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LAWRENCE HELD














Carl Meissner


I’m thirty-two years old. A Cancerian, if you have any interest in that sort of thing. I don’t. I studied journalism at university, worked on a couple of newspapers, covered the courts, police rounds, moved to investigations, specialising in politicians and other public and not-so-public officials who didn’t have enough money of their own and couldn’t resist the temptation to get more of it in brown paper bags when no-one was looking. Ran for parliament as an independent on an anti-corruption ticket. Lost. Got married and divorced. Meaning I lost again. Most recent employment was on what became known as the Grafton Affair. That’s journalese for sex scandal. A judge is accused of being a paedophile but before the jury can reach a verdict, he commits suicide. End of story. I’m presently writing a book which doesn’t include any corruption. Not yet anyway. But you never know. It seems to get in everywhere.
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ONE




It was a little after five when the taxi dropped me outside a couple of tall sandstone pillars with a pair of big black wrought iron gates between them and big brooding lions on top of them. Next to the pillars was a postern gate and beyond them a flagstone path ran a hundred metres to a big old sandstone house set in a couple of acres of garden. There were frangipani and jacaranda trees, a forest of eucalypts, elms, sycamores and a couple of giant Moreton Bay figs with roots the size and shape of dinosaur’s tails. Everything about the place was big.


I pressed the buzzer beside the postern. A man’s voice asked me who I was.


‘Meissner,’ I said. ‘Carl Meissner. I’m a friend of Eliza Meissner. Or I was.’


‘What was that?’ the voice asked me.


I repeated my name but left out the rest. A short delay followed, then a buzzer and the postern creaked back. The lions on the pillars might more appropriately have been a couple of big three-headed dogs called Cerberus.


Along the path were security cameras. Coloured party lights and revellers drinking and smoking cigarettes hung around the porch of the house, and there was a lingering scent of late summer mixed with a tasteful Latin beat on the still air.


The house itself was three storeys high. Outside it was a wide sweep of bright green grass and a gravel horseshoe drive. A knotty wisteria grew around the porch and beyond that was an open front door and the sound of a party.


The hall was crowded and noisy with people coming and going. Hanging from the two-storey high ceiling was a chandelier no bigger than a small car and on the left a polished oak staircase swept gracefully up to a three-sided balcony, off which was a row of doors. It would be a nice place to live all right, heavy with the smell of old money and the dry creak of genuflecting knees.


The drawing room was through a high arch, flanked by two louvred doors. On the way in I caught sight of myself in a decorative wall mirror mounted in an antique gilt frame. What I saw was a sturdy, dark-haired man of thirty-two with even features and a look in his eye to suggest that he’d rather be at home reading a book than answering a call by his former wife to a job interview.


The room was as big as a small church nave and contained the usual society crowd. At the back was a bar. Behind that were French windows and beyond them another expanse of grass and a view of the Pacific Ocean.


A dozen bartenders in white jackets were serving the crowd, and here and there waiters were dishing out champagne and canapés.


I ordered a whisky sour at the bar, then looked around for Eliza. A couple of smoothies in designer hand-me-downs were selling each other pieces of real estate with the energy it would take any normal man to get up in the morning, while looking at their mobile phones. It didn’t distract them. I had the feeling that nothing would distract them, not even a naked woman running through the room whistling Beethoven’s Fifth.


The smokers outside had given me a taste for nicotine, but I hadn’t had a cigarette in six months and I wasn’t about to start again now. I sipped my whisky and thought about all the things lung cancer could do to me, which just about did it.


I felt a tug at my arm. It was Eliza. She had on a pink and black outfit that emphasised the womanly shape of her body without giving too much away. I told her she hadn’t looked so good in years. She smiled.


‘Nice suit. Haven’t I seen it before?’


‘Only at our wedding.’


‘Seven years! Has it really been that long?’


‘Seems like yesterday.’


‘Mm, what’s the smell?’


‘Mothballs.’


‘Fetching. What kept you?’


‘Work.’


‘Work? You call writing work?’


‘Sure. What do you call it?’


‘I call it something that doesn’t make you any money. That’s what I call it. Come and meet the hostess.’


She dragged me across the floor to a small group who seemed to be getting along quite well without me.


‘This is Carl,’ Eliza told them.


They turned their best smiles on me. There was a woman of about thirty with a torrent of flaming red hair, a short fat man of about fifty and a rangy blonde with hot green eyes. She was the hostess. The host wasn’t there.


‘What do you do, Carl?’ the fat man asked me.


‘I write,’ I told him.


‘What do you write?’ the redhead asked me.


‘I’m working on a novel.’


‘Really?’ the fat man said. ‘That must be hard.’


I shrugged.


‘Carl used to be an investigative reporter,’ Eliza said as if she was my mother.


‘Used to be?’ the fat man asked me.


‘Yeah. I got fired.’


‘Oh, I’m sorry,’ the redhead said. ‘What’s the book about?’


‘I’d rather not say. It tends to destroy the creative process to talk about it.’


‘Joe’s sister writes,’ the blonde said. ‘She’s had a book of poetry published.’


‘Really? Does it rhyme?’


Everyone pretended to think that was funny. I felt a heavy pressure on my right foot. It was Eliza telling me to be quiet.


‘What’s her name?’ I asked the blonde. ‘Perhaps I know her.’


‘Sue,’ the blonde said. ‘Sue Goldman.’


‘Nice name.’


‘Do you know her?’


‘Afraid not. But there’s always a first time.’


• • •


I was back at the bar, doodling with my thoughts and nursing another whisky sour. Eliza hadn’t told me any more than I already knew about why I was there, which was nothing. I considered going home to get on with my book, but I wasn’t in the mood. I hadn’t been in the mood for days.


I took my whisky into the back garden. It was a two-tiered job, the upper tier consisting of an expanse of ornamental lawn the size of an ocean liner’s sun deck, in the middle of which was a rocky pool from where a frog was putting up a hopeful stutter. The smokers and serious drinkers were out there also. As usual on such occasions the most fun was being had outdoors.


I stood there, breathing in the salt air and looking seaward. On the tier below a swimming pool glittered playfully in the last rays of the sun, and far beyond that, almost all the way to the horizon, a set of white sails leaned on the wide sweep of emerald and the fiery sparkle of water.


Sue Goldman was about twenty-five years old and well-built in the way Eliza used to be. She was wearing a short black cocktail dress and walked like a dancer, with her toes a little out. Her brown hair was cut short, her eyes were blue, and her small, round face was freckled over the nose and tanned from the sun. She wore no jewellery or make-up that I could see, and in her left cheek was a dimple that made a hole when she smiled.


She was smiling as she came across the lawn towards me.


‘Hello, Carl,’ she said. ‘I’m Sue Goldman. I hear you’re a writer.’


‘Only on weekdays. Weekends I practise yoga.’


She laughed. She had a nice, easy laugh.


I finished my whisky. ‘Do you mind if we go inside? There’s only so much nature I can stand without a drink in my hand.’


‘I hope you’re not one of those drunken writers,’ she replied teasingly.


We went inside. The party was getting noisy. I ordered another whisky sour and asked Sue what she wanted.


‘Absinthe,’ she said.


‘Like Hemingway.’


‘And Rimbaud.’


I grinned at her. ‘What do you do when you’re not writing poetry?’


‘Oh, you know about that?’ She lowered her eyes demurely. ‘I was going to be a lawyer but I dropped out of university to write.’


‘Wise choice. Lawyers make money. Writers, if they’re good, make sense.’


‘Is that what you do?’


‘I try.’


We got our drinks and found a couple of empty chairs by a bay window at the front.


‘What do you think of Joe?’ Sue asked me.


‘I don’t think anything of him. I haven’t met him yet,’ I said.


‘Joe’s a fine man, but you must be careful. He likes money the way a cat likes pigeons.’


That struck me as a strange thing to say, but I let it pass. ‘Is that the inside scoop?’


She gave me one of those cute, challenging looks. ‘You’re a journalist. You should know.’


‘Used to be.’


‘Are you always so tight-lipped, or is it me?’


‘I was an investigative reporter. That’s shorthand for doing what the government should be doing but isn’t.’


‘Sounds exciting.’


‘It has its moments.’


‘I bet. Why’d you stop?’


‘A difference of opinion with my employer.’


I drank some whisky to wash away the bad taste. I felt like a cigarette again. ‘How come you’re interested in my opinion of your brother?’


‘Because I know why you’re here.’


‘Oh, yeah? And why’s that?’


‘Sorry. I can’t tell you.’


‘Don’t be. I like the excitement. And it’s not you. You get a little tight-lipped in my job.’


She smiled at me. We looked at each other. It didn’t go anywhere that mattered.


‘Why not try the police?’ I suggested.


‘What makes you say that?’ she asked me.


‘Well, with this much intrigue it’s either a police job or you need a good lawyer. You should know a couple.’


‘Joe doesn’t want the publicity. We’re an old family. We have strict morals.’ Her tone was ironic.


‘What family isn’t – old, I mean?’


‘Every family is old – I guess. Only most of them don’t have anything to show for it.’


‘Except their children. Tell me about your morals.’


‘Oh, you know. Don’t kill. Don’t commit adultery unless you’ve got a good alibi.’


‘How about don’t hang out with strange men on a Sunday evening unless you know they’ve got clean fingernails?’


She eyed me over her glass. ‘You’re not so strange. I bet you don’t even go to church.’


‘Not since I was caught looking up my Sunday school teacher’s dress.’


She laughed abruptly. ‘Did you really?’


‘No. I was afraid God wouldn’t approve.’


‘Oh – do you believe in God?’ That same cute smile.


‘Depends what you mean by believe.’


‘Well, let me see.’ She crossed one leg over the other a little provocatively at the knee, rested her right elbow on it and her chin in her hand, and looked me squarely in the eye. ‘From a non-legal point of view, I would say to have faith in the truth or existence of a supreme being. Wouldn’t you?’


‘And from a legal point of view?’


‘There isn’t one. The law is concerned only with facts.’


‘Sounds reasonable.’ I sipped my drink. ‘My concept of God is pure energy transmuted into mass when multiplied by the velocity of light squared – the mass being us.’


‘Einstein?’


‘Uh-huh.’


‘E equals M C squared.’


‘Very good.’


‘Meaning we’re all God?’


‘You got it.’


‘You’re a rationalist.’


‘Used to be.’


‘What are you now?’


‘Unemployed.’


Her eyebrows shot up interestedly, then she settled back and gave me a long, hard look. ‘That bugs you, doesn’t it?’


I grinned at her again. ‘You were telling me how moral your family is.’


She shook her head. ‘I think I’ll leave that to Joe.’


‘Did he put you up to this?’


She laughed a little nervously this time. ‘I don’t know what you mean.’


‘What I mean is ...’ I put a hand to my mouth. ‘Nothing.’


‘No. Go on. Say it.’


‘Well, my ex-wife invited me here because she thought there’d be something in it for me. I’m a struggling writer. You know the story. Living alone in a drafty garret, drinking cheap red, not eating, sleeping all day, writing at night, no-one to love except the girl downstairs who works in a bar and sells her body to strangers for a few sous an hour. If you don’t, read the lives of the great writers. You’ll find me under L for learner. Anyway, so far I’ve met your brother’s wife and some friends of theirs but nothing else has happened. Then you come along and engage me in playful conversation and tell me you know what’s going on, but you won’t tell me what, when you could be hanging out with your friends and—’


‘They’re all bores. All they can talk about is money.’


‘What’s wrong with money?’


‘Nothing – if you don’t have it.’


‘And if you do?’


‘Nothing. I suppose.’ She frowned.


‘Okay. I’m thinking you’re to find out if I’m suitable for whatever Joe has in mind.’


‘This isn’t a conspiracy, Carl. Not everything’s the way it is in fiction. It’s Joe’s party. He’ll do it the way he wants to. He always does.’


‘Well, I hope it’s before Christmas. Otherwise, I might get a job as Santa Claus.’


She smiled, took a sip of her absinthe and studied me under her fine brown lashes. ‘I bet you’d look just peachy in red and white.’ Her eyes looked a little glassy.


‘Yeah, like a Coke commercial. How’s the absinthe?’


Her mouth fell open and her eyes flared. ‘I’m not drunk, if that’s what you mean.’ She frowned, then let go of the creases in her face and looked at me frankly. ‘Joe wants you to help him find Danny.’


‘Who’s he?’


‘His twin. Our brother,’ she said hesitantly.


‘And why would he want me to help him find him?’


‘Because he’s gone missing.’


‘Well, that would make sense. But why me?’


‘I don’t know. Joe must have liked the sound of you.’


I nodded and looked around. ‘My ex thinks she’s my mother. We’ve been divorced for three years but she still thinks she knows what’s good for me.’


‘Some people might call that love,’ Sue remarked with a serious smile.


‘Sure, but I grew out of nappies years ago. They didn’t have my size.’


She gave me a searching look. ‘Do you mind if I ask you something?’


‘Depends what it is. According to the Geneva Convention I’ve only got to give you my name, rank and serial number and you know part of that already.’


‘Do you always wisecrack?’ she asked me.


‘Is that your question?’


‘Yes.’


‘Only on Halloween.’


‘It’s not Halloween.’


‘Then I wasn’t wisecracking.’


• • •






Sue had been called away to do the party circuit, leaving me to nurse my fourth whisky by myself. I was mulling over our conversation when a young man in a tuxedo bent down and said, ‘Mr Goldman would like to have a word with you, sir, if that’s all right.’ He had a long, thin face and seemed very polite.


I got up and followed him into the hall and up the stairs to the balcony. The party was beginning to thin out, it being a Sunday night and with all that lovely dough to be made in the morning. Behind one of the doors a man wearing a brown herringbone jacket over a pale green shirt was sitting behind a big old banker’s desk, smoking a cigar and talking on a landline. His face was smooth and fresh and looked far too young to be behind such a big desk.


The young man whispered to me to take a seat and went away. I sat in an armchair and waited, feeling like someone applying for a job in an oil company.


There was nothing fancy about the room that wouldn’t have fitted in the reading room of a gentlemen’s club. It was large and comfortable and had an old-world professional feel. Covering most of the floor was a pomegranate-coloured rug. The top two-thirds of the walls were a mustard colour, the wainscoting was in oak and the ceiling in old gold, like the gold in Russian icons. Halogen lamps gave the room a nice warm glow and a window at the back was open over the garden. It was dark outside now but there was a muffled sound of voices and an occasional bark of laughter. On both sides of the window were landscape paintings and under it a table on which was a collection of bottles and glasses, and an ice bucket the size of a garden pail.


The man said something into the phone, hung up, smiled lopsidedly, rose and reached across the desk.


‘Joe Goldman,’ he said.


We shook hands and I introduced myself. He had a firm grip, looked about thirty-five, was quite short and strongly built. His head was shaved, he had a broad forehead, full lips and a bright blue right eye. The other had the unnatural stare of a prosthesis.


‘Would you like a drink?’ he asked me. ‘I’m afraid I don’t have any lemon or lime juice up here, but I could send down for some.’


‘Straight whisky will do,’ I said. I didn’t ask him how he knew.


He got up, went over to the table, poured two shots and came back with them.


He sat heavily and gave me a friendly stare. ‘You’ve been talking to my sister. Did she tell you why I wanted to see you?’


‘She said something about you wanting me to help you find your brother.’


He nodded. ‘Sue’s a poet,’ he said apologetically. ‘I think my wife told you that.’


‘Yes.’


‘Do you like poetry?’


‘It depends. My tastes are catholic.’


‘So are mine, but you’re talking to a Jew. A Jew with too much money and not nearly enough time. If money was time I’d be Methuselah and if time was money I’d be in the poorhouse.’


I had nothing to say to that, so I tasted my whisky instead. It was worth tasting.


‘What did Sue tell you about Danny?’ Joe asked me.


‘Only that you’re looking for him. I had the feeling she was vetting me.’


‘Was it that obvious?’


‘She denied it. More or less.’


‘If she hadn’t been forced to, it would have meant you’d failed the first test.’


I smiled appreciatively.


‘Your wife tells me you’re an investigative reporter. And before that a police reporter. From what I hear, that’s about as close to being the police as the police themselves.’


‘Where did you hear that?’


He tapped the side of his nose. ‘What’s it like?’


‘It’s a job.’


He watched me and waited. I shrugged. ‘Always go where the action is. Never think witnesses don’t have more to say. Spend time in their community. Look for clues. Read the gossip in the local newspapers, not just online and in the metropolitan rags. And when you get back, befriend the cops on the case, wherever they are. Let them think you’re on their side. Some of them can be surprisingly human. Not many, but some of them  can.’


He nodded. ‘Good. Now tell me about yourself. I hope you don’t mind me asking but I am thinking of offering you a job.’


‘Not at all. I’m thirty-two years old. A Cancerian, if you have any interest in that sort of thing. I don’t. I studied journalism at university, worked on a couple of newspapers, covered the courts, police rounds, moved to investigations, specialising in politicians and other public and not-so-public officials who didn’t have enough money of their own and couldn’t resist the temptation to get more of it in brown paper bags when no-one was looking. Ran for parliament as an independent on an anticorruption ticket. Lost. Got married and divorced. Meaning I lost again. Most recent employment on what became known as the Grafton Affair. That’s journalese for sex scandal. A judge is accused of being a paedophile but before the jury can reach a verdict, he commits suicide. End of story. I’m presently writing a book which doesn’t include any corruption. Not yet anyway. But you never know. It seems to get in everywhere.’


‘You didn’t mention the hundred thousand dollar fine your paper incurred.’


‘It hurts me to think about it.’


‘What’s the book about?’


‘It’s a novel. Nothing about Grafton. I wouldn’t have the money to cover the lawyer’s lunch bill if I pulled a stunt like that.’


‘A rich life. Why did you leave the paper?’


‘You mean the fine wasn’t enough?’


‘That would have been covered by the insurance. Besides, the publicity alone would have been worth a paltry sum like that.’


‘I didn’t leave. I was fired for going over my editor’s head and having an affair with the defendant’s wife.’


‘Judge Grafton’s?’


‘Yes.’


‘That was a little risky, wasn’t it?’


‘I’m a risk taker, Mr Goldman.’


‘Glad to hear it. So am I. But my risks are purely business. What do you know about me?’


I didn’t give it a thought. ‘You’re from an old family. You’re rich and well respected in business and political circles. You give generously to worthy causes.’


‘The usual stuff.’


‘Your online profile said more.’


‘You didn’t mention Danny.’


‘That’s why I’m here. Isn’t it?’


‘Quite right. Do you think it strange that I should ask you to help me find him?’


‘To be frank – yes.’


Joe’s face clouded. ‘Danny disappeared six months ago. Not entirely disappeared. He sent a few emails. Nothing of any interest. Just that he was well and no-one at this end should worry about him.’


I waited, but that was it. ‘Any social media habits?’


He shook his head. ‘Danny calls it banal and narcissistic. He’s old-fashioned. Or he likes to think so. Then about a month ago he went quiet. A private investigator looked for him but nothing much came of it. Name of Lucy Lawless.’


‘Funny how some people’s names fit their jobs. I once knew an undertaker by the name of Pine-Coffin and a nurse called Stretcher. But that doesn’t explain why you chose me.’


‘You were recommended,’ Joe said.


‘Eliza?’


‘My lawyer – Paul Peoples.’


‘Peoples? Wasn’t he Grafton’s lawyer?’


‘His father was.’


‘Phil Peoples, huh?’


‘Philomena. He transitioned a little while ago. If you ever come across him again you better not call him Phil or he could get upset. He’s very sensitive about it.’


‘I can understand that. But why would his son recommend me?’


‘It was on his father’s advice. I told Paul I was looking for someone to help me find Danny. Someone with a new approach who could get inside his head, think what he’s thinking, see the world his way. He asked Phil.’


‘Sounds like you need a psychiatrist.’


Joe smiled indulgently and drummed a distinctive one ... one-two-three tattoo on the desk while he waited for me to go on.


‘Sue told me you’re twins. Shouldn’t that be close enough?’


‘Too close. Also, too far apart.’ He rolled ash from his cigar and settled back. His prosthetic eye glittered in the light. ‘On the other hand, Phil might think you’re sufficiently compromised to be a good candidate for such a job. I’d suggest you ask him, but he retired several months ago. Paul now runs the firm.’


He said it so nicely I didn’t ask him what he meant.


I finished my whisky. He got up, got the bottle, refilled our glasses and slumped back in his chair. He gazed at me for a long moment. ‘Do you smoke?’ he asked me.


‘I used to,’ I admitted.


He opened a carved box and pushed it towards me. ‘Help yourself. A good cigar is the vice of non-smokers who like to smoke and can afford it.’


I thanked him and helped myself to a fat Cuban that might have cost a year’s salary in some countries, and a solid silver cutter that weighed about the same as a handful of lead. Joe leaned towards me with a silver lighter, I rolled the end of my cigar in it, sat back and puffed. The end glowed like a fire at the end of a smoky tunnel.


‘This Lucy Lawless. Did she quit or was she pushed?’ I asked him.


‘She quit,’ he said.


‘Do you know why?’


‘She said she’d got as far as she could. She traced Danny to Cambodia, but she didn’t find out where in Cambodia. Most likely Phnom Penh. But that’s just a guess. He could be anywhere. She pulled out after she traced him. Another reason she gave for that was that she didn’t feel qualified to ply her trade in that country, even though she’s half-Cambodian.’


I looked surprised. ‘That’s a coincidence.’


Joe shrugged.


‘Do you mind if I ask how much you were paying her?’


‘A thousand a day plus expenses, and fifty thousand on completion of the contract.’


‘Any holiday pay or superannuation?’


He caught my expression and frowned. ‘What is it?’


‘No-one quits a job like that unless they don’t need the money, or feel guilty or afraid.’


He kept frowning. I had another drink.


‘You still haven’t told me how Danny went missing. Or why. If you know why. Or how you think I might find him, if you have any ideas. Or am I on my own – that’s if I decide to do it?’


He nodded thoughtfully, got up slowly, walked heavily to the window, took in some air, closed the window and kept on looking out. ‘Danny was a rebel,’ he said solemnly.


‘Was?’


‘I don’t know. That’s one of the things I’d like you to find out.’ He turned, looked down, sighed, then brought his face slowly back up. It was drawn and tight. ‘Physically Danny and I are a perfect match, except for my eye. I assume you’ve noticed it. The result of a motorbike accident a few years ago. But temperamentally we’re different. I doubt you could find two more different people in the same family.’


He came back and slumped into his chair again. ‘Danny got a job on a construction site. I tried to talk him out of it, but he wouldn’t listen. He went missing a couple of weeks after being locked up with his foreman for contempt of court. He’d been working on a site next to the Central Criminal Court. The judge sent a sheriff’s officer out to find the foreman because he couldn’t hear himself think. He wanted to ask him to keep the noise down. Most of these judges live in cloud cuckoo land. The problem started when the sheriff’s officer found Danny instead of the foreman. He was in the foreman’s office. So, he brought him into the court instead. When the foreman heard about it, he hit the roof. The judge was giving Danny a message for him when he barged in and started abusing him, telling him he had no right to drag one of his workmen off the site. The judge didn’t like that. He found him guilty of contempt and threw him in the cells. Danny threw in his opinion gratis and went with him.’


My mouth was open. ‘The Grafton case.’


Joe nodded, then clamped his cigar in his mouth and regarded me steadily. I thought back to the courtroom: the silvery wisp of Judge Grafton in the dock, a prosecution witness with a scar at the base of his throat by the name of William Butterby giving catastrophic evidence against him, and the two workmen who were sent to the cells. I had no clear mental image of either of them.


‘Anything else happen to make him disappear?’ I asked Joe.


‘There was someone he talked to in the cell.’


‘Any idea who?’


‘No.’


I smoked my cigar and thought it over out loud. ‘If this person was in a cell that would indicate that he was a defendant in one of the courtrooms. There are four courtrooms in the Central Criminal Court. Prisoners come and go all day. Some are put in cells with other prisoners, some are put by themselves. The authorities don’t like to tell anyone who doesn’t need to know which prisoners are in which cells. This was six months ago. Lucy Lawless started looking for him then?’


‘No, she started two months ago.’


I looked at my cigar. Then I looked back at Joe. Neither of them looked any different. ‘That means for four months you did nothing?’


‘Danny’s his own boss. He does what he feels like doing but he always comes back in the end.’


‘You mean this is a regular occurrence?’


‘Not regular – but not irregular either.’


‘Then why not just wait for him to come back?’


‘Because this time it’s different.’ There was nothing unsure in either his tone or expression.


‘Why was he working on a construction site? Was he short of cash or was it just for the fun of it?’


Joe laced his fingers together and leaned forward. ‘My great grandfather was a merchant. More recently we’ve made a living trading currencies instead of clothes. Some people find that dishonest. Danny’s one of them.’


‘But now you’re in property. That must dirty your hands a little.’


‘Not according to Danny. According to him, property’s theft and capitalism’s evil. That old chestnut.’ He shrugged apologetically, but it lacked the weight of conviction.


‘Do you think the foreman might have anything to do with it?’ I asked him.


‘I doubt it. He was fired the next day.’


‘What for?’


‘Missing work.’


‘So maybe he had a grudge.’


‘Enough to make Danny go to Cambodia?’


‘No. For that he’d have to have a real reason.’ I chewed it over. ‘Why didn’t you call the police?’


‘Because I want this kept secret.’ He opened a drawer, took out a red cardboard folder and slid it across to me. ‘It’s all in there. What there is, anyway.’


I laid my cigar in the ashtray and opened the folder. Inside it were two printed pages and three photos of Danny, two with Joe and one by himself. Except for Joe’s blind eye they were identical. On one page were Danny’s personal details and on the other two short lists of names and phone numbers – six on the left and three on the right. The ones on the left had been crossed through with red ink. The three on the right were Lucy Lawless, Matt Davis (site foreman) and Hanna Markova. Next to Hanna’s name was the address of a place called The Connaught (Danny’s last known address) and at the bottom was a reference to ‘man in court cell – identity unknown’.


‘These names with the lines through them. Who are they?’ I asked Joe.


‘Danny’s friends,’ he said. ‘He didn’t have many.’


‘No leads?’


‘No. You’ll have to ask Lucy Lawless if you want to know more.’


I looked back at the names. ‘Who’s Hanna Markova?’


‘Some Russian floozy shiksa Danny shacked up with,’ Joe said angrily. ‘Lucy found her under a rock.’


I looked at him with renewed interest. He stuck the cold end of the cigar in his mouth again and clammed up. I went back to the file. ‘What makes you think this person in the court cell was involved – apart from him talking to Danny?’


‘Danny mentioned him to Sue. It’s not much, but it’s something.’


I poured more whisky on my tongue and let it mingle with the cigar smoke while I tried to fit the pieces of Joe’s story together. ‘The thing I don’t understand is why you waited four months to start looking for him.’


He drummed that same one ... one-two-three tattoo on the desk and looked narrowly at me. ‘Danny was always the weaker one. He was in an incubator for the first six weeks. He nearly didn’t make it. After that he was always sickly. I used to look after him. I still do. But at some point, you have to let go.’


‘So why me? This is a police job. Or a private investigator’s job. So, Lucy Lawless didn’t want it or couldn’t do it. There are others.’


‘You were an investigative reporter. You know how to find things out. I want this done quickly and quietly. What’s your usual fee?’


‘I don’t have one.’


‘I’ll give you the same as Lucy. That’s if you don’t mind putting your book on hold for a while.’


I considered it very briefly. ‘I have dollar signs in my eyes already.’


‘And I’ll make sure your book gets published, no matter how bad it is.’


I felt my jaw muscles clench and a nasty frown crease my normally genial expression.


‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be crass,’ Joe said. ‘And I didn’t mean it’d be bad, just that I know the right people. How do you think my sister’s poetry got published?’


I kept my mouth shut.


‘There are a couple more things. First – we’ll communicate exclusively via a dedicated mobile number. Second – I’d like you to sign a confidentiality agreement. You’re a writer. I have to be conscious of your creative urge. I want you to keep me out of it. That’s most important. From now on I’m your friend or employer. No name.’


‘What about Lucy Lawless?’


‘She doesn’t know anything about me. As far as she’s concerned, she was working for Paul Peoples. I’d like you to play dumb with Sue also. She loves Danny and is apt to take such things a little too much to heart.’ He frowned again, looked down, tapped that same tattoo, brought his eyes broodily back up and studied me.


I drained my glass and got up. ‘What time tomorrow?’


‘Nine. Level five, Danby House. Peoples and Peoples,’ Joe said, giving me the address as if he’d already made the appointment.


I leaned over the desk and stubbed out the cigar. ‘Tomorrow morning. Nine o’clock.’


He nodded.


I crossed the room and let myself out. The hall below was dim and empty now. I went along the balcony and down the stairs. On the porch, Joe’s young man handed me a small envelope. Inside it was a card with Sue’s address and phone number. I put it in my pocket. The young man asked me if I needed a ride. I said no and went down the path, through the expensive tranquillity of the Goldman estate. The leaves shone in the lamplight, the sky had a veiled milky sheen and the insects rattled out their night chorus, untouched by the concerns of the world, like a missing millionaire who thinks he’s old-fashioned. At the postern I heard a click and it opened. I stopped and looked back. The house was nearly dark. I wondered if I’d be seeing it again, because something didn’t feel right. Outside on the street I walked for a few minutes to stretch my legs, then called a cab. It arrived and I climbed in the back. I didn’t want to talk to the driver. But he talked anyway.


‘You here on business?’ he asked me via the rear-view mirror in a foreign accent. He had one hand on the wheel, a small, round head, short, kinky hair, Asiatic eyes and looked Arabic.


‘I live here,’ I told him.


‘Really? You look like a foreigner.’


We drove on in silence. Then he looked at me again and told me he was from Lebanon.


‘Really?’ I said to be polite.


‘Yes. Damascus.’


‘Damascus? Isn’t that in Syria?’


He sighed. ‘Lebanon, Syria, it’s all the same.’


I wasn’t sure, but I thought I knew what he meant.


I sat in the back of the cab, watched the streets fold into one another and let my mind drift.




TWO




It was another big old sandstone building, five storeys high this time. I rode the elevator to the fifth floor. Along the passage was a glass door marked Peoples & Peoples. Behind it was a room with several dark-brown leather armchairs, a table with magazines on it and the coiffed blonde head of a female receptionist behind a high counter in line with the door.


Joe Goldman was thumbing through a magazine in one of the chairs. He was wearing a suit and tie this time and was the only one there apart from the receptionist. I sat next to him.


‘Hello, Joe,’ I said.


‘You’re late,’ he replied without looking at me.


I looked at my watch. It was ten past nine.


He put down the magazine and picked up the red file. We got up and went over to an inner door. He opened it without knocking and we went in.


The office was cool and quiet, the windows closed and shaded to keep out the noise and glare. Around the walls were the usual leather-bound legal books, sitting behind a desk was a young man wearing a red and green polka dot bow tie, and on the wall behind him was an oil painting of his father, with an engraved inscription below it in case you didn’t know who it was. I did.


In the portrait Phil Peoples was wearing an old-fashioned double-breasted dark-grey suit with a wide navy-blue tie. He was nearly bald, had thick grey eyebrows and his face had the contented look of a well-fed horse. It was a lawyer’s face. A face you might trust if you didn’t look too closely at it.


The kid grinned, stood and pushed a hand at Joe and me. We shook. ‘Sit down, Carl,’ he drooled. ‘Welcome on board. Would you like some coffee?’


He wasn’t more than about twenty-five and looked as if he couldn’t believe his luck. He ordered coffee through an intercom and we sat.


‘I have the agreement ready,’ he said. ‘Of course, you should read it first.’


He slid the document over to me. It was only a couple of pages long. There was nothing in it I could fault, including the clause that said I should keep my mouth shut or spend the rest of my life on a desert island.


‘Would you like your lawyer to look at it before you sign it?’ the kid asked me.


‘I don’t have a lawyer,’ I told him. ‘The one I used before came with the newspaper I worked on.’


That cooled his enthusiasm. ‘Ah, yes, the Grafton business.’


‘You must thank your father for me.’


‘Why’s that?’


‘For recommending me for this job.’


‘Yes, of course. I will. Thank you.’ I thought he looked relieved.


‘That’s all right. Just as long as he doesn’t feel sorry for me because of what happened.’


‘No, I don’t think he has any feelings of sympathy that would extend to our business.’


‘Good. That makes me feel better. I’d hate to think this was anything but a professional arrangement.’


The receptionist came in just then and put the coffee on the desk. The kid filled the cups, pushed them around and told us to help ourselves to the milk and sugar. We fixed our coffees, then the kid picked up a Dictaphone and began to dictate: ‘Covering letter to Mr Carl Meissner, including his address.’ He looked at me. I gave it to him. He included it in his dictation, then went on: ‘Peoples and Peoples, lawyers, acting on behalf of Joseph Abraham Goldman, etcetera, herewith employ Carl—’ He looked at me again.


‘Adolphus,’ I told him.


The kid cocked a curious eyebrow. So did Joe.


‘It was my grandfather’s name. He was German. I hope that’s okay?’ I said ironically.


Joe and the kid let go of their curiosity.


‘Carl Adolphus Meissner,’ the kid continued, ‘to investigate the disappearance of said client’s brother, Daniel Mark Goldman, details of which are in the contract seen by said contractor for a fee of one thousand Australian dollars a day, plus expenses, payable monthly as of that date, and fifty grand on completion of the contract, receipt of which—’


‘Double that,’ Joe interrupted.


I looked at him. The kid recorded the changes, signed off, put the Dictaphone away and looked at me.


‘Anything else?’ Joe asked me.


‘Thanks,’ I said. ‘You must really want me for this job.’


He slapped his knees as if to say a job well done, got up, walked to the window, turned and looked back at me. ‘I’ll get right to the point. We think there might be a connection between Danny’s disappearance and Grafton. You know the inside story of Grafton’s indiscretions more than most. You did a good job on that.’


He looked at the kid. I looked at the kid. He’d settled back in his chair, his elbows resting on the sides, his fingers steepled and a thoughtful look on his face.


‘Paul’s my family solicitor,’ Joe said helpfully. ‘I trust him with everything.’


The kid leaned forward, put his elbows on the desk and gave me a friendly stare.


‘We think Judge Grafton’s paedophile ring extends to Cambodia,’ he said very carefully, then spread his hands meaningfully.


I put the contract back on the desk, unsigned. ‘You mean if I happen to stumble across anything that reminds me of Grafton while I’m looking for Danny, you’d like to know about it.’


‘It would help,’ he said.


I looked at Joe. ‘What makes you think I’ll find anything about Grafton? And what makes you think Danny’s disappearance might be connected? I thought this was about him being missing.’


He left the window, sat on the edge of the desk and looked at me, man to man.


‘It’s possible that Danny’s been tricked into going to Cambodia by someone within the paedophile ring. He might even be a hostage. The ransom demand could come at any moment. If there’s a connection, I need to know about it.’


I wanted to laugh, it was so unoriginal. But I didn’t, because at the same time I felt the tug of unfinished business and the excitement that had been missing from my life since I’d left the paper.


‘No point in asking what makes you think all that, even on the assumption that I sign the contract?’


‘Paul’s father was Grafton’s lawyer. Grafton tried to get him to hide his connection to a paedophile ring in Cambodia. Since then, he’s been getting threats from someone there.’


‘What sort of threats?’


Joe looked at the kid again.


‘Death threats,’ the kid said, ‘unless he shuts up about what he knows. And if he shuts up, extortion threats about what he knows. Probably.’


‘Do the police know about this?’ I asked Joe.


‘No. I want to find Danny first.’


I looked back at the kid. His face was a blank. ‘That still doesn’t explain why you think Danny might be involved.’


A pained look crossed Joe’s face. He searched for somewhere to park it and said, ‘Just before Danny disappeared this last time, he’d already been gone about five months ... just before that he sent an email that sounded desperate. It was almost incoherent. In it he mentioned a paedophile ring. Not in so many words, but that’s the way it read. He said children, babies, were being violated. He sounded as if he didn’t know what to do about it. And he sounded scared. So, anyway ... add to that the fact that he’s gone missing in Cambodia as far as we know, and what Grafton told Paul’s dad about the paedophile ring there, and the threats he got from there, and you might be forgiven for thinking there’s a connection.’


I let all this settle. ‘Did you write back to Danny for clarification?’ I asked Joe.


‘Of course. He didn’t reply.’


‘I’d like to see the email.’


He nodded. ‘I’ll send it to you. He also asked me for money.


A hundred grand, bank deposit.’


‘Any idea why?’


He shook his head. ‘My guess is it’s either a ransom or he’s trying to work some other kind of leverage with the people in the paedophile ring.’


‘Anything else?’


Joe tried on a lopsided grin. ‘Only my brother’s ability to get himself into awkward situations. He probably thought he could do some good.’


I looked at the kid again, then back at Joe. ‘This is more than I thought it was going to be. I’m not working for the paper anymore, so I don’t have their backing, such as it was. If I poke my nose into the Grafton business again there’s a good chance someone will try to cut it off.’


Joe climbed off the desk, sat back in his chair and searched my eyes with his good one.


‘I’m not asking you to get involved. Your job is to find Danny so that I can talk to him and find out what’s going on. All I’m saying is – if you do come across something I’d like to know about it.’


I gave him a friendly smile. ‘This is a set-up. But you didn’t have to be so fucking obvious about it.’


Joe’s grin was a little awkward this time. I looked up at the portrait, then back down. The kid’s eyes were watchful. There was a long silence.


‘Okay, but I do this my own way,’ I said to Joe.


• • •


I signed the contract, took my copy of it with the covering letter and the red file and went home. I lived at that time in a furnished flat in a faded white Federation building in the arse-end of the inner Sydney suburb of Surry Hills. Two rooms, kitchen and bathroom. Eliza had got the apartment we owned with the bank.


I made coffee, sat on the sofa and thought about what I was doing. I hadn’t been sitting there more than a couple of minutes when Eliza called. She had a knack for knowing when I’d be available to talk and not dusting the Capo di Monte porcelain on the mantel.


‘Well?’ she asked me.


‘Well what?’ I asked back.


‘What did Joe want?’


‘I can’t tell you that. It’s confidential.’


‘But I used to work for him.’


‘The answer’s the same.’


‘I’ll find out, you know.’


‘Good luck. But it won’t be from me.’


There was a pause. ‘She’s nice, isn’t she?’


‘Who is?’


‘Sue Goldman.’


‘So that’s what this is about.’


‘Well, is she or isn’t she?’


‘If by nice you mean intelligent, witty, sexy, charming, good-looking and rich, I’d have to say yes. On the other hand—’


The phone clicked in my ear. I’d hardly put it down before it rang again.


‘I enjoyed talking to you last night,’ Sue said without bothering to identify herself.


‘Thank you. I enjoyed talking to you as well,’ I told her.


‘No, really, I mean it. It was fun. And revealing.’


‘Revealing? Really?’


‘Yes. You’re really quite insecure, aren’t you?’


‘Not more than anyone with no job and no income.’


‘But you work for Joe now. That’ll give you an income.’


‘What makes you think I work for him?’


‘Well, don’t you?’


‘You forgot to mention my narcissism.’


‘And you make jokes all the time. It’s to cover up your insecurity. That’s one of the traits of a psychopath.’


‘Really? What are the others?’


‘Mmm. Let me see. There’s glibness, superficial charm, an exaggerated sense of self-worth, a cunning and manipulative nature, emotional shallowness ...’


‘Wow. That’s quite a list.’


‘There’s more – if you want it.’


‘Thanks for the analysis, doctor. I thought this was a friendly visit.’


‘It is. But you don’t mind me telling you what I think, do you?’


‘Not if you don’t mind me telling you what I think.’


‘What do you think, Carl? she enquired pertly.


‘I think you think I’m going to tell you what Joe and I talked about.’


‘Well, aren’t you?’


‘No.’


‘Why not?’


‘Because he asked me not to.’


‘I peeked in his desk when he was out. Don’t say anything, will you?’ she whispered.


‘Did you find anything? A smoking gun? A pair of fishnet stockings? My phone number?’


‘You guessed,’ she said disappointedly.


‘It wasn’t hard. You might just have asked me. I might even have told you.’


There was an expectant silence. ‘Danny’s in trouble, isn’t he?’


‘What makes you think that?’


‘I mean real trouble?’


I thought very briefly about Joe wanting me to keep her out of the loop, but he’d just widened the investigation by bringing Grafton into it, so I didn’t feel constrained.


‘Is that what Danny said when he told you about being locked up after he argued with the judge?’


‘Oh, that.’


‘Yes, that. He told you he talked to someone in the cell. What did he say?’


‘Nothing much. He said he was sitting there, minding his own business, when this man came in and ... sat next to him and started talking to him.’


‘What do you mean came in?’


‘Well, Danny was in a cell! My God, I can’t even begin to imagine it! Poor Danny! It would have been devastating for him,’ she said shrilly before dropping her voice to a stage whisper. ‘He said this man came into the cell. Someone let him in. A guard or something, I suppose. You’d know more about that than I would, wouldn’t you?’


‘Did he say what this man’s name was?’


‘Uh, no.’


‘How about a description?’


‘Not that I remember.’


‘Did he say what they talked about?


‘No.’


‘You didn’t ask him?’


‘No. Why would I?’


‘Out of curiosity.’


‘No. It didn’t seem important. Is it?’


‘It might be. He didn’t say anything else about this man? Tall, thin? Short, fat? Bald, hairy? Had a lisp or a funny accent? Offered him a job pearl diving in the Bahamas?’


‘There you go again,’ she crooned teasingly.


‘Did he?’


‘No! He did seem worried though – after this man went round to see him.’


I sat up. ‘This man went to see Danny?’


‘Yes. He went to where he was living.’


‘With Hanna Markova?’


‘Is that her name?’


‘Did Danny say why he went to see him? Think now, it’s important.’


‘You don’t have to lecture me, Carl.’


‘Sorry.’


‘That’s all right.’


‘Well?’


‘He said he wanted him to become a Christian.’


I waited. ‘That’s it?’


‘As far as I can remember.’


‘You sure he didn’t tell you anything else?’


‘No. Well, he did kind of mention that he knew him from before.’


I sat bolt upright this time. ‘Did he say when from before?


‘No. What’s this about, Carl?’


‘That’s something I really can’t tell you. You were going to be a lawyer. You know about client confidentiality.’


She sighed, then said with what sounded like a heavy dose of irony, ‘You’re right. It’s that old family morality thing again. Danny’s got a strong sense of morality. He’s quite old-fashioned in some ways. He gives blood and goes on demonstrations and would give you the shirt off his back if you needed it.’


I pondered that because her tone didn’t fit with what Joe had said about her feelings for Danny.


‘You don’t like him much, do you?’ I ventured on a hunch.


‘Whatever do you mean?’ she asked me innocently. ‘Danny and I used to play together when we were kids. Right up until he was fifteen and I was five. Then we had to stop because ... well, we had to stop. He had to go away to school and be a grown-up.’


‘Uh-huh. Well, why didn’t you tell Joe about this man’s visit and that Danny knew him before they met in the court cell?’
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