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ALICE


Alice was barefoot beneath the late afternoon sun and knocking her heels against the sea wall when Choker rang. She looked at her phone for a long time while it rang out.


When he called again straight away, she picked up.


‘You know,’ she said conversationally, ‘I didn’t realise I still had blood on my shoes until this morning. It’s been three days, and I only noticed when I took them off to walk along the beach.’


‘It’ll wash out. Or, if you take this job, you can throw your shoes into the ocean and buy a new pair. Six pairs. Twenty. I don’t know. How much did you spend on those ones?’


‘Thirty-five dollars on sale,’ Alice said. She looked down at her white sneakers, lined up in a neat row in the sand with Cherry’s little silver sandals and Jun’s scuffed Vans. ‘And they were my favourites.’


‘You can buy almost a hundred pairs of them if you take this job.’


‘I’m at the beach,’ she told him. ‘Ask somebody else. Don’t ask Teddy, though. She’s on holiday too.’


‘It needs to be you.’


‘It really doesn’t,’ she said, and hung up.


Choker was the only person she ever did this to: ending a call with someone with a one-liner instead of a goodbye. He never minded, but he did always call back to finish the conversation.


‘I’m serious,’ she said when he did. ‘I’ve had one single day of this holiday, Choker. One.’


‘I know, I know. But it’s barely two days: out tomorrow, one night away, back by end of Friday – and if you work this one little job, you can upgrade your hotel for the whole rest of your holiday.’


‘Who says we need to upgrade?’


Alice didn’t turn to look back at the peeling, under-loved hotel they were staying in down the road. The room smelled like rat bait, the bed creaked with every movement and mould dotted the kitchenette sink. They’d woken up before six o’clock with sulphur-crested cockatoos screeching on the deck in front of a note taped to the balcony wall that said DO NOT FEED THE BIRDS. Cherry was too young to read, and she’d already made them a bowl of cornflakes. It was a sweet thing, really, so Alice and Jun couldn’t be mad. They would be even less mad if they moved to that other hotel, the one by the cleaner part of the beach, with the pool, without the cockatoos – and well out of their price range.


‘You’d be driving Valkyrie.’


Alice sucked her teeth. ‘You can’t buy my time with my family,’ she said.


‘Don’t be so cheesy. It’s a lot of money, and it’ll take you one night. Tell your boyfriend you’re on a compulsory professional development class you forgot all about.’


Alice looked over at Jun. He’d buried Cherry in the sand up to her waist, and was sculpting her a mermaid tail while she watched him, silent and serious.


‘I don’t want to tell him that. It’s such bullshit.’


‘Tell him the truth, then,’ he said. ‘Tell him you’ve got a dead body to move tomorrow.’


‘Jesus Christ, Choker, are you kidding? I said no more of that shit. It hasn’t even been a week since you said old Earl would be at that shop alone and it wouldn’t get violent.’


‘That wasn’t my fault,’ he said.


‘I had to kick his son in the teeth,’ she said.


‘Don’t tell me about your shoes again. A hundred new pairs,’ he reminded her. ‘A nicer hotel. After this, you can take a boat trip and watch the whales.’


Alice looked out over the ocean, at the spray of water that knocked against the jetty nearby. At the sun reflecting off Cherry’s silver sandals, and the great wash of sand, dense with seaweed and broken shells. Five minutes ago she had felt relaxed, briefly, feeling the sea wall underfoot. But before that she had been thinking about the fucking cockatoos screeching on her deck since half past five in the morning, and the blood on her shoes, and that sound of Earl’s son’s teeth like dice across the tiles. Maybe if she got more sleep and didn’t have to look at the shoes, she wouldn’t think about the teeth anymore.


‘Anyway, it’s not that kind of dead body,’ he said into her silence. ‘It’s the legal kind. You’ll pick up a coffin from a funeral home and transport it for burial at the deceased’s family estate.’


‘Estate?’ she said. ‘Is it the king?’


‘Yes,’ Choker said dryly. ‘It is the king, being buried in regional Victoria, where his family estate has always been. No, I’m not telling you who it is until you get there.’


‘Why are they a secret?’ Alice waved at Cherry, who was pointing at her tail. ‘Jesus, is it someone I know?’


‘Yes,’ he said, ‘but no. You’ll understand when you get there.’


‘I don’t like secrets,’ Alice warned.


‘Good,’ Choker said. ‘If you tell no one, then the misery of keeping a secret stays with you alone. This is the kind of knowledge other people might want from you too, Alice. And I’m serious, don’t even tell Teddy about it.’


‘Of course,’ said Alice, who had no intention of keeping anything from Teddy.


He gave her a name and address for the pickup, and finished the call. She kicked her heels against the rocks a couple more times, and then went over to Jun and Cherry in the sand.


‘You’re a mermaid!’ she said to her daughter. ‘I always knew it. I’ll miss you when you go out to sea.’


‘Mama,’ Cherry whispered loudly, ‘it’s okay. Dad did it. I still have legs.’


‘I refuse to believe that tail is pretend when it looks so good,’ Alice said, and Jun preened. Then she added, ‘Remember when you said you wished you had more time with Dad?’


‘I miss Dad when he works,’ Cherry said. ‘I don’t miss you.’


Alice did a lot of internal additions to Cherry’s sentences. Today’s was: I don’t miss you because you’re there more. Which was probably true.


‘Well, maybe you would like to have a day just with him tomorrow?’


Cherry looked up at her.


‘You could go up to that lighthouse,’ Alice said. ‘Or to the trampoline place. Or buy a scooter for the skate park.’


‘A scooter!’ Cherry yelled, while Jun said, ‘I thought we were too broke for a scooter?’


‘Not after tomorrow,’ Alice told him. ‘We’ll have enough money for fifty scooters.’


He looked at her for a long beat, and she did not say anything.


‘All day?’ he asked.


She nodded.


‘Overnight?’


‘Yes. I’m sorry. But then we can upgrade our room?’


‘Or – you could just stay?’


‘It’s just a day,’ she said, ‘… and a half. I’ll be back Friday afternoon. With more money.’


‘I don’t want to buy a scooter anyway,’ he said. ‘You know I’ll just have to carry it around all day.’


‘I know,’ she said.


Cherry had been scooping up the sand from her tail and burying her mother’s feet. ‘You can’t go, Mama,’ she said. ‘You’re stuck here now. You have to stay here while me and Dad go for a walk.’


‘What if I’m washed out to sea?’


Cherry thought about it. ‘That’s okay,’ she said. ‘The whales will save you.’


On the walk back to the hotel, Alice hung back and called Teddy. There was deafening music and hollering wherever she was, and Alice had to shout. ‘How’s your holiday going?’


‘What’s a holiday?’ Teddy said.


‘Come on. You sent me that whole list of things you were going to do this week. Did you go to the movies, at least?’


‘Mate, I’m in one right now. Second one of the day.’


‘You’re kidding? What kind of asshole answers the phone in a cinema?’


‘This kind of asshole. Turns out, nobody else goes to action movies during the day. I’m here on my own. This is my new favourite office.’ Something exploded in the background, then Teddy said, ‘You’re not even the first call I got in here. Art rang and left a message. He didn’t say it, but I think it’s about a job.’


‘It better not be,’ Alice growled. ‘You’re on a break, and I’m already annoyed that Choker gave me a job.’


‘What the fuck? He’s the one who told us to take some time away. Tell him no. I’ll take the job over. You stay away with your family.’


‘It won’t be the same job. Also, I already said yes.’


‘You can’t. You’re supposed to be relaxing.’


‘I’ll relax a lot harder with three thousand dollars for one night’s work.’


Teddy whistled. ‘Well, yeah, you probably will. What are you doing?’


‘Driving a stiff to a cemetery.’


‘For three thousand dollars?’


‘I guess that’s payment for not asking who it is.’


‘Spend it on something fun. And next time, don’t answer when he calls.’


Alice pocketed her phone and caught up with Cherry and Jun. They were walking along a dusty road, trees low against the footpath and quiet, worn houses on either side. Cherry scuffed her sandals in the gravel, and Jun picked her up to stop her. Alice watched them and wondered, not for the first time, what it would have taken for her to say no to Choker instead.
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TEDDY


Teddy left the cinema, threw her oversized popcorn bucket in the bin, and headed to the warm art deco bar by the entrance to order a Coke, no ice. She took it over to a window seat and sat there, watching the rain and thinking about how she had never jumped out of a helicopter like she’d just seen Jason Statham do, and wondering if she could ask Choker to get her a ride in one. She fished a sugar packet out of the bowl in front of her, poured it onto the table, and used one of her undamaged fingers to push it into the shape of a star. Then she picked up her phone and called Art.


He was too chipper when he answered. ‘Hey, Ted! Thanks for calling back.’


‘Listen,’ she said. ‘I’m two movies into a three-movie marathon. This better only be non-work news.’


‘Well,’ he said, and Teddy sighed into the phone.


‘I’m still in pain from our last case,’ she said. ‘You know I broke a nail? Like, all the way off. It still hurts.’ She held up her hand and looked at the bandage around her fingertip. ‘Maybe I’ll tape my nails from now on, like when I used to play netball.’


‘I know, I get it. I’m still covered in bruises and smell only of eau de Deep Heat.’


Teddy sighed. ‘Then why are you doing this? You got the most hurt out of all of us at Earl’s.’


‘That was my fault,’ he said sadly. ‘You told me to go for the knees.’


‘Well, I haven’t even said yes to whatever you’re asking yet. So what is it?’


‘A missing persons case.’


Teddy sucked at her teeth.


‘I’m on holiday,’ she reminded him.


‘Teddy, listen. I was at Choker’s, looking for work, and this is a job he had on offer. But I can’t do it alone – you know how he is about needing two of us for this stuff.’


She did know. Choker always said that with two people you pick up on more things and win more fights. Twice as many people get it done in a third of the time; that’s how he sold it to clients.


‘Also I need the money,’ Art wheedled. ‘Which means I need you.’


Just as Teddy opened her mouth to tell him no, Art said, ‘And this missing guy needs you too.’


Goddammit, Teddy thought.


‘I’ll see you at yours in an hour,’ Art said, and hung up.


Teddy drained her glass and glanced back at the cinema. She had planned her three movies – arthouse, action, then comedy – followed by takeaway on her apartment balcony, some CBD gummies and falling asleep to Iron Chef. It was supposed to be a good day off.


Art knew her well, of course: Teddy was a sucker for missing persons cases. In the middle of Brixton Heist an hour ago, she’d been moved by the same tug Statham had been, of wanting to get someone home to safety.


She shrugged on her jacket, scooped the sugar into her palm and threw it in the bin. Maybe they could find the missing person tonight and be done by tomorrow. A stipend in the bank account and takeaway every day for the next week. And somebody found, someone back home where they should be, out of the rain.


~


The apartment still felt sterile. Lucky Malloy – Teddy’s father – had bought it five years ago, and he had been a man of spartan needs. When she’d moved in after he died, there was only a dinner table that he could fold up against the wall, two stackable chairs, an armchair in front of his kid-sized television, a double bed in his room, and a single in Teddy’s, even though she’d been twenty-two when he’d moved in there. He had given her the room with more sun, and when he’d died nine months ago, she’d stayed in that room, in her single bed. The apartment still smelled of the lanolin that he used on his skin, because Teddy used it too, filling the house with his ghost the only way she knew how.


She’d used the bond refund from the Northcote share house she had been living in to upgrade, just a little, with a bigger television, a two-hundred-dollar couch off Marketplace, and a towering monstera she almost never watered. Six of Cherry’s drawings were Blu-Tacked to the wall; Teddy’s favourite was the one of her, Cherry and Alice as dragons, recognisable from the hair growing out of their spines: short black hair for Cherry, long thick black hair for Alice, and the Teddy-dragon with chaotic hair in four shades of brown and beige, which Cherry had done while complaining, ‘Aunty Bear, your hair isn’t any colour.’


There were also two blu-tacked pictures of Ikea entertainment units up on the wall either side of the TV, which she’d put up to help her decide which one she liked better. She had done that in February; it was May now. The weather was cooling down, the trees outside her balcony stripped of their leaves.


Sometimes she lay out there on her stomach with her cheek pressed against the tiles. Something about the dirt and the cold and the misery of it all felt like a good way out of grief and pain and the times that the violence stuck in her mind. When they’d gone to Earl’s on the weekend, thinking he’d be there alone and it would be easy, she hadn’t even flinched when Earl’s two oversized sons had been there as well and it became apparent what kind of showdown they were actually in for. The effort had hurt, but they’d subdued all three of them eventually, then passed on the message to keep out of other people’s territory with a gentle additional suggestion to move elsewhere altogether, and left them cable-tied for somebody else to come along and deal with. It wasn’t the memories of her own fight that bothered her – not the feeling of the bat in her hands coming down hard on Earl’s eldest son’s torso, or the pain of the punch Earl’s younger son had landed square in her gut – but the image of Alice kicking in the older son’s teeth. The sound of his incisors falling on the ground afterwards. The sound when Art had broken someone’s arm getting the ties on. The sound of her friends doing those things.


She had cleaned up her apartment by the time Art arrived, hair freshly washed and damp and with a bag over his shoulder. He handed over a file and she skimmed the notes while he threw his bag into Lucky’s room and sat down at the table with a can of ginger beer he’d pulled out of his jacket pocket, setting down another for her.


‘Where were you that you needed to have a shower?’


‘Gym,’ he said, cracking open his can.


‘Have you considered resting?’


‘Gotta stay the himbo you hired me to be,’ he said.


He was partly right: she’d met him at a different gym a year ago, where she’d told him he kept leaving his long blond hairs on all the equipment and he’d apologised and started checking conscientiously when he’d wipe things down. When some buff chump kept dropping the weights on Thursday and Friday mornings and ignored the staff’s requests to quit it, Art had eventually intervened with a three-kilo weight square in the chump’s jaw and got himself kicked out. Teddy liked those morals and invited him out for dinner with Alice to see what she thought about him as a potential colleague; it took until dessert before he politely said he was not interested in a threesome. They told Choker to hire him, and then Teddy slept with him anyway, which had been fine, but nothing worth continuing. He’d proven to be a useful new addition; it was handy to have a man around sometimes for those people who just wouldn’t talk to a woman no matter how much you held a literal knife to their balls.


Art opened his own file. ‘Cole Arnott,’ he said. ‘Nineteen. According to what Researcher Rusty dug up from the client and online, he was first reported missing on Tuesday by his workplace, wasn’t in the day before either, but had been at work on Friday. Whoever gave this information to Choker did it today – Wednesday – so he could have gone missing anywhere in that time.’


Teddy held up the picture they had of him. Cole was shirtless, in front of dark clouds and an expanse of crowded beach; he was white, with brown hair cut shaggy over his face, and grey eyes that glared at the camera. He looked angry – at the weather, or the photographer, she didn’t know. It was an Instagram screenshot, and the caption underneath read simply: Rye.


‘God, I hope he’s there now,’ Art said. ‘What a breeze! Shake hands, tell him to call his folks, then go for a swim.’


‘It says it’s the most recent picture, but this is from a year ago,’ Teddy said. ‘Aren’t kids these days constantly taking pictures of themselves?’


‘How old are you again? Ninety?’


She was twenty-seven, same as Alice. ‘Fuck off. You’re closer to his age, and you always take pictures of yourself.’


‘Wouldn’t you?’ He got out his camera, tousled his hair, pouted and took a picture. ‘I’ll post that later with the caption, “Hard at work with the boss”.’ He turned the camera on her.


‘You post a picture of me and I’ll throw your fucking phone in the toilet,’ she said.


‘Touchy.’


‘Point is,’ Teddy said, ‘there’s not a lot here.’


‘Says whoever the client is doesn’t want cops sniffing around, but Choker thinks that it’s paranoia on behalf of the client more than related to the missing person,’ Art said. ‘So where do we start?’


‘If he was last seen at work on Friday, I guess we gotta start there.’ Teddy checked her watch. ‘They’ll be closed by the time we got out there now. We’ll check over these notes tonight, and go round first thing tomorrow.’


‘Sure thing, boss.’


Teddy looked down at Cole’s face. ‘What do you think when you see him?’


‘This is a safe space, right? I can say he looks like a little prick?’


‘Really?’ Teddy touched the face in the picture. ‘Why do you say that?’


Art shrugged. ‘How can you be that angry when you’re at the beach? What is there to be mad at? What a miserable asshole.’


‘Maybe he was sad because one of his friends was going to murder him and throw him in the ocean.’


‘That’s dark.’


‘He’s literally missing, Art. Aren’t we trying to find him?’


‘I guess so,’ he said, then paused. ‘What do you think when you see him?’


Teddy tried to push Art’s words away before they burrowed in. He did look miserable, but maybe he had reason to be. Maybe he knew somebody wanted him gone. Maybe he was just sad, and wanted to run away. She had to be open to all the outcomes: ones where he was a prick, ones where he was the nicest man on earth having a bad day on camera.


‘Pull a face like his,’ she told Art, who obliged.


‘That hurt,’ he said.


‘Now smile,’ she said, and he did, and the whole room got brighter.


‘All right,’ she said. ‘Let’s get this done.’


~


Teddy FaceTimed with Alice and Cherry that evening, while Art had a post-takeaway nap in Lucky’s room, snoring loudly and cheerfully. He had not been emotionally affected by the fight at Earl’s; Art had an almost pathological inability to hold on to the past. If Teddy thought about a list of pros for this skill, it meant that he never held grudges, never got held up second-guessing himself, and slept every night like he’d had the purest day awake. The cons were that he never learned lessons: Alice and Teddy could fight alongside one another smoothly because they knew how the other worked, but when Art was in the fray, it was always a mess, even if it was successful. He also never offered to pay for petrol, and never rode shotgun if all three of them were in the car because he couldn’t navigate the city, or even his own suburb.


Teddy couldn’t drive as well as Alice – nobody could – but she was good at directions, and learning. She also thought too much about things, and stewed on bad moments, like Alice kicking in Earl’s son’s teeth and wishing it had been Teddy behind that final thing to take him down so that Alice didn’t have to think about it. Dwelling on things was meant to be Teddy’s role in this team; she did it so nobody else had to.


Cherry was the one who picked up, smiling with her tiny teeth, and holding up a marshmallow. ‘Daddy let me have one,’ she told Teddy.


‘Did you save one for me?’


Cherry examined her marshmallow, very carefully. ‘But there’s only one. I can save you half.’


‘Save me a third?’


‘What’s a third?’


‘Teddy,’ Alice said, coming onto the screen, ‘we’re on holiday. We don’t do learning now.’ She turned to Cherry and said, ‘It’s like imagining your marshmallow in three equal parts. Do you know what equal means?’


‘No?’


‘Exactly,’ Alice said. ‘See? No learning on holiday.’


‘It means you have to tear part of it off and save it for me,’ Teddy said, and Cherry dutifully started tugging at the pillow of sugar.


‘It does not,’ Alice said. ‘You eat that marshmallow and don’t you share any of it with Aunty Bear. She can buy her own marshmallows.’


‘But I want that one,’ Teddy said.


Cherry said, ‘I’ll put a bit of it in my pocket and give it to you next time.’


‘Literally none of us win in this situation,’ Alice said to her. ‘You get less marshmallow, and Aunty Bear won’t get it either because you and I both know we’ll forget that’s in your pocket and I’ll wash your pants and everything will be sticky.’


Cherry looked beseechingly at Teddy.


‘Make Mama eat it,’ Teddy said, ‘and then she’ll buy me a marshmallow when she sees me next to pay me back.’


Cherry pushed the candy into Alice’s mouth. Alice glared at Teddy, who grinned.


Once Cherry wandered off to be with her father, Alice said, ‘How are you feeling about all this? Not getting your holiday?’


‘At least I’m getting money,’ Teddy said. ‘And money is very useful. Do you know how much my body corporate bill is?’


‘No,’ Alice said, even though she did, because she kept track of these types of things in case Teddy needed help, even though she would never ask. 


‘Send me through the details,’ Alice said. ‘In case I have some downtime to figure it out.’


‘No,’ Teddy said. ‘You finish your job and get back to your family.’


‘At least send me a picture of the kid,’ she said. ‘What if I know him?’


‘You don’t know him,’ Teddy said, but she sent it to her anyway.


Alice studied the picture, and Teddy gave her a moment.


‘He looks sad,’ Alice said. ‘I feel bad for him. Maybe he’s had a rough time.’


‘Art thinks he looks like an asshole.’


‘Some of us aren’t in a permanent state of sunshine like our Arthur,’ Alice said. ‘With the limited – by which I mean non-existent – amount of information you have given me, I’d say that if I had that face, I would want to escape from whatever was making me pull it. Either that, or whoever was making me feel that way has murdered me. What do you think?’


‘I honestly don’t know yet,’ Teddy said. ‘But I’m more worried for him than I should be, considering I only know about four sentences of information more than you do.’


‘You think he’s dead?’


‘I have no reason to think that,’ Teddy said, which wasn’t a no.


‘Well,’ Alice said, ‘I hope you find him, safe and well and grateful and, you know, yesterday.’


After Alice rang off, Teddy sat with Cole’s picture in her hand. The resolution wasn’t crisp enough for her to study the lines of his face, to memorise every feature, but she watched him and let her mind stay open. He wasn’t forthcoming, and even after she put the picture down, even after she climbed into her tiny bed that night, she wondered about Cole. If he was safe, if he was trapped, if he could breathe properly where he was; or if he was fine, sitting on his own, away from everyone he knew, looking up at the stars, hoping nobody would ever find him.
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ALICE


Cherry cried when Alice left the next morning. While her child sobbed, Alice felt the sorrowful pull of parenting, wondering again if she should have said a strong no that broke right through Choker’s assumptions that everybody would always agree with him. But then Cherry threw herself against their Golf and wailed, ‘Daddy says we have to walk everywhere now!’


‘I know,’ Alice said, gently. ‘That’s why we chose this hotel. Look, the water is just there. And the supermarket. Dad promises he’ll buy you ice cream.’


‘Don’t take the car,’ Cherry said mournfully.


‘You’re going to miss the Golf more than me?’ Alice asked.


‘Yes.’


Alice, who had also loved cars since she was a little girl, put her hand to her heart, almost unbearably proud of this answer.


She took the Golf anyway. There was a dull autumn dawn outside, the sun forcing its rise through clouds over the sea beside her. She loved cruising the Great Ocean Road, the water at her side for so long, passing by houses she dreamed of living in one day – spaceships soaring on pylons, crisp white boxes with lush gardens, dark wood cabins hiding in bushland. Driving cars for a living wasn’t something that got you rich, unless you ran them into people on purpose for twenty thousand dollars – the going rate Choker had once offered her for a job. She had laughed and told him it wasn’t enough, then had gone home and tried to calculate how much somebody would have to offer her before it was enough, and the next morning had woken up hating herself for coming up with a number.


After Torquay, the road turned away from the ocean and back inland. Alice’s holiday mood fell away behind her, and she thought instead about who was dead, and how she was apparently supposed to know them although they were not a friend, and why the job had to be done by her, in the middle of a goddamn holiday, and not any of his other drivers in any of his other cars. Valkyrie was the best, of course, but she was old, and expensive, They had a 1940 LaSalle hearse that was arguably more beautiful, and Murray Long was a good hearse driver; he had soft white gloves, a pale blue suit that matched the LaSalle’s trim, and a little gold cap for effect. He also wasn’t on fucking holiday right now, like Alice was.


She arrived at the garage just before nine o’clock. Valkyrie was front and centre, buffed to a shine, and the anger Alice had been holding on to vanished.


As soon as she turned twenty-one and was allowed to hire a car, Alice had spent four hundred dollars to drive a 1968 Ford Mustang Fastback 390 GT around the suburbs for two hours, because she fucking loved cars. Now, she was going to take this girl out for two days, and get paid for it. It was a luxury, and she knew it.


‘She’s all good,’ Pia said, coming out of the office with a coffee in her hands for Alice. Pia was warm and soft, from her grey curls to the fabric of her worn jumpsuit, and her coffee was too milky but it never seemed to matter. They stood for a moment together and looked at the car.


Alice said, ‘The steering?’


‘Take it easy on those first few corners, but it’s not too different. Do you know where you’re going?’


‘No. Do you?’


Pia snorted. ‘I get told what to wax, my friend, and nothing more.’


Alice got changed in the bathroom: black gabardine pants, a green silk shirt, a blazer with gold buttons. She pulled her black hair into a respectful bun and applied mascara and a little lip balm, and tested her genuine and sorrowful expression in the mirror. The complete funereal chauffeur. Then she packed her holiday clothes away into her locker and went out onto the garage floor, where Valkyrie waited for her.


Valkyrie was a blue 1959 Rolls-Royce Phantom V hearse, and she was beautiful. She had been purchased in the early 2000s by someone who wanted her for his final drive but sold her before he could be bothered dying. Choker had bought her for too much money, and named her after the Norse goddesses who guided the souls of the dead to the afterlife. He’d refitted her with a peach leather interior and a few extra false compartments, then added her to his driving fleet.


Alice eased herself into the driver’s seat and breathed in the worn leather. Alice was Valkyrie’s favourite; some of the other drivers had problems handling her, but Alice and Valkyrie were always in sync. They had done a lot of miles together, and the chance to drive Valkyrie had been part of the reason Alice had said yes.


‘Look after her, all right?’ said Pia, as Alice roared Valkyrie to life.


‘Always,’ Alice said, and drove her away.


~


Valkyrie rode smooth over the freeway, her motor loud with age and power. It had been a long time since Alice had used Valkyrie as a hearse; most of the time, Alice drove people in her to parties or hotels or anywhere somebody wanted to feel good or important, but also dramatic. With no coffin inside her yet, Valkyrie felt too roomy on the hour’s drive to collect their cargo.


The funeral home was called Quentin & Clarke, and Alice was met at the front desk by Sadie Quentin, whose sour face had less life and enthusiasm than the refrigerated bodies downstairs. She led Alice into a very cold room; in the middle of that room sat an oak coffin with gold handles, a sprawling bouquet of natives on top, and a plaque on the lid that said DARWIN JAMES WEISS. Alice had always been very good at keeping her composure, but she couldn’t help starting at the familiar name, and then reaching out and touching the plaque with the tip of her finger.


‘I trust your vehicle has been properly fitted for this task?’ Sadie asked her.


Valkyrie’s last job before she came out here had been to transport an armchair from Ikea to o the house of one of Choker’s girlfriends, but Pia had cleaned up the marks and fixed her up fine since then. Looking over at Sadie’s expression, Alice realised that the woman was sour about not having been trusted with the transport of the coffin.


‘She’s set up,’ Alice said. ‘And I’ll be very careful with him.’


‘Alice Chan,’ Sadie said, looking her up and down. ‘How haven’t we met? Are you new to the industry?’


‘Not so new,’ Alice said breezily. ‘I just do exclusive assignments.’


Sadie looked stung, and Alice said, as an olive branch, ‘You did a beautiful job.’


‘Yes,’ Sadie said. ‘We always do. I have this envelope to pass on to you too. Sealed in wax – Choker is such a pretentious ass.’


Alice went back outside to Valkyrie, got into the car and tore open the envelope. She pulled out a sheaf of printed map pages with notes, addresses and thick black lines outlining her route.


It was not, she realised, a direct trip from the funeral home to Darwin’s final resting place. It was a jagged trip around Eastern Victoria with a handful of stops and an overnight stay before she even took Darwin where he needed to be. Complicated, she thought. Which was, she guessed, why they’d hired her.


She scanned the papers, then put the contents of the envelope in her glovebox and reversed into the loading bay.


She waited respectfully by her back door as Sadie Quentin’s two lanky, morose daughters wheeled Darwin’s coffin over and manoeuvred it into the back of the Rolls-Royce. Alice locked the coffin in place and bowed to the three of them. Mother and daughters then turned and left without another word. Alice got into Valkyrie and sighed.


‘All right, Darwin,’ she said. ‘Let’s take you home.’
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TEDDY


They were about halfway along the highway towards Cole’s workplace when Art yawned from the passenger seat of Teddy’s Corolla and said, ‘We need to stop for lobster rolls.’


‘What?’


‘You want me to be at my best, right? Sharp, observational? I’m hungry. I haven’t had any breakfast yet.’


‘Goddammit.’ Teddy’s stomach, the traitor, surged at the thought. ‘I want to get this all done today before Alice finishes up and tries to help us.’


‘Okay, I’m sorry. We can just stop for a pie at a Caltex on the way. It’ll be fine.’


Teddy groaned. ‘Why did you say lobster rolls?’


‘It’s just that I know this one place,’ he said.


Snippy’s was by a train station near the bottom of Mount Dandenong: a sea of bright oranges and seaside blues with a vape store on one side and a hairdresser on the other. Art went inside to order and came back out with two bottles of sarsaparilla.


‘They make it in-house,’ he said, handing her a bottle. ‘You’ll love it.’


‘I never do,’ she said. ‘I shouldn’t have let you order for me.’


He clinked his bottle against hers and smiled. She took a swig, grimaced and said, ‘What makes you like this stuff?’


‘Tastes wrong,’ he said, pleased. ‘In the best kind of way.’


Art had grown up in a nice house with a nice family, and hadn’t done much more than some light shoplifting and less light drug use before Teddy had him hired by Choker. Art barely even needed the money Choker paid him: he’d dropped out of a journalism degree a year ago, but was yet to tell his parents, since as long as he was a student they let him live for free with his sister Nina in a three-bedroom house in Richmond – with a goddamn tennis court out the back, of all things. He had a few minor expenses: bills, a private-school-level surfeit of alcohol, frequent purchases of mirrored sunglasses to replace the ones he broke, and a few debt repayments on behalf of both him and his sister that he didn’t like to talk about, unless he was drunk, which was, thanks to said amount of alcohol, fairly often. Even so, he had just about enough to cover it all, and the reason he needed a job with them – and Alice and Teddy couldn’t fucking believe it, really – was food.


Art never cooked, was friends with every Uber driver in his neighbourhood, and once a week he’d go out to a restaurant with the kind of menu where you’d cry just from reading the price of fish. If he just ate some goddamn cereal sometimes and learned how to make pasta sauce, Alice and Teddy thought, he wouldn’t need a job at all. But here he was, eating lobster rolls for breakfast, because that was his vice.


Teddy said to Art as they waited, ‘I hope we find the kid today.’


‘We won’t,’ Art said. ‘He left on purpose to find a better life.’


‘Huh.’ Teddy got up the picture of Cole on her phone and looked at him. ‘Why do you say that?’


‘That kid’s never smiled about anything.’


Teddy looked through the few pictures of Cole’s face that Rusty had sent them. He was scowling in all of them. Art, in front of her, was always smiling; he had natural good cheer, and was always dressed like he was on the way to do something more fun. Today he was wearing the battered brown leather jacket that was his unofficial, year-round uniform – in summer he sometimes had nothing underneath – along with a striped blue-and-white t-shirt. He looked like a sailor washed ashore from a suburban pond.


Teddy, who dressed in oversized jumpers and jeans in winter and black t-shirts and jean shorts in summer, thought about Cole’s face some more. Eventually, she said, ‘I think he was murdered.’


Art barked out a laugh. ‘Why do you say that?’


‘I don’t think Choker would let you call me up when I’m on leave for a small case like this,’ she said. ‘I think Choker thinks he’s dead too.’


‘That’s bleak,’ Art said, immediately sober. ‘I wish I hadn’t laughed.’


Their lobster rolls, when they came out, were almost too much; small neon claws waving from the buttery grilled potato roll, chives collecting in the pools of sauce.


‘Fuck me,’ Teddy said from the driver’s seat, swallowing a bite.


‘Not such a bad day off, huh?’ Art said, tearing through a claw with his teeth.


Sated, they drove up the highway into the forest, past ferns curling into the rock faces and expansive views over the suburbs. Cole’s work, a tree removalist company called Gorilla & Giraffe, was about halfway up the mountain in Hummingdale, and Teddy slowed as they reached the town, passing a laundromat, a fish and chip joint, a laser clinic, a shop full of crystals, and then the petrol station with the ‘Gorilla & Giraffe’ sign behind it.


‘I’ve gotta pee,’ Art said.


‘Goddammit,’ Teddy said, yanking the brake. ‘Are we ever getting in there?’


Art pulled that face; the one he had been practising ever since his first case with Teddy and Alice. It was somewhere between a sincere apology and a parody of one. He knew how to look like a real asshole to get like-minded men onside; he also knew how to pull an apologetic face to get Teddy and Alice onside. Teddy grunted and told him to hurry the hell up, and that she’d wait for him out front.


Teddy watched the entrance to Gorilla & Giraffe. This was what she knew from Rusty’s notes: it was a tree removalist company, co-owned by a guy named Pete, who looked strong and hairy like a gorilla, and a guy called Witi, who looked tall and long-necked like a giraffe. Cole had worked for them since just before Christmas, sometimes out in the field helping, sometimes here taking calls and selling firewood, sometimes delivering mulch. They’d been the ones to raise the alarm when he didn’t turn up for work.


Nobody went in or out of the building. She waited, bored, until Art came out of the service station with three Milky Ways and a smug expression Teddy recognised.


‘Did you make a new friend in there?’


‘Sure did,’ he said. ‘She was very pleased to have somebody buy something before using the bathroom.’


‘Cheap bribe,’ Teddy said.


‘Yeah, and it paid off,’ he said. ‘Cole goes in there sometimes. She says he buys a can of Monster every morning and doesn’t say thank you. Twice a week they get in pies from a bakery over the hill and he always gets those for lunch until they run out. Otherwise he buys a Twirl.’ He grinned. ‘Put that in your Google Drive and smoke it.’


‘You write it up,’ Teddy said, but she knew she would be the one putting that in later anyway; Art hadn’t contributed anything to their shared file for weeks, since Teddy told him off for posting too many memes and not enough documentation.


They walked into the Gorilla & Giraffe front office, which was empty. Teddy rang a bell, and Art picked up a handful of sawdust from a sack and rubbed it between his fingers.


‘Top-grade stuff,’ he said.


Teddy rolled her eyes. The back door opened and the giraffe – Witi – came through with a wide salesman smile. ‘Well, hello!’


Teddy remembered why they were there and did not smile, but Art did, shaking his hand and beaming back at him. ‘Hi there! It’s a great place you’ve got here.’


It was fairly standard – white dusty walls, metal Ikea desk, framed pictures of trees in pieces or staff abseiling from wires in tall pines – but Witi glowed at the compliment. ‘Yeah, cheers. We’ve put a lot of time into the business. And how can we help you two? Got a tree down?’


‘Actually, we’re here to find Cole,’ Teddy said. ‘I’m Teddy Malloy, and this is my colleague, Arthur Cleven.’


‘Oh, man,’ Witi said, rubbing his hand over his head. ‘Okay. Well, maybe come out back.’


They followed him through the door he’d entered from and found themselves in the lunchroom. It was small: a fridge covered in flat company magnets, a microwave, a table, a calendar with a golden retriever on it from the December before, and folding chairs against the wall that Witi passed over to them. The room smelled strongly of chicken two-minute noodles.


‘I’m Witi, by the way,’ he said as he sat down. ‘Cole’s boss. Well, one of them. You cops?’


Teddy said, ‘Not cops. We’re here privately.’


‘So what do you want to know?’


‘Nobody seemed to notice Cole was missing until you here at Gorilla & Giraffe did,’ she said. ‘Can you tell us what kind of person Cole was, and what made you worried?’


Cole, it turned out, was an average employee. He got the job after his father put the hard word on his indoor soccer teammate – Pete the Gorilla – after Cole unenthusiastically finished Year 12. He turned up on time and complained from clock-on to clock-off about everything, but he followed the safety rules and hadn’t sawn off a hand. He really went on about splinters, though.


‘Did he often miss days?’


‘Only once,’ Witi said. ‘Turned up an hour before our job was finished, hungover and pissed off about it, like him sleeping in had been our fault. We sent him home, told him he’d better pick up his game if he ever wanted to work for us again. We thought it might be good cause to get rid of him and hire somebody less interested in bitching, but he came back the next day with his tail between his legs and, can I say, a really vast amount of beer. Not even the cheap shit. So we forgave him.’


‘And this last time?’


‘Well, that first time was on a Monday too. This time he was supposed to be delivering some wood but never turned up here in the morning. Pete couldn’t get a hold of him and had to shut up the office and do it himself, which, fuck, he went on about the whole day. We waited for him to come in the next day with the beer, like last time, and then he still didn’t, so Pete called his dad to blast him and it turned out nobody had seen him for a while.’


‘What do you think has happened to him?’ Teddy asked.


Witi leaned back on his chair until the back of his head touched the wall. ‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘But I am worried. He’s a whiny prick, for sure, but just disappearing – that’s not like him.’


‘Did he have ambitions for another job?’ Art asked. ‘Or was he planning on working with you for the foreseeable?’


‘That’s a good question,’ Witi said. ‘I never asked, but probably because I didn’t really want to hear the answer.’ He picked up a glass from the table and rubbed at a smudge underneath. ‘Maybe he won the lotto and hopped town with the money. I hope that’s what happened – that nothing bad’s happened to him.’


He seemed genuine enough in this moment, his salesman face gone, in its place the face of somebody who wasn’t sure what happened to the annoying kid in his care. Teddy didn’t trust anybody in a case fully, but she believed him now, and her instincts were very rarely wrong. Sometimes she thought they were never wrong at all.


‘Did he – or you – have any problem clients?’ she asked. ‘Anybody who didn’t like the way he did something, complained, any issue?’


Witi thought for a moment. ‘Nothing comes to mind.’ Then, still thinking, he smiled.


Teddy said, ‘What?’


‘He got into trouble once. Mrs Whittaker. He had to go give a quote – his first one on his own – and he came back saying she was crazy. We’d already heard from her by then. She’d called up to say she thought we’d never hire an addict.’


‘He was an addict?’


‘Not in the way she was describing. He told her the weed plant she was growing was very well looked after. We’d told him that complimenting clients is always a good idea. Why he chose that angle, though – fuck me. Not the brightest kid.’


‘She was worried he’d rat on her?’


‘No, she just refused to believe it was marijuana. Insisted it was Japanese Maple. Look, in the pictures Cole took for the quote it’s clear as day she’s unwittingly cultivating a giant batch of mull, but we had to tell him that we were just going to apologise, give her a discount, tell her that he’d been reprimanded, all that.’


Art was suppressing a laugh next to Teddy, who ignored him. ‘And that was it, when it comes to issues?’ she asked.


‘Sure was. He’d be the first person to complain about a bad client, and I can’t think of anything that’s happened that’s made anybody that mad. You think it could be some psycho stalker?’


‘Not really,’ Art said.


They thanked Witi for his help. He said he’d get Pete to call them if he had anything to add.


Back in the car park, Art yawned and stood next to the car, rapidly and methodically eating all three Milky Ways he’d picked up at the service station while Teddy glared impatiently.


He licked his fingers and said, ‘So what now?’


‘Time,’ Teddy said, ‘to go see his mother.’
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ALICE


Darwin’s last ride would be his third trip inside Valkyrie. The first time was in spring the year before, when Alice had a job driving a minor politician ninety minutes from his Mornington home to Darwin’s house for a party – which he called a ‘meeting’ the whole time to justify his constituents paying for it. He liked talking about classic cars and that, combined with the easy charisma many politicians rode on, meant the drive was pleasant enough. When Alice pulled into Darwin’s long brick driveway the politician gave a low whistle and said, ‘Some place, isn’t it?’


Despite the beautiful home that Alice had picked him up from – a two-storey beachside Californian bungalow – she had to concede that Darwin’s house sure was Some Place: a sprawling art deco mansion that rose up with the land and went back so far Alice couldn’t tell where it ended. There had been other cars parked in the driveway, some with drivers, some without. None as nice as Valkyrie, but some that looked familiar. Maybe, she’d thought, she would have someone to knock back a drink with while they waited for their Dear Leaders to finish whatever disaster they were organising.


Stopping at the foot of the front stairs, Alice asked the politician if he wanted her to open the door for him – some men would fall out of the car rather than have a woman open it for them – but before he could answer, somebody else had popped the handle. Alice got out, and Darwin Weiss was shaking the politician’s hand, saying, ‘Matthew, Matthew, so glad you could come.’


Darwin was about forty, with salted dark hair, a wide, white smile, and a navy-blue suit not too far off in colour from Valkyrie herself. He turned to Alice and said, ‘This is the most beautiful car I’ve ever seen. They call it Oxford Blue, don’t they?’


‘They do,’ said Alice.


‘Would you mind if I just get this gentleman settled and return, in just a moment?’


She did not. Alice waited by Valkyrie’s bonnet, wondering what Darwin Weiss was returning to do. Sometimes rich people tried to buy the car, and Darwin was the kind of rich for whom Alice’s yearly salary was equal to what he’d spend on drinks at dinner, though reports were that he was, in fact, a genuinely good guy.


He had earned his first thousand dollars as a nine-year-old who took his mother’s dustbuster down to the beach over summer and got two dollars a pop to clean sand out of tourists’ cars. It escalated from there: he spent high school importing hard-to-get American products and selling them out of his garage, then a storefront, then a few more storefronts; in his early twenties, he made a few choice early tech investments that gave him the capital to invest in niche things that went well, like the magazines Informal Attire and Dash. Later, he produced local television, started a line of menswear, and opened a cologne factory in the warehouse space of a cordial company that had just gone bust and hired all the workers back. In his thirties, he bought into cryptocurrency when it started, sold it all for a huge amount before it blew up, and then came out against the environmental impacts of it and invested in electric cars instead. There was something about Elon Musk for a while, then there was a fight with Elon Musk. It went on: an extensive list of successes and delights that snowballed into unfathomable money and business deals.


When Darwin returned after only a minute, Alice stood back and let him look at Valkyrie while she watched him. He looked good, she thought, for his age.


He walked around her admiringly and said, ‘Would you take me for a ride? I’ll pay extra.’


‘No need,’ Alice said. ‘Your friend in there has paid for the whole day. I can take you around the block.’


‘He won’t be out until after three,’ Darwin said. ‘Can we go further than around the block?’


He got into the front passenger seat and laid his hand gently on Valkyrie’s dashboard.


‘Aren’t you supposed to be at your party?’ Alice asked.


‘I couldn’t imagine anything worse,’ he said. ‘I’m letting them use my house for whatever bullshit they’re doing, and they can drink all of my second-best whisky and fall into my plants, and then I’ll be there at the end, saying goodbye, and they’ll all just think I was talking to someone else the whole time.’


They ended up driving along the Warburton Highway, looking over expansive pastures and pointing out if they saw a horse or an alpaca in the fields. They stopped at a bakery, and Darwin bought two vanilla slices, each as large as a brick. They ate them leaning against Valkyrie’s grille and watching the birds swoop over the orchards. Alice waited the whole trip, there and back, for him to put his hand on her knee, and he never did.


~


Once she was on Banks Road, a one-lane road that bisected the peninsula inland parallel to the Nepean Highway and gave fewer opportunities for people to notice them, Alice called Choker.


‘Hello,’ he said. ‘Pickup was successful, I take it?’


‘Darwin fucking Weiss?’ Alice asked. ‘What happened?’


‘I think you’ll find that three thousand dollars is the going rate for no questions.’


‘Should I be worried?’


‘That’s an acceptable question. And I don’t think so.’


‘You don’t think so?’


‘This is all on the down-low, obviously. He just wants to return from whence he came, and be buried in the family cemetery, and then the news can get out. I’m sure you’ll hear all about it then.’


‘So nobody else knows?’


‘I’m sure some people know. But they will be people who are very good at keeping secrets, like you.’


‘You trust Sadie Quentin, though?’ Alice asked. ‘She seemed … agitated.’


‘She’s bitter because she wanted to buy Valkyrie, but I got her instead, and now you’ve turned up all wide-eyed, without knowing who you have the honour of carrying. She is trustworthy, regardless, and will keep quiet – like you will, by taking the back roads and not the highways, like we drew up for you.’


‘Whatever you say, boss.’


‘If anything really does go awry, Pia put a Beretta under your seat.’


Alice was incensed. ‘You fucking what? I told you not to put a goddamn gun in my car without checking in first.’


‘Consider this the check-in. And don’t worry. Your fingerprints won’t be on it until you touch it.’


‘Jesus fucking Christ.’


‘You’ll be fine,’ he said. ‘There’s no reason you’ll have any problems. Two days of driving, then you can go back to your family, three thousand dollars richer and with a story you can sell to That’s Life if you never want to work for me again.’


‘Don’t tempt me.’


‘Keep in touch,’ Choker drawled, and hung up.


Alice sighed and looked behind her at Darwin’s coffin. The flowers were beautiful: red bursts of banksia, fist-sized cups of burnt-amber protea, sunshine-yellow billy buttons, lush green native leaves tucked between them all.


‘What happened to you?’ she asked, but he did not reply.


She drove on, watching the road, watching the rear-view mirror. Darwin’s first stop was two and a half hours away, in Gippsland. A direct route would take her less than two hours clean, but it was easier to tell if somebody was tailing you if you took as many side roads as you could. Alice had memorised the route from the printed and highlighted map inside Choker’s sealed envelope; now she popped a mint, rolled down the window and settled in for the drive.


For the next twenty minutes, they passed wineries, bushland, signs telling her to watch out for koalas. A car honked while overtaking and she looked over at a family: two happy kids, two beaming parents. She smiled back at them – don’t do anything to make them remember you badly – and slapped Valkyrie’s side out of the window as if she was patting the flank of a horse. A kid in the back, maybe a touch older than Cherry, yelled out something she couldn’t hear, and she waved, and let them pull away. Cute kid, Alice thought, then: I wonder if Cherry has seen any nice cars yet today.


‘I hope you get along with your family,’ Alice said to Darwin. ‘They can be complicated. My father is dead too,’ she added. ‘If you see him, tell him I said hi. He might not say much, though, and I feel like you prefer talkers. If you see Teddy’s dad, you should definitely talk to him. He’s much more fun. Don’t tell my father I said that, though; it’d hurt his feelings.’


She checked her rear-view mirror again, and the surety that she was being followed was there before she saw it. A white Subaru Impreza, on a normal day, might not have been the same one she had seen and noted outside Sadie’s funeral home, but while she was in possession of Australia’s richest dead body, she knew that it was. She reached under the seat and felt for the gun Pia had left for her. Then she called Teddy, who didn’t pick up.


Alice had been driving for a long time, and had lived on the peninsula for longer. She knew the roads around the next turn-off were too isolated, with nowhere to hide from anyone in pursuit. She waited, watching her mirrors, passing exits, thinking, until her best chance to get off the road. She couldn’t take an exit ramp in a hurry in Valkyrie – especially with a body in the car – so she simply did not indicate when she turned, and the Impreza, also not indicating, followed.


‘So you’re telling me I can’t even drive out of the peninsula before somebody knew about all this?’ she asked Darwin. ‘Who’s following you, buddy? Is it friend or foe?’


Two minutes after the turn, Alice pulled in to a strip of shops and parked in the first bay she saw. The Impreza and its tinted windows passed slowly behind her, and she reversed out and went back the way she came, swung down a residential side street, and wound her way along until she found something: a narrow, stone-paved laneway between two houses.


‘Sorry, Valkyrie,’ she said. ‘You know I hate to take you off-road.’


The Impreza wasn’t behind her when she turned in. The laneway ended on another residential street, and she turned again, and again, until she ended up in an industrial estate and thought: yes.


In there, watching carefully for the tail, she parked out of sight behind a ute loaded with cable jacks. She got out of the car and stood between the cab and the load, watching the road.


After a minute a guy with a pair of sunglasses on his head and another hooked into his embroidered polo shirt came out of the building she’d parked in front of and said to her, ‘Nice ride.’


‘Thanks,’ she said. ‘She’s a real classy lady.’


‘Are you here to pick something up?’


‘No,’ she said. ‘Some guy has been following me around, trying to get a ride in the car, so I’m trying to hide from him.’


He took his sunglasses off his head like they’d been impeding his vision and watched the road from the back of the ute. ‘What a fucken prick.’


‘Tell me about it,’ she said. ‘Some guys just lose their heads over a car, like there’s not a real person driving it.’


‘Shameful,’ he said knowingly.


‘Do you mind if I just wait out a few more minutes to make sure? I can move if somebody needs a spot.’


‘Of course,’ he said. ‘Can I get you a drink or something?’


‘I’ve got water in the car,’ she said, ‘but that’s so generous of you. Thank you for understanding.’


The guy went back into the building, filled up enough with his heroism that he didn’t look in the window of the car to see what Valkyrie had inside.


Alice waited another ten minutes, watching the road. The car didn’t come by. She sent a message to Choker and Teddy letting them know about the tail and updated her Drive notes so Rusty was across the car’s make and model – she’d been too far away to catch the licence plate – then drove Valkyrie out of the estate and, dismissing her notes, headed towards the freeway. The Impreza was nowhere in sight.
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