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CHAPTER 1
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It was cold.


It was dark.


And I was alone.


I was hiding in a dumpster in the parking lot of a grocery store at 11.25 p.m., balanced precariously on a heap of eggshells and rotten veggies. I didn’t want to think about what other surprises might be lurking below. I’d been there for so long that my nose had grown accustomed to the vile stench. My legs, however, had gone into spasm from the awkward crouching position I’d been maintaining for the last two hours. It was freezing, my teeth were chattering, my nose was running and there was a family of rats nibbling dangerously close to my ankles.


But I loved it!


This was what I lived for.


Where I came alive.


Where every single one of my senses was alert, tingling and on fire.


For me, Lizzy Brown InQuest, this was more than just a job. It was a calling. Catching lying, cheating husbands in the act, with their hands in, on, under, up and around the proverbial cookie jar, was my life. My trusty camera never lied and I always got my man, or sometimes woman. My phone rang constantly with desperate people seeking the truth. And the truth was what I gave them. Truth was my currency.


And the number one truth was this: where there’s smoke, there’s usually fire. Nine times out of ten, I caught them in the act: in a sleazy motel with their secretary pinned up against the wall (so clichéd), in a bar with their hand up a someone’s skirt (so trashy), bent over a chair and spanking their student (so kinky), and one time in Paris celebrating their one-year anniversary with their mistress while the wife and kids were home alone (so devastating).


I’d seen it all. And I’d also heard just about every single excuse from the cheater’s playbook. It was the first time. It will never happen again. It meant nothing. Blah, blah, blah. I’d even heard The devil made me do it.


I wondered what this guy’s excuse would be as I watched him in the car with the mystery redhead. Nothing had happened yet, but it was only a matter of time. His poor wife had been so desperate when she’d walked into my office, their ten-month-old baby in tow. That had really pissed me off, especially when she’d started blaming herself. Maybe it’s all my fault. I’ve been so focused on the baby, so tired, I’ve put on weight. Maybe he doesn’t find me attractive any more, maybe I need to go to Weight Fighters . . .


And then the moment I’d been waiting for. The man leaned over and tangled his fingers in the woman’s fiery tresses. I thought of the poor wife with baby food smeared in her hair. He whispered something into the woman’s ear and then kissed her. My camera fired into action.


Got him!


And then things started heating up. Clothes and body parts were being grabbed at with a kind of mad fervency. Hubby’s wedding ring glinted in the light as he desperately tore at her shirt, pulling it over her head to reveal perky breasts, abundant and bouncing in red lace. I thought of his poor wife in her uncomfortable feeding bra and my blood boiled.


I stopped clicking and turned away. I didn’t want to watch this any more. I knew where it was going. And most importantly, I wanted to spare his wife the sordid details. This was more than enough already.


I slipped my camera into my bag, then hoisted myself out of the dumpster with one arm. My injured rotator cuff gave a tug as I did that. I’d been dealing with a shoulder injury for a while now. I wasn’t sure if it had been caused by the rugby I played on a Wednesday evening, the ju-jitsu classes, or the time I spent in the gym lifting weights. Got to keep yourself strong and fit in my line of work. Because over the years, I’d had to climb walls, leap off roofs, leopard-crawl through drainpipes, jump out of planes and trains, and run away from dogs, angry husbands, heavily armed cops and even a half-naked politician (who shall remain nameless).


But I loved it.


The intense rush of adrenaline that came from narrowly escaping danger, and the high you got from catching the bad guy. Obviously my lifestyle came with certain limitations. I was unmarried and hadn’t been in a serious relationship in, well, ever. I lived alone in a small apartment that was in desperate need of a clean, and I had a small – ever shrinking – group of friends who grew tired of asking me out, because I never went. My only companion was Sid, my goldfish. Man, I loved that guy. He was always there for me. He was quiet, never demanding, and easy to please; a few flakes of fish food and some fresh water always did the trick. He was the perfect gentleman. If I could find a man like Sid, I might consider settling down.


But alas, I knew different. Because I knew how relationships worked. Or didn’t work. Watching them implode for a living had made me less inclined to believe in ‘ever afters’, and of course there were the lessons my parents had taught me about love too.


No, in my professional opinion, love looked a lot less like forever and more like burner phones, surveillance footage and lies caught on tape.










CHAPTER 2
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I liked to be at the office early, before the phone started ringing and the emails began to pour in. And when I say office, I mean three doors down in my apartment building.


My office was located in the apartment of one Phyllis ‘Philly’ Clarke. We’d started working together about three years ago. She did all my admin and accounting, and arranged my schedule. Philly was a feisty sixty-eight-year-old widow, who’d become my right-hand woman and probably one of my only real, non-aquatic friends.


We met in the elevator after I’d collected my mail and was on my way back upstairs. I’d received a letter from the taxman, and upon opening the little sucker, I noticed at once that there were a lot of capital letters and words written in red. Although I had no idea what the letter was actually saying, I was pretty sure the gist was You owe us tax. Pay now. Or else. Philly had got into the lift at the exact moment I was trying to decipher the tax talk, and being the excessively nosy creature that she was, I felt a head pop over my shoulder.


‘Mmm.’ The sound was loud and worried. I’d come to learn that Philly had a penchant for the dramatic; it came from watching too many soap operas.


‘Mmm. Aah,’ she said, even louder this time.


I swung around. ‘Do you have a problem?’


‘No, but you do. A big one.’ She was pointing at the red writing in the top left-hand corner of the letter.


‘Do you know what all this means?’ I asked, waving it in the air.


‘Of course I do, missy. I wasn’t the bookkeeper at my husband’s practice for forty-five years for nothing.’


‘So?’


She snatched the letter away from me and started reading it. What followed was a series of very agitated sounds, punctuated with some words with rather negative connotations.


‘Oh, for heaven’s sake, just tell me what it means!’ I snapped.


She gazed suspiciously at me over the letter through glasses with such thick lenses that they magnified her eyes tenfold.


‘Put it this way . . . when Lake deLange discovered that her husband, Ryder Wood, was actually her long-lost brother’s evil twin, Hyder, and that she was pregnant with his child—’


I cut her off. ‘What are you talking about?’


She rolled her blue eyes. ‘From The Days and Nights of our Bold and Restless Children.’ She looked at me as if I should know what the hell she was talking about.


When I still looked blank, she pulled her glasses down her nose and glared. ‘The world’s most popular soapie.’


‘Ah,’ I said. ‘Sorry, don’t watch it.’


She tutted loudly. ‘Well, it’s worse than that!’


My face must have betrayed my terror, because suddenly she looked empathetic. ‘But don’t worry, missy, I can help you. Let’s do it over tea and cake, though. I’m starved.’


And that was it. She marched us out of the elevator, my letter in hand, and headed down the corridor to her apartment.
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I’d been on my third cup of coffee when I’d left my own apartment earlier. I’d locked and bolted the door – you can’t be too careful in my line of work – and as I walked past the stairwell, almost at Philly’s apartment, BAM! I ran into the last person I was hoping to see.


‘Byron. Hi!’ I said, and looked around. A bit of a coincidence that I’d bumped into him at the exact time I was coming out of my apartment.


‘Hey. Hi, fancy running into you here.’


‘I think you ran into me on purpose,’ I said. ‘In fact, by the look of it, I think you’ve been waiting in the stairwell for me to emerge.’ I pointed at the mint wrapper that was lying on the floor. Byron had a habit of sucking on mints. ‘You shouldn’t litter.’


He gave one of those loud, resounding, resigned sighs, the kind I’d heard many times before. The sighs that came out of the mouths of cheaters when they realised they’d been caught and no amount of explanation would help them.


‘Fine. I did.’ His shoulders slumped. ‘I don’t get it, though. I don’t get you.’


‘What exactly don’t you get?’


‘We have fun together, don’t we?’ he asked.


I had to think about this for a moment. But when I did, I could recall that there had been a few pizza and movie evenings – mainly after sex.


‘Sure. We have fun,’ I said, slurping my coffee.


‘And we have a lot in common. We talk about stuff.’


I thought again. We both liked action movies. We both liked pizza with anchovies. He also had a fish.


‘Sure. I guess.’


‘And the sex is good?’


I cast my mind back and replayed some of our encounters. He was pretty well endowed. He had stamina, technique and was always willing, and I hadn’t seen any blue pills in his medicine cabinet when I did a routine sweep of his home one evening.


‘Yes. I enjoyed the sex.’


He threw his arms in the air rather melodramatically and then let out a strange sound.


‘Lizzy, don’t you see? This thing between us is a relationship.’


‘It’s not a relationship,’ I said very quickly, something I’d had to say to Byron many times before.


‘Could have fooled me,’ he said, his tone sarcastic and cutting now.


‘This is not a relationship. We’ve just been having a bit of fun for a couple of months, that’s all.’


He stepped forward. ‘A couple of months? Try seven.’


It wasn’t seven months, surely? The first time we’d hooked up had been in the lift. It was 3 a.m. and I was pretty tipsy after my first night on the town in years. He was also coming home after a night out. Somewhere between floors three and four, something happened. We flung ourselves at each other and went for it. And that party had been . . . Shit, it was about seven months ago.


‘Lizzy.’ He was inching closer now with an intense look in his eyes.


Don’t say it, don’t say it, don’t say it . . .


‘We’re perfect for each other. Don’t you see that?’ He looked like a sad puppy who’d been put outside and was now crying at the door. I’d never really liked dogs; correction, they’d never really liked me. ‘So what’s the problem?’ He tilted his head and looked at me with pathetic, pleading eyes.


‘The problem, Byron?’ I placed my cup down on the windowsill and put my hands on my hips, adopting a firm stance I hoped would convey the seriousness of my next statement. ‘The problem is that I don’t do relationships.’ I must have spoken a little more forcefully than I’d intended to, because now he looked not only like a puppy left outside, but one that had been left outside in the rain.


He nodded at me peculiarly. ‘It’s okay, Lizzy. I get it.’ And with that, he turned and walked away.


I picked my coffee up and took another sip, grateful that that was over, but also not feeling great, because clearly I’d hurt his feelings, even though I’d told him from the very start that I didn’t do relationships. It was supposed to be casual. Some sex, some pizza, some conversation. Nothing more.


‘He’s right, you know,’ said Philly, taking off her glasses and cleaning them. ‘You’re in a relationship with him, whether you can see it or not.’


‘I hate how the sound in these corridors carries, and it’s not a relationship!’


‘No? Well, what do you call seven months of sex, eating pizza and going to a wedding together?’


‘That was only pretend. My teammate was going to organise me a date for the wedding if I didn’t come with one.’


Philly rolled her eyes. ‘Fake-dating trope, never works. Always leads to feelings.’


‘That’s crazy.’


‘No, what’s actually crazy is the way that guy feels about you, despite all the crap you give him.’


‘Well, I don’t feel the same way. And I can’t force myself to either.’ I’d only ever felt that way about one person in my entire life, but it had been incredibly short-lived, and now all I felt for Cam was hatred. Intense, searing hatred. In fact, if there was a word that meant more than just ‘hate’, I needed it to describe the depth of my feelings for the infuriating Cameron Anderson.


I needed something to distract me, so I got up and prowled round Philly’s apartment. The place was a curiosity. Her late husband, Lou, had been a prosthetist; the guy made limbs and other bodily appendages for amputees. But more than that, he’d considered himself an artist, and after he died, Philly decorated their apartment with some of his best work. So upon entering, you were immediately greeted by a leg, mounted on the wall in a large ornate frame. Start looking a little closer, and you’d begin to notice the madness of it all. Because apart from the body parts everywhere, Philly was also an avid collector of everything!


Little bits and bobs covered every surface. No centimetre was safe from the mad cramming. Miniature houses, ceramic deer, frogs wearing ballet shoes, novelty spoons, snow globes, porcelain figurines, seashells, souvenir plates and even taxidermy birds.


‘You know, I didn’t much like Lou when I first met him,’ Philly began. She always pulled these ‘Lou and I’ stories out when we had our regular debates about how relationships were all doomed to inevitably crash and burn in the flames of infidelity, heartbreak and pain. ‘I thought he was very strange, making all those arms and legs. He begged me to go out with him for months, and eventually I agreed.’ She walked over to the mantel and picked up a picture of her beloved husband. ‘Well, I tell you, five minutes into that conversation, I knew he was the one.’


I sighed and rolled my eyes. Not because I was belittling her relationship, or even judging it; in fact, I thought it was sweet how much she’d loved him. But I knew unequivocally that relationships were just not for me.


‘I wish I could see you as happy and in love as Lou and I were,’ she said.


‘Maybe in my next lifetime,’ I replied dismissively, hoping that it would put a full stop to the conversation. Thankfully it did.


‘By the way,’ Philly said, ‘there’s a blueberry cheesecake in the fridge, new recipe.’


‘Now you’re talking my language,’ I said, making a beeline for the kitchen.


Philly was always baking for me. She and Lou never had kids, despite being married for over forty years. We’d never spoken about it, but I got the feeling there were some fertility issues. Over the last few years, I knew she’d come to think of me as a daughter, and honestly, I viewed her as a surrogate mom – since I barely spoke to my own.


I don’t think my mom ever fully forgave me for discovering that Dad was cheating – with my Year 3 teacher, no less. She’d spent years pretending not to see what was right in front of her, and for her, that was okay. She was married, with a child, a house with a picket fence and rose bushes, and even a golden retriever – all the things that made it look like she had a perfect marriage. She was being taken care of, and if he wanted a little fun on the side, that was just one of those things; it was just what guys did. Well, that was what her own mother had told her anyway.


I thought I’d done the right thing by telling her, but actually I’d just forced her to face something she would never have chosen to face. And worse than that, in her mind anyway, was that my dad only confessed to the affair because I’d caught him having it.


So in my mom’s mind, it wasn’t his affair that blew the marriage up – it was me.


If I hadn’t followed them that day, pedalling frantically on my brand-new pink bike, shiny tassels flapping in the wind, to the sleazy motel on the outskirts of town with the flea-infested mattress, none of it would have happened. If I hadn’t stolen my dad’s camera and sat behind a dustbin for hours, waiting in the rain just to take a photo of him emerging from the room, cheeks red and tie undone, none of it would have happened. If I hadn’t done a three-week investigation into my dad because I’d seen a note in Miss Woolnough’s drawer that looked suspiciously like his handwriting, none of it would have happened. And if none of it had happened, then my mom could have kept pretending that she was happy ever after and everything was perfect.


Even though I could see, even at my age, that no one in my house was happy and that everyone was just lying, to themselves and others.


A human lie detector, that was what Philly called me. I could spot a liar from miles away, blindfolded. All I needed to do was listen to their voice – the way the pitch changed, the long pauses, the over-the-top details that no one had asked for. They might as well hang a neon flashing sign above their head simply saying Liar!


Sometimes I didn’t even have to hear them speak. Sometimes the body did all the confessing on its own. Cue excessive blinking, delayed smiles, self-soothing gestures, not to mention that overdramatic I’m totally chilled posture that always gave it away.


I could even look at someone’s handwriting and tell if they were lying! Just one peep at the unusual punctuation, the crossing-out and rewriting, the uneven spacing or the peculiar slant of their letters, and I’d got them pegged. It was a gift. Or a curse, I suppose, depending on who you asked. My inbuilt lie detector had never failed me . . . okay, maybe once. But Cam had been a very good liar.


‘So?’ I said, shovelling down my second slice of cheesecake. ‘What’s the plan for today?’


Philly eyed me up and down. ‘Do all those calories go straight to your muscles?’


I shrugged my shoulders, large and muscular as she’d pointed out.


She reached down and gave her stomach a slight squeeze. ‘Mine goes here, but I blame it all on the menopause. Mind you, Lou never complained about it. He liked a little something to grab hold of.’


A look washed over her face. I’d seen it before – that slightly mischievous, girlie look. No Lou topic was ever off limits with her; even their bedroom escapades made regular appearances in our conversations.


I glanced down at my own stomach. I’d never had anything to pinch in that area. In fact, starting ju-jitsu in my early teens had given me a six-pack to rival most men’s. Some found it intimidating. Not many women stood six foot, looked men directly in the eye and leg-pressed more than they could. I shovelled another spoonful of cheesecake into my mouth and asked again about the day’s schedule.


‘You have a meeting at ten o’clock with a potential new client,’ Philly replied.


‘Where is it?’


‘Peacock Drive, Sandhurst.’ She sat back in her chair and eyed me. ‘Fancy!’


I nodded in agreement. Fancy was an understatement; Sandhurst was the most expensive address in Johannesburg. Houses there went for a hundred million upwards. Ordinary people didn’t live there either. It was the home of celebrities, politicians, dignitaries and CEOs. This was going to be interesting. I could feel it.










CHAPTER 3



[image: ]


I slid into my car, and when I say car, I mean (drum roll, please, people) my 1978 Mustang Cobra. The ultimate muscle car.


I loved my car and I’d spent a fortune completely customising it. The exterior was a dark midnight blue, with a silver metallic stripe down the bonnet. The sleek black leather interior with red trim gave it that extra sporty kick, and the glass was tinted and bulletproof (I’d been shot at before). Not to mention that the thing rolls around on black seventeen-inch mags.


If this car had an attitude, it would be bad. It was the kind of car that got you arrested just for driving it . . . it was that badass.


But it had also met with mixed reactions, especially from men. Some guys liked the fact I drove a car like this, but it had the complete opposite effect on others; they ran for the hills.


I’d learned over the years that some men had very distinct ideas about what it meant to be a woman, and clearly my car didn’t fit that mould. In fact, it practically screamed a loud, very unapologetic Screw you! to that rather outdated stereotype. Threw it the middle finger while spinning its wheels, leaving you choking on the smoke it spat out of its double exhaust pipe.


That was another thing I loved about this baby. It was fast. And when I say fast, I mean the thing fucks off! The way my adrenaline spiked when taking a corner at 180 kilometres an hour – nothing beat that. But speeding fines could be a bit of a problem. Luckily I had a contact at the Metro cops; she was quite the magician really. Because with a flick of her magic wand, fines seemed to vaporise into thin air.


Captain Thuli Dlamini had been a client of mine a couple of years back, and she’d now become a very valuable connection and, I guess, a friend too. She’d got hold of me when she suspected her partner, Lodi, was cheating. And she was so right.


But what I loved about her was that the bad news didn’t crush her. She didn’t just sit there and mope and cry. That was definitely not her style. Oh no, she took action. She packed up every single one of Lodi’s belongings and threw them out of their apartment window onto one of Johannesburg’s busiest streets. The sheer drama of it was something to behold.


She clapped as taxis raced over Lodi’s clothes, cheered as ornaments went flying. Practically fell off the balcony laughing when pedestrians dived in head-first, grabbing at books and cosmetics like this was an impromptu sidewalk sale, except it wasn’t on the sidewalk. And once all of Lodi’s precious possessions had been mashed into the tarmac, shattered into a million pieces or snatched up by random strangers, Thuli took me out to one of the most popular lesbian nightclubs to celebrate. We danced and toasted new beginnings, and somewhere between us singing ABBA on the bar and laughing so hard in the bathroom we couldn’t stand, I knew we would become friends – well, my kind of friends anyway, because I never really allowed people to get too close. And thankfully Thuli understood that.


Twenty minutes later, I’d turned in to the lavish Peacock Drive in Sandhurst, which might as well have been paved in gold and diamonds. The houses here were massive, and you could tell right away that they were occupied by the upper echelons of society. People who drank Dom Perignon like water in their landscaped gardens. Whose credit cards were so black they absorbed all visible light and whose dental work shone as brightly as their meticulously polished Bentleys. The security measures here hinted at rooms full of antiques, walls of Picassos and safes bursting with priceless coins. All the houses had electric fencing, perimeter beams and armed security guards patrolling the gates.


I pulled up outside the house in question, its wall so high I couldn’t see the building behind it. Around here, everyone knew that the size of your wall was directly proportionate to the size of your bank account – the bigger the wall, the more zeros. I pressed the intercom, and as if by magic, the enormous gates slid open. Even the sound was rich; the gates didn’t grind and clank, they glided like a bow across a violin. I immediately spotted three Dobermanns prowling the grounds. They turned when they saw me and growled, showing off an impressive array of teeth. It was clear that they had immediately decided to hate me, which most dogs usually did. I didn’t exactly have the best history with our canine companions; well, to be fair, every time I met one, I was either breaking into their territory or about to break into their territory. And as if that wasn’t intimidating enough, two security guards with AK-47s began approaching my car.


‘Lizzy Brown?’ one of them asked, looking at me suspiciously.


‘Depends who wants to know,’ I quipped, which was clearly a bad idea. Don’t make jokes to security guards in possession of guns and bad attitudes. ‘Yes, that’s me,’ I said, pulling out my driver’s licence.


He took it and examined it as if he was trying to solve an unsolvable mathematical equation written in Latin. He finally looked up and shot some daggers at me from his menacing eyeballs, before indicating that I was free to proceed up the driveway.


The house finally came into view, and enormous was an understatement. I didn’t much like the style – too flashy for my taste – but I had to admit it was definitely impressive. It was one of those avant-garde, modern-looking structures that screamed Look at me! Boxy, triple-storeyed and made mostly of glass and pillars. In fact, as I took it all in, a saying popped into my mind: Old money whispers and new money shouts. And when I saw who came to greet me, I realised just how true that statement was.


Because there in front of me, in all her glory, was none other than South Africa’s very own Dolly Parton. Sharaz Venter. This woman was an institution. An icon. She’d been singing for at least thirty years and had sold millions of albums. As I climbed out of the car, she swish-walked towards me in all her glory. And she was glorious. Impressive breasts, massive bleach-blonde hair, skin so smooth it looked like alabaster. She wore a skin-tight white leather number that was bedazzled with rainbow rhinestones, and just in case that wasn’t enough embellishment, it had also been tasselled and feathered too.


She blinded me with a dazzling smile, the kind that said she was born to be in the spotlight, and I felt instantly drawn to her. Maybe this was what people referred to as star quality.


‘Love the outfit,’ I said, although I could see she didn’t share the same sentiment about mine. She couldn’t hide her air of obvious judgement as she gazed at my faded jeans, men’s small-collared white shirt – I always had to buy men’s on account of my broad shoulders – and faithful, well-worn blazer that I only donned when I was trying to look smart.


‘I’ve been rehearsing for my show. Come inside, dahling. Take a load off those, uh . . .’ As she looked down at my shoes – size ten sneakers, very practical, perfect for chasing down cheaters and jumping over fences – her nose crinkled in what looked like . . . disgust?


I followed her into what can only be described as a replica of the Parthenon, that’s if someone had decided to give the Parthenon an African twist, which apparently they had. I’d also never seen a place so filled with things; it even outdid Philly’s apartment. I turned a corner and startled when I suddenly found myself gazing into the glazed, lifeless eyes of a poor taxidermy zebra. And what was worse – and so undignified, I might add – was that this poor creature was wearing a crown and pink wellington boots.


‘It’s a Blaque Tswala.’


‘Huh?’ I looked at Sharaz as she indicated the zebra. ‘An artist my husband loves. It’s supposed to represent consumerism, or is it communism, or existentialism . . .’ She tapered off and stared at the creature for a while. ‘It’s so ugly,’ she said, and set off again, leading me through the enormous entrance hall, stepping over black and white Nguni cow-skin rugs, very trendy. In my humble opinion, not that I was an interior designer, they seemed to clash rather spectacularly with the gleaming Italian marble beneath them.


‘Would you like something to drink? Coffee, tea, sparkling mineral water, champagne?’ She waved her hand at me, and I noticed her nails for the first time; or rather, her pink talons. The gold bracelets on her wrists made a loud jangling sound that actually reverberated through the room, and I looked around as the sound bounced back and forth above my head. God, this place was so huge, it generated its own echoes.


‘Follow me.’ She gestured with her pink claw, and I followed her into the lounge. But I wasn’t prepared for what I saw next.


It was like walking through an intergalactic portal to another dimension. The room I entered can only be described as the Palace of Versailles. Antique chaises longues, velvet curtains and oversized chandeliers assaulted me, while the fleur-de-lis wallpaper made my eyes squint. Big gold mirrors reflected every inch of the opulence right back at me as if to say, Are you impressed yet?


‘This is my French room,’ she said, stating the obvious, lowering herself onto a chaise. ‘Each room has a different theme. I’m just about to remodel my bedroom; I’m thinking of going Tuscan. What do you think?’


‘Tuscan?’ This was akin to asking me what the square root of ten million and five was. ‘Mmm, sounds lovely.’ I’ve never been a good liar – most likely due to my penchant for the truth – and it was obvious that Sharaz had just seen right through me.


She let out a loud, contemplative sigh. ‘Maybe you’re right. I’ll revisit my Moroccan souk idea.’


I nodded, trying to think of something to say. ‘I like lamb tagine,’ was all I could think of.


‘So let’s get down to business,’ she said, clapping her hands together, another loud bracelet jangle ringing out. ‘Well, you obviously know who I am.’ She gestured behind her, and I stared.


Because covering the entire wall were portraits of Sharaz, all done in various styles. There was the Sharaz in Andy Warhol print style, a huge painting of her as a Botticelli angel, a large moody black and white of her lying on the floor flanked by two black panthers with shiny diamond collars, a soft watercolour of her in a rose garden and an oil painting of her on a giant brown steed, and so it went on. And to make it even more incredible, in between all those paintings were shelves of gold awards and platinum albums.


‘Yes, I know who you are.’ I was struggling to prise my eyes from the bizarre smorgasbord of portraits.


‘So you know who I’m married to?’


‘No, you’ll forgive me, I don’t.’


‘Victor Langdon, CEO of Monarch Luxury Holdings. You’ve obviously heard of the company.’


I nodded. I had heard of it. Monarch Luxury Holdings dealt with high-end luxury goods: art, jewellery, rare wines and antiques. I only knew this because some years back a Picasso had been stolen from their showroom. I’d been fascinated by the case and followed it closely; the Picasso had never been found.


‘Then you know how much my husband is worth?’


I looked around me. One of the paintings on the far wall looked suspiciously like an actual Monet, and in the opposite corner, housed in an antique cabinet that could have been lifted from Versailles itself, sat a line of Fabergé eggs. ‘I think I have a pretty good idea.’


‘Well then, you must know where I’m going with all this. A lady of your experience.’


I leaned back in my chair and crossed my legs. ‘You think he’s cheating, and you want to divorce him. If he’s caught in the act, then half of this goes to you. Am I close?’


‘Spot on,’ she said.


‘And how can I help you?’ I asked.


‘He went away on a “business trip” last night.’ The pink talon air quotes said it all. ‘Only I had a lovely chat with the receptionist at LuxSky Charters – she’s a big fan of mine – and she said that the jet did not in fact go to Geneva, but rather to the Seychelles. Now I may be wrong, but I don’t think you’ll find many high-end luxury auctions on a tropical island.’


‘And you obviously think he has a travel companion?’


She nodded.


‘Any idea who she might be?’


Sharaz sat back on the chaise and also crossed her legs, the shiny leather of her pants giving a slight squeak. ‘All I can say is it better not be his PA, or his Pilates instructor. I’d rather not have to face the humiliation of that cliché. I hope it’s a little more original than that. I would hate our marriage to end so banally.’


I smiled at her and wrote in my notepad: Definitely the young PA.


‘So what do you need from me?’ I asked.


‘I need proof, irrefutable. Photo evidence, video evidence, fingerprints, DNA, whatever.’


‘That I can do,’ I replied, adrenaline starting to flood my bloodstream. I loved this feeling.


‘I’ll fly you to the Seychelles. Obviously first class.’


‘Obviously,’ I said, as if this was completely normal. ‘Do you know where he’s staying?’


‘Well, the lovely lady at LuxSky also let slip that the chauffeur had taken him to Ile du Nord Villas. Apparently the Swedish royal family vacation there.’


I tried not to smile. You could tell how wealthy a person was by the way they turned nouns into verbs. Next she would be telling me how they wintered in Gstaad and summered in Saint-Tropez.


‘I wasn’t even aware Sweden had a royal family,’ I said, scribbling down the name of the resort. She looked at me oddly for a moment and then scanned my legs and landed on my shoes again.


‘No, I suppose you wouldn’t be,’ she said. ‘So, are you available to do this? You’ll need to leave very soon.’


I closed my notepad and looked up at her. ‘I am. I just came off a job last night.’


She sighed, and for a second her very well-constructed mask slipped and I was able to glimpse the emotion that was hiding behind the nails and the hair and the white leather. She was in genuine pain. And this pissed me off. I was going to get Victor, come hell or high water.


‘I was hoping you’d say that. You came highly recommended by a friend at the polo club.’


I nodded. I knew exactly who she was talking about. The CEO husband who had a penchant for wearing a collar and being led around on his hands and knees like a dog. Honestly, I’d seen it all. There was a certain hedge fund manager who liked to be vacuum-sealed in cellophane and then beaten with a large baguette. Freshly baked, of course.


‘And to think, he always said he was allergic to dogs,’ she said with a sly smile and a little wink.


There was just no accounting for what the rich were into.


Sharaz leaned forward and slid something across the table. ‘Your ticket to the Seychelles, leaving tomorrow. I hope that’s okay?’


My heart started racing. Excitement. Adrenaline. This, this was what I lived for. The hunt. The chase. I could feel the anticipation bubbling up inside me as I took the ticket and slipped it into my bag.


‘I’m going to get him, Ms Venter! Don’t worry about it.’










CHAPTER 4
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‘You didn’t get her autograph?’ Philly was wide-eyed and gaping at me, repeating herself over and over again, the only difference between the lines was her vocal emphasis.


‘You didn’t get her autograph?’


‘You didn’t get her autograph?’


‘It was a business meeting, it would have been very inappropriate to ask for her autograph.’ I tried to reason with her by giving a sensible, logical response, hoping this would penetrate the haze of celebrity-induced hysteria.


But no.


‘Did you know that in 1982 she played Anna in Die Klein Dorpie?’


‘The what now?’ I’d never heard of it. Translated from Afrikaans to English, she’d said The Small Town.


I could see the exasperation on Philly’s face, but I also knew she secretly loved educating me on all things soapie.


‘Dorpie was South Africa’s first ever soap opera, and Sharaz was only twenty years old when she played the pastor’s niece who came to live with her aunt and uncle in the small town. She came from the big city after her mother and father died in a freak avalanche.’


‘Mmm.’ I nodded, trying to figure out where exactly in any of South Africa’s big cities there was a mountain that might cause such a thing. I braced myself for what I knew was about to come.


‘So . . .’ Philly leaned forward conspiratorially, as if she was telling me gossip about a neighbour. ‘Sharaz’s character Anna fell in love with her cousin, who she’d never met before, and they started having a secret affair. But when she fell pregnant, her aunt and uncle found out, and they were so ashamed that they killed her and buried her in the field behind their farm.’


‘Wow, real family viewing.’ I blinked at her. This sounded more like a true-crime podcast.


‘But wait, there’s more. The best part was when Anna’s ghost came back to haunt them and drove her aunt insane. It was brilliant! She was constantly moving stuff around the house, putting things in different places, slamming doors and making weird noises, until her aunt went mad and was locked up in an asylum, where the doctors started using her in these brainwashing experiments.’


I nodded again. ‘Sounds fascinating.’


‘It was! And Sharaz was amazing. It even launched her career as a singer, because in the special Christmas show, just before she was murdered, she sang in the church, and as luck would have it, a music producer happened to be watching and signed her to his label.’


‘You know a lot about her.’


‘Well, I’ve been following her career for forty years. I just can’t believe that husband of hers is cheating on her. You have to get this guy, Liz.’


I smiled at her. ‘I always do!’


‘But you need to start packing, and you need a cover story. It’s not usual for a woman your age to be staying in a romantic destination alone. It would be so much better if you had a man on your arm.’


‘Rent-A-Gent. I’ll just give them a call and ask them to send one over.’


Philly rolled her eyes at me. ‘So sarcastic.’


‘I thought you said it was endearing?’


‘Only in small doses. And your cover story?’


I sat back in my chair and thought for a while. ‘Jilted bride left at the altar decides to go on her honeymoon alone.’


This elicited another eye-roll from Philly. ‘So cynical. You know one day you’re going to fall head over heels in love with someone.’


‘Head over heels is not my style.’


‘I know. Surrounding your heart with barbed wire and a twenty-foot wall is more your thing.’


‘Exactly.’ I locked eyes with her. ‘But with some of the things I’ve seen, I could argue that motion-activated laser beams and well-trained Dobermanns are also needed.’


‘Deflecting with sarcasm and wit, too.’ Philly sighed long and loud. ‘You know, behind that prickly exterior of yours, there’s a well of love waiting to come out.’


This time I felt a small pang of something inside, but quickly pushed it down. ‘Wells dry up, especially when people take more than they give.’


‘Didn’t Spock fall in love and have a wife?’ she asked.


‘It was an arranged marriage,’ I said, hating it when she tried to school me with references from my favourite TV show. Yes, I was a Trekkie and not afraid to admit it. Yes, I regularly went to Star Trek conventions, and yes, I might own one, maybe two uniforms, a Klingon bat’leth and possibly even a tricorder that could be used as a two-way radio.


I looked at Philly and raised my brows. ‘I need to pack.’


She jumped off her chair. ‘Great, I’ll help you. But first, we need to go shopping.’


‘Shopping?’


She scanned me top to bottom. Once, twice . . . It was not a subtle scan. ‘Not sure about you, but last time I found myself at a tropical resort, black jeans and brown T-shirts weren’t exactly what everyone was wearing.’ I looked down at my clothes. ‘You’re going to need some sundresses, something casual and tropical, and a bikini.’


‘I have swimsuits.’


‘They’re black,’ she said flatly.


‘Well, I’m in mourning over my husband leaving me at the altar in front of five hundred wedding guests,’ I teased.


‘If your husband’s just left you at the altar, even more reason to wear the sexiest bikini ever, and take lots of photos of yourself and post them to social media to show him what he’s missing out on.’


‘I don’t have social media!’


‘But Lily Swanson does.’


‘Who’s that?’


‘The woman who was jilted at the altar. You’re going to need a name.’


I huffed. She was right about that. In fact, she was right about the clothes too. I just wished Lily had had the foresight to see what an idiot her fiancé was before she’d ordered an ice sculpture and a five-tier cake with sparklers. What a waste of money!
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I tried to open my suitcase, but the zipper got stuck. It was as if the suitcase felt the same way as I did about what was about to go inside it and was protesting. I turned and looked at the tropical explosion spread across my bed, blinking against the blinding bright colours. Tight strappy tops, too-short skirts, sandals with fruit on them, those two evening dresses that Philly had insisted I buy, and worst of all, the tiny bits of Lycra fabric masquerading as bikinis. My nose wrinkled as I dangled one of them from my finger. I needed a wax if I was going to wear this without scaring people away.


Sharaz had better appreciate my commitment to this job, because this afternoon had been hell. Philly had dragged me through three shops insisting that I ‘embrace the vacation vibes’, whatever the hell that meant. I had never embraced a vibe in my life, let alone one that involved floral prints and – what had the woman at the shop called it? – spaghetti straps. I turned and looked at myself in the mirror. I wasn’t sure these clothes were going to go with what stared back at me. I’d always been bigger than every other girl I knew growing up, taller, more muscular, and it was only when I started playing rugby in college that I finally found some peers with the same kind of body as mine. For a moment there I’d thought I might go professional, but that would have meant only focusing on that, and I wasn’t prepared to give up my ju-jitsu. I’d always loved sports. But not just any sports. I loved the sports that required you to throw your body around, put it through its paces and push it as far as it could go. Sports that left you aching, bruised, breathless but feeling totally alive. I looked down at the stringy orange thing in my hands once more and sighed. I’d been so looking forward to this job, until I realised it required dressing like a human pina colada.










CHAPTER 5
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I slipped the seat belt on and looked around. I must say, first class really made the prospect of a four-hour flight so much better. As soon as the plane took off, I pulled out my iPad. Philly always put together a dossier for me for each job, downloading every article, social media post and piece of intel she could find.


As I started reading, my spy senses immediately began to tingle. Red flags. Everywhere. The biggest one? That missing Picasso. Never retrieved, yet conveniently insured. Victor Langdon must’ve got a massive payout from that little ‘theft’. A staged robbery was easier to pull off than you’d think. And then there were all those shiny diamonds. In my experience, most people selling diamonds on that kind of scale were either sourcing them illegally or using them to launder money. Probably both.


I tried to concentrate, but the sudden sound of a wailing baby was making it impossible. Crying babies had never elicited a maternal instinct in me. As a child, I hadn’t played with dolls; I’d been too busy solving mysteries. I’d preferred hidden clues, paper trails, puzzles. I suppose that was what led me to study criminology and then to go on to the police academy. I’d wanted to become a powerful female detective, like the ones from my favourite TV shows.


I’d had this romanticised notion that I would become a South African version of a CIA operative or FBI agent, tracking down serial killers with crazy MOs and great names, like . . . the Cuticle Collector, a killer who trimmed their victims’ cuticles and collected them in jars. But the whole police detective fantasy didn’t exactly turn out as planned.


I shuffled uncomfortably in my seat as an image of Cam popped into my head. Why was it that the people you loathed the most happened to be the hottest? And Cam was certainly hot, not to mention amazing in bed too. Prior to that one night with him, I’d always believed that multiple orgasms had been a myth. They were not. That man had reduced me to a simpering puddle of dopamine overload. Maybe that was why I’d allowed myself to be so vulnerable with him; it was surely the only reason I’d found myself lying in the arms of my biggest rival at the police academy experiencing feelings I normally never allowed myself to feel.


Cam had always been my stiffest competition at college. One day I would win something, and the next day he would. We bounced back and forth from first in the class to second so many times, fellow pupils and instructors started taking bets on who was going to triumph in a particular activity. And come final year, we were both vying for the top spot. Whoever won, whichever cadet came top of the class, got a golden ticket. First pick of precincts, shifts and specialisations. A better training officer, all in all, someone on a faster and much smoother track to becoming what we so desperately wanted to become, detectives. So when the final exercise of the year came up, I was more than determined to win. Especially because it meant beating Cam, and I hated losing, particularly to him.


The exercise in question was a gauntlet-type thing. A maze designed to simulate high-pressure real-world situations, complete with hostile suspects, random hazards and surprise emergencies. No one knew what it would look like, so you were flying blind. Relying on your instincts and training alone. In the end, Cam crossed the finish line first, and I walked out with second place and a bitterness that ran deep.


But that night, because I’d been called out so many times over the years for not being a team player, I decided I was going to do the noble thing. I’d shown up at his door, struggling to even think the words let alone force them past my reluctant lips. Well done, you deserve it. Probably the hardest phrase I was ever going to attempt to utter out loud in my entire life. But the minute he opened the door, all the tension from the past two years at the academy snapped. One second I was trying to shake his hand; the next my hands were all over his body. That had been at exactly 2.20 a.m. I still remember the precise time, because for the next six hours I don’t think I’d ever been happier; that is until it all abruptly ended at 8.20. Because it was at that moment that I found the tiny piece of paper that changed everything. Changed the course of my entire life and career, and further cemented in my heart what I already knew about men and relationships.


The baby cried again, and this was followed by a very audible disgruntled huffing sound from the seat across the aisle. I looked over to the man sitting there and we shared a small conspiratorial eye-roll, followed by a disapproving head-shake that said, Urgh, babies! I had to admit, the man was rather gorgeous. He had the most piercing blue eyes, which unfortunately made me start thinking of Cam’s eyes again. The eyes I’d stared into as he’d picked me up like I was a leaf, pinned me against the wall and fucked me into oblivion. I tried to shake that image out of my head. Dwelling on Cam always led to dark places.


The pilot’s voice came crackling through the intercom telling us we had just started our descent. I looked out the window, and the glistening blue sight beneath me took my breath away. The most brilliant turquoise sea I’d ever seen, dotted with tiny islands. If I wasn’t on a job, I thought, I might actually enjoy myself here. When was the last time I’d been on vacation? The answer was: not in many, many years. I’d been so busy building my business that things like vacations and weekends off had fallen by the wayside.


I put my iPad away and readied myself for landing. It was smooth, but as soon as I stepped off the plane, I was hit in the face by a wall of humidity. It was like being slapped by a wet towel. I tugged at my collar, mentally cursing the blazer I’d chosen to wear.










CHAPTER 6
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My final destination was the famous North Island, a secluded and completely private island boasting one of the world’s most luxurious resorts, according to Condé Nast – Philly had put that article in the file too. She’d also been kind enough to leave a little note for me insisting that I let my hair down. Quite literally; I’d only ever worn it in a scraped-back ponytail. Have some fun! she’d written. I scoffed. This was a business trip after all.


Because the Seychelles was a massive archipelago, made up of over a hundred islands, I would need to take a seaplane to the resort. I stood on the dock with my bags and looked around, all the while feeling how the humidity had started to wreak havoc on my hair. Just nature’s way of reminding me to keep it scraped back, because this was the kind of weather that made my natural curls explode. I hated my curls. Not only did they tangle, but they also made me look like some whimsical storybook character – like I should be skipping through meadows of flowers, befriending squirrels and singing about the hills. Besides, in my line of work it was better to have your hair tied back if you were crawling through a sewer.


A whole forty minutes later, we were still waiting for the pilot to arrive. Nothing seemed to happen in a rush here. Eventually a man strolled towards us wearing no shoes, Bermuda shorts with pink hibiscus on them and a questionable white vest that said Chill across the front. I gave him the once-over. I wasn’t scared of being on a small plane, or any flying craft for that matter. I’d jumped out of many a small flying contraption. When I’d taken on a job in France once, I’d had to rappel out of a helicopter and jump into the back yard of a chateau in order to get a photo of a French aristocrat and his mistress. So I wasn’t afraid of things that flew through the air.


But having a barefoot, Bermuda-short-wearing pilot who looked like he was about to light up on the beach was slightly concerning. My only consolation was that if it seemed like we were about to crash, I knew how to fly the plane. Despite all that, though, it did take off in the manner that it should. And with only eight people on board, I noticed him immediately: the man with the blue eyes.


‘No babies,’ he said when he caught me looking at him. He had an accent I recognised immediately as Italian. I did love an Italian accent, and coupled with those blue eyes and what were clearly very defined biceps, this guy was my type.


‘Thankfully not!’ I replied.


‘So what brings you to this romantic paradise? Given that you’re single.’


‘How do you know I’m—’


‘Sorry.’ He held up his hand and cut me off. ‘So presumptuous and rude of me. Sometimes I just say what I think. I just noticed you sitting alone . . . no ring, and I assumed. Everyone here is paired off, so . . .’ He looked around the small plane and I followed his eyes. People were indeed paired off, like birds that had found each other in mating season. Newly-weds, oldly-weds celebrating anniversaries, and two people who were pawing each other and looked like they weren’t going to make it to bed.


‘I’m on my honeymoon. By myself. I was left at the altar.’ I tried to put on a sad face.


‘Oh no! Very sorry to hear that.’


I shrugged. ‘Nothing like standing in the aisle in a wedding dress with no groom to remind you how fun romance is.’ I forced a little laugh, the kind that someone would give if they were trying to bury painful feelings. It clearly worked, because I could see he was trying to figure out what to say next. ‘And what brings you to the honeymoon destination of the world all alone?’ I asked, breaking the silence.


‘I’m here to say goodbye to someone. My wife passed away three years ago, and this is where she wanted her ashes scattered.’


‘Oh no, I’m sorry.’


He gave me a sad smile of his own, also trying to bury painful feelings. ‘It was her dying wish. But it’s taken me a long time to get around to doing it.’


I nodded as if I even vaguely understood what he was going through.


‘Well, I hope you find what you’re looking for on the island,’ he finally said.


‘You too,’ I replied, and couldn’t help but think of Lou and Philly. Was love really worth it? Forty per cent of all marriages experienced some kind of infidelity – physical or emotional; thirty-five per cent ended in divorce and one hundred per cent ended in death. So either way you looked at it, it all ended in heartbreak one way or the other.


I turned my attention back to the window and watched as we flew over lush green islands that looked more like emeralds sparkling in the sea, each one encircled in the whitest beaches I’d ever seen. The plane finally touched down with a soft splash and stopped at a dock, where a line of staff was already waiting for us. It was all very White Lotus, though hopefully without the murder. The staff had the kind of smiles plastered across their faces that only resorts charging $5,000 per night would have. It was probably a prerequisite for working there. I disembarked and was just about to pick up my bag when a man scooped it up at lightning speed. And then came the cool lemongrass-scented towels and freshly squeezed tropical drinks.


After that, I was escorted by one of the staff to a sleek black golf cart that looked fit for a member of the royal family. Soon I was being driven down a small sandy path. Tall palm trees rose up on either side, and within minutes I was completely surrounded by a thick, dense jungle. It was all so green here, apart from the pops of tropical flowers. I didn’t know their names, but I knew Philly would have. And she would probably have been able to tell me something interesting about each one.
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