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For Aleesha Paz

Thief

(Heist #6)








Epigraph


Maybe last words should therefore be included in those lists of hackneyed devices or props that theorists have been outlawing for decades ever since Father (!) Ronald A. Knox (1924) and S. S. Van Dine (1928) or the decalogue of the Detection Club Oath (1932). These lists ban motifs such as unknown and untraceable poisons, more than one secret passage, the wrong brand cigarette butt, identical twins or doubles . . . servants as killers, forged fingerprints, the dog that did not bark, supernatural agencies. Some authorities would include love, but last words are not included in anybody’s list of contraband.

Karl S. Guthke, Revelation or Deceit: Last Words in Detective Novels

The robb’d that smiles steals something from the thief

William Shakespeare, Othello, Act 1, Scene 3
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Prologue

Given I’m dying, and have just the one pen, let’s motor through the pleasantries.

My name’s Ernest Cunningham. Up until today, I would have said that I’m a passable detective. Not professional, and a long way from expert, but so far three murderers would likely attest (if the two dead ones could talk) that I am quite the nuisance. So: passable. Factoring in the whole dying thing knocks me down a few notches, though.

If it seems like an odd time for me to jot out a memoir, I’ll clarify that I’m not catastrophically injured. There are no missing limbs spurting crimson, no poisons coursing through my body, and nor am I, unlike some other unfortunate souls in the pages to come, aflame. I’m just sitting here on the ice-cold floor of a steel box, about the size of a fridge, with, I’ve calculated, fifteen hours of air inside it. That is, of course, not factoring in any oxygen wastage from my screaming and banging useless fists against the inside of a door only I know the code to. Some of my curse words were quite inventively lengthy and required deep breaths. Call it fourteen and a half hours, then. Worth it.

Neither my dwindling ink or air has time for backstory but, generally speaking, if you’re reading something I’ve written, it’s because I’ve solved a murder or several. I was raised on a diet of Golden Age detective novels – the ‘fair-play’ mysteries where the clues are front and centre for the reader – which came in mighty handy when I found myself getting caught up in, and transcribing, real-life murders. I’ve always prided myself, when I chronicled those three cases in my first three books, on being a reliable narrator. Everything I show is the truth, exactly how I saw it. The reader and the author solve the mystery together. There are no hidden facts or deliberate omissions. That’s how ‘fair play’ works.

I say ‘generally speaking’ because this time’s a little different. Yes, there’s been a murder. Several, actually. And in fourteen hours and, let’s see . . . twenty-nine minutes, there’ll be another. I will, as promised, write down and present to you every clue I see. Against form, however, I must make one omission not usually permitted in the Golden Age: the name of the killer.

That’s because I haven’t solved it yet.

Usually, once I’m up to the writing, I’ve satisfied all the requirements of the genre. I’ve had my stitches and book deals sewn up – not necessarily in that order. I’ve generally also spilled some blood and had some poured back into me – definitely in that order. I’ve stood in front of a room full of suspects and whittled them down, one by one, to the real killer or killers. That’s usually my favourite part; the parlour scene, it’s often called. The climactic unravelling that both reader and detective earn. It’s really the only reason people read murder mysteries.

Knowing the ending usually means I can tell you where to look, point out the important clues along the way so you are as well armed an armchair detective as I am a real one come the finale. Without knowing who the killer is, I can’t assuredly point you in the right direction. Sure, I can tell you some things to pay close attention to: that the pieces that look too easy probably are, for example. But it’s not the same. A book without an ending is swallowing your greens and not making it through to dessert.

I have theories, of course. I managed to weed out a few red herrings, expose a few lies and stockpile several motives before being sealed in here, but I am still a killer short of a murder mystery. It’s small consolation that I must have been getting close enough for someone to want to get rid of me. Perhaps that is my final clue. What did I discover, just before this all went down, that turned me from a nuisance into a liability?

I keep trying to trace the size of the pair of hands against my memory of their pressure on my back – did I feel a ring? – or to dissect the patter of the retreating footsteps – what was the length of their stride, the type of shoe? – under the iron clank of the door sealing. But it doesn’t help.

Irony is quite neat in fiction, but in real life it’s smug and annoying. I spent the better part of twenty-four hours trying to get into this safe. Now I’m going to die in it.

My supplies are as meagre as my oxygen. I have this notebook, pen and a few other bits and pieces: a thumb-sized flashlight to write by, a thick black marker, a broken radio, a magnet, a high-school chemistry textbook and a near-empty gun. The gun is a revolver with a visible chamber: I’m no weapons expert, but I can tell there are two bullets left. I won’t die of thirst: I have a glass jar of water – yes, a jar – that I’m putting off drinking because it’s not mine. And I’d feel really guilty if I drank it. I need air more than water, anyway. I guess, if suffocating really is as bad as I think it might be, at least I have those two bullets. One spare.

Eventually the police will crack open the safe. They’ll want to check what’s been taken. But that will come second to corralling the surviving hostages and dealing with the mess in the vault in the basement. Even if I am still alive, what’s to stop me getting pancaked against the wall by a two-inch-thick steel door when they blast it off its hinges? They won’t have cause to be careful. No one knows I’m in here, because no one knows I was robbing the damn bank in the first place.

Oh yeah. I robbed a bank. I should’ve led with that.

I’m not the only one. Everyone in this bank is a thief.

Ten suspects. Ten heists. That much I’ve deduced. If that sounds insane, trust me, it is. While I’ve become accustomed to being a murder magnet, I’m still new to the whole burglary thing. Here’s something I’ve learned: there’s more you can steal from a bank than just money.

From what I can tell, the stolen items are: a gold pen, a single dollar, other varied amounts ranging from a few thousand to twenty-five million dollars, a coffee cup, a life, and, to be cute about it, a heart.

That list doesn’t quite cover the promised ten heists; there are more thefts and thieves for me to puzzle out. That’ll be my framework for solving this, to assign each suspect a robbery. If they consider something worth stealing, maybe it’s also worth killing for. Inside these thefts lies motive for murder. The question is: which one?

So, back to the page. Why spend these final hours writing? Because I write these things the same way I solve them. By pretending there’s a reader out there, I can assemble the clues in a fashion befitting the fair relay of information of the Golden Age detective novel. I figure if I go back over all the clues, maybe a solution will emerge. And if I can’t get there in the next fourteen hours or so, maybe I can put enough of what happened on the page so whoever winds up reading this might be able to piece it all together.

I’m not saying, like, avenge me or anything. But it does have a nice ring to it.

So there you have it. Maybe by writing it all out I can help you solve the murders so far and, in doing so, solve the one that’s coming next.

Mine.






The First Heist: A Gold Pen








Chapter 1

ERNEST CUNNINGHAM IS DEAD.

While I’ve stared down my own death on several occasions, I was surprised to read about it, if only because comprehension is one of the faculties greatly reduced by dying.

It took a quick self–pat down and a refocus on the photograph accompanying the breaking news article to accept that I was still in one piece. Pre-trapped-in-a-box me, even in the dimly lit café, passed as pallid but definitively alive. The gloom was not from lack of effort by the morning sun outside, currently putting on a furiously ignored show like a five-year-old’s trampoline routine at a backyard barbecue. A thick and mobile shadow blocked it, blanketing the town of Huxley. In any other mystery, this shadow would be clouds foreboding a brewing thunderstorm, ready to cut me and a group of suspects off from the world. Not here. The atmosphere was going for something much more biblical. While people outside still hurried as if through a storm, foreheads tucked into elbow crooks, there wasn’t a drop of wind or rain. The black shadow moved across the sky like it was alive.

The news headline wasn’t a misprint: the victim was indeed me. Or, rather, the actor Laurence Birch, hired to play me in the upcoming television adaptation of the first of three murder cases I’ve solved. I’d met him enough – twice on Zoom and twice in person – to feel guilty about how quickly my eyes skipped over his obituary to seek out the inevitable words: production delayed.

‘Reports of your death have been greatly exaggerated,’ my fiancée, Juliette, said, plucking her phone back from me and shoving a gooey, buttered slice of banana bread into her mouth at the same time. Juliette has a list of careers as long as the rib-cage tattoo of a poetry-loving surfer: ski-resort owner, writer, murder suspect. All former. Also former was her long hair. She’d recently cut it for a charity initiative, and her style was now abrupt, slick and deserving of an invite to a prohibition-era soiree. She was, as usual, lightly sunburnt, from inhabiting the outdoors as much as I did hospital beds. We’d spent the Australian winter in the mountains, her in a transient ski-instructor role and me recovering from a bullet wound.

‘He doesn’t even look like me,’ I said. I took out my phone to look up the article myself and read it properly, but Juliette whipped it away.

‘He looks a little like you. Stop stalling.’

‘I’m not stalling. Although I have been meaning to mention that the photographer is too expensive. We’ll have to cut the canapés.’

‘We’re not cutting the canapés.’

I was fretting about our upcoming wedding, though not for the usual reasons. We met during one murder and got engaged during another, so it only stands to reason that someone will die at our nuptials. That’s how it happens in books. Turns out life events are very dangerous for a recurring series detective.

‘Four grand for photos. What’s he taking them with – the Hubble?’ I continued, quickly tallying the numbers in my head. ‘It puts us up to thirty-eight thousand. Unacceptable.’

‘Where is this coming from?’ Juliette’s mouth dropped open a little. ‘Who’s counting?’

‘I am.’ It had been spinning around in my head for a while, but I finally blurted it out. ‘The average divorce rate in Australia is forty-three per cent. And the more you spend on a wedding, the more likely you are to get divorced, statistically speaking. Now, the average wedding in Australia costs thirty-six thousand dollars. So if we spend more than thirty-six kay, we’re increasing the odds of divorce.’

‘If I drink four mimosas while getting ready, and then I’m denied canapés, I reckon that would drastically impact the divorce statistic. And this wedding talk is definitely stalling,’ Juliette said. She leaned back and folded her arms to appear formidable. ‘Take me through it one more time.’

‘Okay, um. Well, you see—’

‘We’ve come a long way for an um, well, you see.’

If you want to put Huxley on a map, you can estimate the distance from any country town to Sydney by the thickness of their banana bread. We were working with at least two inches, which computes to about seven hours’ drive north, up to the Queensland border at the foot of the mountainous barrier that separates the eastern Australian coastline from inland: the Great Dividing Range. We were fuelling up before a by-invitation loan meeting with Huxley’s Bank, one of the oldest family-owned banks in the country. It should be no small hint to their influence that the town itself is named after them. So I was a little nervous.

‘Do it for real. And stop slouching.’ Juliette cleared her throat and put on a deep voice. ‘I’m a very busy man.’

‘By all reports, Winston Huxley is actually a very reasonable—’

‘Ernest—’ Juliette broke character with a whine. ‘Work with me.’

I pulled myself up in the chair and straightened my tie, which I’d lost the argument over wearing. Apparently a tie helps secure a bank loan – must be something to do with displaying a willingness to hang oneself. ‘Okay. But if you’re taking feedback, people don’t say I’m a very busy man in real life. It’s just a shortcut in stories for I’m a wanker.’

‘Are you calling me a wanker?’

‘Are we still in character?’

‘Is that a risk you’re willing to take?’

‘Mr Huxley, you have a beautiful office.’

I feigned looking around the café. There were a thousand little tap-tap-taps against the bay window (not hail, if you’re guessing ahead), peeling gold paint spelling Liz’s Café across it. Country town shops are often eponymous, I’ve found. To further my point, we’d parked in front of a Darren’s Thai Food that morning. No shade to Darren’s culinary skills, but I’d sooner eat Liz’s banana bread than Dazza’s pad thai. This opinion was seemingly shared, judging by the For Lease sign in the restaurant’s dusty window, clinging on by one remaining corner of Blu Tack. Inside the café, across from us, I glimpsed two parents consoling their daughter over a photo of Laurence Birch on her phone. She was pale and sunken-eyed with shock. Fandom is a funny thing. A parasocial relationship with a Hollywood star gives a young woman as much grief as I’ve seen actual families express around murder victims.

I tried to block the café out and get into character, picturing myself in Winston Huxley’s office.

‘So tell me about this proposition,’ Juliette said, still speaking from the chest.

‘I have, in recent years, become quite renowned for solving crimes. All of my cases have made the national news, and I’ve published three memoirs chronicling how I solved them. I’m proposing to translate this skill set into a more, um’—I caught Juliette’s eye and steadied my voice—‘professional arena. Sir. The loan will allow us to become operational: rent premises, pay for IT support. Possibly hire staff.’

Juliette stroked an invisible beard. ‘Well, it’ll surely be the first detective agency we’ve set up with a business loan. What are your qualifications?’

‘I used to write books about how to write mystery novels. I’m a huge fan of Golden Age mysteries – Agatha Christie, Ronald Knox and all that. The foundation of our business will be that by applying the rules of the classic fictional detectives, we can solve real-life cases.’

‘Zero experience,’ Juliette muttered under her breath. ‘So how much do you charge to solve a murder, then?’

I bristled. ‘He’s not going to ask that.’

‘He might and I am.’ She broke character, then passed a flat hand over her face as an actor does to reset. Her voice dropped a register. ‘It’s a business, and a business has to make enough money to be trusted to reliably repay its loan. I might like to think about how that money’s going to come in. Do you give a discount for serial killers? A loyalty card?’

I slipped back into my role. ‘Actually, I’m hoping to get away from murders. There’re lots of people in need of a professional detective’s services without being tied up in anything quite so grisly.’

‘How much did you get paid for your first three cases?’

I eyeballed Juliette. She was having too much fun with this. ‘Huh?’

‘How much?’

‘Well, nothing. You know that.’

‘Who does? We’ve never met. My name’s Winston. You expect to make money off this when you’re out here solving murders for free?’

‘I stumbled into those murders, more than anything.’

‘Stumbled?’ Juliette thumbed through an official-looking document on the table between us, for which I’d even paid an extra dollar for premium spiral binding. She frowned. ‘I don’t see that in your marketing plan.’

‘It’s a word-of-mouth business.’

‘But your clients are dead.’

I fiddled with my tie. Juliette evidently found it delicious to hold back a lifeline for another few seconds, but eventually she let me off the hook. ‘What are you working on now?’

‘Nothing.’ I tried a laugh. ‘Unless Laurence Birch was murdered.’

He was. Of course he was. But we’ll get to that.

‘What about your previous case?’ Juliette continued.

‘They’ll have to recast.’ I was still focused on Laurence. I didn’t realise I’d said it aloud until Juliette responded.

‘Touching. I think that’s quite far down the list of priorities.’

‘They’ll have to have a funeral, then they’ll have to recast.’

‘Can we keep focus please? Your last case?’

‘Eight months ago. Christmas. I was shot. I had to take some time to recover— Can we . . . can we just be ourselves for a bit?’

‘I’m perfectly myself.’ She threaded her fingers through her belt loops, as if her imagined banker had a jeans-strainer of a torso, leaned back and sniffed theatrically. ‘Tell you what I’m seeing? I’m seeing a disorganised, low-return business proposal. Drowning in insurance and, let’s be honest, occupational health and safety risks. I’m sorry, but three murders isn’t a business. I don’t think anyone’s going to want to hire you—’

If a baker’s generosity improves by the metric of distance from an airport, so too does the ricketiness of a loan application. That much I’m sure was obvious from the jump: no one drives seven hours when their business idea is a good one.

Juliette wasn’t doing an impression of Winston Huxley, she was doing an impression of everyone who’d turned us down from every glass-doored corner office to every felt-cubicle basement-desk across Sydney. We’d gone up and down the ladder – and I mean down. Having a diamond-toothed loan shark, assumedly taking a break from knee-capping to squeeze in our meeting (I did not wear a tie), describe your business venture as high risk is a real confidence killer.

Of the more legitimate avenues, some had never heard of me and thought the idea of a detective agency was too old-fashioned. I’d been prepared for that. What had shocked me was the response from those who had heard of me. Rather than prove I was a good detective, my books, it was repeatedly explained to me, captured a series of risky near-death experiences. One banker told me my books were only shelved in bookshops as ‘murder mysteries’ because there isn’t a section for ‘insurance nightmares’. I’m not oblivious to my frequent perils: I’d signed up to be an organ donor after my most recent scrape with death, just in case. But now I understood why the eyes of the lady who handed me my donor card lit up like a cartoon character with dollar signs for pupils, accompanied by a near audible ka-ching sound effect, as if my inevitable demise filled all her quotas at once. No bank could invest in someone whose every case might be their last. Of the many annoyances of dying as I write this, this might be the worst one: proving those very busy men right.

And not only is this case killing me: I worked it for free, too. Again.

The offer to come into Huxley’s Bank for a meeting had been a rushed, and out of the blue, lifeline. Winston had asked how fast we could get here, so we’d driven overnight for our 10 a.m. It was well and truly our final shot.

It all bubbled over. I pushed myself out of the chair and went full method, pressing my finger on the table with each point. ‘Three murderers. Over a dozen murders, thank you very much. Huxley’s Bank could help save lives. I’ve been on talk shows, radio, national news. My phone number leaked a few months ago and I was so inundated with calls I had to get a new one. But that’s not the most important thing here.’

Juliette was trying to control the twitch of a smirk. ‘What is, then?’

‘I solve impossible crimes. People don’t want to hire me. People need to hire me.’ I collapsed back into the chair, spent.

‘I knew that was in there somewhere.’ Juliette reached over and squeezed my shoulder. ‘How could he say no?’

‘Like everyone else, I guess – gleefully.’ I reached for the banana bread, but Juliette slapped my hand away. I was reluctantly dieting for the wedding; given the number of times I’ve been stabbed, it helps to have a little extra protection around the middle. But a new suit would, even without the photographer, tip the wedding budget perilously close to the magic thirty-six. Besides, eight months’ recovery had gone twelve rounds with my savings. Sure, I had royalty cheques from the memoirs, but they were dwindling. And TV money isn’t all it’s cracked up to be. I was told by my agent that the producer who optioned the rights was coming off an enormous stinker and ‘needed a low-budget project to right the ship; you’re just what he’s looking for’. I think she meant it as a compliment. Laurence Birch was the only thing of any value attached to the project. And now he’d carked it.

‘How’d he die?’ I changed the topic, wanting to get my mind off money and onto the far more comfortable topic of death, as we stood up and joined the queue to pay.

The family I’d noticed had split up; the mother and daughter had headed off and the father was in front of us itching for the cashier to hand over his change. He kept rolling his neck and checking his watch. I caught a glimpse of the digital display: 5.30. Whatever he was in a hurry for, he needn’t have worried; his watch was four hours behind. It was currently 9.30. Receiving his change, Mr Twitchy knocked my shoulder on his way past, several of his coins spinning on to the floor. He didn’t bend to pick them up, just surged towards the exit as if on a wave of stress. A quick note: just like people don’t drop dead in first chapters of mystery novels without consequence (hello, Laurence Birch), neither do people bump into each other in coffee shops. I didn’t know it yet, but this was the start of Bryce Fredericks’ very bad day.

‘Birch? Uh.’ Juliette shook her head in light memory. ‘Hit by a delivery van or something, yesterday. Article said they switched off his life support half an hour ago.’

‘You talking about that actor?’ The cashier, ponytail tight and high like a cat’s tail, piped up. ‘That happened near here. Over in Byron Bay.’

Near is a relative term in the countryside. Byron Bay was over the mountain range and on the coast, two hours’ drive. Brisbane, at least ninety minutes away, would be described by plucky real estate agents as practically next door. Byron Bay is a gentrified beach oasis populated by equal parts spiritualists and backpackers, amid multi-million-dollar mansions. It’s where positive thinking meets negative gearing and people walk barefoot to connect with Mother Nature, provided that Mother Nature is the name of their wi-fi network. In recent years Byron’s popularity had exploded, and it boasted a bit of a celebrity portfolio. Evidently Laurence had chosen it as his Australian base.

‘Settle a bet,’ I said to the cashier, cutting in ahead of Juliette to tap my card. Even broke, I wanted to pay for things. ‘Do I look like Birch?’

‘Nah.’ She sized me up. ‘You’re too tall. Bigger shoulders too. Dude’s tiny.’

Fair enough. That, too, had been the first thing I’d noticed when I’d met Laurence. I’m no beanpole – Juliette’s a head taller than I am – but Laurence was surprisingly small in the way that actors sometimes are, when we’re so used to seeing them projected on a giant screen and filmed from the knees up so they can stand on phone books. Laurence also had a set of obscenely white teeth that he flashed with the frequency of someone caring to show off their expensive dental work. He smiled like parking a Lamborghini on the street. Unnecessarily and so you’d see it.

The other oddity from our first meeting was that he’d asked to flick through my wallet. Figuring that a celebrity wasn’t about to nick off with my loyalty card that was three coffees away from a freebie at Bean There Done That, my local, I’d been curious enough to let him.

‘That’s not a fair comparison. She’s only seen his films,’ Juliette complained as we walked to the door. ‘She hasn’t met Laurence two-point-oh.’

This was our running joke. The second time I’d met Laurence in person, at a breakfast meeting with the television adaptation’s producer, a mousey Frenchman named Remy Allard, he’d changed completely. You still wouldn’t mistake us for brothers, but you might think he’d robbed my house, because he was wearing my clothes. The same brand of jeans, a buttoned shirt with the sleeves rolled up and a baseball cap with my football team’s insignia. I’d never even told him who I barracked for; though, on second thought, the membership card was probably in my wallet. He’d grown his previously buzzcut hair (he’d just filmed a war movie) and curated a dusting of stubble, but thankfully hadn’t gone so far as to dye it my shade of brown. He had a takeaway coffee cup from Bean There Done That with him (he had, indeed, stolen my loyalty card) and was experimenting with an atrocious Australian accent. This was how I learned, first-hand, about his reputation as a method actor.

It was a little creepy but, just in case you’re thinking it, it wasn’t anywhere near a good enough impersonation to sustain a mistaken identity mystery, that old chestnut of Golden Age plots. I’ll consider the possibility in the hours to follow, given what was written on Birch’s takeaway coffee cup, but I’m still having trouble reconciling it. Besides, who would want me dead, especially before the murders I’m about to investigate even kicked off? It’s not like many people knew I’d be in Huxley’s Bank today, let alone that I would need to be prevented from being here in case there were murders to solve.

I digress. The point is, and this probably says more about me than him, but, in dressing down to my level, all Laurence Birch really looked like was a celebrity trying to pass incognito at an airport. It was nothing more than low-budget cosplay. An assassin would have to have their eyes shut to mix us up.

Juliette had paused by the café door, summoning the courage to face the windless, rainless maelstrom outside.

A thought occurred to me. ‘If you think we look alike, does that mean you found him attractive?’

‘Careful, Ern.’ She pushed open the door. ‘You’ve already died once today.’






Chapter 2

Outside was a plague. Told you it was biblical.

Butterflies. Millions of butterflies. A once-in-a-decade confluence of weather patterns and thermal air currents had deposited an entire species migration onto Huxley. While it wasn’t a white-out, there were enough in the air that you had to keep your eyes down and your mouth shut unless you wanted a visitor in either of them. Don’t get the wrong impression. These weren’t regal, colourful butterflies. These were tiny white-winged pests – a moth with a good agent. They moved like moths in light too, skittish and darting. As dozens of them careered into us like careless Christmas shoppers, Juliette and I put our heads down and hurried across the inventively named Main Street as if through a hailstorm.

Chemically, gold is not magnetic (I know this courtesy of the chemistry textbook I’ve got beside me in my soon-to-be coffin, which we’ll get to), but try telling that to this patch of land in the late 1800s. The whole town sprung up practically overnight after great-granddaddy Huxley struck a rich vein of the stuff in his backyard, and the prospectors flocked. Where once there was a lone farm, suddenly there was a makeshift canvas town. Services were needed. A doctor and then, swiftly, due to the quality of medicine, an undertaker. Little fact: Huxley has one of the country’s earliest crematoriums, annexed to the church. Next: a butcher, scurvy, then a grocer. In that order. Of course, fortunes found are fortunes often squandered: beer, bread and brothels followed. Canvas became wood. All before it had a name. It takes a short piece of string to join the lion’s share of the gold to the town’s christening and, the last piece of the urban puzzle, its own bank. A lone farm to a loan farm – that’s the alchemy of building a town.

Main Street could have been a postcard of this history. It was as wide as a freeway, despite being single lane, designed for horses and wagons and unchanged since. The town had as many pedestrian crossings as it did traffic lights: none. Crossing the road was pot luck. One modernist touch was parking zones – two hours maximum on weekdays, though I reckon you’d have to be the unluckiest sod in the world to get a parking ticket here and the fine would only run to spare change.

Each side of Main Street was lined with terrace buildings, adorned with the type of ornate, colonial furnishing where each looked like it was wearing a brigadier’s hat. The facades had all been freshly painted in different bright pastels, so the street’s horizon moved from pink to blue to yellow. Moulded plaster words adorned roofs and awnings, because a heritage building is like a toddler; they’re always keen to tell you their name and how old they are. Brewery, Since 1912. The mountains rose up behind the town, appearing rippled from a distance, like a body in a noir film lying under a silk sheet. It’s no surprise that Huxley is often used as a film set for period dramas. Park a few vintage cars outside the courthouse and scatter some petticoats on the street and it would be as if you’d travelled back in time.

Even in the dappled light, Huxley’s Bank cast an imposing shadow across the cluster of history. Four storeys high, built with hulking sandstone blocks, the top floor shrunk inwards like a wedding cake. Four storeys mightn’t sound like much, but it dominated the roofscape of double-storey terraces. The bell tower of the church behind it was the only higher point in town. This being a gold rush town, everyone knew where the worship really happened. As if to show off its status, the bank was the only building without a fresh coat of paint, indifferent to modernity. The windows were braced with iron cages, looking like Hannibal Lecter’s mask.

Wide steps led through a dozen stone columns up to large brass doors, complete with a peppering of polished rivets and a twisted metal wreath of a knocker. Juliette and I hurried up the stairs, desperate to get out of the butterfly tornado. Above us a huge contingent flocked together in a shadow, moving across the sky like silk. Flickers of light escaped through the beating of wings.

The brass door opened smoothly – helped by some hidden piston, given its weight – into an antechamber of sorts, a small room with an ATM to one side, an umbrella rack to the other, and a set of glass doors, this time electric, straight ahead. Looking back, I wish I’d lingered on the threshold. Just to taste the air, see those flashes of sunlight. As a detective I’m supposed to stop and notice clues. No one really tells you to notice everything else.

I’m hanging on to this moment because it’s been twenty-six-odd hours since I first set foot inside this bank. I haven’t left it since. I’m beginning to accept that I probably never will.

* * *

Banks are supposed to feel safe, an interior designer once told me, without intending the pun. The key is to build confidence in one of two ways. Either the bank is humble, just like you, and they’ll treat your money with respect and surety, or it’s the opposite: the bank is nothing like you, and their luxury is your aspiration. The end result is the same: hand over your hard-earned.

Huxley’s Bank seemed to invest their design budget across both philosophies. Grandiose, dark-stained wood met green leather and soft lighting throughout the atrium. The ground floor was a wide-open space with a circular desk console like a ship’s bridge in the centre manned by a lone receptionist. The atrium was cavernous: the ceiling was three whole storeys high. The building had no first floor, and what would have been the second was simply a balustrade-ringed mezzanine. Orange-hued lamps jutted from walls like torches in pyramid crypts. The whole vibe was expensive but, surprisingly, not garish. On a little podium by the door, a gold nugget the size of my forearm was suspended by a chrome stalk. Tapering to a sharp downward point, it looked like an ancient ceremonial dagger. The plaque on the podium beneath read: Harold Huxley’s First Find, 1892.

‘Some people frame their first dollar, I suppose.’ Juliette shrugged, appraising the nugget. ‘I know nothing about gold. How much do you think it’s worth?’

‘Enough to start a detective agency, I’d bet.’

A security guard stood by the display. His name tag read Felix and he was Chinese-Australian, in a crisp white shirt with black epaulettes, hands grasped either side of his belt buckle. A revolver was clipped near his hip. A plastic chair and a bottle of fluorescent orange sports drink, tucked behind one leg, completed his station. He shifted his weight between his feet and cleared his throat to signal that he was watching us. As if a judgemental cough had ever deterred someone from robbing a bank.

I held my hands up. ‘I wasn’t gonna.’

Juliette dragged me away, our shoes clicking on the black-and-white diamond tiling as we headed to reception. ‘Why do you insist on needling people who have guns?’ She prodded my chest, right where my gunshot scar was. ‘You’ve either got a short memory or you love hospital food.’

‘Or I have such a short memory I’ve forgotten how bad hospital food is,’ I countered. ‘The guard’s an ornament anyway. He wouldn’t pull his gun even if I was robbing the place. All the money here is insured, and an inexperienced security guard isn’t going to risk escalating the situation with a firearm. It’s all part of the design. The same as the bars on the windows. They don’t do anything, but they make you feel like the building, and therefore your money, is protected. Besides, everything is digital these days. Who even robs banks anymore?’

Juliette sighed. ‘Are we practising your detective skills again?’

‘Go on.’ I cricked my neck like a boxer preparing for a fight. ‘Shake the cobwebs off.’

She knew her script, though the delivery was a little stilted in my opinion. ‘Why do you think he’s inexperienced?’

I looked back over at the guard. ‘Well, for one thing, he’s got a chair next to him but he’s standing. Given that they’ve provided a chair, the policy must be that he can sit down if he wants. So I think he’s trying to make a good impression. He’s also clutching his belt, which is too heavy because of the aforementioned gun clipped to it, which means his pants don’t fit properly. Which could mean he’s lost weight, but then you’d shop accordingly, so it probably means he’s not accustomed to having such a loaded belt. In any case, I’m extra safe from him quick-drawing on me because if he did, his pants would fall down. Shall I go on?’

‘We get it, you’re a detective.’

‘He’s actually standing because it puts him in eyeline of the receptionist, who he keeps chucking glances over at.’

Juliette’s head swivelled to take in the red-headed receptionist – mid-thirties, the guard’s age – scribbling in a notebook with one hand, her other forearm strapped in a blue wrist guard.

‘And she’s been reciprocating. But the glances are coquettish, not intense. They’re exploratory. They don’t really know each other yet.’

‘What’s an exploratory glance?’ Juliette asked.

‘The opposite of the one you’re giving me.’

‘Okay, genius.’ I was winning her over; her tone had spun back to playful. ‘The bank’s only been open forty minutes. Even the laziest employee might do their job properly for an hour. Besides, we’re here to meet the head honcho. He could be trying to make a good impression because his boss is about to walk past.’

‘Fair points, but you forgot about the glances.’

‘I’m exploring them.’ Juliette tapped her lip. ‘What if the receptionist is the new hire?’

‘Her laptop is currently asleep and it’s playing a screensaver of her most recent holiday.’ It wasn’t the hardest game of travel bingo, though I’d been advantaged by playing a lot of GeoGuessr in the hospital. ‘I spied the Marina Bay Sands of Singapore, Macau’s skyline and Vegas neon.’

‘So she travels.’

‘All in the same trip though. She’s wearing a cast in the photos, courtesy of a broken wrist. A trip like that crisscrosses the world; it would take a while to do, and ages to save up for on her salary. So it must be long-service leave or she’s accumulated a stack. And her wrist is healed enough to ditch the cast but still be strapped in a guard. So she just got back. Ergo, Felix the security guard is the new guy. How’d I do?’

‘Confident, if not entirely convincing. And’—she jabbed me with a finger—‘not fair play. You didn’t tell me about the travel photos before you started deducing. That’s hiding a clue. Naughty.’

Fair play means that the clues must be presented clearly to the reader, and Juliette is right. While I could reasonably have expected her to notice, because she was there, for the purposes of this notebook I really should have disclosed the photographs in my original descriptions. That is, of course, assuming that they are clues to the woman’s years of employment at the bank.

We’d approached the desk and Juliette turned her attention to the receptionist, who looked up as we approached. A magnetic name tag read Michelle. ‘Hi there. We’re here to see Winston Huxley.’

It was no surprise she’d broken her wrist on holiday, given her clumsiness in knocking half the pens off her desk as she rummaged for, I assumed, an appointment book. I thought it strange she didn’t just log in to the computer, given she had both a laptop and a desktop. She shuffled the papers around and looked up at us with a blush. ‘Sorry, first week.’

Juliette kicked me righteously under Michelle’s sightline. As a happy consequence, given they are a clue to something else, consider the holiday snaps now fairly introduced.

‘It’s for the Cunningham loan application,’ Juliette said, then added with a smirk, ‘This man’s magnificent deductions deserve to be funded.’

‘Oh, Cunningham, yeah.’ Michelle nodded along without actually checking anything. ‘Mezzanine level. Take the stairs. You’ll see his name on the door.’

I started, ‘Where—’

‘If you find yourself in the basement surrounded by cash, you’re in the wrong room.’ She checked her watch. It occurred to me that a lot of people I was running into today were concerned about the time. She had the tone occasionally found in people whose job it is to answer questions, in that they are affronted by the audacity of someone asking them one.

‘—are the stairs?’

‘By the wool lift.’ If she could have added obviously with any level of professionalism above subterranean, she would have. After a few seconds, I realised we had been dismissed, by virtue of her attention no longer abiding us. God forbid we asked where the wool lift might be, let alone why a bank had one.

We peeled away from the desk and found the stairs at the back of the room. A row of teller windows ran along the side of the building to our right. Only one was operating, the staff member attending to a teenage boy with a literal pink ceramic piggybank with a black squiggle for a tail. ‘My lucky number’s eighty-five,’ the boy was saying. ‘I’m superstitious like that.’ A tinted glass screen blocked the teller from my view.

The wool lift was an antique flat wooden platform, obvious among the tiles, next to an ancient deathtrap of an elevator and the stairs. It was formerly operated by a rope-and-pulley system between floors and was now preserved as part of the floor, the ropes stationary, though still hanging for ornamental effect. A plaque nearby explained how in the early days of the bank the lift, normally used by shearers for wool, was used to raise gold from the vault in the basement to the mezzanine and third floor. I looked up. The rope line sailed into the roof, a reciprocal square hole in the mezzanine floor. I imagined them lifting gold a hundred years ago, grunting as they pulled the rope. Another fact I’ve recently learned about gold: it’s heavy. Both on the arms and the heart, it turns out.

I clocked the glint of similar plaques all around the room. From the gold nugget to the building’s historic components to oddities like a rusty teapot in the corner, the whole place was a gallery to the Huxley family’s history.

Tempting as it was to see if the wool lift would take our weight, and not trusting the tiny elevator beside it to even fit the two of us, Juliette and I took the stairs. From the mezzanine level, the bird’s-eye view of the space made the whole lobby feel even more resplendent, more like a ballroom than a bank. The entrance was across from us, tellers now to our left, alongside a fern-peppered waiting area, a collection of couches and some scattered tables and chairs for casual meetings. On one of the couches below was a priest, scrolling an iPad. To the right were offices, I assumed, based on the walnut-stained doors with rippled glass windows and silver-lettered names. A young woman holding a portable IV drip and an elderly woman, who I took to be her grandmother, waited by a self-service tea and coffee station. In the ceiling, four equidistant skylights shone rectangular prisms of butterfly-dappled light down from each corner, giving the whole room an eerie, aquarium-like atmosphere.

I rested my forearms on the balustrade and leaned out over the space.

Juliette braced next to me. ‘We’re walking out of here with Huxley’s money, one way or another.’ She squeezed my arm. ‘I’ve got a vibe on this one.’

‘I got it wrong,’ I said.

‘You got the glances right.’

‘The wrong way around. Backwards isn’t correct.’

‘Backwards might be correct. Ever heard of a palindrome?’

I refused to lighten up. She pulled my shoulder upright, turning me away from the railing to face her.

‘Wait. You’re upset about that silly game? We were just messing about.’

‘Exactly,’ I said. ‘What if that’s all I’m doing? Just playing dress-up?’ I flicked the tie, uncomfortable on me, to make my point. ‘I’m not a detective. And every office we get laughed out of just proves it further.’

‘You’ve solved three murder cases. You’re being ridiculous.’

‘That is precisely what I’m realising.’

‘First of all, Winston invited us. And urgently. This won’t be like the others. Second, you think because you didn’t figure out some inane fact about someone you’ve never met it means you’re not a detective? This is real life. You don’t need to walk into a room and dissect every little thing about a person, from the way they take their coffee to their relationship with their mother, based on the length of their nose hairs. That’s for fiction. Everything’s a puzzle if you want it to be. You’ve saved lives. You don’t need to solve every little thing. Just solve the things that matter.’

Her voice is in my ear now as I write this, though that may be the oxygen deprivation. Almost as if, somewhere in my subconscious, the answer to who did this to me, to the others, is trying to break out – something in this conversation bubbling up as important. What are the things that matter? Ten robberies. Ten things I suspect have been stolen. Present company excluded, all but two of the thieves – both future and current, both planned and opportunistic – were below me as I stood on that mezzanine. One hadn’t entered the bank yet; the other waited for me at our 10 a.m. appointment.

I’ll pause to clarify. They might all be thieves, but not everyone is conducting a full-on heist. That would be ridiculous.

There are only three of those.

One’s already happened by this point. One’s in progress. And one’s about to kick off.

What else about Juliette’s words is ricocheting in my brain? Palindromes. Backwards might be correct. How can a bank robbery happen backwards? Now that’s a brainteaser. Can you rob a bank by putting something in it?

The answer feels . . . close. But it’s water in my palm; I can’t hold on to it. Best I keep on with the telling. Juliette might be a memory, but she is still waiting by the mezzanine railing for a response.

‘Tense. And nasally,’ I said.

‘Huh?’

‘That’s what someone’s nose hair might reveal about their relationship with their mother. And how they take their coffee. Which explains the first.’

Juliette cracked a smile and I forced one to accompany it as she pulled me towards Winston Huxley’s monogrammed office door. I took one last look at the bank’s ground floor layout – schematics are important in heist narratives – and caught the guard lobbing another flirty gaze across at Michelle.

I’ll just clarify one more thing. I did say everyone is a thief. So yes, I’m including Felix the security guard. I think I’ve figured him out.

Now’s a good time to remind you I’m not above using a technicality, either. Not all thefts are criminal. Like I said, someone steals a heart.






Chapter 3

‘I want you to solve a mystery.’

I was as surprised by Winston Huxley’s words as his head seemed to be to have hair on it: a manic and random selection of silver tufts among liver spots and balding. He grasped my hand – cold, bony fingers like lockpicks – as he ushered Juliette and me into his office and towards two Chesterfield armchairs by a glass table. I sank into my seat, the springs softened by use. Winston gestured towards a little pod-coffee machine and kettle, and offered us tea, which we both declined. He must have been in his seventies but moved like he was younger.

I managed to shove the prospectus at him before he retreated behind a green-leather-topped writing desk with a matching emerald banker’s lamp. He had on a peach-coloured shirt that was far too big, pooling around the elbows and shoulders, paired with a navy-blue vest and trousers that fit him perfectly. He leaned back in his chair and surprised me by putting his feet on the desk, revealing a pair of Air Jordan sneakers. No socks. It was as if Jekyll had dressed half of him, and Hyde the other.

Behind Winston was a black-and-white photograph of two men holding up the dagger-esque nugget from the foyer. One I took to be Harold Huxley, with a bristly black moustache, a thick canvas shirt open across his chest and suspenders. The other was a shirtless Chinese man with work-hardened sinew. It’s not a twist to reveal now that this man is related to Felix – I don’t have the ink or oxygen to mess about.

The walls around us were ringed with bookshelves, mostly heavy economics hardbacks. There were also several display cases, one of which had a collection of clicking pendulums as well as an antique abacus with coloured wooden balls on four lightly rusted steel stems, accompanied by yet another small gold plaque, assumedly mentioning how it had once been used by Harold Huxley to count the number of abacuses he owned. If you’re wondering, the abacus currently displayed a count of 1011. Another display case was filled with toy trucks, proper diecast metallic ones from the 1950s when lead poisoning and swallowable parts were standard in children’s toys. The boxes had various brands; I recognised Hess and Corgi. I’m no collector, but these appeared to be perfectly preserved: they gleamed inside unbroken packaging. Adjacent to the desk was an upright safe, one of the old-fashioned ones with the dial on one side and a pirate-ship-looking wheel in the centre to open it. It was chin high. I can also tell you it’s just big enough for me to sit cross-legged in one just like it.

Not to play a game of Where’s Ernest? but this is not the safe I’m dying in. Neither is the code to open it 1011.

Back to the conversation at hand. ‘A mystery?’ I repeated, confused.

‘We’ve already got a parrot upstairs.’ Winston tossed the business plan across his desk without even looking at it. It skidded perilously close to the edge, where it would have dropped into an empty bin. ‘You do disappearances, right?’

‘It’s not my specia—’

‘You’ve lost it, he’ll find it.’ Juliette cut me off. It was not a catchphrase we’d agreed on.

‘Excellent. I have found myself in a bit of a’—I would learn Winston had a habit of pausing his speech – for reflux, not thought – as if his sentences were hitch-hiking up from his throat and halting when they missed a ride—‘predicament. Sign this and we can get started.’

He frisbeed a loose-leafed folder to us, which by some miracle managed to stay together long enough for Juliette to catch it.

She flicked it open. ‘A non-disclosure agreement?’ She raised an eyebrow.

‘I think there’s been a mistake,’ I said. ‘You invited us here to talk about a loan application.’

‘For the detective agency?’ Winston extended his leg and tapped the heel of one Air Jordan on our business plan, which I found quite disrespectful to the premium spiral binding.

‘Yes. But we’re not exactly—’

‘What good is a detective agency if you won’t take a case?’

‘What good is a bank that doesn’t lend money?’ I snapped back.

A pregnant pause is a cliché in writing. This one was having triplets. Juliette stared daggers at me across the silent office. Eventually, Winston snorted. As I’d hoped, here was a man so rarely corrected that it amused him.

He spun his legs off the desk and rolled his chair around to us, hands on his thighs as his feet paddled the floor. ‘For some reason, I thought you’d be less prickly in real life. The books are spot on.’

‘I’m a reliable narrator. I write the complete and accurate truth.’

‘I know. I know. I just assumed you’d’—he twirled two fingers around each other in the air—‘finesse it a little.’

‘Fair-play mysteries have no room for finesse.’ I tapped the NDA. ‘I can’t sign this.’

‘Don’t be obstinate. Didn’t you think it was’—his words waited for a ride, thumb out—‘strange that you were invited to discuss a loan with a bank you’d never applied to?’

‘Word gets around,’ I offered feebly.

‘That it does. Particularly when the word is to watch out for one Ernest Cunningham and his money-sieve of a detective agency idea.’ He scoffed at my reaction. ‘Don’t look so surprised, of course we all talk. It’s business. And you’re the flavour of the week. Everyone finds you hilarious. From Sydney to Perth, it doesn’t matter which bank you go to, you’re tarred.’

‘Is that a threat?’

‘It’s an offer. You’re in need of a bank. And it just so happens I’m in need of a detective.’

‘I hear there are big
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