldened by the compliment, but Earle
felt it was hot air and bluster. Just like last time, the wealthy
tycoon acted like everything was a business deal that could be
pushed through with manipulation and money. This was a woman’s life
he was talking about, and it was far from their control.

Earle’s thoughts turned to his own daughter, another
life out of his control, and perhaps that’s why he agreed to the
job even though he didn’t hold much hope of finding Chanel soon or
alive. If she didn’t waltz into her mother’s apartment in the next
six hours with some sorry excuse, he didn’t expect her to ever
waltz again. Frankie wasn’t the only one who saw the exceptions.
But she just reported on them. As the onetime head of Sydney’s
Serious Crime Division, Earle had to live them and breathe them and
knock on the doors of the exceptions’ terrified parents. The odds
were in Prue’s favour, but sometimes your luck ran out.

So he’d give George his seventy-two hours—and
himself a handy distraction—then he’d hold up the white flag and
return home to face the music.

“We can give no guarantees we’ll find Chanel alive,
let alone find her at all,” he told George, his voice deep, trying
to match the bluster. “But I can guarantee that I will give it my
full attention for three whole days. Hopefully, we won’t need
it.”

 


For his part, Martin hoped they would. He was also
looking for a distraction. From a book that wasn’t being written.
From the woman who called herself his mother. And most of all from
the mess he’d made of his life.

Better to immerse himself in someone else’s mess for
now.

“So, meet again in an hour?” Martin said, dusting
crumbs off his tight skinny jeans, too tight for him these
days.

“I simply can’t!” wailed Frankie. “I have a media
conference in…” She checked her phone. “Twenty minutes!”

“Then you could opt out of this,” Martin replied.
“Us four can do it.”

Frankie looked offended by that, even more so when
George said to her, “Is this conference of yours about a woman who
is missing? If not, I’d suggest my case trumps that one.”

 


Frankie frowned and sat back. It wasn’t quite that
simple. She was still holding on to her newspaper job by the skin
of her teeth. Her extraordinary exposé of the Burlington murders
was keeping the shoulder tap at bay for now, but there were no
guarantees in journalism anymore, and she’d already waved goodbye
to too many retrenched colleagues.

Not even the awards she’d won for the Burlington
story could offer any comfort.

Especially with the Boss still circling.

That was the nickname Frankie used for her best
friend, Jan. Or, rather, her ex-best friend, because the two
university pals had had a falling out during the Burlington case.
The details now seemed irrelevant but not Jan’s indignation and
spite. Words were said, threats were made, and Frankie was waiting
for the other shoe to drop. Or, more precisely, for her best
friend’s shoe to wedge in her door and turn her life upside
down.

Because Jan knew all of Frankie’s secrets, and not
all of them were pretty.

“You’ll regret this,” were Jan’s final words before
she promptly vanished. Since then there had been hints of the woman
but nothing concrete, and Frankie was glad of it.

Jan was one missing woman she didn’t want found.

Misreading her expression, Verity stepped forward
with a conciliatory smile. “I understand you are all busy and have
your own lives and that it really is very early.” She locked eyes
with Earle. “Yes, the first few days are vital, but it is also true
that Chanel could reappear at any moment. And wouldn’t that be
lovely? Which is why I’d like to make another suggestion if I
might.” Now she offered George a firm look, one Frankie had never
quite mastered. “Let’s give it the full twenty-four hours. If Nel
is still missing tomorrow morning, let’s all meet at Prue
Chambers’s house and take it from there. How does eight a.m. sound?
Down at Balmoral Beach, the scene of the crime, if indeed there is
one.”

Because it sounded to Frankie like Verity was not
convinced.

The PA added, “That will give you all time to get
your affairs in order and be there early enough to meet Prue and
then walk the route where her daughter was last sighted, at the
exact time she walked it. At nine.”

The sleuths all looked at George, waiting for him to
explode. His PA had just contradicted him in front of others.
Surely that was grounds for dismissal! Or more bluster at least.
But the old man just slumped into his chair, his expression as
defeated as his body, and so Verity clapped her hands together,
like she was applauding herself, not the suggestion.

“Great, that’s settled. Hopefully Chanel will
reappear between now and then, and we can cancel this horrible job
and you can get on with your lovely, busy lives.”

What Verity didn’t know as she handed out a printed
card with Prue’s address on it, what the sleuths themselves would
never admit, was that most of them did not have lives they
wanted to get back to, at least not anytime soon.

 


~

 


Frankie was the exception. The busy reporter was
keen to follow up on the Spice Boy murder and was champing at the
bit to hear what the police had to say at the first media
conference, arriving just in time to see the official party stride
in—first Detective Inspector Andrew Morgan, Earle’s old friend and
foe, followed by a man in a drab suit that Frankie didn’t
recognise, then the Force’s public relations woman, a chirpy young
thing, too chirpy for this conference.

Chirpy chick was dressed in a tight red jacket and
smiling like she was posing for Instagram as she introduced drab
man as John Kolleroy, acting head of the State’s parole board,
which was interesting in itself and caused a flurry of tapping from
the press. Then she handed over to Morgan, whose growly look reset
the scales. He provided the salivating journalists with the
basics.

Identity of the Kings Cross laneway victim: Phillip
Malcolm Weaver, age thirty-four, from Western Sydney.

Time of death: sometime between eleven forty-five
p.m. on Tuesday night and two a.m. Wednesday morning.

Cause of death: fatal stab wound to the lower
abdomen (weapon not presently located).

Current leads—sweet F-all.

Which was why he quickly handed over to Kolleroy,
who cleared his throat and leaned towards the microphone, tapping
it to check it was on and causing a loud squeak, which brought
groans and eye rolls from the gathered throng.

“My name is Johnathon Kolleroy. I’m from the State
Parole Authority,” he began, like they hadn’t just heard that, “and
Mr Weaver was recently an inmate of the New South Wales Corrective
Services. He was released on conditional parole nine days ago.”

That brought the tapping to an end—there was nothing
less sexy or sympathetic than an ex-con, except maybe a dead
one—but Frankie was intrigued. Convicted criminals were her forté.
She shifted to a spare seat closer to the
front.

“FYI,” Kolleroy was saying, using those exact
letters, “Mr Weaver was incarcerated on charges of aggravated
robbery in 2016 but had also been incarcerated previously on
charges relating to fraud and forgery, including two years for
Obtain Financial Advantage by Deception.” He paused to clear his
throat again. “Mr Weaver served his time and was deemed low-risk
upon release, and while we are currently looking through his last
known movements and contacts during that period, at this stage we
are not clear as to the exact circumstances surrounding his
murder.”

The man spoke as though it was personal to him, a
fault somehow of his system.

“Could it be retribution related?” Frankie called
out.

Kolleroy’s eyes danced around to find who was
speaking while Morgan leaned towards the microphone and spoke for
him:

“We’re keeping all lines of enquiry open, Frankie,
and are just here to call for witnesses to contact our police
hotline if they have any information that can assist the case. We
also have some footage of his last known movements to provide you
with.”

Morgan gave chirpy chick the nod, and she picked up
a remote control and waved it towards the large screen above their
heads.

It took a moment to click in, then Frankie watched
as black-and-white security footage showed a hooded man walking
steadily down a busy, brightly lit street, a young woman beside
him. The man was tall and lanky, his face hidden within the hood;
the woman was half his height and twice his weight, and her face
was much clearer. She looked young, maybe twenties, and was wearing
a lot of make-up, her hair black and flowing around a faux-fur
winter jacket. They stopped after just a few seconds and appeared
to be talking, heads close together, before the woman suddenly
turned and strode back in the direction they’d been walking while
the man leaned into himself to light a cigarette. He stood on the
street for a few more seconds, dragging on his smoke, before
stamping it out with one foot and then walking back in the woman’s
direction, then out of sight of the camera. That’s when the screen
went black again, and Morgan continued talking.

“This footage was taken at approximately 11:40 last
night, just down from the Bourbon Hotel in Kings Cross, not far
from where the deceased was found. We’ll get copies to anyone who
needs it but ask that stations air some of this footage in their
evening bulletin in the hope that someone might recognise the
victim and come forward.” He stared straight into the nearest
camera, deepened his voice a little. “At this point, we’re making a
number of enquiries, but we are asking anybody who saw this man or
this woman in the vicinity of Kings Cross last night to come
forward or call Crime Stoppers. Anyone who has any information that
could help the case is also asked to phone the police hotline.”

“And you have absolutely no idea who the woman is?”
yelled out Tagger, the Channel Seven reporter, sitting in the front
row, looking pleased with himself.

Morgan slapped him with dead eyes. “If we knew that
information, we wouldn’t be here wasting everybody’s time.”

Tagger slouched a little in his seat, and Frankie
couldn’t help sniggering. She loved when the smarmy TV guys got
their comeuppance. Morgan’s bad mood didn’t perturb the others
though, and soon they were firing questions like bullets, most of
which he batted away as dismissively as he’d answered Tagger’s, but
it wasn’t Morgan Frankie wanted to question, so she waited until
the gunfire had steadied a little, then called out:

“Mr Kolleroy! A question please!”

The head of Parole looked startled and sat forward
again, his eyes now locked to Frankie. She offered him her best
This won’t hurt a bit smile and said, “Which prison had Mr
Weaver recently been released from?”

“Oh, okay…” He seemed relieved by the question, and
she wondered what she should have been asking. “It was
Silverwater Correctional Centre.”

Then he frowned, confused, as Frankie’s face lit up
like she’d just won a prize.

 



 


Chapter
4 ~ And So It Begins…

 


Kila awoke to the sound of the front door closing
and glanced across to the empty space beside him. He sighed. Never
could keep a woman for long.

Couldn’t keep a woman.

Couldn’t keep a sister.

He jumped up—no point spiralling down that rabbit
hole again—and gave his thick curls a good scratch. Then he
snatched up his phone and began scrolling through his messages as
he padded out and towards the front door, opening it wide to fetch
the newspaper.

The Tele was resting, as it usually was, on
his ratty old doormat, but this time it came with a special little
treat, a pile of fresh dog faeces.

Kila smirked, half wondering if it was a comment on
last night’s performance, then frowned and looked up. A woman was
jogging towards him on the pavement, hair in a high ponytail, face
in a fierce grimace that matched the suited man walking on the
other side, although he had a touch of midweekitis about him, his
shoulders hunched, his hands thrust deep into his trouser pockets.
But there were no dogs to be seen. No errant dog walkers
either.

He shrugged and kicked the paper back to the curb.
He’d check the news later, online. For now he had a call coming
through, and he leaned against the open doorframe and went to
answer it, then realised who it was.

Speaking of dog turds, he thought as he
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