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  AUTHOR’S NOTE




  This is a revised version of what first appeared as ‘Fiona Thompson House’ but I had the growing feeling that it would work much better and be more entertaining for the reader if I changed the name to something that was more indicative of the story and with that I also changed the names of some of the characters to reflect the different approach. I believe that all makes for a better experience for the reader and sets the character of Stephanie Marshall up nicely for a series that I hope will entertain for several more books to come. She’s got a few more mysteries to solve beyond this one and I’m now working on the next installment.




   




  For Maddie with love from LBP.




  ONE




  Stephanie Marshall was a Sydneysider who’d run her own business as a private investigator for the last ten years. Her office was in Beaconsfield on the way into the city from the airport and was on the top floor of a grey three-storey building sandwiched between a pub and a bottle shop. If word of mouth was anything to go by she’d be as rich as bloody shit. She was good at her job. She did what she said and she was reliable enough to have gained an enviable reputation in the trade. She only wished her clients could be as reliable when it came to paying her fee after she’d got them their desired result. But too many of them seemed to run short of funds when it came time to pay up and that made her cash flow situation an absolute disaster at times. But it went with the territory. She couldn’t take the full fee in advance because the nature of the work meant that it was so unpredictable and she couldn’t accurately forecast her costs. So it was a case of sucking it all up and hoping that at least some clients would come through the door who could pay their invoice in one go instead of dribs and drabs.




  She’d grabbed herself a coffee from the café on the corner where Ricardo the Italian owner flirted madly with her whilst his wife who also worked there laughed. She was well used to her husband taking the traditional Italian male view of the female species. Stephanie sometimes used it to her advantage though. Ricardo knew a lot of people who would talk to him and not the police and that made him a mine of useful information for her on some cases.




  On the landing outside her office she caught herself in the long wall mirror. She should do something with her hair. It was the most boring shade of brown and just sat there, parted in the middle and the length catching her shoulders. She thought about maybe putting a colour on it but she had no idea what. Then there was the question of her hips. They were starting to be the first thing she saw when she looked at her body. Too many takeaway sandwiches eaten whilst conducting surveillance work were to blame for that. Too many curries, fish and chips, microwave meals, late night liquid suppers involving a bottle of Shiraz because she couldn’t be bothered to do anything with food. The trousers she was wearing had room to spare six months ago. Now she could barely get her hand down the front. She was going to have to do something to arrest this particular development. Her white shirt looked alright and her black jacket was okay if she left it undone. She used to be able to click her fingers and get any man.




  Now if she went next door to the pub and clicked her fingers they’d probably all run for the hills. She laughed at how ridiculously deceiving human beings can be with themselves. She wasn’t fat and she hadn’t lost it. She just needed to lose a bit to help her get some of it back.




  It was almost ten o’clock on a Wednesday morning and it was pouring with rain outside. She had someone coming to see her on the hour and when the security buzzer downstairs was activated she looked briefly at the video shot and let her visitor in, telling her over the intercom to take the lift to the third floor.




  The woman who Stephanie greeted warmly at the door with a handshake had clearly been a particularly alluring beauty in her youth. She was still a very attractive woman now with her short white hair and large bewitching eyes. Stephanie would put her in her early sixties but she was preserving well and her light brown suede jacket and skirt also helped to take the years off her. She’d also taken care that her jewellery and make-up were subtle additions to her appearance and didn’t overwhelm her look. She had a poise about her that told you that she could be the best friend you’d ever had but also warned you not to cross her or you’d regret it. Vulnerable, insecure and yet with a barely hidden ferociousness that wouldn’t take much to be provoked into showing itself.




  ‘I’m Valerie Gardner’ said her visitor. ‘Mrs. Valerie Gardner’. Her voice was deep and throaty. She must be a pretty heavy smoker, thought Stephanie.




  ‘Yes, please come in, Mrs. Gardner and sit down’ said Stephanie.




  ‘Oh please call me Valerie’.




  ‘And I’m Stephanie. Would you like a cup of tea or coffee?’




  ‘No, thanks’ said Valerie, smiling as she sat down in the chair in front of Stephanie’s desk.




  ‘I’m fine. It’s not been long since breakfast’.




  Stephanie sat down at her desk and folded her hands before resting them in front of her.




  ‘So, Valerie, how did you find me?’




  ‘You have a particular reputation for finding people’ said Valerie. ‘We saw the feature about you recently in one of the Sunday papers. That’s when I decided to get in touch’.




  ‘We?’




  ‘Me and my husband Ed’ Valerie explained. ‘He’s waiting outside in the car’.




  ‘He’s not coming in?’




  ‘No, he prefers to let me handle this kind of thing. We have a farm in the country and he manages that’.




  ‘I see’ said Stephanie. ‘So do I take it there’s someone you want me to try and find?’




  ‘Yes’ said Valerie. She took a paper tissue out of her handbag and dabbed at her eyes. ‘I want you to try and find a friend of mine who went missing over a year ago. He was my best friend actually and I miss him terribly’.




  ‘Okay’ said Stephanie. ‘What was his name?’




  ‘Liam Jenkins’.




  ‘And when you say he went missing, how do you mean exactly?’




  ‘His car was found abandoned on a quiet road near to some cliffs up at Palm Beach. The door to the drivers’ side was open and the keys were still in the ignition’.




  ‘Very mysterious’ said Stephanie. ‘And there was no sign of him I take it?’




  ‘No’ said Valerie. She stole herself for a moment and then carried on. ‘Sorry. It’s just that




  … well he was almost like a son to us. He was a good looking young man but obviously a lot younger than me and in any case I’m happily married to Ed so there was never anything like that involved’.




  ‘How did you know him?’




  ‘He was one of the tenants at a block of apartments we own over at Manly. When he moved in we just hit it off. He’d been estranged from his mother since he was little and he’d never met his father. I think perhaps that my husband Ed and I kind of filled those roles for him in a way, you know?’




  ‘I do. Did he have a job?’




  ‘Yes. At the Southern Cross bank downtown. He looked after the business accounts including ours’.




  ‘Girlfriend or boyfriend?’




  ‘Neither’ said Valerie. ‘When it came to personal relationships he was rather confused about himself. He wanted to have relationships with women but it didn’t feel right and yet he insisted he didn’t feel gay either’.




  ‘Do you have a photograph of him?’




  ‘Yes, of course’ said Valerie. She took the photo of Liam out of her handbag and gave it to Stephanie. Liam was sitting on a chair in the back garden of her house dressed in a vest like top and shorts. He had a can of VB in his hand and he looked very relaxed.




  ‘He’s certainly handsome’ said Stephanie. ‘Where does he get his dark looks from?’




  ‘His mother was a white Australian but his father was Syrian’.




  ‘Hence the dark eyes and black hair?’




  ‘That’s right’.




  ‘So did he have any intimate relationships at all?’




  ‘Oh yes, but always with straight men who like to have affairs with other men on the side’.




  ‘It happens’ said Stephanie. ‘But I thought you said he didn’t feel gay?’




  ‘That’s right, he didn’t’ said Valerie. ‘But he was attracted to men and the affairs he had were either short lived or he wouldn’t hear from them for weeks and then suddenly they’d call and he’d drop everything to see them. He let himself be used all the time but he was desperate for something romantic to work, you know? He knew that some men leave wives and girlfriends for other men and he hoped that’s what would happen to him in a way. He hoped that if that happened it would settle all the internal confusion he went through. He’d never have put any pressure on a man in that way though. He’d have just been delighted if any of them had made that decision to choose to be with him. He’d have made a good partner for someone. He was a very caring person and he’d have had enough love for both of them if the other guy didn’t feel quite as much’.




  ‘Could he have just taken off and tried to start again somewhere else?’




  ‘No’ said Valerie, firmly. She leaned forward to make her point. ‘I’ve gone through that over and over in my head and I really don’t think that was the case. I knew Liam. I was probably closer to him than anybody. He wouldn’t do that to his friends and all the people who cared about him. He’d been given the cold shoulder by all of his family but he’d built his own family with his circle of friends and he wouldn’t have done that to us. If he’d wanted to do that he’d have told us and planned it. He wouldn’t have just taken off and left all that drama behind him’.




  ‘Drama?’




  ‘Abandoning his car like that’.




  ‘But that’s just what he did do’.




  ‘But what I’m saying is that something happened to make him act in that way. He wouldn’t have done it off his own back’.




  ‘When did you last see him?’




  ‘The night before he disappeared he came over to our place. He had dinner with Ed and I, we talked, we watched telly for a while and then he went home. I rang him the next day, like I rang him most days, and left him a message which I often did because he was at work. But when he didn’t return it I rang him again because he’d never not returned my calls. Then I rang him again and then again and then I saw the item on the local evening news which showed his car’.




  ‘And that’s when you knew?’




  ‘Yes. It was a terrible shock as you can imagine. I’ve never heard anything from him since then. Nobody has’.




  ‘What do the police say about it?’




  ‘They’ve concluded that it was suicide and closed the case’ said Valerie, her voice full of exasperation. ‘Traces of his DNA were found in the space between his car and the cliff top.




  They think it all got too much for him and in a moment of despair he threw himself off. But no body has ever been found’.




  ‘That’s not unusual in the cases of people throwing themselves into the Pacific’ Stephanie pointed out.




  ‘I know and if he didn’t throw himself off that cliff then it looks like he simply vanished into thin air which of course is ridiculous. But I’ve come to you, Stephanie, because I’m convinced that Liam didn’t commit suicide. As mixed up as he was Liam wouldn’t have done that. He had an inner strength that got him through all the adversities he faced in life’.




  ‘You seem pretty certain of what he wouldn’t have done, Valerie’.




  ‘Because I knew him, Stephanie’ said Valerie, intensely. ‘Suicide may have crossed his mind but he’d never have gone through with it. He wanted to be happy. He wanted to lay his demons to rest and he would’ve done sooner or later’.




  ‘Not everybody finds happiness in life, Valerie’.




  ‘No but they don’t all commit suicide either’ said Valerie. ‘And Liam wouldn’t have done.




  He just wouldn’t’.




  ‘Okay, well tell me more about yourself, Valerie?’




  ‘Why?’




  ‘To help me gain an understanding of those close to him’




  ‘Why don’t you tell me about yourself first?’ Valerie asked. She preferred to gain the upper hand on someone before they gained it on her. ‘Your accent is native but there’s somewhere else in there?’




  Stephanie smiled. This lady was good. She’d successfully turned the focus away from herself. She was manipulative and there was far more to her than you’d get from any first impression. ‘Well you’re right my accent isn’t native although I’ve lived here for over fifteen years. But I’m originally from the UK’.




  ‘Do you go back very often?’




  ‘I haven’t been back since my father’s funeral almost a couple of years ago’.




  ‘I’m sorry’ said Valerie.




  ‘He’d been ill for some time’ Stephanie explained. ‘It was a relief to be honest’.




  ‘I understand’ said Valerie. ‘So how come you were living here in the first place?’




  ‘I moved out here from Nottingham in the East Midlands region of England with my husband and our two children for a better life like so many Brits do’ Stephanie remembered.




  ‘Two years later he moved back and I stayed here’.




  ‘And your children?’




  ‘They went back with their father’.




  ‘Ouch. And it still hurts?’




  ‘Only every minute of every day’ Stephanie admitted. ‘I’ve missed out on so much to do with them. I used to go back every year to see them but then that had to stop’.




  ‘Why?’ asked Valerie. She liked Stephanie. Beneath the veneer she thought she might be detecting the same fragility that Valerie would acknowledge about herself.




  ‘My ex-husband remarried and his new wife thought it was unsettling to have me turn up every year’ Stephanie explained. ‘You know what it’s like with some second wives. They have to make their mark and damn the consequences for everybody else. I wanted to fight it but I didn’t have the money and my ex-husband had legal custody. Besides, my kids didn’t want to come back to Australia’.




  ‘Why did your husband go back without you?’




  ‘Because I was having an affair’.




  ‘Ah. So that’s why you stayed?’




  ‘Yes’ said Stephanie. ‘And God I’ve put myself through it over that decision’.




  ‘Everybody judged you as a bad mother, right?’




  ‘Oh I was the wicked witch from Hell even as far as my own parents were concerned. I was hoping though that my children would grow up to hate their step-mother more for refusing to let me see them than they hated me for staying out here. But they’ve shown no signs of it yet. I have two boys, James and Matthew. James is taking a gap year soon before going to university and I’m hoping he’ll come down here to see his old Mum. I’d be so happy if he did. Anyway, it sounds like you know a thing or two about this sort of thing?’




  ‘Oh believe me I wrote the book on screwed up relationships between mothers and children’ said Valerie. ‘And I do know what it’s like when it feels like the whole world is judging you for it. I have twins, Jaime and Alison. They live up in Queensland and run a hotel together in Port Douglas with Alison’s husband Rory. Jaime doesn’t have any children but Alison and Rory have got three. I see them from time to time and one of my grandsons is at university here in Sydney so we see him a fair amount which is lovely. He seems to like his grandma and granddad and we’ve become good mates’.




  ‘How long have you been married to Ed?’




  ‘Getting on for thirty years. I wasn’t always sure that Ed and I would end up together. We went through a hell of a lot in the early days and we both wasted far too many years married to other people. But you can’t fight your destiny’.




  ‘True love?’




  ‘Well yes, I think it is true love’ said Valerie, smiling broadly. She worshipped the ground Ed walked on. She always had done. ‘But what about you? Are you with anyone now?’




  ‘No’ said Stephanie who quite envied Valerie’s position in her personal life. She’d love to have some family round her and it had been a while since she’d even been out with anyone.




  She didn’t like being on her own. ‘I’m between men as they say’.




  ‘It didn’t work out with the man you stayed here for?’




  ‘We were happy for a few years but I’d had a difficult time with Matthew’s delivery and couldn’t have any more children. He said it didn’t matter to him and he was happy just with me. Then he had an affair with a girl he worked with who subsequently became pregnant and all of a sudden being a father meant everything to him. So he left me for her’.




  ‘We women can be held to ransom by our wombs’ said Valerie.




  ‘Oh we so can’ Stephanie agreed. ‘Now tell me, did Liam get on as well with Ed as he did with you?’




  ‘Oh yes’ said Valerie. ‘He was close to us both’.




  ‘And do all of his friends believe as you do that he didn’t take off for somewhere else or commit suicide?’




  ‘Yes, they all absolutely do agree with me’ said Valerie. ‘Stephanie, something happened to Liam that night. I want to know what that was. I miss him. I miss his laughter and I want him back in our lives’.




  ‘I’ll do my best, Valerie. It isn’t encouraging that the police put it down to suicide but I’ll do some preliminary research and then I’ll be back to you for some more details’.




  Stephanie went through her fees and Valerie paid the deposit with her bank card.




  ‘Would you say that Liam was happy when he disappeared?’ Stephanie asked.




  ‘No, but deep down he was never happy. He was a tortured soul. But he was desperate to belong and he did belong with us and the rest of his friends’.




  ‘And he gave no indication that anything like this would happen?’




  ‘No’ said Valerie. ‘None of it makes any sense at all, Stephanie. None of it’.




  Valerie walked briskly over to where Ed’s car was parked a little way down the street. He looked up from doing the crossword in the morning paper when Valerie got in.




  ‘How did that go?’ he asked.




  ‘Pretty well, I think’ said Valerie. ‘She seems very capable and quite understanding. I really quite liked her’.




  ‘Did you tell her the real reason why you want to find Liam?’




  Valerie couldn’t believe he’d actually asked her that. ‘Ed, finding Liam could mean the answer to all our problems’.




  ‘So you didn’t tell her’.




  ‘No I didn’t tell her, Ed! And there’s no reason for her to know’.




  ‘I haven’t seen this side of you for a long time, Val’ said Ed in his usual quiet way that signalled disapproval. ‘I thought all these games were well behind us’.




  ‘Ed, I haven’t been pushed into a corner like this for a long time and it’s not a very comfortable place to be, let me tell you. But I’m doing this for the both of us, Ed. Don’t you ever forget that’




  ‘Oh I won’t, Val, I won’t. But that’s what scares me the most. I know more than anybody what you’re capable of’.




  TWO




  Driving over the Sydney Harbour Bridge heading for the Northern beaches, Stephanie was reminded of one of the advantages of having stayed in Australia. She had the top down on her car and the view from the bridge with the opera house to the right combined to make one of the most iconic landmark images of the entire southern hemisphere. She had her sunglasses on. They were so big they covered the upper half of her face. It was a stunningly beautiful day. The light wind was blowing through her hair. She felt good. The summer had taken hold of the Sydney weather at last. Spring had been awful but now the sky was blue.




  These were also the moments when she missed having her sons James and Matthew with her.




  They were both young men now and she wondered if either of them might be dating. It would surprise her if they weren’t. They were both good looking and way past the spotty early teen stage. It wouldn’t bother her if they were dating girls or boys as long as they were happy and having fun. If she could pass on one mission to her sons it was that life was for living and every day was precious. It wasn’t about mortgages and chasing every cent so you could keep up with whoever was living next door because that’s not living. Those kind of people are just victims of suburbia and the expectations of the middle class. Stephanie would admit to having made some mistakes. But she’d also claim she’d done her best to make up for them.




  And she’d also say that, despite the pain inside, it was always better to laugh than to cry.




  It would be Christmas in a couple of months and she’d been planning to accept the standing invitation of the same friends she went to every Christmas Day. She knew she’d have a good time there. She had done for all the previous years. But this year she felt the ET




  urge to go home. So she’d gone on the internet last night and, amazingly enough, she’d found that there were still deals to be had for flights back home during the Christmas peak season.




  So she’d booked herself a ticket from Sydney to Dubai on December 20th with an onward connection straight to Birmingham. She’d then called her brother Colin who said he’d be delighted to pick her up from the airport and then she’d called her Mum who’d burst into tears of joy when she told her that her eldest was coming home for Christmas. Within an hour the entire festive season had been worked out. Stephanie was one of five. She had two sisters and two brothers who all had kids so there were a lot of people to get round and catch up with. But both she and her Mum were hoping that James and Matthew would be joining them this year for at least part of the festive celebrations.




  But what if that didn’t end up happening? What if a journey halfway round the world to try and re-connect with her sons ended up in a series of excuses and phone calls but no actual physical contact? Would she end up flying back to Sydney in January feeling even more lost than she did now? She’d sent them both emails to let them know she was coming. Neither of them had replied yet but it was only a few hours ago. She shouldn’t get too anxious yet.




  She found the address in Manly without too much difficulty with the aid of her little satellite machine and she pulled up outside the apartment block that Valerie Gardner owned.




  It was very typical of the architecture in this area that was made up mainly of large detached houses with views that reached across the city because of their position on a hill that climbed up from the sea. There was a large gate attached to a fence that covered the front of the house. It seemed like a quiet neighbourhood. Not much was going on at eleven in the morning. A couple of cars went up and down the street. It wasn’t on a bus route. It was a good five minute walk to the nearest underground station. But she could still see why people would rent a room here. It was a good address and the view was well worth it.




  She went through the gate and up the path towards the front door. She stopped to look around and then heard a voice call out to her.




  ‘Can I help you?’




  She turned round to see a tall man walk round the corner from the side of the house. He was bathed in the shadow of the trees that filled the front garden and went up the side but when he emerged into the sunlight Stephanie was immediately struck by his smile. It was slightly cheeky and yet self-conscious at the same time. His dark brown hair was going thin on top and he was wearing one of those dark blue all in one thick cotton overalls with pockets everywhere that men like car mechanics and electricians wear. So which one was he? It had a zip up the front and it was open enough for Stephanie to see he had a healthy looking rug on his chest. She liked what she saw. She felt herself smiling. She’d always had a taste for working man crumpet. So-called intellectuals and professionals tended to spend more time up their own backsides than anywhere else. She was attracted to rawness. He reached round and scratched the back of his neck with his finger. It just seemed like one of those moments.




  ‘I should introduce myself’ said Stephanie.




  ‘Well that would be a start’.




  ‘I’m Stephanie Marshall’ she said. ‘I’m an investigator’.




  ‘And I’m Peter Fleming’ said Peter who was enjoying the moment as much as Stephanie.




  He felt that lurch in his stomach when she set her eyes on him. He managed to reach out and they shook hands with each other. ‘So what are you investigating?’




  ‘Do you live here, Peter?’ Stephanie asked. She wished she’d worn that shorter skirt she’d hesitated over that morning when she was getting dressed. Mind you that might’ve made her hips look wider.




  ‘Yes’ Peter answered. ‘And I work here too. I’m the maintenance man. Well for this and a few other properties across the city that my boss owns’.




  ‘Hence the working gear?’




  ‘Yeah, look, is there anything I can help you with?’




  ‘I don’t know’ said Stephanie. ‘Until we start talking’.




  ‘Well I was just going to break for a coffee. Would you like one whilst you tell me what it is you’re investigating? My place is just at the back on the ground floor. We could sit outside if you feel more comfortable?’




  Stephanie smiled. ‘Do you always act on your impulses?’




  ‘No’ said Peter. ‘I don’t actually’.




  ‘Okay, Peter’ said Stephanie who was feeling flattered. ‘Lead the way’.




  ‘I’ve only got instant if that’s okay?’ asked Peter, anxiously. He was shy around women he found attractive these days. When he was younger his relationships only ever led to trouble, sometimes it was his fault and sometimes it was other people interfering to ruin his life for their own reasons. Now, in his early fifties, it was as if he was starting all over again.




  And sometimes that felt good. But at other times it felt like a hell of a weight he had to carry.




  ‘Instant is fine, Peter’.




  ‘Good’ he said, smiling. ‘Good’.




  It was a perk of her job that sometimes in the course of an investigation Stephanie stumbled across a bit of something that would provide for some entertainment along the way.




  She watched Peter’s bum moving in his all in one work suit as he walked along and she had that fluttering feeling in her stomach that this might just be one of those occasions. It had been a while since she’d felt a spark with a man. She’d almost forgotten how good it did feel.




  Peter brought two mugs of coffee out to a small table round the back of the house.




  Stephanie had said she wanted hers black and Peter had added a splash of milk to his own. He rather awkwardly placed an already open packet of chocolate digestive biscuits down on the table too.




  ‘Sorry, I should’ve put those on a plate or something’.




  ‘It doesn’t matter’ said Stephanie as she sat in one of the wicker chairs Peter had brought over from the corner of the garden. He sat in the other one. ‘I take it you don’t get many visitors?’




  ‘Is it that obvious?’




  ‘Maybe I’ll put it down to being part of your charm’ said Stephanie who then took a first sip of her coffee. She couldn’t stand coffee snobs. It was one of those things people used to try and say they were used to a much more superior lifestyle than what was being presented to them at the time.

OEBPS/Images/logo_xinxii.jpg
XinXii





OEBPS/Images/363365-what-happened-to-liam_1000.jpg





