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DEDICATION

To Anne-Marie as always. And baby who makes three.
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One

THE FRONT DOOR opened with a creak. The noise seemed to wake everything up. Early morning light seeped in, chasing away the shadows. Martha Parker stood perfectly still in the doorway and looked about her kingdom.

The office was hers, the business was hers. This was where she made her money, but more than that, it was where she helped others. She liked to think that in her own small way she was making a difference. Even if it came in bad circumstances.

Parkers Investigations was her own little empire. She had played with the name, thinking she was clever getting a nod to the P.I. in there. As it turned out, they were mostly known as the Nosey Parkers, and not always positively.

Still, it was all hers, and it was hopefully growing. Sure her offices were little more than the garage attached to her house. And yes, more often than not her clients wanted her to spy on their cheating partners, but to Martha it was her life, her way of giving back. And that’s what made her open the doors every day.

This morning though, she wasn’t her normal enthusiastic self. Normally she’d be able to see the good in any situation. The sun shone from her cheery smile, laughter would flow and everyone would feel alright. Not today, however. Today, she was fatigued, bogged down—dog tired.

The festive cheer was starting to get to her. If she heard Fairytale of New York once more, she thought she might scream. She didn’t mind Christmas, she loved it in fact. But when the whole machine cranked into gear six weeks before the big day, she felt a bit Christmassed out.

That’s why she was standing in the doorway. That’s why she hadn’t rushed to her desk and started up the computer. That’s why the kettle was still quiet and the biscuits hadn’t been divvied up amongst the three of them. That’s why… there was something wrong.

“Hold on,” she said, watching her breath float away in front of her. “What’s gone on here?”

She looked about the place. Three desks were spread out across the room—as normal. The computers were off and the phones were all silent—as normal. If she didn’t know better she would have thought the place was exactly the same as she’d left it the night before. Only she did know better.

“Right,” she said, rolling up the sleeves of her cardigan. “What have you done this time?”

Slowly, she stepped into the office. The door closed gently behind her, plunging the whole place into darkness again. Letting her eyes adjust, she began stalking around the room like a lion hunting its prey.

She passed by her desk and let her fingers trundle along the top. She tapped the surface. Tap. Tap. Tap.

“I know you’re in here,” she said. “I can tell, I can always tell. Call yourself a professional, ha! I’ve got your number, pally.”

There was no answer. The office was still and silent. Martha reached the far side of the room. She stopped, scanning the place for any sign of movement. If he were to leave, she’d surely see him. The first rule of detective work, she’d read somewhere, always cover your exits.

This was why she did what she did. She loved a challenge and she loved her talent for detection getting a good old test.

Then she spied something moving out the corner of her eye. He was quick, very quick, almost too quick. Easing her way around the chair, past the bin, around the old printer and the filing cabinet with the broken lock, she got ready to pounce.

“This is your last chance,” she said firmly. “Come out and there won’t be any trouble. Stay in hiding and, well, I don’t know what I’ll do…”

Nothing. She got ready, hunching on the balls of her feet, ready to explode like a coiled spring. One more moment, just an extra second, wait for the right time and…

Martha leapt forward. She dived over Helen’s desk and grabbed the invader, holding on as tightly as she could. Lurching back, she pulled with all of her might until she was back on her feet.

“Got you!” she said, triumphantly. “Thought you could get away from me, eh? Well no such luck.”

The chubby face of a large, ginger tomcat stared back at Martha. Ears and whiskers twitching, he looked neither interested or intimidated. A cable from one of the computers dangled from his mouth. Martha pulled it out and examined the chewed wires.

“How many times have I told you Toby, you’re to stay out of here at night,” she said, shaking him lightly. “And you should lay off the cables, you’ll give yourself a terrible shock.”

The cat said and did nothing. He didn’t even purr. Instead he looked about beneath him, already fed up of Martha’s antics.

“I know what you’re thinking. ‘How did she catch me? I was so careful this time.’ But that’s where you’re wrong, Toby. You repeat offenders, you’re all the same. You get too used to a life of crime that’s why you come back for more over and over again. Shame on you.”

Toby still wasn’t interested. In fact, Martha thought he looked bored. But she wouldn’t be a proper detective unless she lectured her criminal. That’s what they did on TV so that was good enough for her.

“I’ll bet you thought you’d get away with it this time,” she said, smiling at Toby. “But you should have been more careful covering your tracks. A master criminal, Toby, never ever leaves clues lying around. Take exhibit A for example.”

She spun him around and walked him over to Geri’s desk. Pointing down at a water bottle left on its side, Martha smirked.

“Too easy,” she said. “You should know by now my sister, messy though she is, isn’t so bad she’d leave a bottle of water tipped over on its side. She knows I’d go through her like a dose of salt. But, there’s more.”

Martha darted back across the room, Toby still in her arms.

“Exhibit B,” she declared. “An empty plate beside Helen’s computer. Now I know what you’re thinking; ‘So what? That could have been empty for ages.’ But no, it wasn’t. I happen to know that when we left here last night there were three, yes three, gingerbread men with little Santa hats on. And now look. Nothing but crumbs. Dear oh dear, Toby, you have been sloppy this time buddy. I don’t know what to do with you.”

She gave the cat a big hug. Toby purred with delight before springing from her hands and landing on the floor. He strutted his way across the room and scratched at the door.

“Ah, I see,” she said, joining him. “Get out before the victims arrive and leave me to take the blame. Very clever Mr Toby, maybe you are a master criminal after all. Although I don’t know what Helen is going to say when she realises her biscuits are gone. In fact, no, I know exactly what she’s going to say. She’s going to hit the roof.”

The sound of an engine distracted Martha. She peered out the window of the door and saw two headlights pulling into her driveway. She opened the door and let Toby waddle out, watching him as he vanished into the hedge beside the garage.

“Great,” she said. “The victim, right on time. As usual.”

An old Mini Cooper chugged its way almost to her feet. A plume of dark smoke puffed from its back end as the engine gurgled to a halt. The engine died and the door opened, a head of unkempt frizzy hair appearing immediately.

“You better not have eaten my biscuits,” came a hoarse voice, followed by a sneeze.

“Good morning to you too, Helen,” said Martha. “No ‘how’s my favourite big sister?’ No ‘How’s Geoff? The kids?’ Nothing. Your cup just overflows with kindness.”

“Forget the kindness,” said Helen, shuffling out of her battered old car. “You’re in first, you’re always in first. That means I’ll have no biscuits left. You’ve always been the same.”

“Now that’s not fair,” said Martha. “And anyway, you don’t even know the biscuits are gone.”

“Oh I know,” said Helen.

She juggled two bags, several books and an old handkerchief in her hands. Moving like a scruffy tornado she went to head in the office. Martha blocked her way.

“Hold on,” said the older sister. “Now just hold on, wait a minute would you. Before you go in there I have a confession to make.”

“A confession, right,” said Helen, her eyes closed suspiciously to slits. “Here it comes.”

“Your biscuits are gone,” said Martha.

“I knew it!” Helen shouted. “You’ve eaten my biscuits! Those were from the Christmas market Martha! The Christmas market!”

“I know, I know,” Martha struggled to keep a smile from her face.

“God,” Helen groaned. “I was really looking forward to those today too. I feel terrible with this cold, I’ve got a heap of marking to do and I was really, really building myself up to those biscuits. They were from the Christmas market Martha. Did I tell you that? The Christmas market.”

“Yes you did,” Martha said, giggling into her sleeve.

“What’s so funny?”

“Nothing,” she said. “Nothing at all.”

“Are you… are you laughing at me?”

“No.”

“You are.”

“I’m not.”

“You bloody are!”

“I’m not, honestly,” said Martha, drawing herself together. “I’m just laughing at the fact you’re so bothered by three little gingerbread biscuits. Remind me again how many degrees you’ve got? Remind me also what you do for a living?”

“I hardly think my higher education has anything to do with anything really,” said Helen pompously. “And the fact I help you catch cheating partners behind their wives and husbands’ backs really doesn’t change the fact my bloody biscuits are gone!”

Martha sighed loudly and turned back into the office. Thankfully the phone started ringing.

“For the record, the cat ate them,” she said.

“Oh yeah, that old excuse,” said Helen, shuffling with her bags and books towards her desk. “The cat ate them, nonsense.”

“He did. I caught him this morning. He almost electrocuted himself chewing on the cables beneath your desk.”

“Then where is he?” asked Helen. “Come on Miss Marple? Where’s the man of the moment?”

“He’s gone, obviously.”

“A likely story.”

“Are you going to get the phone?” Martha asked.

“Forget the phone,” said Helen, lifting the empty plate on her desk. “What about my biscuits?”

“I’ll get it then,” said Martha, ignoring her.

She picked up the receiver while Helen grumbled loudly.

“Good morning,” she said, surprising herself at how chirpy she’d become. “Parkers Investigations, Martha Parker speaking, how can I help you?”

“Hello… yes…” came a nervous voice on the other end of the line. “I’m… I’m not sure if I should be calling but… I saw your ad and… well… I need your help.”

“Biscuits,” Helen shouted from across the room. “Bloody gone, friggin’ typical.”

“Yes, of course,” said Martha, waving her sister away. “Well we’re always happy to help. Why don’t you let me know what we can do and we can take it from there?”

“Yes… thank you…”

The woman on the other end of the phone began to sob uncontrollably. Martha sat down and pulled a pad and pen from her drawer. The doors were open, another busy day was ahead.








Two

“HOW MUCH DO you reckon a place like this goes for then?” Helen said, squinting in the sunlight. “I mean, look at the size of it. It’s not so much a house as a bloomin’ castle.”

Martha couldn’t disagree with her sister. The massive mansion standing before them was probably one of the biggest homes she’d ever seen. Three storeys high, the estate was ringed with massive hedges, hiding it away from the rest of the world.

Two elegant looking Rolls Royce cars sat brooding in the driveway. A mighty Christmas tree guarded the front door, although it didn’t seem very jolly. It was beautifully dressed, but Martha sensed something was amiss. Much like the rest of the place, the house, the cars, there was a loneliness about them. Martha could feel it.

“Don’t get snippy now,” she said, walking up to the front door. “I don’t want this turning into one of your lectures.”

“Lectures?” Helen coughed. “When do I lecture? I mean, I’d love to lecture, but that’s not happening any time soon. I’ve got enough degrees to start my own flippin’ university, but here I am.”

“Yes, here you are. So no lecturing.”

“Fine,” she huffed. “Are you going to tell me what this is all about anyway? A clue even?”

“It’s a job, that’s all,” said Martha.

“Very cryptic,” said Helen.

“That’s all I know. The woman was in tears when I answered the phone. She gave us her address, said she needed our help and that we were to come around straight away.”

“Mysterious,” said Helen, rubbing her chin. “She didn’t sound… you know, like she had a screw loose or anything?”

“I didn’t think so,” said Martha, suddenly concerned. “Although she was crying an awful lot. Why do you ask?”

“No reason,” she said. “I just like to know what we’re walking into.”

Martha hesitated then rang the doorbell. Somewhere beyond the giant oak door a gong sounded. The Parker sisters looked at each other and tried not to laugh.

“You rang?” they both said together, before bursting into a fit of giggles.

“Stop it,” said Martha. “Let’s try to at least appear professional. Especially in front of the money.”

“Professional?” Helen scoffed. “Us? Since when? We’re already a man down and we’re not even in the door yet.”

“Have you heard from Geri?”

“No, I phoned her and left a message,” said Helen. “You know what she’s like. She’ll probably be asleep behind a bin somewhere.”

“God forgive you,” said Martha. “That’s a terrible thing to say.”

“Terrible but true!”

“It isn’t.”

“It bloody is,” said Helen. “I tell you what, I didn’t behave like that when I was her age.”

“Oh shut up, you’re barely away from her age now.”

“I’m thirty Martha, thirty years old. Or don’t you like admitting that?”

“I’m well aware of what age you are Helen. I was around at your birth, remember?”

“Hold on, if I’m thirty, that must make you…”

The door swung open. The flushed, red face of an older woman appeared on the other side. She mopped her brow and let out a long gasp.

“Can I help you?” she wheezed.

“Hello, hi, yes, we’re here to see Mrs Coulthard,” said Martha. “She’s expecting us.”

“Oh, right, I see,” said the red-faced woman. “Are you sure?”

Martha looked at Helen, who shrugged back. Martha shuffled a little on her feet, feeling awkward. She hated being out of place. She hated even more when a schedule didn’t run to plan.

“Yes, she called us this morning, about an hour ago. My name is Martha Parker, this is my sister Helen. We’re… investigators.”

The red-faced woman took a nervous gulp. She looked across the driveway, as if checking to see if anybody was about. Then, leaning in to the sisters, she pulled them in the door.

“Quick, quick, before anybody sees,” she said.

Martha and Helen were hustled into the lobby. The red-faced woman closed the door and wiped her sweaty brow with a handkerchief.

“I’m sorry, awfully sorry,” she said. “I don’t think Mrs Coulthard wants anybody to know about you. She told me you were coming in the back door. She told me to make sure nobody saw you arrive.”

“Charming,” mumbled Helen.

“That’s quite alright,” said Martha, nudging her sister. “We’re very discreet, it comes with the territory. Are you the housekeeper?”

“Yes,” she said. “May, I’ve worked for Mrs and Mr… Mrs Coulthard for a decade. Watched this house grow up from a tiny wee bungalow to this. And my joints know all about it, cleaning the place.”

“I’ll bet,” said Helen, looking about the airy lobby. “What exactly does Mrs Coulthard do to afford a house like this?”

“Nothing,” said May. “Mr Coulthard is an investment banker though. Very successful too.”

“I’d say so,” said Helen. “I don’t imagine marble staircases buy themselves.”

“They don’t clean themselves either,” May said.

“You’ll be a busy woman then May?” asked Martha.

“Cleaner, housekeeper, washer-woman, you name it. I even pick up the dog mess in the garden.”

“Dedicated then,” laughed Helen. “More dedicated than I’d ever be.”

“Well, they look after me,” she said. “Or Mrs Coulthard does anyway.”

“And what about Mr Coulthard?” asked Martha.

May’s face soured a little. Her puffy cheeks drew in, lips puckered. It was involuntary, but Martha and Helen both noticed. Immediately, May corrected herself, as though remembering who she was speaking to.

“Mr Coulthard gave me this job when I was desperate,” said May. “And I’ll always be thankful for that.”

Martha nudged her sister again. She was building up a profile of her new client. In her experience, it was always so much easier when there was a housekeeper or a cleaner. Usually they let slip all the dirty secrets the client wanted to keep hidden for as long as possible. And more often than not they were happy to do so.

“Well we won’t keep you any longer than we have to,” she said. “Can we speak with Mrs Coulthard, she sounded a bit upset on the phone.”

“Yes,” said May. “Yes, she’s in a terrible state, a terrible state.”

“What’s wrong with her?” asked Helen.

“It’s not for me to say,” said May.

“Of course,” said Martha, nodding.

“Follow me,” said May.

She started up the large marble staircase, groaning with every step. Martha and Helen stayed at a safe distance behind her, scared she might topple backwards. When they reached the first landing, all three women sighed with relief.

The house was impressive. Even more spacious than it appeared from the outside, May led the sisters down the long hallway. Everything seemed new, and there was a faint smell of paint about the place. She leaned closer in to Helen, making sure May couldn’t hear her.

“What do you think?” she whispered. “New carpets, new coats of paint, a renovation process? Covering something up?”

“Or they could just be doing their house up, Martha,” said Helen. “It does happen you know.”

“Vanity project maybe, keep the wifey busy while he’s out gallivanting about all over town. Cut and dried, isn’t it?”

“You do this every single time,” said Helen, shaking her head. “We haven’t even met the woman yet, and already you’ve condemned the husband as a cheat.”

“And how often am I wrong?” she asked.

Helen didn’t answer. May came to a stop at a set of double doors. She mumbled something and crossed herself. Looking to the others, she mopped her forehead again.

“Can you help her?” she asked. “Will you help Mrs Coulthard? Is that why you’re here?”

There was a desperation in the woman’s voice. Her eyes were glassy, appealing to Martha and Helen for something much more than they could offer. The Parker sisters were quiet.

“She’s been good to me,” May continued. “Too good, for a long time. I can’t stand to see her like this, I really can’t. Your ad, in the paper, I saw it. It says you can help. You have to help her, please help her.”

“We’ll try,” said Martha. “We always try May, honestly we do.”

“Thank you,” she said sadly.

The housekeeper knocked on the door. Martha glanced at her sister. Helen’s eyebrows were arched, the look she always got when she was confused.

“What’s going on here?” she whispered. “Have we stepped into a Dickens novel or something?”

“Enough,” said Martha curtly.

“Because I’m no Little Dorrit and you’re certainly not Oliver Twist.”

A muffled voice came from behind the double doors. May slowly turned the handle and opened them.

Inside was a large bedroom lined with giant, panoramic windows. They looked out over the tall hedge that guarded the mansion and gave a sweeping view of the city in the distance.

The view, however, wasn’t enough to distract the sisters from the mess the room was in. Clothes, food and broken furniture were strewn about the floor. The carpets were stained with spilled drinks and in the corner was a large, shattered mirror.

The bedclothes were cast all over the place and in the centre of the mattress was a little bump. Martha peered over and saw that it was moving. May immediately began tidying up the debris closest to the door, hurrying like she was embarrassed.

“She’s gone on a rampage again,” she tutted quietly. “We only just had this room done up and now look at it. She’s so upset, the poor little toot. You have to help her, please.”

Martha treaded carefully into the huge bedroom, Helen close by her side. She could feel her sister’s apprehension. Martha could always tell when Helen wasn’t comfortable. She went quiet.

“Hello,” she said. “Mrs Coulthard?”

The lump on the bed didn’t budge. Martha cleared her throat, May busied herself behind her.

“I’m Martha, Martha Parker. We spoke on the phone earlier. I was… we were just wondering what we could do to help?”

The lump moved a little. Pushing back the sheet, a head appeared, followed by two, bony shoulders. Mrs Coulthard, presumably. She pushed her long, black hair out of her eyes, revealing a gaunt, pale white face. Her red eyes stared out at Martha and Helen, who tried not to look at her bare chest.

“You’re the detectives,” she said in a hoarse voice. “You’re the ones I spoke to. Your advert in the paper, I saw it. You say you can help me with my problem.”

“That’s right,” said Martha, trying to sound chirpy. “Well, I suppose it depends on what the problem is.”

She nudged Helen. Her sister rummaged around in her bag. She pulled out a dog-eared notepad and a pen.

Mrs Coulthard’s face changed in an instant. In a flash, the quivering, frail woman with the red raw eyes vanished. In her place was a screaming banshee, teeth bared like fangs.

“The problem,” she yelled. “The problem is him!”

She reached over to the bedside table and pulled an alarm clock from its socket. In a lightning quick swoop she launched it at Martha and Helen. The sisters ducked out of the way just in time to see it smash into pieces against the wall behind them.

“Bloody hell,” Helen shouted. “That almost took my head off.”

“I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” said May, rushing over to the weeping Mrs Coulthard’s side. “She’s just so upset. Now you see, don’t you? You have to help her.”

Martha could feel her stomach churning. Of all the clients she had worked with before, this, by far was the strangest introduction. The wrecked room, the lavish mansion, the weeping wife in the middle of the bed. She felt like she was dreaming.

Only it wasn’t a dream. It definitely wasn’t. The discomfort in the pit of her belly was enough to remind her of that. While the woman in front of her was quite clearly unstable, she was also deeply upset. And Martha, being Martha, couldn’t help but feel the greatest of pity for her.

“Bloody hell,” she said quietly, echoing her sister. “What have we gotten ourselves into here?”








Three

“OKAY, WHY DON’T you start at the beginning, that’s always a good starting point,” said Martha.

She was beginning to sound like a primary school teacher. She nodded with every word, hoping Mrs Coulthard would understand her. Such was her client’s annoyance; she could very well have been an eight-year-old girl again. The opulence of the house, the flash cars in the driveway, they were a long way away from the quivering, snivelling mess in front of Martha.

She prided herself on being approachable and calm. Every client deserved her respect. That was the agency’s mantra. Anyone who walked through their door would be given an equal chance, no prejudices. Martha was certain that was why they were still in business. Surely there couldn’t be that many people in the city who were unhappy with their partners.

“My name’s Martha,” she said, offering her hand. “And this is my sister Helen. From Parkers Investigations. We’re here to help.”

The sobbing woman was hunched over. May had dressed her in a towel and had shoved a mug of warm tea beneath her running nose. She sat rocking gently, staring into the space between her feet. She looked like she was hypnotised, stuck in a trance. The whole world could have fallen about her shoulders and Martha reckoned she wouldn’t flinch.

At least she wasn’t screaming and throwing things anymore. Ducking and diving out of the way of debris wasn’t good for the blood pressure. And she didn’t want that rising. Not after what had happened last year.

“Mrs Coulthard? Can you hear me?” she said.

She looked at May. The housekeeper was gently rubbing Mrs Coulthard’s shoulders. Like a mother hen, she watched over her employer, careful not to let anything else upset her.

“I don’t really know what else we can do,” said Martha. “If she won’t speak to us, we don’t have anything to go on. I’m sorry.”

She didn’t want to go. She wanted to help. Glancing over at Helen, she could tell her sister was spooked.

“Mrs Coulthard,” said May. “Tracey, please tell these women. You phoned them, you must want to tell them something. They’ve said they can help. Please, just talk to them.”

Tracey Coulthard’s head twitched. She placed her mug down on the floor and pushed the hair from her face. She looked at Martha, then at Helen and back to Martha. She was still an attractive woman, despite her state. Martha could see the natural beauty in her face, her slender figure, her delicacy. Her bloodshot eyes were clearer now, like a fever had been lifted from them. She was determined, focussed.

“Do you have any idea what it feels like to be humiliated?” she asked, her voice low and collected. “Do you?”

Martha swallowed. She shook her head. Helen did the same, taking the lead from her older sister.

“What Gordon Coulthard, has done to me for the past fifteen years is beyond humiliation,” said Tracey. “He’s made me crawl on all fours and beg, like a dog, for this sham of a life. I’ve been a prisoner in my own home, a slave to his whims. He’s a monster, do you understand me? A control freak, a manipulator, a man so twisted and bad, he’ll say and do anything to get his way. With me, with you, anybody—everybody! Do you have any idea what it’s like to be married to a man like that? Do you?”

Helen cleared her throat. She shifted restlessly in her chair.

“Well, actually, I’m not married… so…” she said.

“And what about you?” said Tracey. “What about you Martha Parker? Do you know what I’m talking about?”

Martha didn’t answer. She had a feeling that no matter what she said, it wouldn’t be good enough. Instead she sat confidently, her back straight, meeting Tracey Coulthard’s glare.

“Mrs Coulthard, please—” Martha said, but was promptly cut off.

“Tracey,” snapped the woman. “Tracey, don’t use his name around me. I want nothing to do with him.”

“Fine, Tracey,” said Martha. “You called us, you asked us to come here, which means you must want our help. We’re not here to be lectured by you though. We want to help you in any way we can. But to do that you’ve got to talk to us.”

“They’re right. Listen to them,” said May, rubbing her boss’s shoulders again. “Please, just listen to them.”

Tracey sat back in her chair. She tightened the towel about her, her nostrils flaring. Martha kept her peripheral vision on the mug of warm tea on the floor. It was dangerously close to being launched.

“I want you to uncover my husband’s latest affair,” she said flatly.

“Okay,” said Helen. “We can look into that. Sure, no problem. We can find out if he’s seeing somebody else.”

“No!” Tracey snapped. “That’s not what I said!”

“It isn’t?” Helen bleated.

“I said I want you to uncover my husband’s affair. I know he’s having one, I need to know who it’s with. Or, rather, who the current one is with. I’m not stupid, ladies. I might be a housewife in the wealthiest postcode in Scotland, but I’m not an idiot.”

“Alright, cool,” said Helen, holding her hands up. “Whatever you say boss.”

“So you know your husband is having an affair?” asked Martha. “Pardon me Tracey but what do you need us for then? I mean, we normally try to establish if a partner is cheating, that’s why we’re hired. But it sounds to me like you already have a good idea.”

Tracey sucked on her teeth, her sneer turning to a snarl, her knuckles going white as she clenched her fists. Martha eased her way to the edge of the chair, ready to leap out of the way, but Mrs Coulthard was able to control herself.

“I read your ad, I’m not blind,” she said. “I know Gordon is playing away. I want you to find out who he’s with, what they do, where they live, everything. I want you to do those things for me and I want you to bring the details back here and give them to me. Is that understood?”

“Eh…” said Martha.

She had a sudden sense of unease. Her pity was still there for Tracey Coulthard. But it was being pressed hard by a feeling of dread. The woman in front of her didn’t seem so frail anymore. Instead she appeared more like a maniac.

“But, Tracey, if you don’t mind me asking, what are you going to do with that information?” she asked. “I mean, we don’t normally ask these things but I feel I should—”

“If you don’t normally ask, then don’t ask,” Tracey smirked. “You’ll be paid upfront. Cash. I assume that suits?”

“Well, we don’t normally discuss fees until the work is done. That way…”

“Twenty thousand,” she said. “Plus expenses.”

“We’ll do it,” blurted Helen. “We’re yours. We’ll have a USB with pictures, files, addresses, names, numbers, the whole works. We’ll even deliver it personally with a big red bow for that price.”

Martha tried to intervene but Helen was in full flow. She reached out and offered her hand. Tracey Coulthard took it and the pair shook.

Martha looked at May, the old housekeeper’s face still flushed red. She wasn’t happy, Martha could tell. She looked exactly how Martha was feeling.

“May will show you out,” said Tracey. “I want it as soon as possible. No messing about, no excuses. Quick, clean, I’m in a hurry.”

“Yes, of course Mrs Coul… Tracey,” said Helen, standing up. “We’ll put our best minds to it straight away. Won’t we Martha?”

“What… yes, of course,” she said, in a daze.

Tracey waved a lazy finger at May who sprang into action. The housekeeper led the sisters through the strewn debris of the room and back to the door. They said their goodbyes while Tracey ignored them. The trio weren’t two steps down the hallway when they heard the shatter of the glass and another angry, painful howl.

May guided them back through the house and out the front door. As they were leaving, she pulled a thick brown envelope out of her pocket.

“Here’s your money,” she said. “You don’t need to count it, it’s all there.”

“Thanks,” said Helen, snatching it greedily.

“I’ve put a picture of Mr Coulthard in there too, and an address of his office. I don’t know what you need, we’ve never done anything like this before.”

“Thank you,” said Martha. “That’s very helpful. Helen here has been taking notes, we should have all that we need. Isn’t that right Helen?”

“Hmm… what?”

Helen was thumbing the cash in the envelope. Martha thought her eyes were about to pop out of her head. Another quick nudge and Helen righted herself.

“Will Tracey be okay?” Martha asked the housekeeper. “I mean, she doesn’t seem very… stable.”

May sighed loudly. She began busying herself with the lights wrapped around the huge Christmas tree beside the door. Her brow wrinkled. She was fighting back tears.

“She wouldn’t have called you if she didn’t think you could help,” she said. “If you can, then do it, please, for her. She’s not well, she needs help. Please, just do this for her.”

“We will, won’t we Martha?” said Helen.

But Martha wasn’t so convinced. Helen pulled gently at her arm, dragging her away from the door, the house, May and the weird world of the Coulthards.

“We’ll be in touch,” Helen shouted.

She didn’t stop pulling until they reached the street. Jumping into her old Mini, she opened the envelope and let out a happy squeal.

“Can you believe this?” she shouted. “Twenty grand. Just like that. Look! It’s all here, fifty-pound notes. It smells. Can you smell it? It smells like money, do you know what I mean? It smells like wealth. Here, have a sniff.”

She shoved a handful of notes into Martha’s face. The older sister swatted her away.

“Don’t. Stop it,” she said. “Come on, let’s get out of here.”

“What’s wrong with you?” asked Helen, starting the engine. “We’ve just made more in an hour than we have all year. You should be jumping for joy.”

“It’s not the money,” she replied. “It’s never about the money. Why do you think we’ve not made any this year?”

“Because you’re a terrible businesswoman Martha. Oprah you ain’t.”

Martha couldn’t see anything to be happy about. She kept thinking of Tracey Coulthard, shouting and screaming and tearing up her bedroom.

“Money is only a tool,” started Helen. “It will take you wherever you wish, but it will not replace you as the driver. Ayn Rand said that.”

“And?” said Martha, watching the bare trees of the plush suburb roll past the window.

“And, money isn’t everything, but it sure makes being a poor, unemployed graduate student a little bit easier. If you know what I mean.”

Martha made a low grumbling noise of agreement. They pulled out onto a main road and started back towards the office.

“And speaking of students, you better give Geri a call,” she said. “Make sure she’s woken up from behind the bins.”

“Can I tell her about the job?” asked Helen excitedly.

“You can tell her whatever you like,” said Martha. “We’ve got work to do and I’ve got a feeling we’ll all need to be firing on all cylinders for this one. Something tells me Mrs Tracey Coulthard isn’t one for hanging around.”








Four

THERE WAS NO denying it, Martha was having a crisis. She’d tried her hardest to ignore that horrible gnawing feeling in the back of her mind. She’d closed her eyes, boiled the kettle, even tried knitting. But it wasn’t going away. No matter how hard she tried.

Two thirds of the Parker sister partnership had returned to the office, and immediately began sulking. They should have been happy, there was an envelope of money sitting on the main table. Martha knew how important that cash was. She knew it was going to keep them in business for at least another six months.

But that was the problem. It was dirty money, blood money. They were taking it, knowing that the information they provided would be used maliciously. If she’d opened the envelope and found pieces of silver she wouldn’t have been surprised. While funds were important to the running of the business, there was always a moral judgement. And she wasn’t sure if taking the payment was in any way, shape or form moral. Mind you, what was moral about cheating on your wife. Maybe he deserved it. But did the woman he was seeing?

“What’s wrong with your face?” asked Helen, chewing on a piece of liquorice. “You’ve got a look on you like a burst couch.”

“Thanks,” said Martha, running her hands through her tangled, curly hair. “That makes me feel a whole lot better.”

“Oh come on, what’s the matter?” said Helen. “You should be over the moon. You should be dancing on the ceiling. We should be having a party, not moping about in your garage.”

“It’s an office Helen. Our office,” Martha said, curtly. “And I know we should. I just… I don’t know.”

“No, you do know, you’re just not saying.”

Helen rounded her desk. Martha watched her sister carefully. Her bright eyes shone behind her thick spectacles. Helen was an academic, a born student. Ever since they were children she had kept her nose in the books. Ask her anything about particle physics, the universe, even how tectonic plates worked and she’d answer you quicker than a flash. And, like most students, when it came to money, she was a shark. She’d fight to the death for a torn fiver. With that she could live on dehydrated noodles and expiring yoghurts for a year.

Martha, on the other hand, was a little more sophisticated when it came to cold, hard cash. She knew its value, sure, but she didn’t ever want to feel guilty about it. There might have been a day, not that long ago, where she cared much more for it. But not now. Never again. She wasn’t going back there.

“Look, it’s simple,” said Helen, dropping into a chair in front of Martha. “We take the money, scope out this Gordon Coulthard guy, take a few snaps and we’re done. We don
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