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      “When men sow the wind, it is rational to expect that they will reap the whirlwind.”

      — Frederick Douglass
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      ‘Step — kick — turn — and one — and two — kick — What the hell is that, Laurie? You trying for a specky? If you are, get the fuck out of here and join the local football club. And someone’s missing. Dear Jesus, why am I wasting my time with… oh, you’ve deigned to grace us with your presence, Mr Bossert.’ Gary, our mercurial and brilliant dance master ostentatiously examined his watch. ‘Only half an hour late today. We’re stepping up. What are you planning for tomorrow? An hour perhaps?’

      I’d forgotten Marky’s surname was Bossert so it took me a moment to realise who Gary was talking to. I thought Marky was going to burst into tears as he scrambled into his place in the chorus line. ‘I’m so sorry, Gary, I had a problem⁠—’

      ‘You had a problem so we all have to suffer? Who the fuck do you think you are, fucking Marilyn Monroe?’ Gary was profane at the best of times and this wasn’t one of them. ‘Right, now that our star has arrived, maybe we can get on with the rehearsal. Might I remind you all that we open this show in three weeks.’

      He turned back to the job at hand. I strolled over to chat with Charlie, our stage manager and my immediate boss. I’d been assistant stage manager with Starr Follies for nearly four years. Because my long estranged family decided a mad relative was better PR than a bad relative, I was serving a custodial jail sentence in a posh psychiatric clinic when I met Gloria.

      She was resolving a personal crisis when she helped me rescue my roommate from a bullying husband. Afterwards she offered me a job in her company, Starr Follies, suggesting that I was doing her a favour. She also encouraged me to turn my obsession with justice into a private detective agency.

      Marky, always difficult, was behaving even more erratically than usual. He was always ready for a fight, and often caused them by, among other things, upstaging other performers, sledging people until they blew up and moving costumes so that people couldn’t find them before always claiming he was the victim. He’d made enemies across the entire company. He got away with it because he was the best dancer we had, apart from Gary himself. But he lived on the edge of being fired all the time.

      My job, at the now very successful drag theatre revue in Richmond, Melbourne, was to deal with all this. We’d developed from an okay, niche venue to one of the best light entertainment companies in the country. Our shows were always sold out and not long ago we were featured in a national festival of the arts. Not bad going for a theatre that some of the snootier critics and arts administrators never admitted to knowing about, much less visiting.

      This one was another possible winner, a tribute to the musical Cabaret and the choreography of Bob Fosse, a twentieth century great. I doubt anyone but Gary could have combined those two in a drag show. But it did require a high level of dance competence. And even though others were yapping at his heels, Marky was still the best in the company.

      I cringed as Gary’s yelling volume escalated to a painful level. ‘Marky, for Christ’s sake, you’ve been rehearsing this number for three weeks. Surely it’s sunk in by now, or have you got dementia as well as tardiness? Concentrate boy. Right, échappé — kick — turn…’

      He moved away, so I removed my hands from my ears. Charlie laughed at me. ‘How come it doesn’t bother you?’ I asked him. ‘I need earplugs.’

      ‘Selective deafness.’

      I nodded. Charlie had been with the company since it began and had been a stage manager almost as long as I’d been alive. ‘What’s with Marky all of a sudden? He’s been a lot better these last couple of months. And now this.’

      ‘Better is relative with Marky, love, but yeah, I guess. New boyfriend, maybe. But Marky reverting to Marky might mean the poor sod’s got the message everyone else has and shot through.’

      I nodded. ‘That would do it. I’ll have a word with him in the break.’

      I had, at Charlie’s insistence, taken on the role of den mother for the young and volatile cast of Starr Follies when I started at the place several years ago. As the only female in the place there was a consensus, probably because they all had mothers, that I would be best suited to handle the emotional upheavals of a group of young men of an artistic temperament. Not true.

      In fact, back then, I was totally incapable of being sympathetic to anyone’s emotional problems. I simply didn’t give a shit about them. My background had taught me to keep my own issues close to my chest and bugger everyone else’s. I learned early, and I learned well.

      So as den mother, I murmured things like, ‘Oh, yes’, ‘Really?’ and ‘Awful’ or gave them the occasional pat on the arm. They all thought I was their kind friend. I wasn’t. Not then, but courtesy of my boss, mentor and friend, Gloria, the nearly two metre tall trans owner of Starr Follies, they were now family.

      Gary’s cry filled the space again. ‘Christ, Marky, I said left!’ Well, maybe not everyone.

      When Gary called the break, he strode over to Charlie and me. Dripping with sweat and wearing track pants and a tee, he made even that short walk a work of art. A fully trained classical ballet dancer, he came to us when he realised his small size and plain face limited his options. He brought spectacular dancing for the patrons to gasp at and upgraded our overall excellence with workshops for the boys in the company. Without him we would have stayed a run-of-the-mill fringe attraction.

      Right now he was worried and, as a result, looked even more like a monkey than usual. ‘What’s going on with Marky? Do you know?’ He pointed at me.

      ‘Don’t look at me. He hasn’t caused any trouble lately, so why would I have had anything to do with him?’

      ‘No, he hasn’t, has he? But this is the third day he’s been late. He can’t concentrate for more than a few minutes at a time, and he’s started being snarky with everyone again. Has he got a new lover. Or lost an old one? Something’s crawled up his arse and died, that’s for sure. If he keeps this up, I’ll fire him. We’ve got a couple of others nearly as good as he is.’

      ‘Like?’

      ‘Damian and Mitzi, for starters. But not quite yet. Please, Hannah, work your magic and find out what’s bugging the prick. He’s got a complicated solo in this, and it’s too late to get anyone else up to speed in the time.’

      Gary and Charlie stood over me like vultures. ‘Give me a break guys, I’m an ASM, not a shrink.’ Mind you, even a dogcatcher would be better than those pricks. I shrugged. I’ll do what I can.’
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      I spotted Marky sitting sullen and alone on a bollard in a dark corner of the rehearsal space. It was the delivery bay of the old factory Gloria had converted into a theatre around ten years ago after she came out as trans at age fifty. Before that she had been a high powered QC. With theatrical tendencies, her son Nick, my fiancé, said. Not that they had any kind of relationship now. Nick felt totally betrayed by his father’s transition and refused to have anything to do with her.

      That complicated my life horribly. Gloria and Nick were the only two people in the world I loved. Gloria because she had pulled me out of the squats and streets I had drifted into after I left juvie and invited me to join the human race; and Nick because my initial rampant, libidinous, chemical reaction had evolved into a love I’d never known was even possible for me. Right now I had my own massive hassles about getting married, which I’d vowed I’d never do. I didn’t need Marky’s.

      I stood over him and waited. Sure enough, he began to whine. The entire world was always against Marky. Of course, anyone listening to him would be convinced he never did anything to deserve this. Except that he was one of the world’s natural born shits. Entitled, arrogant and nasty. The only way I ever got through to him was to give him exactly what he gave everyone else. And I was better at it than he was.

      Like every bully I’ve ever met, and I’ve met a lot, he caved like the coward he was. He tried crawling up to me but quickly found out I had no scruples about kicking a craven dog, so he steered clear of me. I was in his head though because he kept his nose clean around me. Not that his behaviour towards anyone else changed much.

      When he’d looked up at me after I found him in this dim corner, his face was so full of pain that I couldn’t believe it was him. It quickly changed to defiance, his normal go-to place. But it shook me.

      I sat next to him on the bollard. ‘What’s happening, Marky?’

      ‘They’re whingeing because I’ve been late a couple of times. Jesus. I’ve worked here for five years now, and I’ve hardly ever been late. Now, it happens a few times and they’re all over me. It’s not fair.’

      ‘It’s not just that, and you know it. What’s going on?’

      His face fell into its usual sullen scowl, and he grumbled, ‘Gary’s picking on me all the time. He’s given me this really tough number to do and when I make a mistake, he goes on and on. I don’t⁠—’

      ‘He gave you that number because he knows you can do it. He trusts you to do it, so if you’ve got something going on you owe him and the company to tell us what it is. If it’s personal, it’ll be kept confidential. If it’s an injury or⁠—’

      ‘It’s not an injury,’ he snapped. ‘I’m fine. Just leave me alone.’ He jumped up, then turned back to me. ‘And stop being their attack dog. Or is that attack bitch?’ He started to walk away.

      I called after him. ‘Gary’s considering Mitzi or Damian to take over that solo unless you get it together.’ That got him back to the bollard in seconds.

      ‘Fucking shit,’ he hissed. ‘That bastard. One slip and he’s.… Gary hates me and he loves those two.’ He gulped a sob. ‘They’re nowhere near as good as me, and he knows that. Is he getting blow jobs from them? Is that why?’

      I stood up. Fuck him. ‘You are such a pig, Marky. If I hear you’ve even hinted at that kind of thing again, you’ll be out on your ear in a heartbeat. Frankly, I don’t give a shit if you’ve got a problem. You deserve everything you get.’

      I stalked back to Charlie who looked hopeful. I shook my head.

      ‘Ah well,’ he said with a sigh, ‘he is a horrible little prick, and I won’t be sorry to see him go. Which he will if he keeps this up. I wonder if you can put on your detective hat, though, and see what you can find out. For the sake of the show.’

      That was my other job. Hannah Tree, detective. It began when I was serving out my jail term in a posh psychiatric clinic after I had reacted badly to a bully. The law’s often loose association with justice meant I’d gone for the justice part and lost track of the law part. I was in the clinic because, after a run-in with an aggressively amorous prison guard and the bad PR his hospital admission caused them, my estranged family, led by my revolting aunt, Melody Bainbridge SC, decided that a mad relative was better that a bad one, and she was on its board. So while she sprung me from prison to improve PR, it was still detention.

      It was the only time I have ever been grateful to my horrible family because I met Gloria there. She pitched in when I intervened to help my roommate who was being seriously bullied by her husband. As a result, the wealthy lady’s problems were solved, and when she paid me a hefty fee, my detective business was born.

      When we broke for the day Charlie handed me his file on Marky. His full name was Marcus John Bossert and he was the scion of a plumbing goods company called Bossert Industries. According to Charlie, Marky’s dad had booted him out without a cent when he came out as gay. But he’d clearly come into money from somewhere because I’d spotted him driving a very smart, very expensive little sports car. There was no way his salary from Starr Follies would pay for that.

      So had he and his dad made up? Or had his new found wealth come from something or someone else? Maybe his current bad temper was because his dad had re-possessed the car? Or was Gary right? Was it about a romance? I’d ask around discreetly during the show tonight. I would bet that if Marky had a new boyfriend, he’d be boasting that his lover was the best lover in the history of the world, so everyone would know.

      Whatever it was, I had to patch Marky up for the sake of the new show.
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      I headed upstairs to my flat over the theatre. It came with my third job, caretaker. It was my first home, and I loved it. I always believed the caretaker’s job was something Gloria thought up to get me to accept a roof over my head. I’d learned the hard way that if someone offered you something they always expected payback, so I was wary of offers. Gloria must have understood that from the start because she made me believe I was doing her a favour by staying there. That allowed me to accept it.

      Recently I had adopted another of her ideas — a refreshing lie down before the night’s show. Hers was inviolable. Mine was not, so when the phone rang I reached for it. It was Nick, calling from the colourfully named Sheik Ul Alam Airport in Srinagar in Kashmir. As always, my insides surged when I heard his voice. He was there to film a new documentary and was about to head north in a bus.

      ‘What’s it like?’ I asked.

      ‘Hilly. We’re going to a place called Leh in Ladakh. It’s spectacular but slow going in places, apparently. Roads sliced into mountainsides. Hope the bus driver knows the road.’

      He was deliberately winding me up. ‘Stop it! How long will it take to film this thing?’

      ‘Not sure. Depends on weather, roads, locals, all that.’

      ‘Locals?’ I squeaked.

      ‘Bit hostile, they say. Might not like white Aussies. It’s a tad volatile up here, but we’ll see.’

      ‘Let me tell you right now. If you don’t come back, I won’t marry you.’ My insides tightened when I said that. Marriage meant leaving my home. Apart from loyalty to Gloria, a lot had happened here, including stopping my brother before he killed someone, rescuing various young women and, briefly, saving a cat from murderous enemies.

      But it was the wedding part that had me in a flat panic every time I thought of it. The last one I went to was Gloria’s, and I’d truly stuffed that. I could see my wedding dooming my marriage on day one. I lay back on my bed and closed my eyes to some Sibelius. I was standing stark naked except for a flowing veil and people were screaming and running…I woke with a start and headed for the shower.
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      By the second number that night Marky had stoked two temper tantrums, three homicide threats and both Gary’s and Gloria’s fury. Gloria was looking particularly thunderous and barked orders to Charlie and me that Marky’s understudy was to be ready to go on straight after interval. She sailed out on stage, leaving us staring at each other, our mouths hanging open. Gloria never lost her cool like that.

      Charlie found Marky’s understudy, Damian, standing in the wings with the rest of the cast and told him he was to take Marky’s place after interval, while I tackled Marky. He was alone in the dressing room, staring into his mirror when I walked in. He didn’t even glance my way when I sat down beside him.

      ‘Go home Marky. You’re not well and you’re stuffing it for everyone else.’

      He turned to me slowly, his face hard but totally blank. A wave of fear made the hair on my neck stand up. I’d seen that look on psychos when they were about to attack. I stood, ready for a fight if it came to that. It didn’t. He blinked, and his face crumpled into the misery I’d seen at rehearsal that morning. But again, only for a few seconds.

      ‘I’m not sick.’

      ‘Maybe not but you can’t keep going like this. If you won’t tell anyone here what the problem is, find someone somewhere else to talk to. Don’t worry about tonight, we’ve got it covered and—’ He jumped up, rage twisting his face. I raised my hand. ‘Don’t start. Think of the show — and if you can’t, think of yourself. Gloria’s mad enough to fire you right now and at least two of the lads are ready to give you a hiding. So put on your coat and try for a better mood tomorrow. If you can’t do that, quit now.’

      He stared at me for a full minute, then started taking off his costume. ‘Do you mind?’ he snarled.

      ‘Oh, don’t be silly, and be quick. They’ll be down here soon. You’d better be gone by then.’

      I knew there’d be some very nasty and humiliating remarks from the other lads if he hung about and Marky’s tolerance for humiliation was minimal at the best of times.

      As he left, I said, ‘Call me when you get home and again in the morning. I need to know that you’re okay.’

      ‘So you can gossip about me to Damian, I bet,’ he grumbled, but his heart wasn’t in it, and he slouched off, no longer the uptight, arrogant Marky we all knew too well. Truth was I was worried about his safety, from himself. The roars of laughter from the auditorium showed Gloria was knocking them dead as usual, which emphasised Marky’s misery as he disappeared out the stage door.

      There was no complicated solo in this show but there were some solo parts in the rest of the chorus numbers. Injuries weren’t uncommon amongst dancers, and some of Gary’s choreography was pretty demanding, which meant all the lead roles had to be covered by understudies. Only Gloria and Gary were on their own.

      When Gary came offstage, I told him Marky had gone home. He said, ‘Thank God,’ and gathered Damian up to work on Marky’s solos.

      Next, I reassured Charlie to another roar of laughter and a burst of applause for the end of the first half. Gloria marched up to us.

      ‘Is Damian ready?’ she said to Charlie, then swung around to me. ‘He is going on isn’t he? I don’t want to see Marky again tonight.’

      ‘All under control,’ I smiled. But was it?
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      As it was now interval, I headed back to the big dressing room to do some interrogation. The boys were used to me coming and going so nobody said anything as I walked in. I pulled up a chair next to a guy called Laurie because I’d seen him talking to Marky. Not a friend maybe, but closer to him than most of the others.

      He was a quiet red-headed man, a little older than most of the other dancers, and relatively new to the company. I came straight to the point. ‘Has Marky given you any hint about why he’s so upset lately?’

      ‘Not really, no.’ He looked everywhere but at me.

      ‘Oh, come on, Laurie. He’s told you something, I can tell.’

      ‘No, no, he hasn’t. I don’t know why you’re asking me anyway. I don’t know him that well.’

      ‘Is it a boyfriend problem, Laurie?’ He winced and flashed me a look. Two tell-tale signs that he was lying. He knew something and even if it wasn’t much, it would be better than nothing. ‘It is, isn’t it?’

      ‘I don’t — look, it’s personal. Marky doesn’t want everyone knowing his business.’

      ‘Right now his business is my business because it’s affecting his work, and his "personal" business will get him fired unless he can get his act together. What is going on with him, Laurie?’

      ‘Please, can we keep it a bit quiet? Yes, he’s got a…friend…and he’s been really happy, but something’s happened. I don’t know what. All I know is that the guy’s name is Alan. Please don’t tell Marky I told you.’

      Nobody else had any information. Most said Marky was just being Marky and who cared, anyway. I called Marky as soon as I got upstairs and got my head bitten off. Sod the prick. Why should I care if he…well, I didn’t.
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        * * *

      

      I was woken at sunrise by the phone. I grabbed it, expecting Nick had forgotten the time zone difference, but the voice was faint, slightly slurred and mumbling incoherently. Then it stopped. Nervous new clients sometimes did that. But they usually made some sense. I waited. I could do with some new clients. My latest missing persons and errant spouses cases had been cleared up recently, and apart from a query from a decrepit sounding old man about whether a signature on a will had been forged, there was nothing else on my books.

      Sure enough, the voice started again. This time I made out two words, ‘Hannah’ and ‘outside’. Intrigued, I got up and looked out the window. Two cars stood in the car park. My little red Mazda and Marky’s silver Porsche sports car. The Porsche’s roof was up and the windows were fogged up. I threw on a tracksuit and my puffer jacket. Late May, at dawn in Melbourne, was cold.

      I ran down the fire escape stairs, the external access to my flat on top of the building. That’s when I realised the engine of Marky’s car was running. Surely he wasn’t using it to top himself right outside the theatre? I ran faster. I couldn’t help thinking how like Marky that was. I yanked the driver’s door open. Marky was slouched in the front seat, his head resting on the steering wheel. When the cold air from outside hit him he raised it a few inches and gave me a sour look before dropping back again.

      ‘Shut…the fucking…door,’ he mumbled, his voice halting as he fumbled for words. ‘It’s…fucking…freezing.’

      Marky’s engine was running to keep him warm. There was no hose running from the exhaust. But he was definitely affected by something.

      ‘Okay, what have you taken?’

      ‘S-sleepers.’

      ‘What kind, when and how many?’

      ‘Last night…and too many.’

      His voice was faint and badly slurred again. But was it a performance? ‘Jesus, Marky. Can you get out and stand up, or do I have to get an ambulance?’

      That got him sitting up in a hurry. He was still groggy but he was able to slide his feet out and pull himself up to lean against the car. ‘No ambulance…I only took six Valium,’ he mumbled.

      That was typical of Marky, a lot of theatrics for no danger whatsoever. To him anyway.

      ‘And you drove? You could have killed someone.’

      Tears rolled down his cheeks, and he slid down the side of the car until he was squatting. He dropped his head into his hands. ‘I…I had to…. Hannah…I need help.’

      ‘Oka-ay.’ In a way, I’d been hoping for that. I walked around the front of his car.

      He staggered after me and almost fell. ‘No, no, don’t go Hannah. I mean it…. I really need help.’

      I leaned into his car, searching for the keys. They were on the central console, and when I slipped them into my pocket, Marky made a grab for them.

      I slapped his hand away, and he almost lost his balance. ‘No way. You’ll get them back when I say so. Like eight hours from now. When those drugs are out of your system. You want my help? Fine, we can talk in my car.’

      We walked across to my little red car. A bit of a comedown after Marky’s flashy Porsche. He sneered at it, but after lurching precipitously across the carpark he almost fell into the passenger seat. I shut the door behind him then climbed in and locked the doors. He didn’t notice that but I didn’t want him running away. Or falling out. I had to get to the bottom of all this ASAP.

      ‘Now, start talking.’

      ‘It’s cold in here,’ he whined.

      ‘Tough. You want help, it’ll be on my terms. Get on with it.’

      His boyfriend’s name was Alan Leroy. He was a thirty-one-year-old accountant, and they’d been together for just over four months. Marky’s period of grace. He showed me a fuzzy photograph on his phone of a tall, angry-looking young man with slightly receding sandy hair and soft, almost baby features.

      ‘Why is he cross?’

      ‘He doesn’t like having his photo taken, but really, Hannah, he’s wonderful. He’s so kind and warm, and he’s handsome too.’ Marky’s eyes glowed and his face softened as he described his new love. ‘I’ve never been in love like this, Hannah. Never in my entire life, and now he’s gone.’ He burst into tears. ‘He’s just…gone,’ he wailed, howling like a wounded dog.
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      Ever since I began the detective business I’d had to deal with lachrymose clients and it drove me insane. I had become a little less judgmental over time because I’d had a few damp moments myself since knowing Gloria, but only in a few private moments and under extreme conditions. So I suppressed my irritation at Marky’s blubbering.

      I was curious about Alan’s photograph thing, though. Most new lovers were keen to record their affair. It was only after relationships crashed that pictures got deleted. So why was Alan camera shy? Why did he need to hide?

      I waited as the wailing subsided from howls to huge gulping sobs then to smaller sobs then to irregular hiccups.

      Time for some nuts and bolts. ‘When did he go?’

      The sobs stopped mid gulp. Marky’s mouth opened and closed like a codfish’s before he said, ‘Last Monday, while I was at rehearsal.’ The sobbing returned with a vengeance, and he couldn’t speak.

      This was going nowhere. ‘Come on, Marky. I can’t help if you keep that up.’ When the ruckus finally slowed down, I continued, ‘You said he’s an accountant. Does he have a job? Do you mean he went to work and didn’t come home?’

      ‘No, I mean, I’m not sure.’

      ‘What do you mean, you’re not sure? If he has a job or that he didn’t come home?’

      He gulped, ‘It’s complicated. Why are you giving me the third degree, Hannah? I’m telling you he’s missing.’ He started crying again.

      I’d had enough. It already seemed to me that Alan wasn’t missing, except to Marky. That he’d used Marky’s absence to decamp of his own accord. Knowing Marky, that didn’t surprise me. But I figured I was likely to find out more if I sent him to bed to sleep off the excess Valium and tried again later. I could also look around for information about the man. ‘Right, I’m taking you home.’

      He gave me his address, a mere kilometre from the theatre so his drive hadn’t been all that dangerous to other drivers, but it was amazing that he hadn’t wrapped himself around one of Richmond’s light poles. He wailed on until I bawled him out. Sadly, Marky was one of those people who are really easy to dislike, and I was less sympathetic than perhaps I should have been.

      His home was a loft on the top floor of a converted factory building. A lift took us up, and I was gobsmacked when he opened the door. This was not a chorus boy’s apartment. For a start, it was huge. And, unless Marky was a talented interior decorator, it was a testament to the work of someone whose fee would have bought most people a house. It was all white and glass. The only colour came from extraordinarily colourful rugs and expensive artworks, some of which I recognised. They were by high-end artists and included a work by an old client of mine. It was a tour de force that might have housed the top designer at Vogue in New York, not a chorus boy from a drag revue in Melbourne.

      It was a while before I managed to catch my breath. Marky’s wailing stopped dead as he enjoyed my awe. I immediately revised my first feelings about Alan. Why wouldn’t a simple accountant put up with Marky when all this was on the line? Marky’s dad surely must have kicked in the money. Even if Marky was a mid-level drug lord, he couldn’t afford a place like this.

      I headed for the massive white and granite kitchen at one end of the vast space. Marky staggered after me.

      ‘Please Hannah,’ he begged, the tears starting again.

      I swung around. ‘Marky, if you keep up that howling, I’m out of here. If you want me to find out why Alan is missing, I need coffee. Then we sit down and start from the beginning.’

      Marky pulled out a coffeemaker, and while the coffee was brewing, I asked him about the apartment. Behind a wall about a third of the way down were two bedrooms suites and a media room. Yes, his father had paid for the place which came furnished. That didn’t surprise me. Marky’s taste, I suspected, didn’t run to Celia’s work, or indeed, to anything else in this amazing modern space.

      In true Marky fashion, he relished telling me that the previous owner’s business had gone belly-up, which was how the Bosserts got a bargain deal. He also gloated over the eye-watering sum his dad had paid.

      We settled down with our coffee, and I explained my methods to him. ‘You understand I have to ask you a lot of questions. If you don’t want that, just say so and I’ll leave.’ He nodded. ‘Right, so when you came home after Monday’s rehearsal, Alan wasn’t here. Had you been having any difficulties, like arguing, or anything?’

      ‘No, everything was going really well. We’re in love, Hannah. In fact, we’re engaged.’ After four months? Dear God, he really had it bad. ‘Do you know what that’s even like. We tell each other everything. If he’d been unhappy, he would have said something. We don’t have any secrets from each other.’

      ‘Except you don’t know about his job.’

      ‘I didn’t say that. I said it was complicated.’

      ‘Tell me.’

      He told me some convoluted story about how Alan had been working in his father’s accounting business but his father retired and sold the business, and something about the new owner, Alan’s father and a disagreement.

      ‘What you’re saying is that Alan wasn’t working — he had no job. Right?’

      ‘No, he was, but…’

      ‘You don’t know, do you?’

      ‘I know he expected to take over the business, and his dad did the dirty on him. I know all about that, Hannah. It was something else we had in common.’

      So Alan was short of funds. Then along comes this rich kid just ripe for the plucking. But that didn’t explain why he shot through. That kind of money made it even more likely that he would stay put and get as much as he could out of Marky. What was really sad was that Marky was in love. He believed that he’d found the love of his life, and the bad part, for me, was that he would be likely to reject any suggestion that his paramour might be a con man.
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      I almost walked away then. It was the misery on Marky’s face that stopped me. After all, I might be wrong. Maybe some bad actors were involved. I almost hoped so. Almost. So I stayed, realising that if I wanted to help him, I’d have to keep my suspicions to myself.

      Even so, some of the questions I needed to ask were likely to stir Marky up. Like could Alan have gone on a bender? I ducked as Marky attacked.

      ‘How dare you?’ he screamed.

      ‘Easily. Did he drink heavily or do drugs? I don’t know him, you do. And don’t scream at me for asking the questions I told you I’d need to ask or you’re on your own.’

      ‘No, he didn’t. He’s an accountant.’

      ‘And accountants never drink or do drugs? Okay. Did Alan ever suggest he might need to leave⁠—’

      ‘He didn’t leave! He vanished.’ His voice level rose then stopped, and he spoke normally, his eyes brimming. ‘His clothes are still here and so is his model space ship collection.’ Tears streamed down his cheeks again.

      ‘Okay, okay. I was going to say he might need to leave to sort out his business affairs or talk to his dad. After all, you got through to your dad, so maybe that inspired him.’ I gestured at the flat.

      ‘He wouldn’t have just left without leaving a note or something. He’d know how much that would worry me and he loves me. Anyway, it’s different between me and my dad.’

      ‘Oh yes?’

      ‘My dad kicked me out for being gay, but then I found out he was gay, too.’ He grinned through his tears. ‘I told him I’d got pictures and that I would show them to everyone and put them on Facebook and everywhere. He got the message and he’s been very helpful ever since.’

      ‘That’s called blackmail, Marky, and extortion, and apart from being a crime, it’s a very risky thing to do. People have been killed over blackmail.’

      ‘He’s my dad. He won’t kill me.’ He smiled smugly.

      I wondered. If his father was as nasty as Marky, I wouldn’t bet on that. But I needed to eliminate the possibility that Alan had gone home. ‘Can you tell me where Alan’s family is from?’

      ‘I’m…not sure.’ Strike two for telling each other everything — their pillow talk didn’t include Alan’s childhood, either. ‘I think he’s from Queensland.’

      A nice long way for a mark to check on the grifter. ‘Okay, do you know the name of his dad’s company?’

      ‘No, we didn’t talk about that kind of thing, and it’s got nothing to do with his disappearance.’

      He agreed to let me look amongst Alan’s belongings. His phone was missing, but I’d expect that even if he was taken rather than walked away. His laptop was still there but was password protected and, predictably, Marky didn’t know it. I took it. Maybe Seth, my IT guru, could sort it out. Seth lived at the homeless kids’ refuge I’d blackmailed someone into funding, so me calling Marky out for the same thing was pot calling kettle black.

      There was no other identifying material amongst Alan Leroy’s belongings. No diaries, passport or driver’s license.

      ‘His passport has expired, and he never had a driver’s license,’ said Marky. ‘He hated the idea of driving. Too much angst, he said. He didn’t even like my car. Said it was polluting the air, and it was German, and they should never have been able to profit from the war. He was like that, Hannah, a deep thinker and so moral. He was, is, the most moral person I’ve ever met.’

      It struck me that Alan seemed to have tailored his every utterance in order to manipulate Marky, who wasn’t a particularly clever lad. I had fewer and fewer doubts that whoever this Alan Leroy was, if that was his real name, he was in no danger. But to prove that to Marky I would have to track him down. Not easy, since Marky knew almost nothing about him. He might not even be an accountant, and the story about his dad in, maybe, Queensland, sounded fishy as well.

      ‘What I need now is a good quality photograph, the name of the place you met each other, his phone number⁠—’

      ‘I’ve been calling that for three days, but it always goes to voicemail.’

      ‘I might have a few more resources than you, so give me the number and your phone, then go to bed, sleep off the rest of the Valium and don’t take any more. Call me at five to check I’m there, then you can come round and pick up your keys. Oh, and get yourself a new temporary phone. This one will be out of action for a few days.’

      ‘But what if Alan tries to call me?’ he cried.

      ‘Then he’ll get the investigators who are working on his case, and the calls will be referred to me and from me to you.’

      ‘Oh, all right, I guess,’ he muttered sullenly.

      I did not believe for one instance that Alan would call Marky. I wanted to see if I could track down where Alan had been in the past, especially early in the relationship. Before I left Marky’s place I negotiated a substantial fee for my search, explaining how difficult it would be, and suggested he contact me if he remembered anything Alan had said to him that might help.

      I stopped off at the refuge and delivered Alan’s laptop to Seth. He took one look at it and told me to call him later that day. I didn’t give him the phone. I knew it was illegal to break into phones and I refused to compromise Seth. Sammy, my ex-mob IT guru, could do it. He was compromised long ago. I called him as soon as I got home.

      ‘Ah, lovely lady, what can I do ya for today?’ When I told him, he was wary. ‘Got good lawyers ‘ave they?’ he asked. ‘Very illegal to dig into private phones, but I’ve told ya that before so I s’pose youse ‘ave got it covered. All right, bring it round and I’ll ‘ave a go. Not promising’ nothin’ but.’

      Not that I expected anything. It was really Alan’s phone I needed, not Marky’s.
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      I settled back in my flat. I knew I’d been hard on Marky and felt a twinge of guilt. That would never have happened before Gloria. In the past I often despised the weakness of the victims of bullies I found justice for and felt no guilt whatsoever about it. But as Gloria often reminded me, I’m no longer that person. I laughed. Should I thank her for feeling guilty about being tough on a shit like Marky?

      I’d just settled down to my usual cheese and ham sandwich lunch when there was a knock at the door. It was Gloria. She rolled her eyes at my sandwich then shrugged.

      ‘I fear I’ve failed you in your approach to food so far, pet. But one day, I hope we will instil a desire for something more…gastronomically ambitious.’ She dropped onto my sofa. ‘I’d love some coffee, too.’

      I turned on the machine. ‘Do make yourself at home, Gloria. Now, how can I really help you?’

      ‘Two things. First, how are you getting on with sorting Marky out?’

      ‘I’m talking to him. It’s a matter of the heart.’

      ‘Of course. Isn’t it always? Lover cheating or fled?’

      ‘Possibly both. All I know so far is that he’s left the building. I don’t know why or where he’s gone. I suspect he’s a gold digger. Marky’s loaded, which makes it odd that he’s left, unless it’s to take a temporary breather from Marky.’

      ‘And why wouldn’t he? Marky’s…well, Marky. Now first, will he behave himself well enough to go on tonight? And second, can you get him back for Monday’s rehearsal? Gary has a problem if you can’t.’

      ‘Do my best. What’s the other thing?’

      ‘Try to be patient, dear, I’m getting to that. Indeed, I’m a bit embarrassed about it.’

      I snorted. Nothing embarrassed Gloria. A more confident personality would be hard to find. Today, dressed in jeans and a blouse, she was downright subdued, except the blouse had more ruffles than a can-can dancer’s skirt. In lime green with a purple trim no less.

      ‘Now, now. I need your investigative skills.’

      ‘Really?’

      ‘For a finder’s fee, naturally.’

      ‘Finder’s? What do I have to find?’

      ‘We, that is Steve and I, seem to have mislaid one of our paintings. A rather valuable one.’

      ‘Mislaid?’

      ‘It was with a restorer for minor repairs and now it isn’t. We are doing some renovations’ — I opened my mouth but she held up a hand. ‘No, Hannah, we are not stupid. The repairs on the painting were finished so we went to pick it up to take it to the bank for safekeeping. But when we arrived, it was gone. Of course the repairer is devastated but insisted it was stored securely. Nothing else he was working on is missing, just ours. I’d like to hire you to see if you can track it down.’ She handed me a photo of the missing work by one of Australia’s leading artists, and I guessed its value at six figures or more.

      ‘But surely you’ve been to the police, or the insurance company has? So why do you need me?’

      ‘Darling, you can go places they can’t. And unfortunately we…ah…hadn’t quite got around to insuring it.’

      She meant my underworld and mob connections, Nola and Sammy, for sure. ‘I don’t know that those…ah…connections know anyone connected to the art world.’

      ‘Maybe not personally, but they might know if a black market is operating and who, where or when. After all, no one legitimate can ever display the work. It’s too well known, so it must be fenced to a clandestine buyer. I doubt it would get top dollars outside Australia, but you never know, so speed is important.’ She checked her watch. ‘Ah, toodly pop, pet. Things to do before my rest time. Let me know about both.’ And she was gone. From having no new clients, I now had two. Both prepared to pay well but both very difficult.

      I was trying to get my head around how on earth to tackle grand art theft, because that’s what it was, and had just hit Google search when Donna, the manager of the homeless kids refuge, rang me. ‘Seth’s opened that laptop and wants to talk to you.’

      ‘On the phone?’ Seth never spoke on the phone. His social skills were so impaired he barely spoke to anyone at all.

      ‘Don’t be silly, Hannah. If you want what he’s got, you’d better come over.’

      Seth must have found something very significant for him to agitate for such a response. I’d worked with him for well over a year and he had never requested my presence like this. If he wanted to communicate important stuff, he emailed me.

      I arrived just in time for afternoon tea. A mouthwatering smell of freshly cooked cake flooded the house. Donna was teaching some of the kids to bake, and cake and scones were waiting. The refuge was the first in a growing network of houses aimed at youth homelessness and it was making a difference. As I said, it began as blackmail but now had a life of its own.

      ‘Someone here that might interest you, Hannah,’ said Donna, grinning as I walked in, ‘after you’ve spoken to Seth.’

      Seth was, as usual, sitting at his desk in the sunroom annex, and on this sunny winter’s day, it was warm and bright. When I spoke he looked up from behind the veil of hair that successfully hid most of his bony face. As I approached, he bent back over his computer. I sat next to him as quietly as I could. Loud noises and sudden movements upset Seth.

      I waited. After a minute or so he opened Alan’s laptop which sprang into life. With flying fingers he brought up a string of emails, then sat back and pointed at the screen. He leaned away as I bent towards it. I was right. Alan had latched onto Marky’s money. He had written to some unidentified recipient that he’d met this rich kid and would work his way into the money.

      Even marry it if I have to, he had written.

      That confirmed Marky’s claim that they were engaged. There were several other emails that included insulting Marky.

      
        
          
            
              
        - he’s a right little shit, but I lie back and think of the money - lol-
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      Poor Marky. But the emails didn’t explain why Alan had shot through. Maybe he really was doing some R and R with this co-conspirator. A distinct possibility. But before I told Marky all this I needed to find the prick.

      ‘Thank you so much, Seth. Brilliant stuff.’

      I got up to go but Seth waved me back down and pointed to his computer screen. It was the website of the Queensland court system. But it was just a home page. A tiny smile twitched a corner of his mouth. I almost fell off the chair. Seth never smiled. He bent back over the machine his fingers playing like a concert pianist’s and a document appeared. It was a ‘victim of crime’ request.
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