
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
Words Can Kill

 


A Ghostwriter Mystery (Book 5)

 


by

C.A. Larmer

 


 


Copyright © 2014 Larmer Media

Revised 2016

www.christinalarmer.com

 


Discover other
titles by C.A. Larmer at Smashwords.com:

 


Killer Twist

A
Plot to Die For

Last
Writes

Dying Words

A
Note Before Dying

An
Island Lost

The
Agatha Christie Book Club

Murder on the Orient (SS): The Agatha Christie Book Club
2

calarmerspits.blogspot.com.au

 


*********

 


License Notes

This e-book is
licensed for your personal enjoyment only and may not be resold or given away to other
people. All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this
e-book, or portions thereof, in any form without written permission
except for the use of brief quotations embodied in critical
articles and reviews.

 


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, Jarretts Road, Goonengerry,

NSW 2482,
Australia

Cover design:
Larmer Media

Edited by Novel
Proofreading and Elaine Rivers (with thanks)

Cover design by Larmer Media

ISBN: 978-0-9871872-9-1

 


*********

 


Table of 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

Epilogue

About the
Author

Connect
online

 


 


 


 Prologue

 


The woman’s
limbs flailed in all directions, one Nike trainer flying off as she
plummeted from the edge of the cliff down towards the cerulean
Mediterranean Sea. She must have screamed (how could she not?) but
whatever sound she made was swallowed by the screeching of the
train that was hurtling at the same time, through the mountain
tunnel, towards the tiny village of Manarola, its happy
day-trippers oblivious to her horror, seeing only a stunning view
through their raised cameras and iPads.

“Isn’t it
peaceful?” one sightseer ventured to another just as the woman’s
body smashed against the jagged rocks at the bottom and was
promptly collected by a wave and washed out to sea.

A metre below
the fence line, her shoe was caught by a prickly pear cactus and
settled into its spikes, the only evidence she had come before,
while the tourists continued happily snapping away.

 


 



Chapter 1

 


“Max is
missing.”

They were
three simple words, spoken casually by a woman young enough and
pretty enough to still believe she was the centre of the universe
and therefore her missing brother a minor inconvenience that she
was hoping to palm off (preferably to Roxy Parker), but they still
managed to send a sliver of ice through Roxy’s heart.

She froze for
a second, the warm glass of Merlot almost at her lips.

“Missing?” she
said, then tried a little humour to dislodge the chill. “Like,
missing his brain? Missing me desperately? What do you mean,
missing?”

Caroline
raised one spaghetti-strapped shoulder into the air and shrugged.
It was late Thursday evening and not yet summer, but that didn’t
stop her from donning a sexy slip of a dress that showed off her
golden brown tan and the intricate rose tattoo on the back of her
right shoulder. Her long, lean legs were wedged into stilettos as
high as the Harbour Bridge and were poking out now from beneath the
table.

“I don’t know,
sweetie. Personally? I think it’s all a false alarm.” She scooped
some lemongrass chicken onto her fork. “I nearly didn’t call you
but, well, it’s got Mum and Dad in a bit of a tizz which is bizarre
because they never get in a tizz. Unless somebody chops down
a tree, of course, or mentions the letters CSG.” She rolled her big
brown eyes and plunged the fork into her mouth, talking while she
chewed. “Anyway, they haven’t heard from him in a few days and seem
to think that’s a big deal—something he said freaked them out,
apparently.” She offered her “go figure” look.

The two women
were seated at a rickety table in an overcrowded Thai restaurant
just a few blocks from Roxy’s inner-city Sydney apartment. When
Caroline had called her, keen to “discuss something important”,
Roxy had expected little more than boyfriend trouble or a change of
career. God knows there’d been enough of both. This, however, was
out of the blue.

She took a
settling gulp of her wine and returned the glass safely to the
table. “A few days is hardly a problem, is it?”

“My sentiments
exactly but, well, Mum’s being all loopy on this one so ...” She
hesitated. “He hasn’t called you, has he?”

The sudden
crinkle in Caroline’s otherwise flawless forehead was not without
basis. The last time Roxy had spoken to her supposed “boyfriend”
Max, just over six months ago, it had all turned very sour, very
fast. They had been dating for almost a year and things were going
swimmingly (albeit more treading water than doing laps) until Max
mentioned a sudden job offer with Mercedes-Benz in Germany. Roxy
had reacted badly, a little “Caroline-like” in fact, and had not
managed to find her maturity in the meantime. She was still feeling
raw from the rejection and had been hoping Max would do as he
always did and make the first move: call with apologies, send her a
surprise airline ticket to Berlin, something. But of course
he hadn’t done that and so the silence had ensued.

Now it felt
deafening.

“Anyhoo,”
Caroline was saying, oblivious to Roxy’s internal discomfort, “I
normally call Max when I have a problem; he cleans it up for me
quick smart. Problem is, well, Max is my problem.” She
laughed. “Then I remembered that you’re kind of good at looking
into ‘mysteries’”—she used the two finger quotation mark symbol
that Roxy abhorred—“so was wondering if you want to track him down
for me and tell him to call his bloody parents so I can get them
off my back.”

She raised one
hand again to a waiter who had been tracking her from the moment
she’d walked in and he scurried across, delighted to be at the
stunning blonde’s beck and call. She ordered another glass of
wine.

“You want?”
she asked Roxy, almost as an afterthought, and Roxy tapped her
glass.

“Merlot,
please.” Then to Caroline, “Can we just back up a little? I still
don’t understand why your mother thinks he’s vanished.”

“Oh she’s
being so melodramatic, darling. I’m sure he’s just run off with
some German flooz—” she caught herself and had the decency to
blush. “Oops.”

Roxy shrugged
her off. “I don’t care if he has a girlfriend, Caroline.”

“Sure you
don’t. Anyway, I’m not saying he does have a girlfriend, I’m
just saying—”

“So why is
your mum so worried?” Roxy cut her off. “What did Max say when they
last spoke?”

Caroline
leaned forward, one dress strap dropping provocatively from her
shoulder. “That’s the thing, he didn’t say very much and what he
did say made absolutely no sense. Mum reckons he said he was
heading to Brazil for a few days.”

“Brazil? For a
few days? From Germany? Really?”

“I know! How
bizarre is that? Mum must have heard him wrong. I mean, her
hearing’s not what it used to be and Max was calling on his
mobile phone, from the road apparently. Anyway, it’s not so much
what he said, it was the way he said it.”

The waiter
appeared with the wines and Caroline refitted her strap and then
took her glass with barely a glance, causing the poor man’s
shoulders to deflate considerably as he turned away. She swallowed
a generous mouthful and said, “He sounded kind of strange.”

“How do you
mean strange?”

“Mum says he
sounded worried, stressed even, but you have to remember, Mum’s a
hippie. She thinks she can read people’s cosmic energy down the
phone line.” Again with the eye roll. “She says Max’s energy was
‘as black as a witch’s breath’. She rang me in a panic this morning
when she couldn’t get him on his mobile. He hasn’t been answering
his home phone or his e-mails either. I told her to chillax.”

“And you
haven’t heard from him yourself?”

Caroline shook
her long, glossy locks. “We rarely talk on the phone,
darling, that’s sooo twentieth century! We usually just swap texts,
tweets, that kind of thing. But only about once a week, if that.
I’ve since sent two texts and poked him on Facebook, but no
response.” Her eyes squinted. “He did post some rather strange
shots earlier this week now I think of it.” She reached for her
stiff, lurid orange Prada handbag that had been wedged under the
table and pulled out a smartphone, which was also encased in a
bright orange cover. “Kind of like mountain shots, with snow and
stuff. I don’t think they’re of Brazil. Isn’t Brazil, like,
hot?”

After
scrolling through the iPhone for some minutes, she located the
relevant Facebook pictures and thrust the phone towards Roxy. They
looked harmless enough. Boring, even. They were simple landscape
shots of a jagged mountainside, some dusted white with snow, the
others an ugly greyish brown colour. Dark clouds hung above one
shot, another showed glimpses of green valleys and a blue lake
below. Max had shared them on his Facebook site with only the
words, “Up in heaven” beside them. There was no indication of where
they had been taken.

“You want more
chook?” Caroline asked, indicating the lemongrass chicken dish, and
Roxy shook her head no.

She glanced at
the date below the pictures. “So he put these mountain pix up last
Monday, nothing to explain where he is, and then called your mum
on, what, Tuesday to say he’s heading to Brazil?”

She held a
long, manicured fingernail in the air. “Rio de Janeiro to be
precise, and he called very early Wednesday morning, actually. Woke
Mum up.”

Roxy felt the
ice dislodge a little. “Caroline, that was yesterday. He’s
been ‘missing’,”—now it was her turn to do the curly finger
thing—“about a day and a half, what’s the big panic?”

“As I told
you, it’s not what he said so much as they way he said it. Mum felt
these really dark—”

“Vibes, yeah,
yeah.” She sipped her wine. “You know what it sounds like to me?”
Caroline didn’t answer. “Sounds like he’s on a photo shoot for
Mercedes, maybe one he doesn’t particularly want to do, hence the
dark vibes. Has anyone thought to ring his office in Berlin, ask
them?”

Caroline held
her palms out. “Now this is why I came to you! Of course Mum
didn’t call his office, it didn’t even occur to her. I love the
woman but she’s hardly the sharpest peg in the shed.”

“Tool,” Roxy
corrected and Caroline looked at her blankly.

“Anyway,
that’s a brilliant idea. Can you do it?”

Roxy sighed.
“Yes, fine. Do you have the office number? Name of his boss?
Anything?”

“Nope.”

“What about
his flatmate? Isn’t he living with someone in Berlin?”

“Yeah, some
American muso called Jake. Mum and I have both tried him. We’re not
completely useless you know.”

“And?”

She took a
final mouthful of rice then pushed her plate away. “And nothing. He
wasn’t answering. I guess he’s away, too.”

“You haven’t
got his mobile number?”

“Why would I?
Don’t even know the guy.” She took her iPhone back. “So you can see
why we’re all a little flustered.” Roxy stared at her; she didn’t
look flustered at all. “But as I say, I’m sure it will all make
perfect sense in a day or two.” She glanced at the phone clock.
“Shit, I’ve got to get going. You sure you don’t want to come to
this party?” She glanced down at Roxy’s demure vintage black dress
and strand of white pearls. “You can dash home and get changed
first. It’ll be worth it! They’ve got DJ Prawn on the bill.”

Roxy couldn’t
think of anything worse, and that was before she’d discovered her
estranged boyfriend was AWOL. She told Caroline as much. “Plus it’s
a school night,” she said. “I’ve got a book to deliver
tomorrow.”

“Pfft! You’ll
never get over Max with that attitude,” she replied and Roxy
ignored this as she would identical comments from her mother and
watched as Max’s baby sister polished off the last of her wine,
grabbed her lipstick from her bag and swiped a strip of bright red
across both lips.

She jumped up
then leaned down and air-kissed Roxy. “You got this one? I’ll get
the next. Sorry to love you and leave you, sweetie, but there’s
dancing to be done. Call me on my mobile the minute you find him,
okay? I have got to get Mum off my back. If I hear one more
loony story from her about dark auras I will kill someone.” She
smiled lightly. “Too do loo!”

And with that
Caroline dashed out of the restaurant leaving Roxy—and at least one
waiter—sighing in her wake.

 


 



Chapter 2

 


“Max is
missing?” Oliver Horowitz said, his beady little eyes as wide as
they could get, and Roxy quickly shook her head. Caroline had
already put her heart through the ringer, she didn’t need to alarm
anyone else unnecessarily.

“Not for
long,” she assured him, leaning back on the bright red sofa in her
agent’s Kings Cross apartment.

It was now
late on Friday night, twenty-four hours since her dinner date with
Caroline and still no word from Max. Despite her gallant promises,
Roxy hadn’t found the time to call Max’s Berlin office, partly
because she was presenting the final draft of a book she’d just
completed on the life and times of Edward Stray, an ex-politician
from the 1960s who had plenty of opinions but very little worth
saying.

Roxy usually
enjoyed ghostwriting other people’s autobiographies and was never
really fazed when her name was left off the cover so they could
pinch all the glory—such were the pitfalls of her profession—but
this book had been a chore, and she was glad her moniker was
nowhere to be seen. The man was both boring and banal and it had
been a real struggle to find any glimmers of colour between his
monologues on all that was wrong with the youth of today. Luckily,
she didn’t have to like a client to write his life story, but gee
it helped. And so it was with great relief she had finished the
final draft and signed it over to her agent that evening, hence the
celebratory drink in Oliver’s apartment.

The other
reason Roxy hadn’t moved on finding Max was because she wanted to
believe they were all overreacting. Big time. It had to be said,
Roxy was usually the first to suspect foul play in any situation,
any at all, but this time she didn’t want to play ball. This time
they were talking about Max Farrell and she wouldn’t let her mind
go there. Not yet.

“Sounds to me
like he’s on location for Merc, doing some fabulous photo shoot,
but his mum is worried which has got Caroline worried—well, as
worried as Caroline can get—so I’m just going to confirm where he
is and we can all go back to our boring, mundane lives.”

“Oi, speak for
yourself,” Oliver said and she glanced around the apartment, at the
empty beer bottles on the coffee table, the TV which was now on
mute, and the pile of gossip magazines that she’d clearly
interrupted him reading before she’d arrived.

He followed
her gaze and said, “Hey, there is nothing boring or mundane about
Miley Cyrus’s descent into hell. Sort of like watching a train
wreck in slow motion.”

Roxy stared at
him with deadpan eyes. “Right, well, speaking of boring, you did
wax lyrical about your fabulous phone plan the other day. Went on
and on about how all your international calls are capped so
...”

“So you want
to use and abuse me, yet again?”

“Something
like that.” She bat her emerald green eyes at him playfully now.
“Mind if I make a few calls to Germany?”

“Germany!
Jesus, woman!”

She continued
batting away and he finally relented, plucking his hands-free phone
from its cradle and flinging it towards her. “You know, I get a
bonus if I sign friends and family up to the aforementioned phone
plan, we just have to do it by—”

“Oliver! I
kind of have to call now if I want to get through to Berlin before
they all head off to lunch. I’ve just looked up the time
difference.” She glanced at her watch. “It’s late Friday evening
here, which, if my calculations are correct, makes it midmorning on
Friday over there, so I have to act fast. If I wait until tomorrow,
it’ll be the weekend. I’ll sign anything you want after that. I
promise.”

Oliver
pretended to zip his lips shut while Roxy called the number for
international directories and after a few seconds said slowly and
clearly, “Mercedes. Benz. Headquarters. Berlin. Germany.”

It still took
several frustrating minutes and a conversation with an actual human
being before she was finally put through. As the dial tone began to
ring, she held her breath and crossed her fingers
metaphorically.

“Guten Tag,
herzlich willkommen auf Mercedes-Benz, wie kann ich helfen?”
came a gush of German on the other end and Roxy looked startled for
a few seconds before her high school language class kicked in.

“Oh, um,
guten tag! Um ... Sprechen Sie English?”

Oliver raised
his eyebrows at her, impressed, and she gave him a smarmy
smile.

“Yes, madam,
this is Mercedes-Benz Head Office, how can I help you?”

“I’m trying to
track down someone in your marketing department. Max Farrell. Do
you know if he’s in?”

“Just one
moment please.”

About twenty
seconds later, a singsong, German accent came on the line. “Hello,
ziz is Britt Gelsing in Marketing. You are looking for Max?”

“Yes, yes, I
am. You know him?”

“Of course I
know him!”

She felt her
shoulders relax. “Great. Is he around today, do you know?”

There was a
pause. “No, he is not here today. Can I take zee message?”

She deflated a
little. That would have been too easy. “No, you see I need
to track him down, for his family. We’ve tried his home and he’s
not answering. Do you know if he’s on location at the moment?”


“Location?”

“Out on a
photo shoot somewhere.” She scrunched her eyes and said, “Like
Brazil?”

There was a
slight pause then a burst of laughter on the other end of the phone
before the woman said something in German to someone nearby and
there was a second burst of laughter. “In Max’s dreams!” she told
Roxy. “No Brazilian shoots for him. He has been working in zee
factory, taking zee stills.” Another pause. “Who is zis, please?
Are you his sister?”

“No, I’m ...”
Now it was her time to pause. “A family friend. We haven’t heard
off him, that’s all, and the family is getting a bit worried.”

“Oooh okay,
yes. I talk to Max’s boss. You wait?”

Roxy told her
she would and stared at Oliver hopefully. A few minutes later a man
came on the other end. His voice was deeper and more guttural.

“Hallo. My
name is Gunter Heidleburg, who is this, please?”

“Hello, I’m
Roxy Parker. A good family friend of Max’s.”

“Oh, Roxy
Parker, hallo! Max has told us all about you.”

She gulped.
“He has?”

“Oooh yes. How
are you over there in kangaroo country?”

“Not so many
kangaroos here in Sydney, Gunter.”

He chuckled.
“I just teasing you. How can I help?”

“I’m trying to
track Max down, for his sister, Caroline. She hasn’t heard from him
in a few days and is worried.” When she said it like that it
sounded quite ridiculous.

“Oh, not to
worry. Max is away, but not for us. He is on holidays.”

Roxy felt a
sliver of relief. “Okay, that makes sense. Do you know where he
went? For how long?”

“Of course. He
was heading for Mt Pilatus, just for the week. We loaned him a car
for his trip, he very excited.”

“I bet. So
he’s due back soon then?”

“Oh yes, we
expect him back on Monday, can I get him to call you then?”

She didn’t
want to wait. “Mt Pilatus, you say?”

“That is
right. It is a holiday place, in Switzerland. You don’t know Mt
Pilatus?”

“No, never
heard of it. But thank you, that explains why he’s out of touch.”
Perhaps there was no mobile phone reception up there. “You don’t
happen to know where he was staying at Mt Pilatus, do you?”

“Sorry, no I
do not.”

“Okay, no
worries, I’ll look into it. In the meantime, if you do speak to him
before me, could you ask him to call his family ASAP? Just let them
know he’s okay.”

“Of course! I
am sure he is okay.”

“I’m sure he
is too.” She didn’t sound quite as convincing.

“Okay, well
you enjoy the kangaroos,” he said, laughing as he hung up.

Roxy repeated
the conversation to Oliver and as he mulled it over, she reached
into her handbag for her iPhone and started tapping away at
Google.

“What are you
doing now?”

“Looking up Mt
Pilatus. If Max is there, I’m going to track him down, tell him
off, and then get back to my life.”

“Your boring,
mundane life?”

“That’d be the
one.”

 


Ten minutes
and several exasperating phone calls later, Roxy was having a very
stilted conversation with a receptionist at a hotel on Mt Pilatus.
She had lucked out. There were only two hotels on top of the Swiss
mountain and one of them, the Hotel Pilatus-Kulm, had already
assured her they had never heard of a Max Farrell and had promptly
hung up.

With her
fingers crossed, literally this time, Roxy had called the second
hotel, the Hotel Bellevue, and waited. It answered with a flurry of
what sounded like French and Roxy didn’t bother with the niceties
this time. She’d already worked out that most good receptionists
spoke the universal language of English and so she’d simply said,
“Hello, I’d like to be put through to Max Farrell’s room
please.”

“Of course,”
the woman said and then she heard tapping in the background. “Can
you repeat the name, please?”

“Yes, Max
Farrell. F-A-R-R-E-L-L.”

Another pause,
longer this time. “Sorry, there is no Max Farrell staying with
us.”

That
unsettling feeling lodged in Roxy’s spine again. “Oh, right. I ...
we were told he was booked in with you guys this week.”

“Sorry, he is
no longer here.”

“But he
was, right?”

There was
hesitation again. “I am sorry, madam, we do not normally divulge
information about past or current guests. Who is speaking
please?”

Roxy took a
punt. “This is Max Farrell’s sister, Caroline. I’m calling from
Australia on behalf of the family. We need to get in touch.
Urgently. Family emergency.”

Oliver’s eyes
widened again and she glanced away. She didn’t normally impersonate
others, it went against her journalistic code of ethics, but it was
late and she was tired and that icy chill was moving in fast.

The hotel
receptionist hesitated only briefly. “Okay, I look through the
computer.” Two minutes and many taps later she was back. “Max
Farrell, Berlin address?”

“Yes.”

“He was
here.”

“Was?”

“Yes, you are
too late. He has checked out.”

Damn
it. “When did he check out?”

More tapping.
“Wednesday morning, madam.”

“Wednesday?
But we were under the impression he was staying the full week.”

“He was due to
stay until Saturday but he checked out early.”

“Really? Do
you know why?”

“No, I did not
ask him this, madam.” There was a slight sense of outrage in her
tone.

“Did he say
where he was going? Leave a forwarding address by any chance?”

“No, this is
not usual. We assume he has gone back to Berlin.”

Well you
assumed wrong, she wanted to scream at her but said politely
enough, “He didn’t mention anything about Brazil or Rio De Janeiro,
did he?”

“No, he did
not.”

“Thanks
anyway.” Roxy was about to hang up when something Caroline had said
got her thinking. “He wasn’t checked in with anyone was he? A
woman, maybe?”

This time the
outrage was obvious: “We can not give you that information, madam.
Not even to family.”

“Fine,” she
said less politely this time and they hung up.

Oliver was
just getting up to fetch more beers and Roxy followed him into the
kitchen as she spoke.

“I’m not sure
whether I should be panicking or telling Mrs Farrell to ‘chillax’
as Caroline puts it.”

He turned his
stubbled jowls back to her. “Oh God, is she still using that
term? I was hoping that would disappear from the lexicon by
now.”

“Oliver,
you’re not helping!”

“Okay, okay,
chillax.” He reached into the fridge, fetched two bottles of
Crown Lager and handed one over. “Get a bit of that in ya, then
let’s go through the facts and see what’s what. Come on.”

Oliver led her
back to the sofa and dropped down again, spilling beer all over his
faded green and yellow Hawaiian-print shirt but he didn’t seem to
notice or care. Roxy shook her head at him and took a few good
gulps of her own beer before speaking.

“Right, so
here’s what I know: Sunday just past, Max takes a week off work and
heads to the Swiss Alps where he’s supposed to stay until Saturday,
which means he should still be there. Instead, he checks out three
days early, on Wednesday, tells his mum he’s heading to Rio de
Janeiro, of all places, and vanishes.”

“That’s
it?”

“That’s all
I’ve got.”

“Okay, I can
work with that.” Oliver slurped another sip from his bottle and
smacked his lips together. “Right, so, maybe this Mt Pilatus place
is boring as bat-dung so he skips out early and heads somewhere
else. Maybe he took a detour on his way back to Berlin.”

“Like Brazil?
That’s one hell of a detour.”

“Yeah, that
bit’s bloody odd. Max’s mum must have got that wrong. Why did you
ask the hotel if he’d checked in with anyone else?”

“Dunno,
something Caroline said got me wondering.” She shook that off.
“Listen, there’s two more overseas calls I need to make. Do you
mind?”

He sighed his
consent and she picked up the receiver again. The first was to
Max’s mobile phone, which seemed to ring forever before it suddenly
picked up. Roxy’s heart somersaulted when she heard his voice and
then settled again when she realised it was just the voice mail
clicking in.

She took a
deep breath, trying to swallow her guilt in the process, and said,
“Max! Hi. It’s Roxy. Umm ... Could you give us a call? Caroline’s
hassling me to find you. You’ve got your mum a little worried; you
know what mums are like.” She tried to laugh but couldn’t manage
it. “Anyway, just call as soon as you get this message. Let us know
you’re okay.” She paused, wanting to tell him she was sorry, that
she missed him, but she didn’t want to scare him off so she simply
hung up.

Next, she
reached for her smartphone and began scrolling through for Max’s
Berlin apartment. Caroline had e-mailed the number many months ago
and while she had gone to the trouble of logging it into her speed
dial, she had never quite found the courage to use it. She tapped
the number into Oliver’s home phone and pressed dial as she dumped
her iPhone back into her bag. After many seconds, an automated
English voice came on the line informing her she’d reached the
apartment for Max Farrell and Jake Conway and was to leave a
message.

Roxy growled
and hung up, then stared forlornly at Oliver who was now flicking
through a copy of People magazine. There was a creeping
feeling settling into Roxy’s bones again. Max had always accused
her of being a drama queen but now she wondered whether she wasn’t
being dramatic enough.

A sudden
beeping sound caught Roxy off guard and she jumped, startled,
before realising it was coming from her handbag. She leapt upon it,
retrieving her iPhone and clicking it back to life. She looked up
at Oliver’s eyes and smiled.

“It’s a text
message, from Max!”

He scoffed.
“See, I told you it’d be all right. What does he say?”

She tapped on
the in-box and then stared at the screen for a few seconds,
attempting to scroll down.

“What?”

Still staring
at the phone, Roxy held it out for him to see. There were only
three letters on the screen and they didn’t make any sense: PMP

“PMP? What the
hell does that mean?” Oliver said.

She stared at
it again. “I’m not very savvy with texting jargon, could it be an
acronym like LOL—Laugh Out Loud?”

He thought
about it. “I don’t think so. I mean, I’m a jargon junkie and I’ve
never heard of it. Here, give me the phone for a sec.”

She handed it
over and he stared at the screen for several minutes. Eventually he
said, “Pre Menstrual Princess? Piss-off Miss Parker?”

Roxy glared at
him. “That’s four letters, Olie.”

He laughed.
“Sorry, it’s probably just a mistake or maybe he’s trying to tell
you he doesn’t speak your language anymore. I know, maybe it stands
for something in German.”

He laughed
again but Roxy wasn’t laughing as she chewed on her lower lip
trying to think. It had to mean something, surely? Max hadn’t been
in touch in six months, why send this message now, unless it meant
something? She waved two fingers at Oliver and he placed the
phone back in her outstretched hand, then she stared at the screen
for many minutes, her brain working overtime, her teeth doing their
best to chew through her lower lip.

Just as Oliver
was returning to the Miley Cyrus crisis, Roxy looked up and said,
“It couldn’t be.”

“What?”

“Could
it?”

“What?!”

She scooted
across to where he was sitting and held the phone closer so he
could see. “Okay, I don’t want to be alarming or anything but—”

“But you’re
Roxy Parker and you can’t help yourself?”

She whacked
him across the shoulder. “Just look at those letters on my iPhone
key pad: PMP. What else do you see?”

Oliver stared
at each letter in turn and then back at Roxy. “Er,
gobbledygook?”

“Look again.”
She began tapping on each key. “See, the key for P is also the key
for Q, R and S. And the key for M is also the key for N and O.”

He sighed.
“Roxy, it’s late, I’ve got important gossip to read, get on with
it.”

“Okay, okay.
What if Max was in a hurry for some reason, and didn’t have much
time so just pushed the first letters but really meant to push the
other letters connected to those keys?”

“Huh?”

“Look again:
He pressed PQRS then MNO then PQRS: maybe he meant to say SOS.”

“SOS? As in
the universal distress sign for ‘I’m in deep shit’?”

She scrunched
her face to one side. “Maybe this is a cry for help.”

He looked at
her like she’d finally flipped. “Rox, that’s a big stretch, even
for you. He’s probably just playin’ with ya, knowing how your mind
works. I reckon he’s teaching you a lesson for ignoring him for six
months, probably laughing his head off right now knowing exactly
how your crazy mind works.”

Roxy thought
about that. Max wasn’t rude nor was he into playing games; that was
her territory, it was one of the many reasons he had lost patience
with her.

“Just text him
back. Tell him off.”

“Nope, I’m
calling again.” She pressed Max’s mobile phone number. This time it
didn’t have a chance to ring. Instead the automated voice message
came straight on telling her that the phone number she had called
was “currently switched off or disconnected”.

“Switched off
or disconnected? It can’t be! I just called him, you idiot! He just
sent me a text message!”

“What’s going
on?”

Roxy shook her
head, confounded, and then tapped in a quick text reply: “Hey Max.
Got message. V. worried. Pls explain! xo R”

They both then
sat staring at the phone, silently willing it to ring or beep or
give some indication that Max really was okay. After ten
excruciating minutes, Roxy could stand it no longer. She grabbed
her smartphone and began to tap away again.

“Now
what are you doing?”

“I’m booking a
flight to Berlin.”

“Seriously?”
Oliver’s eyebrows were knitted together like a big, bushy V. “By
the time you get there, Rox, it’ll be Monday morning and he’ll be
sitting at his desk wondering what all the fuss is about.”

“Good. Then
I’ll have the pleasure of telling him off, FTBF.”

“FTBF?”

“Face To
Bloody Face!”

 


 


*******

 


Max’s face was
not working. It was as though it had been rendered in fast-drying
cement. He couldn’t move his lips, could barely open his eyes. The
ringing sound had woken him from his haze and he had tried to
answer it, knew he had to answer it, but his fingers, too, were
stiff and immobile.

He took
several desperate breaths and tried again. He pulled the phone
closer, pressed “reply” then tapped in a letter, then another, then
one more before the cement started to solidify. He only had the
chance to press “send” before he dropped into the darkness
again.

 


 



Chapter 3




It had been
many years since Roxy Parker had taken an international flight on a
large jumbo jet and she would have been impressed were she not so
strung out with a sickening mixture of worry and dread. Worry that
Max really was in trouble, and dread that Oliver was right, and
they were flying 16,000 kilometres for nothing.

“My God,
there’s over a thousand entertainment channels, would you believe?”
squealed Caroline beside her, jabbing at the small screen in front
of her seat. “And look, it says there’s 150 movies! How on earth
could you ever watch that many?”

Roxy tried to
feign enthusiasm but couldn’t manage it, nor was she too
enthusiastic about Caroline joining her on the journey to Berlin,
but then she was Max’s flesh and blood. Plus, she was paying for
the flights.

“I absolutely
insist,” Caroline had said when she’d broken the news to her later
that Friday night.

Roxy had
tracked her down at yet another dance party and, to her credit,
Caroline had deserted “the hottest event of the year” to join her
at Oliver’s place to start planning. She wasn’t at all convinced
they should be heading for Berlin but a late call to her mother had
put paid to that.

“She’s now in
a complete lather and says I simply can not let you go alone. She’s
convinced that text message Max sent really is a cry for help.” She
had stopped then and stared at Roxy with a strange mixture of awe
and alarm. “Your mind really does work in strange ways, doesn’t it?
I mean, SOS? Who else would’ve picked that up? Anyway, thanks to
Mum it looks like you’ve got company.”

“Really,
that’s not necessary—”

Caroline held
a finger up to stop her. “It’s not a biggie. Besides, I’ve always
wanted to visit Berlin, I hear it’s the place du jour.”

“Seriously,
Caroline, there’s no point both of us going. I can look for him
myself.”

“I beg to
differ! Four eyes are better than two.”

Oliver opened
his mouth to say something and Roxy glared at him. “Don’t even
try,” she said, pushing her thick glossy black Ray-Ban spectacles
into place.

He shrugged,
disappointed by the lost opportunity to make fun of his favourite
client.

“Anyway, like
Mum says, you shouldn’t have to do this alone, Rox. Nor should you
have to pay for any of it. He is my brother after all and,
unlike you, I am earning obscene amounts of money on my stocks at
the moment. I can help.”

Roxy wasn’t
convinced Caroline would be any help at all, but she appreciated
the company and could do with the financial assistance. Caroline
was right. Ghostwriting other people’s stories wasn’t exactly a
road to riches. She made a decent income, managed to meet the
mortgage repayments on her tiny inner-city pad, but with the Edward
Stray bio now complete, her diary was terrifyingly empty. There
wasn’t even a vacuous freelance article waiting in the wings.

“You do have
some spare time at the moment,” Oliver mentioned, clearly reading
her mind and looking as guilty as he could manage. As her agent, he
should have lined up another book by now but he was finding it
increasingly difficult to convince people to employ a professional
to write their life story. These days everybody had a blog, website
and their own Facebook page, and considered themselves a budding
author just waiting to be discovered, a la Elizabeth Gilbert or
David Sedaris. Roxy’s particular skill had become devalued and it
would cost them both dearly, but that was a conversation for
another day.

 


And so the two
women had booked themselves on the first available flight to Berlin
that Saturday morning, Roxy turning up in comfy black leggings and
red and white striped top with a small suitcase and red leather
handbag, Caroline in quite the opposite. She was dressed to kill in
skinny, baby blue jeans, a spangly silver top and strappy creamy
wedges that looked about as comfortable as a smack in the head. Her
Burberry designer suitcase was large enough to clothe a family of
four and God knows what she was hauling around in that enormous
matching handbag, although Roxy did spot several glossy magazines,
a large makeup case and a full-sized iPad.

Caroline was
tapping away at it now as they slowly worked their way through a
tasteless yellow blob the flight attendant had euphemistically
referred to as “omelette”.

“I got an
e-mail from Mum and she says to thank you big time for doing this,
Rox. She still hasn’t heard anything from Max, or from the bloody
flatmate for that matter. Says she’s left something like ten
messages on his home phone. How hard is it to call back?”

Roxy thought
of her own mother then and felt the familiar twinge of guilt. She
had called her very early that morning, giving her as brief an
appraisal of the situation as was possible before the hysteria had
kicked in.

Why was she
going? What on earth was she thinking? How could that Max Man ask
this of her? How dare he, for that matter?!

Roxy shuddered
and pushed her mother’s shrill voice from her mind and said, “What
about your dad? Does he think we’re overreacting?”

“Maybe a
little, but as he says, it’s one thing for Max to ignore his
messages, or mine for that matter, but he’d never ignore Mum’s.”
She delicately peeled the lid off her juice packet. “I can’t help
thinking that maybe his phone has just run out of power, you know?
He might have left his charger at home and doesn’t realise we’ve
been trying to get in touch.”

“So how does
that explain the weird text I got last night? Plus, hasn’t he got
another gadget? Like an iPad or something? Surely he would have
responded to your e-mails or Facebook messages by now.”

“Yeah, he’s
got the iPad mini I gave him for his last birthday, but maybe he
left that in Berlin.”

“Then how did
he post those mountain pictures on Facebook last Monday? They’re
obviously of Mt Pilatus.”

Caroline
rolled her eyes at Roxy. “You sound like my inept parents. You can
do that on any smartphone these days, Rox.”

She eye-rolled
her back. “Hey, I’m no Luddite. I’ve got the latest iPhone, don’t
you know!” She reached for the seat pocket in front of her and
pulled it out, Max’s face dancing to life on the screen.

“Max is your
screensaver?”

Roxy blushed.
“Well, we need a picture of him, just in case.”

“Sure,
that’s the reason he’s your screensaver.”

Roxy ignored
this and stared at the image of Max for a few moments. It was a
closely cropped photo, his brown fringe flopping down, almost
covering one eye, his smile wide and wolfish and tugging at her
heartstrings as it always did. She pushed her so-called breakfast
away.

“Did you talk
to your folks about the Consulate-General in Berlin? Getting them
to check with the airports?”

“Dad says no
way; too early to call in the Big Guns. Max isn’t officially a
missing person yet, is he? He’s due at work on Monday. He may show
up, darling, making fools of us all.”

“Well, if he
does, brilliant. But if he doesn’t then your dad has to call the
Australian Embassy. We need to check with passport control in
Berlin and Brazil, find out if he ever arrived there.”

“Hopefully it
won’t come to that. Oh, and did I tell you I tried Max’s flatmate
again, before we left?”


“Anything?”

“Zip.”

Roxy
considered this. “I wonder where he’s been all this time. What do
we know about this guy, anyway?”

“Not a whole
lot. Max found him through some online classifieds when he was
looking for a flatmate. He has a great apartment, apparently, but
it’s large and pricey and he needed someone to help out with the
rent. So he took Jake in.”

“Musician,
right?”

“Yes,”
Caroline replied just as the flight attendant appeared with the
coffee pot. They both held their cups out to be filled, Roxy
grabbing a few extra sugar satchels at the same time. “In fact,”
continued Caroline, “because he’s a muso, I think he’s been
pretty slack with the rent. Last I heard Max was thinking of
booting him out. I guess he hadn’t got round to it.”

“Or maybe he
had,” Roxy said.

“Oh, right,
you think that’s why Jake’s not answering? He’s moved out?”

Roxy’s
thoughts were actually a lot darker than that and she couldn’t help
wondering whether Max’s disappearance had something to do with
unpaid rent. Caroline had clearly cottoned by now because a tiny
worry line appeared above Caroline’s eyes.

“You don’t
honestly think this flatmate has done something to Max?”

“No, of course
not. I’m just chucking theories out into the universe. Ignore
me.”

The worry line
turned into a scowl. “For goodness sake, Roxy, people don’t go
around killing people over unpaid rent, you know.”

“Hey, settle
down. Nobody’s killing anybody, okay? Max is okay. No one is
dead.”

Little did she
know, as she sipped her sweet, murky coffee 30,000 feet above the
earth, those words would soon come back to haunt her.

 


 



Chapter 4


Twenty-eight
hours, two stops and endless cups of appalling coffee later, Roxy
and Caroline arrived at Berlin’s Tegel airport, piled their luggage
into the back of the first available taxi, and made their way
straight to Max’s apartment in the grungy inner city suburb of
Kreuzberg.

It was just
after 11:00 a.m. and Roxy was weary to the core. She’d barely
managed an hour’s sleep the whole flight. Caroline, on the other
hand, had slept like a baby, her head propped against Roxy’s
shoulder most of the way, a velvet mask over her eyes, little
yellow ear plugs firmly in place. She’d swallowed a Valium halfway
along and that, coupled with several gin and tonics, had helped
knock her out for the rest of the flight. Roxy had refused all
medication, she’d wanted a clear head, but she realised now she had
done herself a disservice. Her head just felt fat and foggy and she
tried to shake it into shape as she anticipated meeting Jake and
getting some clear answers about where Max might be.

En route from
the airport, Caroline checked her iPhone for messages and yelped
when she found one from Jake. At last! Roxy was thrilled, too, and
they both listened to it several times as the taxi zoomed across
the freeway and towards the city centre. It was a voice message
that had come through to Caroline’s mobile sometime while they were
over the Indian Ocean, and he seemed both upbeat and blasé. He had
a chilled out American accent and sounded younger than they
expected, a little like Keanu Reeves in a bad surfie flick.

“Hey, Max’s
sister! Call off the hounds, babe. There’s a stack of messages from
you guys, you clogged up the message bank. Max is cool, man, he’s
got it all under control, I’ve just seen him, he’s A-O-K.”

The message
then stopped abruptly, not so much as a friendly good-bye, but that
was typical of Americans, they decided, having seen their fair
share of US TV dramas.

“Anyway, I’m
relieved,” Roxy said, slumping into her seat. “But I do wonder what
he means by ‘he’s got it all under control’? What’s he talking
about?”

Caroline
raised a shoulder. “Who knows. Jake can explain it all when we see
him.” She smirked at Roxy, giving her a playful tap across the
shoulder. “I told you everything was fine! Still, now we get
to have a glorious holiday. I’m looking forward to checking out
some of these famous Berlin nightclubs.”

Roxy smiled at
her but couldn’t quite muster the same enthusiasm. She wouldn’t
relax until she saw Jake and heard it all for herself. She wanted
to know where Max was and why he hadn’t been responding to their
messages, and she couldn’t get to his apartment fast enough. Yet
when they arrived at the relevant street, the taxi was
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