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Foreword
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In his introduction to The Cambridge Companion to Crime Fiction, Martin Priestman credits the crime story with driving some of the “main structural transformations of narrative” in modern and postmodern literature. One particularly significant development was the female private-eye, who emerged in the 1970s “from the unlikely soil of the white-male-centred private-eye”. Thanks to cultural shifts brought about by second-wave feminism, this was a time when an increasing number of women started to gain access to professional fields traditionally dominated by men. The crime fiction genre gave writers the opportunity to portray women as self-employed professionals who could navigate their way through danger and diligently get the job done. After decades of pulp fiction stereotypes – helpless damsels, wily femme fatales, and deranged villainesses – this development opened the door to female protagonists who were empowered, autonomous, and multifaceted. It’s a trend that would eventually give rise to characters like Clarice Starling (The Silence of the Lambs) and Dana Scully (The X-Files) – two of the most iconic fictional detectives of the late 20th century. 

Carter & Carter Detective Agency by Fleur Blüm tells the story of Megan and Louise Carter – two sisters who have made a career for themselves as private investigators in Melbourne, Australia. Although they specialise in the “tawdry” business of “trailing cheaters”, they decide to accept a job from Sue Ingles – a wealthy local whose niece Penny has gone missing while trying to establish herself as a “van life” influencer with her boyfriend Stan. Thus begins this mystery in which multiple outcomes are explored via the branching narrative format. 

With Carter & Carter Detective Agency, Blüm continues the work of Australian writers who have pushed the boundaries of narrative convention. Parallels can be drawn between Blüm’s novel and The Monkey’s Mask (1994) by Dorothy Porter: a verse novel featuring a private-eye who is not only female, but queer. Similar to Carter & Carter Detective Agency, The Monkey’s Mask features an investigation into the disappearance of a young woman, led by private detective Jill Fitzpatrick. Just as the Carter sisters find themselves thwarted by inept policemen and obstructive male suspects, Fitzpatrick’s investigation is repeatedly stymied by dead ends and distractions. Although Blüm’s novel is set thirty years after Porter’s, her female protagonists still struggle to be taken seriously in the male-dominated world of law enforcement. In addition to this, intimate partner violence continues to cast a shadow over a society that considers itself to be civilised, yet often fails to protect those who are most vulnerable. 

Blüm’s novel also contains aesthetic traces of ‘The Chosen Vessel’ by Barbara Baynton: a groundbreaking short story that was published in the December 1896 edition of The Bulletin. For a woman to be published in The Bulletin at this time is remarkable; even more impressive is that this story effectively critiques the ways in which Australia’s patriarchal power structures routinely dehumanised women. Although Baynton is now recognised as a pioneering early feminist, her contribution to Australian literature was overshadowed by the towering legacy of her male contemporaries such as Henry Lawson and Banjo Paterson. Baynton was a realist – a writer whose unflinching depictions of colonial Australia as violent and brutal stand in contrast to the rose-tinged romanticism found in the prose and verse of Lawson and Paterson.

‘The Chosen Vessel’ tells the story of young wife forced to fend for herself in a bush home while her husband is away shearing. The house is in an isolated location, “a day’s journey” from the “dismal, drunken little township”, and the young wife (who remains nameless) is particularly vulnerable because she has an infant to look after, as well as the livestock. Although her husband’s behaviour is callous and cruel, she’s even more fearful of the itinerant travellers known as “swagmen” who occasionally knock on her door and ask for food and tobacco. While Paterson’s famous bush ballad ‘Waltzing Matilda’ characterises the swagman as a “jolly” – a good-natured rapscallion prone to a bit of harmless sheep theft – the swagman in Baynton’s story is a figure of terror. In ‘The Chosen Vessel’, a swagman visits the house of the young wife, deduces her husband is not home (despite her attempts to make it seem otherwise), and waits until nightfall to break in. Her murdered body is found the next day by a boundary rider, who has to cut the baby’s gown free from the still clutching hand of its dead mother. 

Like Baynton, Blüm depicts Australia as a place where the bodies of murdered women turn up in the bush. Despite being set in contemporary Australia, the world of Carter & Carter Detective Agency is one where men are still very much in charge. The police in this novel – all male – have decided that the disappearance of a young woman is not worthy of investigation, and they openly undermine the Carter sisters, passing them off as “enthusiastic amateurs”. Stan, the chief suspect in this case, is obstinate and volatile, and even the countercultural “van life” movement harbours shady characters who prey upon young women exploring alternative ways of living. Although 21st century Australia has progressed to the point where a pair of sisters can make a comfortable living as private detectives, enjoying snacks of toasted sandwiches while using GPS technology, there remains a background note of menace. One misstep – for a woman on an adventure, or a detective on a job – could be all it takes for their life to be extinguished.

The Australian landscape provides an apt backdrop for a story that delves into the darker aspects of human nature. Following in the footsteps of Baynton, and of literary luminaries like Patrick White and Tim Winton, Blüm incorporates the vastness and wildness of this ancient continent into the plot of her novel in ways that heighten the sense of unease surrounding Penny’s disappearance. The Carter sisters spend much of their time on the road traversing large distances, often finding themselves in nature reserves with air that’s “crisp and clean”, yet with muddy undertones of decay. The mythos generated by Joan Lindsay’s 1967 novel Picnic at Hanging Rock looms large, with the bush existing as a space of eerie liminality in which innocent girls can go missing – offering little in the way of clues, and hindering anyone who goes looking. Just as Picnic at Hanging Rock taps into anxieties around primal forces lurking in the wilderness, Carter & Carter Detective Agency explores the risk of leaving an urban environment in favour of a nomadic life. If Penny had decided to stay home in Melbourne rather than go and chase waterfalls, so to speak, a missing persons investigation would probably not be necessary. Blüm presents a vision of Australia in which the bush is sun-dappled and beguiling by day, but foreboding and even perilous by night. 

Ultimately, the work of a private-eye is to uncover the truth. Often, that truth is difficult to face – revealing the worst aspects of the society in which they operate. In this sense, a private-eye performs the same function as a novelist – courageously journeying into difficult terrain to confront uncomfortable realities. It’s a difficult job, one that takes its toll. But at least there are simple pleasures that detectives and writers can enjoy along the way, such as muffins, coffee, and croissants. And the occasional parma with chips. But not oysters – they’re filter feeders – and you should probably avoid over-indulging on the house red, especially if you’re above the age of thirty. It’s not easy to continue in your quest as a truth teller when you have food poisoning or a hangover. Basically impossible with both. So yeah, avoid the oysters – your sister is right. 
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Louise Carter

April 2025
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Louise is a Sydney-based writer whose poetry collection Golden Repair was published by Giramondo in 2023. She holds a PhD from Western Sydney University, and she’s spent several years tutoring subjects in Australian literature. When she’s not solving crime, she enjoys spending time with her cat Maz and learning how to pole dance. 
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Chapter 1   
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‘Where have you put my phone?’ Megan asked, lifting and shifting pieces of paper across the enormous mahogany desk.

‘What?’ Louise answered, without looking up from her book.

‘My phone. I’m expecting a call from a client, and I need to know the phone is charged and on.’

‘What client? Where did you meet a client?’ 

‘Will you stop answering everything with more questions and help me find my phone?’ Megan looked at her sister, off in her own world as usual, and not helping to find the phone she had a habit of misplacing. 

‘This phone?’ Louise picked up the mobile from the small table next to her armchair and waved it. ‘It’s on, charged, and hasn’t rung all day.’ 

Megan took a breath before saying anything. ‘Yes. That phone.’ She crossed the space between them in two strides, took it back, and checked the screen. There were no missed calls or incoming messages; it seemed the client hadn’t contacted her.

Quince, who was more a writhing conglomeration of fur than a cat, meandered past the sisters without looking at them, and settled himself into the sunbeam falling across the burgundy-patterned rug. Maz, her sister’s cat, was significantly smaller than Quince, though it was mainly because she had less fur, was also around somewhere, though Megan couldn’t see her just at that moment. 

‘Are you going to give me the client’s details?’ Louise asked, closing her book and using her forefinger as a bookmark. 

‘Sue, legal name Susan, Ingles. Sixty something, divorced. I know her from spin class. She reckons there’s something dodgy going on with her niece—’

The phone rang as she held it, Louise narrowed her eyes briefly at the sound since she preferred to have phones turned to silent at all times. 

‘Carter and Carter Detective Agency, Megan speaking.’ 

‘It’s Sue.’ Her voice was breathy as though she’d been running.

She put the call on speaker. ‘Louise is with me; I was just explaining your case—’

‘After I spoke to you earlier, I felt really very silly, as though I was being paranoid and should just put it out of my mind but then I got a phone called from my sister—Kate, Penny’s mum—and she said the police have been in touch to say they’ve exhausted all their avenues and don’t expect to get any further.’ 

‘What?’ Louise asked.

Megan held her hand up to shush her sister. ‘You didn’t mention the police were already on the case.’ 

‘When Penny stopped doing her vlog posts, Kate was worried and tried to contact her, but nothing. Then she tried her boyfriend, Stan. She finally got onto him, but he said Penny was off on her own finding herself, and then wouldn’t take Kate’s calls. So, after three days, Kate reported Penny missing.’

Lousie frowned and opened her mouth, but Megan continued. ‘How can we help?’ 

‘I thought they were just having a lovers’ tiff, she and Stan could be volatile to say the least, and that she would turn up. But it’s been over a month, and we still haven’t heard from her. Kate thinks I’m overreacting and that Penny will turn up eventually. She knows Penny well, and has a less active imagination than I do, but I can’t just do nothing...’ She trailed off and there was a long silence.

‘Sue? Are you still there?’ Megan asked.

‘What if she’s dead?’

‘I hope that isn’t the case, but if it is, we’ll be here to help you,’ Megan said.

‘Would you? The police have given up, not that they’d put it like that, and I’m worried about Penny, and Kate of course.’

‘I understand. A month is a long time—’

‘I have to go,’ Sue interrupted, ‘I’m getting another call.’ The phone call ended, and the sisters looked at one another.

‘This isn’t the sort of case we should be pursuing,’ Louise said, her jaw tight. 

‘I know you don’t want to get involved in anything violent, but Sue didn’t know who else to ask.’

‘We should leave it to the police. This is way outside our training.’

‘Sue just called to say they’re stuck! Plus, I want a break from following people around trying to get photos of them in a compromising position. There must be something more to our careers than cheaters.’

‘There is, sometimes we follow people around trying to catch them in insurance fraud.’ Louise sighed. ‘I know the monotony lately has been frustrating, but we need to keep money coming in. People don’t have money to throw at private detectives to do the work the police should do.’

* * *
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Megan pouted; it made her look like a petulant child.

Why do I have to be the sensible older sister all the time?

Quince wandered over and slid into Megan’s lap. He bumped his head under her chin, and she cooed at him, stroking his ears the way he liked. 

‘All that stuff has been driving me crazy, but if we’re able to find a missing person, and a murderer? Isn’t that so much more... exciting?’

‘If, by exciting, you mean dangerous and questionably illegal, then yes.’

Megan grunted. ‘You’re so annoying’

‘So are you.’  There was a beat of silence, as though they were both hoping the other would concede. ‘Fine. We can take it on, but I want a meeting with Sue, and I want to be crystal clear that the moment it looks like we have actual evidence a crime has been committed, we turn everything over to the cops. Agreed?’

Megan chewed her bottom lip for a moment.

––––––––
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If you don’t agree with Louise’s condition, keep reading.
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If you agree with Louise’s condition, go to Chapter 13.
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Chapter 2   
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You don’t agree with Louise’s condition to go to the police if any evidence is found.
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Megan frowned. ‘What do you mean, actual evidence?’

‘We’re not cops, Megan. We can’t just go around chasing people down if there is evidence of a real crime that the police don’t have.’

Megan considered for a moment. ‘You know they’re ignoring the case because they don’t think Penny’s really missing, right? It’s bullshit.’

‘That might be true, but I’m not going to get charged with interfering with a crime, or perverting the course of justice, or whatever, just because you’ve watched too many defund the police and ACAB videos online.’ 

Megan pressed her lips together. ‘As far as I’m concerned, the cops have washed their hands of the whole situation. It’s up to us to find Penny, and maybe, once we’ve found her, we can hand stuff back to them.’

‘If that’s your attitude, I want no part in this. You do what you think is best, but don’t involve me.’ Louise had folded her arms, her mouth pinched shut, almost a pout. There would be no arguing with her now she’d dug her heels in, there was nothing for it but to agree and maybe come back around to the idea when she wasn’t feeling so stubborn.

Such a Taurus thing to do.

‘Alright. I’ll work the case on my own, I told Sue I’d look into it and I’m not going to break my promise, but I see your point. If you don’t want to take the risk, I can’t make you.’ 

Louise sighed and sat back in the armchair. Megan’s palms itched with suppressed anger—after all the crap they’d seen in their job, the stalking and abuse that the police refused to pursue because it was “he said/she said”, the idea that Louise would turn down an opportunity to help someone who might be in real trouble was both infuriating and disappointing. Megan picked up her mobile, her car keys, and her work bag and turned to the door.

‘I’m going to do some research. I’ll be back later.’

Louise didn’t look up. Megan was tempted to slam the office door on her way out but restrained herself. No need to make the situation worse.

Her work bag was a large black duffle that had a long strap on one side, and two thick straps on the back, to convert easily from shoulder bag to backpack. Both Carter sisters had one, Megan’s was filled with her tools of the trade; camera, zoom lenses, a tablet device for research, miscellaneous chargers, and some less than strictly legal items: a lock pick set and slim Jim. Megan had never had to use either of those last two on a job but didn’t want to be caught without them should the need arise. 

She really had no idea what research she was supposed to be doing, rather, it was a reason to leave the office. Sue had had to take another call, but maybe if she dropped in at her place there would be more information to gather. 

Megan drove the short distance from the office, in Northcote, to Sue’s house in the wealthy suburb of Kew and parked a couple of doors down. On the walk up, it occurred to her she probably should have phoned ahead, but it was too late now. She pushed the old-fashioned bell and enjoyed the tinkling chimes from inside the house. For a long time, she heard nothing, and considered ringing the bell again, but then she heard the clip-clop of high heels on tiles.

‘Coming,’ Sue’s muffled voice came through the door. ‘Megan, you didn’t say you were on the way.’ She opened the door with a frown. 

‘Sorry, I—’ Megan hesitated, ‘maybe if I come in  ?’

‘Of course.’ Sue stepped back and Megan followed her into the house. The narrow central hallway had green and cream harlequin tiles, deep mahogany wainscotting and embossed cream wallpaper on the upper half of the walls. It was incredibly tasteful and looked very expensive. They passed a formal lounge on the left, complete with two enormous dark leather Chesterfields, and a couple of bedrooms on the right, before coming out into the open-plan kitchen area at the back of the house. This area had a completely different feel, still impeccably tasteful of course, but more modern, the walls were duck egg blue, and the furnishings looked more worn. Megan wondered if the formal lounge was just for show.

‘Can I offer you a drink? Perhaps a cup of tea?’

‘I’d love a cup of tea.’ Megan pulled out one of the stools and sat down while Sue bustled around the kitchen. 

‘Now, I don’t mean to be rude, but why are you here?’ 

‘I pitched the case to Louise, and it... didn’t go well.’

‘Oh?’ 

‘She thinks we need to leave it to the police, whereas I think they’re a load of incompetent misogynists and racists. I don’t see why we can’t do our own investigation.’

‘She won’t take the case?’ 

‘Not unless we hand everything over.’ 

Sue leaned her hands on the counter, one eyebrow cocked. ‘And you don’t agree?’ 

‘No. I think we need to find Penny. I’m concerned for her, since you mentioned the situation to me the other day. The more I think about it, the more I think we need to get started straight away. We’ve agreed to disagree, and I’ll be working on it alone.’

‘Will that be awkward?’

Megan chuckled, trying to release the tension she was holding in her shoulders. ‘Probably. We’ve disagreed on stuff before; you know how siblings are. If the case works out well, it will be fine, but if anything goes sideways, I might need to do some grovelling.’ 

‘I see.’ Sue turned to make a pot of green tea. 

‘Have you had any news?’

‘No. Nothing.’

‘Who called you earlier?’ 

Sue sighed. ‘My mechanic to tell me it was time to book in for a service. I told him it wasn’t a good time, but of course I need to answer any calls; it could be Penny using a different number, you know.’

‘That sounds exhausting.’ Megan blew across the top of her steaming tea. 

‘It’s been terrible. I keep thinking we should have acted sooner. Kate was so insistent that we leave it to the professionals, that everything will work out, but the police have done next to nothing. Penny’s been gone for too long.’ 

‘Do you know where she was last seen?’

‘Yes, I’ve marked it on a map on my laptop.’ 

‘Let’s start there.’ 

Sue went to the couch to grab her computer while Megan waited at the distressed pine kitchen table. When Sue returned, they sat side by side.

‘Now tell me everything you know,’ Megan said, placing her phone on the table between them with a voice recorder app open, and opening her notebook. ‘Is it okay for me to record us, for my notes?’

‘Of course.’ Sue sighed and drew her shoulders back as though preparing to take the stage. ‘Penny is my sister Kate’s child. Her only child. She turned twenty a couple of months ago, but we didn’t see her for her birthday; she was already on her trip. Stan Warding is her boyfriend, he’s twenty-seven, and a bit of a wastrel if you ask me. He told my sister that he was an emerging entrepreneur but we thought it sounded like a fancy way of saying he was unemployed. He does a bit of landscaping and construction work when he needs money but otherwise seems to live in his van and sponge off whoever is fool enough to let him park in their vicinity.’ 

Megan nodded; she knew the type. 

‘They met about a year ago, he was at a university party—though I think that’s a bit off a man that age hanging out with uni students—anyway, he charmed her, told her she was an old soul, that they were destined to be together. The usual dross.’

‘After a couple of months, he had parked his van outside Kate’s place in Ashburton. She didn’t want him in the house, fair enough, but he said he didn’t have anywhere to stay. So, Kate agreed to let him use the shower and kitchen but Penny wasn’t to sleep in the van with him, nor was he to sleep in the house. She might be over eighteen but that didn’t mean Kate wanted hanky panky happening under her roof.’ 

‘I see.’ Megan was writing down the pertinent details as Sue was speaking.

‘Three weeks of this and Penny announces that she’s taking a leave of absence from uni that semester to go travelling with Stan. He wants to become a professional vlogger, and she’s going to help him. They’ll go around Australia, and if they get enough followers, and sponsors and what not, they’ll take the van to New Zealand and possibly southeast Asia.

‘Kate laughed at first—what a ridiculous career, making stupid travel videos and thinking you could make a living off it, but Penny wouldn’t be dissuaded. In the middle of her second year of uni—doing Engineering at Melbourne mind you, she’s a smart girl—she takes an open-ended leave of absence, packs up a couple of bags and leaves in a van with a pervert.’

Megan scribbled a note; she would need to look into this alleged pervert. Just because the mother and aunt didn’t like him didn’t mean there was anything actually wrong; sometimes smoke meant fire, sometimes it meant a hippy with a joint. 

‘When did you start thinking something was going wrong?’ 

‘Kate was convinced he was bad news from the start, all that sugary sweetness around her and her husband didn’t make up for being a bum.’

‘There are plenty of creative types who don’t have a lot of material belongings.’

‘I know, believe me, my sister and I both had our arty phases, but there is a distinct difference between a creep and a man-child. Stan was definitely capable of having a job, and dating women his own age, he just didn’t.’ She paused, looking over Megan’s shoulder and through the large picture windows into the backyard. 

‘Actually, now that I think about it, perhaps he couldn’t date women his own age because they wouldn’t put up with his bullshit.’ 

‘Maybe.’ Megan waited; pen poised for further information.

‘So off they went, in his van, with no particular plan or itinerary and a couple of Go Pros and a nice digital SLR camera Penny had from her eighteenth birthday. They’d set up a YouTube channel and a blog site for their stories—’

‘What’s the channel called?’ Megan asked, interrupting Sue’s flow.

‘Let me think... it was inane, honestly, VanLyfDiaries I think, all one word, but life is spelled L Y F.’ She rolled her eyes. 

Megan nodded.

‘The first few video diaries were made before they left. They did a tour of the van, talked about how excited they were to be doing the trip, all of that. Mostly it was Penny talking with Stan smiling behind her. I wasn’t impressed with it, I thought it was setting up a poor dynamic where they were not equals, but I didn’t say so.’ 

‘Did Kate watch the videos too?’ 

‘We both did, sometimes together. While Penny was away Kate wasn’t too worried. Her only child was away for an indeterminate period of time but she was sure she’d come to her senses. After they left, Penny would call Kate every so often. At first it was every couple of days, sometimes she would chat for hours while they were on the road, especially if Stan was napping and she was driving, but that died off a bit.’

‘Why do you think that was?’ 

‘Penny said he needed quiet to sleep, but I think it was more than that. He didn’t want her to have such close contact with her family. So, the long phone calls became check-ins of ten or fifteen minutes. When they got to Adelaide, they took the scenic route and spent two weeks getting there from Melbourne,’ Sue shook her head, ‘they released a vlog every day, talking about whatever they were doing and where they had been. Some of them were very short, five minutes, others were longer, if they were in an interesting town, or went for a hike or something.’

‘It sounds like they were having a nice time.’

‘It was fine, mostly. I kept an eye on how much Penny was in the videos too, at first, she was a bit stilted, you know, but as they went on, she was more confident. She talked more, even about their food and cooking in the van—she always like cooking you see.’

‘After Adelaide, where did they go?’

‘I think they went north, up through the wine country, and a lot of dry yellow countryside, they stayed in Alice for a while, doing bits and pieces, a couple of nights at Uluru, then they went east to Sydney.’

‘How long had they been gone by this stage?’

‘About three months or so.’

‘And was Penny still calling her mother?’

‘No, by Uluru we were mostly keeping in touch by watching the vlogs. Kate would call her sometimes, but most of the time Penny wouldn’t answer. If she did, it was only a few minutes of cursory conversation.’

Megan nodded.

‘By the time they got to Sydney, Kate was calling less often, probably only once a week, but she still didn’t answer most of the time. Penny would text back that they were out of phone coverage, or they were in the middle of filming or some such other nonsense excuse.’

‘Where did she go missing?’

‘The vlogs said the plan after Sydney was to go north up the coast, first towards Newcastle. The vlog showed them stopping at a spot near Gosford for a meal, and then Penny stopped appearing in the videos.’

‘Do you know where exactly she went missing?’ 

‘This is where things start to get a bit iffy.’

‘How so?’

‘Kate has access to Penny’s Find my Phone data, so when the daily vlog went up and Stan said Penny had decided not to travel with him anymore, she started to panic. She called and called, but it went straight to voicemail.’

‘The phone was off?’

‘Yes. So, she pulled up the app, and it stated the phone was turned off or out of range. The last known location was a rest area just near Gosford where they’d stopped for the day. It features in the vlog, but I have the exact place from the app. The phone travelled a ways up the road, then turned around and went back to the rest stop, then it was turned off.’

‘Why would it have done that?’

‘Kate tried to call Stan, and after about two weeks of calling everyday he must have given up and answered, because he told Kate that he had Penny’s phone, and he was going to post it back to her place in Ashburton in case Penny wanted it.’

‘Kate has Penny’s phone?’ Megan leaned forward in her chair; this would change everything if she had access to the data. 

‘No.’ Sue sighed. ‘Stan said he would post it, but it’s still not turned up.’ 

Megan chewed on her pen. ‘And you reported Penny missing when?’

‘Three days after the vlog came out without Penny in it. When she saw that the phone was turned off, she gave it a day or so to come back on, but yeah, she was immediately worried.’ 

‘Did the cops search the rest area?’

‘Kate said they did. Didn’t find anything of note apparently. She said she gave them the number plate of the van, and Stan’s name and phone number. After she spoke to Stan, you know a couple of weeks after the disappearance when he said he had her phone, she called the police to ask if they’d spoken to him, they said they had but they weren’t worried either.’

‘What did Stan tell the cops?’

‘They wouldn’t say.’ 

Megan made a grumbling sound in her throat that was almost a growl. ‘Bloody useless.’

‘Privacy apparently. Ongoing investigation and all of that.’ 

Megan rolled her eyes. ‘Does Kate know you’ve come to the agency?’

‘Yes, she thinks I’m being silly, but she said it was my money and I could waste it on a detective agency if I wanted to. What are you going to do now?’

Megan sat back in the chair and tapped the pen against her lips, thinking. ‘I have to go to Gosford. I want to see the rest stop, granted it was a month ago so there’s not much chance there will be anything obvious there, and then speak to the police, and maybe try to track down Stan. Is he still doing the vlog?’

‘Yes, it’s not every day, maybe every few days now. I suppose it’s harder when you have to do all the driving and all the filming and editing and whatnot.’

Megan started to formulate a plan; she needed to watch all the videos and get up to Gosford as soon as possible. She would try one more time to convince Louise to take on the case, but was prepared to do it without her.

‘The last thing we need to do is negotiate my fees.’

‘Of course, I should have asked about that earlier.’

Megan waved her hand. ‘It’s fine. Most people we deal with are so caught up in the crisis at hand, they don’t think to talk about money, but it’s best to do it before we get too far into the weeds.’

Sue nodded.

‘Usually we arrange a daily rate, which is a flat fee for each day we’re working on your case, and expenses.’

‘That sounds fair.’

‘Given there are some travel arrangements and whatever, it might get pricey, so you might like to think about a cut off, you know if we get to a certain figure, I pull the plug or check in with you about the costs.’

‘Money is no issue. I want my niece found and I will pay whatever needs to be paid to have that happen.’

‘Okay. I’ll call you after the first week, and we’ll talk about how things are progressing. After that I’ll have a think about a weekly rate, since I’ll be working exclusively on this case.’ 

‘Alright, that sounds fine. Do you need an initial payment? Say a week to get started?’

‘That would be great.’ Megan pulled out her mobile and typed in seven times her usual daily rate. It felt obscene to ask that much money from a friend who was trying to find her missing niece, but a cursory glance around the house reminded her that money wasn’t exactly a problem for Sue or her sister. ‘Great, I’ll send you a proper receipt when I get back to the office.’

Sue nodded, her hands wrapped around the now-empty mug, her eyes glazed over. 

‘Is there anything else you want to tell me? You can always text or email me if something comes to mind later. Even if it seems silly, or inconsequential.’

Sue shivered and looked back at Megan. ‘No, I don’t think so, I’m sorry it’s all feeling too real right now.’ 

‘I know, it can be hard when you have to wait for me to find something. I promise I’ll give this my full attention.’ Megan stood up and started to gather her things together to leave. She stopped the voice recording and slipped everything back into her work bag. When she was finished, Sue was still staring off into the middle distance, and Megan decided it was better to leave her to it. 

‘I’ll let myself out,’ she said, her voice low so as not to startle her. Sue just nodded and continued to stare. 

What a weird day.

Megan got into the car and turned on the engine so the heater would come on. She was suddenly cold as though hearing about Penny’s situation had chilled her, though it was probably just the weather. The sky was leaden, dull heavy clouds loomed, and it would probably start raining at any moment, though with Melbourne’s fickle weather, it might stay like that for the rest of the day without any rain. 

She looked over her notes, trying to figure out the next steps. She had to get to Gosford, but Sydney was at least a twelve-hour drive, including a couple of stops, and Gosford was on the other side, adding a couple of hours. If Megan went back to the office now, and tried to talk to Louise, she might be able to convince her to come along for the trip, leave first thing in the morning and be in Sydney tomorrow night. If she didn’t bother speaking to Louise and just ducked in to get a bag packed for a few nights away, she would probably make it to the border by the time she needed to stop for the night. It wouldn’t be the first time she’d slept in the car for a job, and at least this time she would have a sleeping bag with her to keep off the chill. 

––––––––
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If you decide to speak to Louise again and try to convince her to come with you to Gosford tomorrow, read on.

––––––––
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If you want to get started on the drive to Gosford immediately, go to Chapter 19.
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Chapter 3   
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You speak to Louise again and try to convince her to come with you to Gosford tomorrow.

––––––––
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Megan walked back into the office, apprehensive. She now had a lot more information and hoped it would help convince Louise to take the job. On the other hand, she had no intention of involving the police since they had stated they were no longer interested in the case.

‘You’re back.’ Louise’s voice was flat. 

‘Yep.’

‘Did you research anything useful?’

‘I did.’ Megan walked over to the desk and started unpacking her work bag.

‘Are you going to tell me what you found out?’

Megan paused her unpacking. ‘I went to see Sue.’ She hesitated, one hand in mid-air. ‘She gave me a rundown of the timeline. I want to go to Gosford, where Penny was last seen.’

‘You’re committed to following the case through, even if I don’t work on it with you?’

‘I would rather work together; I think we make an excellent team, but I’m prepared to do this one solo.’ 

Louise put down the book she had been reading and shifted in her seat. 

‘I don’t think the police will be able to help. They’ve given up,’ Megan said.

‘You know we can’t arrest anyone or take them to court.’ 

‘I know.’ 

‘What happens if we find, worst-case scenario, Penny’s body up there? Do you expect me to just sit on that?’ 

‘What? No!’ Megan frowned. ‘I hadn’t thought of it that way. If we find a body, or something, then obviously we bring the cops in. And if we run into a dead end, we can hand everything over and hope they do something. I still think we’ll do a better job.’

Louise exhaled. ‘I can live with that. Tell me what Sue said.’ 

Megan went over the information Sue had provided, referring to her notes and the recording she had made on her phone.

‘How far is Gosford?’ 

‘It’s an hour north of Sydney, a day’s drive if we go hard, maybe twelve hours.’ 

‘And you have her commitment to expenses?’ 

‘Yeah, but she’s paying a flat day rate. I didn’t think you were helping so...’ 

‘It’s a friend, we’re not doing it for the money. That being said, paying rent is important. If the trail peters out or we get stuck, I’ll come back down here, and you can keep working on it.’

‘That sounds fair.’ Megan flipped her phone over and over in her hand. ‘Are you coming with me tomorrow then?’ 

‘Uh...’ Louise rubbed her eyebrow. ‘I have to tie up one or two things down here. Do you want to start without me?’

‘Yeah, I can do that.’ Megan’s relaxed her shoulders. It was good they had worked out their differences; they had their disagreements as all siblings did, but it was always stressful when they were fighting. 

She went upstairs feeling lighter and filled with energy for the case. She pulled out the large duffle bag she used for travelling. She wasn’t much interested in fashion, and her wardrobe was filled with nondescript staples: jeans, T-shirts, hoodies, several pairs of the same style of sneakers. She figured, why spend her mental energy on frivolous stuff like clothes when she could be thinking about other, more important matters? She dumped the duffle on the floor, ready to fill. She’d brought her laptop up from the office, and she perched on the edge of the bed, opening it. She navigated to YouTube and typed in VanLyfDiaries, Penny and Stan’s channel. 

There were recent videos featuring Stan, as well as older content with both of them. She scrolled back and started with the first one, letting it play while she packed.

The first few videos were short, five to ten minutes long, with a lot of Penny talking about how excited they were to be heading off, filmed before they started the trip. 

‘We’re on the highway about twenty minutes out of Geelong,’ Penny said, talking to camera while Stan was driving. ‘We’re making our way to Adelaide via the Great Ocean Road. We’ll be going through Anglesea, Lorne, Cape Otway, and stopping in Port Campbell for the night. That is, unless we get lost or distracted on the way.’ She laughed nervously, and Megan saw a look of doubt cross her face before she plastered a smile back onto her face. 

‘It’s about four and a half hours of driving, not including stopping for food and pictures. If we time it right, we’ll be able to see the Twelve Apostles at sunset, which will be really spectacular, won’t it, babe?’ 

Megan makes a note of that discomforted look in her notebook.

I’ll have to keep an eye out for that look, could be nervousness being on camera, or it could be something more. 

Stan muttered something inaudible in response, and again Penny’s smile faltered briefly before the scene cut to them standing on a beach, the sky grey and overcast, wind whipping Penny’s hair into her eyes. Stan held the camera in front of himself, selfie-style, smiling and trying to look like he wasn’t being buffeted by the strong winds. 

‘We’re here at Bell’s Beach, famous for surfing. Unfortunately, good surf usually means wind, and you can see it’s a bit of a tough day to vlog.’ He laughed, but his eyes remained cold and emotionless. A shiver ran down Megan’s spine.

No wonder the mother wasn’t keen on him; he’s like a shark. 

The rest of the content for that day consisted of footage of the beaches, as well as the massive stone monuments of the Twelve Apostles at sunset, with copyright-free music piped over it. Despite Penny and Stan’s novice vlogging skills, it looked spectacular, the heavy clouds lit up in shades

























































[image: ]



[image: ]



d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
CARTER
CARTER

DETECTIVE AGENCY

A Branching Narrative Mystery






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





