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  This is for Maddie who never stopped believing.




  ONE




  In the line of business Stephanie Marshall was in she was used to having uncomfortable experiences. It went with the job that some of the people she came across weren’t exactly the full quid. She’d recently had a case where a woman had asked her to follow her boyfriend because she suspected he was up to no good with another woman. A run of the mill sort of case at face value and Stephanie spent several days keeping the boyfriend under surveillance and taking pictures of his activities. But she didn’t see him with any other woman in a situation that suggested he may be playing away from home and when she broached her findings with her client the client broke down and started sobbing in Stephanie’s arms. The ‘deliriously happy couple with no issues’ had been on one date five months ago after which the ‘boyfriend’ decided that he didn’t want to take things any further. But the ‘girlfriend’ had been so desperate to be with someone that she’d deluded herself into believing the date had been one of the happiest nights of her life and a wonderful relationship had ensued, even to the extent of believing he was two timing her and employing Stephanie’s services to find out. She’d built up a whole relationship with this man but only in her head. Stephanie did some more probing and found that her client, who was in her early forties, had never been married and hadn’t even had a boyfriend for several years. She had a reputation where she worked for being a particularly bitter and twisted woman who delighted in ‘reporting’ her colleagues to management for the slightest of misdemeanors and who was always critical of other people’s relationships especially if the girl was young and pretty. Stephanie sympathized with the sad psycho bitch but arranged for her to see a therapist who could perhaps help her to sort out her real ‘issues’.




  Then there was the farmer from the Northern Territories who asked Stephanie if she could find out where his seventeen year-old daughter was because she’d run away from home and he believed she was in Sydney. She’d felt quite sorry for him at first. He’d looked completely lost and woebegone in the big city and he explained that there’d been a huge family argument after which his daughter had shot through. Stephanie did manage to find the man’s daughter but the situation she learned about wasn’t quite as the father had explained. She told Stephanie that her father had been steadily losing it in his head and had been hitting out at her with his fists especially when he came home drunk from the pub and she hadn’t been able to stand it any longer. But Stephanie had managed to get father and daughter talking again and the father agreed to seek help. He said that the reason for him cracking up was because his farm was going bankrupt and he didn’t know what to do. Stephanie learned the extent of his cash problems when she presented him with her bill and he tried to pay her in live pythons, three of them to be precise, all in a large tank on the back of his truck that he’d driven all the way down from just outside Darwin. ‘Bloody valuable these big bastards, sweetheart’ he’d pointed out. ‘You’ll be able to sell them to any zoo or if you want to make serious money then sell them to some scientific sort of place who’ll use them for experiments’. Stephanie said she’d prefer to keep his account open until he was able to pay her in straightforward cash and he could return the snakes to the outback where they belonged.




  But lately Stephanie had been presented with potentially one of her most challenging clients. She hadn’t spoken to him but as she looked out of her office window she saw him standing across the road and looking up at her office like he’d done every day for the past week. She recognized him. She knew just who he was. His face had been splashed across the newspapers and the TV news channels and although the average man or woman hadn’t committed his physique to memory, professionals like Stephanie took a deeper interest than others would. He obviously wanted to employ her services but it was becoming exasperating because every time she went downstairs and out onto the street to try and talk to him he disappeared. It was as if he was reaching out for help but couldn’t quite go through with it. He must be in a worse way than the media would have everyone believe. After all everybody thinks he’s a cold blooded killer.




  She turned from the window and tried to focus on her email inbox which currently totalled 152. She scrolled down the list and came to the one that really mattered. It was from her eldest son James back in the UK who was coming down to stay in a couple of weeks time and spend his gap year with her before starting university. The email contained details of his flight into Sydney and she noted it down with great excitement. She hadn’t seen either of her two sons James and Matthew since she went back to the UK last Christmas and was so looking forward to having at least one of her boys in her arms again. She still called them her boys even though they were both very tall young men.




  She’d just finished her reply to James when the buzzer for her office went off and the security camera showed that it was the man who’d been looking up at her window. She pressed to let him into the building and a few minutes later she heard his footsteps coming up the stairs to the second floor and then she saw the shape of him in a shadow against the frosted glass of her office door. She’d been meaning to get the frosted glass replaced because not only was it a bit of a cliche for a private investigator but it quite often spooked her out when an image appeared. She pressed the button to unlock the door and he came in.




  ‘Hello?’ he said, holding out his hand though more out of manners than confidence. ‘My name is Max Burley’.




  ‘Yes’ said Stephanie who stood up and shook his hand. ‘I recognise you’.




  ‘I thought you might’.




  ‘Please sit down’ said Stephanie who was immediately struck by Burley. The pictures of him in the papers and on TV didn’t do justice to the man in his late thirties who was one of the most handsome men she’d ever come across. Leaving her darling Peter out of it who in any case was more rugged than handsome, Max Burley had the most perfect dark brown eyes in a flawless face with a wide mouth and no visible lines. He also had that strong outdoor look of one of those naturalists you see on TV chasing wildlife all over the place. He must spend a lot of his time outside. He had large upper arm and shoulder muscles and was dressed in a pair of dark blue jeans, maroon t-shirt under a black leather bomber jacket with a zip fastener. His dark brown hair was short but there was turmoil written right across that face. He looked brooding, like he just didn’t know what to do. ‘So why has it taken you all this time to actually come and talk to me?’




  ‘I was nervous’ said Max after he’d sat down and crossed his legs over. He rested his folded hands in his lap. ‘Given my current circumstances it’s hard to figure out how people will react to me. You’re familiar with my case I take it?’




  ‘Oh yes’ Stephanie confirmed. Max Burley had been charged with the murder of his boss Charles Maynard. ‘I’ve seen it all in the media’.




  ‘Well I didn’t kill Charles’ said Max, firmly although the tone of his voice betrayed how he was feeling inside. ‘But next month I go on trial for his murder and the police believe they have a cast iron case that will see me go down for a long time. I only got bail because I’ve got some money in the bank that they took for security and I’ve never been in trouble with the police before. I have to prove my innocence before that trial starts, Miss Marshall. That’s why I’m here. I need you to help me’.




  ‘What’s your lawyer doing about it?’




  ‘Are you aware of the Sydney firm Healey and Jenkins?’




  Stephanie nodded. ‘Well yes I am’ she confirmed. ‘I’ve had dealings with them myself’.




  ‘Well I’m with someone there called Brett Sandcroft’ said Max. ‘He’s advising me to plead guilty in order to lessen my chances of a long sentence’.




  ‘That old chestnut’.




  ‘I know’ said Max. ‘If it wasn’t my life we were talking about it would be laughable’.




  ‘Can’t you get some other lawyer?’




  ‘It wouldn’t make any difference because I need someone who’s going to look for evidence of me being set up’ said Max. ‘That’s what I believe has happened here, Miss Marshall. I’ve been set up for the murder of Charles and someone in this city is laughing over their pre dinner drink at me’.




  ‘You have the kind of enemies who’d set you up for murder?’




  ‘I didn’t think so but someone has done a bloody good job to make it look like I killed Charles’.




  ‘And you didn’t?’




  ‘No I didn’t I had absolutely nothing to do with what happened’ said Max who felt his eyes fill up. ‘Absolutely nothing at all’.




  ‘Alright, Max, don’t get distressed’ said Stephanie. ‘You’ve come to the right place’.




  ‘You mean you will help me?’ he asked hopefully and leaning forward whilst wiping his cheeks free of tears. ‘I’m desperate, Miss Marshall. I don’t know where else to turn and you’ve got a reputation for getting results’




  Stephanie smiled at the way he was flattering her. ‘Call me Stephanie’




  ‘Okay. Stephanie. But you can see how I’m fixed?’




  ‘Of course I can’ Stephanie went on. She could see the immense strain in those eyes. This man was clearly going through it. ‘But the thing is, Max, I’ll need to be sure that you are innocent and that means hearing your side of the story without it all having been filtered by journalists who are all on their own agenda. Just don’t give me the same version that’s appeared in the media, that’s what I’m saying’.




  Max sat back in his chair. ‘I don’t know where to start’.




  ‘Go right back to the circumstances leading up to the death of Charles Maynard’ said Stephanie. ‘I know it’ll be painful, Max, but please tell me everything. If there’s one thing that will dissuade me from helping you it’ll be if you deliberately leave anything out’.




  ‘This isn’t going to be easy’.




  ‘No, I can imagine’ said Stephanie. ‘But neither is prison and if I’m going to save you from it then you’re going have to convince me that I’m right in thinking you’re not a killer’.




  TWO




  Maggie Broadhurst didn’t know any more where her life was heading. Her emotional well being had taken something of a battering lately. She’d worked as an administrator for the local hospital since her now grown up daughter Sophie was little. Her husband Phil had built up a thriving business fitting and maintaining air conditioning systems in private houses and he’d recently been talking about selling out to a larger firm. They’d both turned fifty last year and they’d got a bit of cash behind them. She had been thinking of suggesting they both retire and do some of the things they’d always wanted to. That was until life had delivered the kind of surprises that would be hard for any person to get their head around.




  Her little grandson Casey beamed with delight the way little babies of his tender age do when they’ve brought their wind up and no longer have it hiding inside them refusing to come out. Maggie held him on her shoulder and continued to rub his back. He seemed to like being able to look around the joint for himself.




  ‘Your timing was perfect as usual, Phil’ said Maggie, although not in a really reproachful way after her husband walked into the kitchen. She knew he was taking the strain just as much as she was. Shame it wasn’t enough to take him away from his other activities that he thought she didn’t know about. She’d learned that some of his clients, lonely housewives stuck at home all day, were paying him in more than cash for his services. She’d been wondering where he’d been getting his share. He’d always been highly sexed and yet he hadn’t touched her for months. The fact is she could get over it if it was just that. Her man was handsome and she’d always known he could be easily led by his penis. But it was the other thing she’d found out, the devastating, disgusting little secret that had shaken her soul and disturbed her beyond words. That was what she was still working out what to do about. ‘He’s just had his feed and I’ve got his wind up’.




  ‘Has my special little bloke had his brekkie?’ said Phil as he took Casey from his wife and held him high which was another thing he seemed to like. He then settled Casey over his even taller shoulder giving him an even wider view before turning back to Maggie. ‘Why don’t you get some breakfast, love? You must be starving’.




  ‘I am to be honest’ said Maggie, thinking back to the small amount of dinner she’d had the previous evening. ‘I think I’ll fry some eggs. You want some?’




  ‘Yeah, that’d be great, love’.




  ‘Haven’t you got any appointments this morning?’




  ‘Yeah but not until later’ said Phil. ‘I can wait until you set off with him’.




  Maggie had been taking Casey to work with her and leaving him in the hospital crèche during the day. All the staff knew the predicament she and Phil were in with Casey and they’d been more than just supportive. They’d been godsends.




  She could hear Phil talking and laughing with Casey and it also made her burst into tears.




  ‘Hey, hey’ said Phil. ‘Mags?’




  ‘Don’t let Casey see me like this’ she said turning away from Phil and the baby. ‘I only want him to see happy, loving faces’.




  ‘You’re tired, sweetheart’ said Phil. ‘And no wonder’.




  ‘So are you for that matter’ said Maggie. ‘I’ve been trying to work it out. Was it something we did, Phil?’




  ‘It’s nothing we did or didn’t do, Mags’ said Phil, as reassuringly as he could. He hated to see his wife going through so much stress. It wasn’t fair. He walked over and squeezed her shoulder with his spare hand. ‘We were good parents. I’ve no doubt about that’.




  Maggie felt a shiver go down her spine. It was like somebody had stepped on her grave.




  ‘But we raised a daughter who’s rejected her own baby’ said Maggie, her heart breaking. ‘The poor little mite is barely three months old and yet we could count on one hand the number of times he’s seen his mother and she’s supposed to live here too’.




  ‘I take it she didn’t come back again last night?’




  ‘No’ said Maggie.




  ‘That makes a week’ said Phil, heavily. He sighed. ‘What the hell is she up to?’




  When their daughter Sophie had come home one night and announced she was pregnant they hadn’t quite known what to make of the news. She was a grown woman of twenty-five years old and yet her mother had met teenagers with more of a sense of responsibility. But then Maggie had warmed to the idea of Sophie expecting a baby. She’d started to think that it might just end up being the making of her and God knows she’d needed something to anchor her into normality. That was before she knew the truth.




  ‘I wish I knew’ said Maggie. ‘Because as things stand we’ve become parents again in our early fifties to our grandchild’.




  Max had left Stephanie’s office the previous afternoon without telling her much about what she needed to know. But this morning he was back and he was not only ready to talk but he felt able to spill the beans in the kind of thorough way this whole process demanded.




  ‘So Maynard Recruitment agency is on MacQuerie street in central Sydney?’




  ‘Yes’ said Max. ‘That’s where the headquarters are. There’s also a smaller, branch type office over in Perth where I spent a lot of time because WA was where most of the companies we worked for were operationally based’.




  ‘Okay’ said Stephanie. ‘Tell me first about the day you were interviewed for the directorship? Who was the other candidate?’




  Max raised his eyebrows. ‘Well I suppose you could say this is where he does all begin’.




  One month ago.




  I really hate this’ said Max as he held Naomi tight in his arms. ‘I mean, I really hate this’.




  ‘I know but what can we do?’ said Naomi into his shoulder. ‘The battle lines have been drawn up by others. They might’ve known’.




  ‘It’s just a stupid job’ said Max. ‘It shouldn’t matter’.




  Naomi brought her head back and looked at him face to face. He was slightly taller than she was and she could see that his dark eyes were moist. He’d always been the softer one of the two. They were the same age and Max Burley had been working for the Maynard recruitment agency for several years before Naomi Coates joined five years ago. They’d become best friends almost instantly and were now the two senior executives at the firm that specialized in head hunting, not just in Australia but all over the world, for managerial staff to work in the mining industry of WA plus the oil and gas field sectors. Together they formed one of the most important industrial segments of the Australian economy and had been widely credited with saving the country from going into the same recession that so many other places had and both Max and Naomi enjoyed what they did. An all too rare vacancy for a directorship at the firm had recently become available and they were both in line for it. They were about to have their interviews with the current board of directors all of whom they both knew on a social as well as a professional basis, starting with Charles Maynard, the chief executive who would be leading the interviews. Naomi was due to go in first and then Max. They were waiting outside the boardroom on the second floor of the company offices. Not only would the successful candidate join the rest of them on the board but a salary increase of ten thousand dollars and a hefty share bonus would also go with the new title of ‘Sales Director for Australasia and South east Asia’.




  ‘But we both know that it does matter, Max’ said Naomi, gently as she brushed some dust from the sleeve of his jacket with her fingers. He looked smart but then he always did. This time though he really had pushed the boat out and had a three-piece suit made-to-measure. Naomi herself hadn’t exactly gone through her existing wardrobe to find something suitable. She’d splashed out on a smart two piece from one of Sydney’s more salubrious stores, albeit not one that catered for the kind of lady who regularly read woman’s weekly. ‘And we can get through it no matter what happens’.




  Max and Naomi were so close that they’d often been taken for a more romantically inclined couple. That wasn’t possible considering they were both into men but nevertheless the deep bond that had grown between them had led Naomi to rely on Max to help her through two broken relationships since they’d known each other. She’d also given him an ear and a shoulder to offload about his constant but complicated love life.




  If Max was to be purely objective on the grounds of their respective performances at work then he should get the job. His client list was longer than Naomi’s and he’d brought several hundred thousand dollars more work into the company than she had. He was also the senior of the two.
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