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 ‘Nobody knows how to play dirty like a lawyer; Joanna Jenkins gives John Grisham a run for his money.’ Candice Fox, author of The Chase

‘Stylishly written, and keeps you gripped—as well as full of outrage—to the end. The perfect tonic for anyone who has had a difficult client.’ Richard Beasley SC and author of Hell Has Harbour Views

‘I read this in two sittings! Totally unputdownable tale by Joanna Jenkins. Her background in big law firms is put to deft use as she guides us effortlessly through the intense legal drama where not only don’t the big men win, sometimes, they die. Love the strong female characters who have more than a few tricks up their sleeves.’ Vikki Petraitis, author of The Unbelieved

‘A cracker of a mystery where every character has motive, means and opportunity, and the victim is so loathsome that your sympathies lie with the suspects at almost every turn. Joanna Jenkins has penned a truly captivating debut that will grab you by the heartstrings and play you like a harp! Rich with relatable characters, ethical dilemmas and soul-searching truths about the human condition—How to Kill a Client should be top of the pile for holiday reading!’ Nina Campbell, author of Daughters of Eve

‘A complex and compelling corporate noir full of intrigue, betrayals and explosive revelations, How to Kill a Client masterfully smashes though the façade of Big Law in the guise of a murder mystery. With its delightfully sinister Agatha Christie-esque style … this is a novel that hums with energy, delivers a tight storyline, and keeps you guessing right to the final pages.’ Lyn Yeowart, author of The Silent Listener

‘How to Kill a Client is utterly brilliant. Joanna Jenkins takes us on a wild ride through the misogynistic landscape of the legal profession, populated by manipulative characters with a “winner-take-all” attitude. This book is gripping from the first to last page, with plenty of unexpected twists and turns. It’s also laugh-out-loud funny, as a parody of law’s old boys’ club. A satire of the highest order, this is the must-read of the year. Brava Joanna! You have created a masterpiece in crime fiction, replete with messages about power, corruption and prejudice.’ Tracey Spicer, author, journalist and broadcaster
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For Paul





 Neither the events nor the characters in this book are real. As far as I’m aware, no client of any large law firm in Australia has died of anything but natural circumstances.

And I made these people up. They are compendiums of bits of people, their personality traits dissected, exaggerated, altered, mixed around and glued together with other traits I invented to form new people who don’t exist in real life. There is one exception. The character Moira is very loosely based on my grandmother Lucy Osborne Davy, who, despite being five feet high, was a force of nature.
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Prologue

RUTH

Even though Ruth was four minutes early, Philip Anderson, the partner in charge of the Brisbane office, was already sitting at the head of the table in the level forty meeting room, fountain pen parallel to the top edge of his leather notebook, elbows on the table, his thin yellow fingers merged beneath his chin.

‘Afternoon, Philip,’ said Ruth as she pulled a chair out. ‘Just heard about Gavin Jones. So sad.’

‘Terrible.’ Philip shook his head as if to repel the horror.

‘I was in Sydney proofing a witness so I missed the detail. When did it happen?’ Ruth said.

‘Thursday morning, early … Yesterday,’ he added, his eyebrows raised in disbelief that so little time had passed.

‘That poor man,’ Ruth said. ‘His poor family.’

Philip grimaced and nodded. There was an awkward silence.

Owen Rockford was next to arrive. ‘Hello,’ he mouthed with an air of restrained dejection.

Over the next few minutes, a dozen more of the partners wandered in, most of them white-shirted white blokes whose once broad shoulders had slithered down to nestle in their middle regions, a consequence of a life sitting down, awash in stress. 

The seats around the table filled quickly. Viv Harrison, last to arrive, sat at the window, fey and anarchic in a drapey long navy skirt, a dark pixie haircut and patent leather Chelsea boots. Viv and Ruth were the only female partners working in the Brisbane office and thus the only women in the meeting.

The mood was morose, and there was a distinct air of mortality in the room.

Philip looked at his watch. ‘Welcome, everyone,’ he said, squinting around the table through his thick lenses. He smiled fleetingly, sombrely, without parting his lips, and then looked down to extract a printed agenda from his notebook. ‘You’ve all heard the news,’ he said. ‘There are just a few things I want to cover off.’

Ruth supposed corporate speak comforted him by erecting a barrier against emotion.

‘This is a very sad and unsettling occasion for us all,’ said Philip, his index finger on the first item of his agenda. ‘Gavin was a great lawyer, and a great guy. A good friend. I know everyone here will be affected by his death, and it’s important that we acknowledge him. I’ve sent flowers to Minerallic and to his home. But I’m wondering what else we should do for his family. Does anyone know his wife?’ He looked at Viv, whose aquiline nose was almost touching the glass as she frowned out the window at the view up the reach of the Brisbane River to the Botanic Gardens, an expanse of green punctuated with the lilac blobs of jacaranda trees in full bloom. She was oblivious to the fact that everyone in the room was now looking at her.

 ‘Viv?’ said Philip. ‘You know Gavin’s wife, Anne?’

Viv startled. ‘Oh,’ she said. ‘Yes. My daughter’s in the same ballet class as Gavin’s youngest. I haven’t spoken to Anne since …’ She trailed off.

Philip looked at Viv speculatively. ‘Good. Excellent. You should deliver a casserole. The kitchen will make one.’

When Philip turned away, Viv grimaced at Ruth and raised an eyebrow. Philip was an inveterate mansplainer, but telling Viv how to do empathy for a friend of hers was next level even for him.

Philip’s index finger moved to the second item on his agenda. ‘The funeral will be Thursday week. I’ll send details when I have them.’

‘Two weeks from the day he died,’ said Craig Pralog. Bemuscled, with precise chiselled features, Craig was the oasis of handsome in the Brisbane office. ‘That’s a long time.’

‘Some Minerallic people are coming out from head office in Houston,’ Philip explained. ‘Maybe it’s taking more time than usual to make the arrangements.’

‘Nah,’ said Carlo D’Ortenzio. ‘Police will be doing an autopsy. Always takes a couple of weeks to release the body if there’s an autopsy.’

The room suppressed a collective gasp, as all eyes turned to look at Carlo who, sitting back with arms crossed over the mauve and white striped shirt that strained over his girth, had the satisfied triumphalism of an insurance litigator who knows how courts work.

It was Philip who asked the question everyone was thinking. ‘What makes you think they’re doing an autopsy?’

‘Well,’ Carlo said patiently, ‘he was how old?’

 Philip consulted a printout from his client database. ‘Thirty-nine.’

‘Thirty-nine,’ Carlo repeated. ‘Who has a heart attack that young? And the guy was fit. The coppers aren’t going to take the heart attack line at face value. They have to investigate any suspicious death. For the coroner.’

There was silence as the room absorbed that information, and recoiled in collective irk.

Philip spoke first. ‘We have to think about how poor Gavin’s death will affect his team at Minerallic.’ Philip always liked to frame conversations around Minerallic, the multinational mining company Gavin worked for, which was the biggest client of the Brisbane office. ‘I don’t think we should mention theories like autopsies into’—he paused to find a phrase that would give a terrible topic an appropriate degree of dignity—‘cause of death.’ He added, ‘We should proceed as if everything is normal.’

Normal? A client was dead, and Philip was talking about normalcy! He had to be kidding. Howard Greene clients usually enjoyed the vigorous good health of the top one percent. They ate well, wore a gadget on their wrist that pinged when they hit their exercise goals and, if something went wrong, called on the private services of Australia’s world-class health system. Premature death wasn’t their thing.

As if reading Ruth’s thoughts, Philip added, ‘Or at least as normal as it can be … under the circumstances.’

‘What you mean is,’ Craig said, ‘we shouldn’t go around spouting theories about murder.’

The room froze—a collective gaping, a holding of breath—as the word reverberated through them.

 It was Philip who broke the silence. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘We should keep fanciful theories to ourselves.’

Carlo slumped down in his chair and audibly exhaled, a warm gust of irritation.

Still, Ruth thought, Philip and Craig were right. Whipping up a frenzy of speculation in the absence of any facts did nobody any good.

‘Is anybody stepping in for Gavin?’ Craig asked. ‘Work-wise?’

‘Gloria,’ said Philip. ‘I’ve been dealing with her. She was the one who rang me … to let me know.’ Gloria was Gavin’s offsider, the next most senior lawyer on the Minerallic team.

‘She’s a good operator,’ said Viv. ‘Safe pair of hands.’

‘Finally got the job she wanted.’ It was Craig who dropped that dead cat into the conversation. The room ignored it, pretending he hadn’t said it.

They ran through some files Gavin had been involved in. Then the meeting turned to the practical impact the death of a major client would have on the firm.

‘We need to shore up our role with Minerallic,’ said Craig. ‘We don’t want Gavin’s death to throw a spanner in the works.’

It amazed Ruth how quickly life closes over the wound caused by a death. Ruth knew that Anne, the wife, would be in shock, trying to assess the extent of the damage caused to her life. Ruth had been there herself little more than a year ago. But Howard Greene was already looking at a post-Gavin world. Specifically, Ruth’s partners were focusing, the day after the man had died, on how this would impact their own working lives. Ruth sighed. Perhaps she was being too harsh on her partners. They did need to know how to deal with the professional impact of the huge gap caused by Gavin’s death. The cogs of capitalism would grind on regardless of tragedy. 

‘I think we need to wait at least until after the funeral,’ said Philip. ‘The global corporate counsel is coming out from the States. Which reminds me—we should organise another more cheerful function while he’s here.’

Ruth tensed. She breathed in and held the air in her chest.

‘Anything else?’ Philip said.

‘Key messages?’ asked Owen, who always wanted to know what narrative the firm should collectively disseminate—the spin. It was the standard discussion before going to a pitch meeting to pursue work from a client or when something bad was about to happen; a mass redundancy of long-term staff, for example, or the cancellation of the Christmas party as a cost-cutting measure.

Viv’s eyebrows were so high it looked like they might escape into her hairline.

But Philip took the question with equanimity. ‘Good point, Owen,’ said Philip. ‘Our key objective is to show our support to our friends at Minerallic, and to say how sorry we are about the enormous gap Gavin’s death will leave at work and at home.’

Abruptly, Philip closed his notebook with a snap to indicate the meeting had finished. ‘That everything?’ he asked. Then, straight away, ‘Yes, I think that covers it.’
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 ‘You all right, Viv?’ Ruth said when they emerged from the meeting.

‘Yes, I’m fine,’ she said, a frown wafting over her face. ‘Just worried about Anne.’

 Ruth said nothing. Reached out and touched Viv’s forearm.

‘They always suspect the wife, don’t they?’ Viv said. The distress in her face played around her mouth. The slash of red lipstick was distorted as she constrained strong emotion. It wasn’t tears. Her eyes were dry. It was anger. Fury. ‘I know we’re not supposed to say it,’ Viv said, ‘but Gavin wasn’t a great guy. He was a fucking awful person.’

Ruth couldn’t argue with that. She searched for ways to exhort Viv to keep those views to herself. Speaking reverently of the recently dead was very near the top of the list of social norms.

‘I’m pretty sure he was horrible at home,’ Viv said, ‘but he was awful at work too. Everyone is going to say what a great guy and a great lawyer he was. He wasn’t. He was a prick.’ She stopped, then added, ‘And a shithouse lawyer.’ Viv turned to Ruth. ‘You know that.’

Ruth nodded reluctantly, a knot in her throat. She wondered if Viv understood the danger she would put herself in if she proclaimed her loathing of Gavin Jones. If the police were looking for suspects in a murder case, they would turn their attention to anybody who suffered from Gavin’s disdain. Viv would be at the top of that list.

But, Ruth thought, the list of those who suffered from Gavin’s manipulative contempt would be long and would include others in that room. By deciding who did Minerallic’s legal work, Gavin had controlled millions of dollars in fees. Howard Greene partners relied on him to fund their lifestyles. If sycophantic admiration of the man was all it took to secure work from Gavin, that’s what they delivered.

 Ruth shrugged it off. Why would the police bother looking into the law firm that acted for the dead man’s employer? And anyway, according to Brisbane’s Murdoch tabloid, murder cases involved tattooed men wreaking revenge for drug deals gone wrong, or men inflicting domestic violence. Murders didn’t happen in the pristine towers of capitalism.
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RUTH

SIX MONTHS EARLIER

Ruth had a client with a case so big it posed an existential threat to the company. Trouble was, the case was in Brisbane, and the client and Ruth were in Sydney. To convince her to move to Brisbane for the rest of the year to run the case, Ruth’s client took her to dinner. The restaurant was on the banks of the Brisbane River, a wide gentle living thing that cut the city in half while acting as a placid highway for ferry traffic. During dinner—barramundi, salad, Grosset Riesling—lights from the yachts moored near the Botanic Gardens had glittered and the river had slapped rhythmically against the boardwalk when a ferry passed. Beguiled by the tranquillity, the allure of a quiet place where she could grieve without intrusion, Ruth had relented and floated it with Jack, her nineteen-year-old son, to see how he would react if she left him in Sydney—alone and parentless—for eight months or so.

Then Jack had said that the International Relations school at Queensland University was the best in the country, so he would come with her. (That can’t be right, she’d thought. He’d only said that to make me feel better about going. But she’d googled the course and it was true.) 

It seemed that she and Jack could move north together. Temporarily. In Brisbane, she could grieve without social interruptions. When she was healed some more, she would pick up her life back in Sydney.
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Bill had died the year before the dinner with the Grosset Riesling.

Seven am. A Sunday. Deserted four-lane road. Six cyclists travelling in pairs in the left lane. Roar from behind. Semi-trailer. Then it was beside them. Towing an empty gravel trailer. Too close. A foot, maybe two. At seventy kilometres per hour. Why? There was plenty of space to pass safely. The trailer bounced loosely sideways. That was enough: an empty trailer capable of holding two tonnes of gravel tapping, just slightly, a man riding a bicycle.

The driver kept on, happy no doubt he had scared another set of cyclists. Unaware—as he tearfully told the magistrate three months later—that he had ‘hurt’ someone.

‘You didn’t hurt him,’ Ruth had wanted to scream. ‘You murdered him.’ Reckless disregard. With malice.

But he got off. No charge. Not even a fine. ‘Accidents happen,’ said the magistrate, who didn’t like cyclists either, apparently.

In the months after Bill’s death, Ruth learned to skim through the days at work and avoid thinking about him. But there were times when his absence was a chasm, a gaping hole within her like a rocky red gorge, so deep that direct sunlight didn’t make it to the bottom. 

Her capacity to suppress memories of him was not, as people assured her, the consequence of time healing all wounds. That was complete crap. All time did was get you used to—inured to—him not being there anymore. This chasm wouldn’t close over. It wasn’t a broken leg.

Every now and then though, maybe once a week, Ruth was blindsided by a memory of Bill jumping into her consciousness: laughing at something absurd; looking over his glasses at a wine list to choose a red; standing on the beach, arms crossed, watching Jack when he was small.

Every evening when she arrived home, Ruth wondered whether she should have an AFD: an alcohol-free day. It had been one of their running jokes. Every weekday they had meant to abstain, but there had always been a reason to open a bottle of red: good day at work; bad day at work; weekend coming; nice steak. Really, they just enjoyed sitting together in the evening, chatting.

Since he’d gone, she drank a lot less, because it seemed like a sad lonely thing to do, sitting by herself, feeling the effect of the wine wash through her. Ruth did have a glass of wine most nights—white mostly—but didn’t bother to refill it after one. Sometimes, she forgot to pour one at all.

Her wish that Bill was still with her was visceral. She wanted to debrief with him when work got too much or something weird happened. Bill would have shaken his head, or let out a brief burst of laughter and agreed that it was strange, and then told her a story about something he saw under the microscope that day, or some bright young thing in the lab who knew more about a dark corner of pathology than he did. 

And she wished Bill was there to delight with her in watching Jack, as the monosyllabic grunts of a traumatised teenager dissolved to reveal a witty and empathetic man. Whenever there was yet more evidence that Jack was handsome, or kind, or clever, or funny, she couldn’t tell anyone else. She would sound like a fatuous mother.

They were both bereft, she and Jack, but they orbited around one another without speaking of their grief. Jack was always somehow present when he detected she might be reminded of Bill. On Bill’s birthday, they had hugged in the morning before she left for work (Jack usually got out of bed after she left), and then at about ten, he rang her at work.

‘Hey, Ruthie,’ he’d said. ‘I forgot to tell you. I got a bottle of Dad’s red wine out of the cellar. Will we drink it tonight?’

Jack had cooked them a steak, while she’d made Bill’s beetroot, walnut and feta salad, and they had sat at the dinner table, drunk the Grange Hermitage, told funny stories about Bill they both knew by heart, and wept.

Now, in the evenings, Ruth ate more mundanely—cauliflower in mustard sauce, spaghetti bolognaise, stir fry. She had become accustomed to the erratic rhythms of Jack’s student life and stopped planning to eat with him, instead making gargantuan quantities of food which they could both pick at from the fridge, or eat together on the nights they both happened to be there at the same time.

And, without Bill, she no longer exercised. Her clothes felt tight. Some refused to go on at all. She wouldn’t ride a bicycle on her own, and she had never trusted anybody to keep her safe except Bill. And in the end, he couldn’t even keep himself safe. She still had her bike, five thousand dollars of carbon hanging from a hook. She couldn’t sell it. It would stay there, like a piece of sculpture, until she sold the house. If she ever did. 

Each night, she was determined to get up early and go for a walk. But in the half-light at dawn, bed was a much more attractive option. Even an empty bed.

It was worst in that empty bed at two or three am as she lay awake and remembered him asleep beside her, all six foot one of him, stretched out on his back, snoring softly, arms up around his head, the moonlight playing on his chest and legs.

Oh, how she yearned for him to be there again with her.
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Before Ruth made a final decision about the Brisbane thing, she wanted to run the idea past Roscoe.

‘Hello, darl,’ she said, wandering into Roscoe’s office with a cup of tea and sitting, without invitation, in a guest chair. Behind Roscoe, the harbour was at its sparkly best, two Manly ferries passing one another in the swell just inside the Heads.

Roscoe swung around from his computer screen. ‘Ruthie!’ he said. His repository of cheer was fathomless. It was the thing she liked best about Roscoe. That, and his pragmatic tolerance of the vagaries of human nature. Because, in a big law firm, vagaries were always leaping out.

‘Any news?’ Ruth asked.

He shook his head. ‘I can’t believe it.’

Ruth stayed silent, waiting for him to download, if that’s what he needed to do. As chairman of partners, Roscoe kept the partnership secrets and he knew that he could trust Ruth if he needed to run one by her. Anything he told her went straight into the place in her mind where she kept other people’s classified information. She called it the vault. If a secret went in there, she filed it and locked it away with a clang of a heavy door and a turn of a huge key. 

Sometimes Roscoe couldn’t tell her, such was the gravity of some of these secrets, and that was fine too. Ruth never pressured him to reveal anything. But this time, outrage prevented him from holding it in.

Roscoe had received a call from a partner’s wife complaining that her husband was sleeping with not one but three senior associates. At the same time. ‘Can’t see where he’d find the time,’ Roscoe said. ‘Or the energy.’ He paused and held out his hands, palms up. ‘Also, why?’

Ruth wasn’t in the mood to talk about the sexual peccadilloes of the young bucks in the partnership or to speculate on why they did patently stupid shit. ‘You need to sack him,’ she said. ‘Not the girls. The bloke.’

Roscoe nodded, resigned. ‘We’re on it,’ he said.

Usually, Ruth would have followed up. Made sure the firm didn’t opt for the easy way out and fire the girls while keeping the partner on probation. But she had other things to talk about. ‘Brian wants me to move to Brisbane to do his case,’ she said. For the rest of the year.’

‘Brisbane!’ said Roscoe in the same tone of wonder one might use in a discussion about moving to Pluto.

‘What do you think?’ she said. ‘Is it a good idea?’

‘Do you want to go?’ Roscoe asked.

‘Not sure. I can see some advantages. Get out of the house. Jack is happy to come. Did you know the University of Queensland has the best International Relations school in the country?’ 

‘Nooo,’ said Roscoe. ‘Surely not.’

‘True,’ Ruth said. Past Roscoe’s ear, a Manly ferry was now chugging towards Rose Bay. Three maxi-yachts had their spinnakers out, and the water sparkled. It really was a beautiful harbour. Could she leave it?

Roscoe shrugged. ‘The client’s always right. They’ll be paying for you full-time anyway. They should be able to choose where you go.’

Ruth’s client was a huge company that was fending off a class action from investors. Brian was the corporate counsel. All the witnesses were in Brisbane. All the documents were in Brisbane. It was going to be heard in a Queensland Court by a Queensland judge. It did make sense.

‘I know,’ said Ruth. ‘But Brisbane?’ She raised an eyebrow in doubt. ‘I’m worried I’ll be bored.’

‘It’s a lovely place. You can always come home for weekends,’ Roscoe said.

‘Weekends,’ Ruth scoffed. ‘What are they?’

Roscoe clasped his hands together and stared at her, blue eyes piercing into hers. He had something he didn’t want to tell her.

‘What?’ Ruth said.

‘I probably need to make full disclosure,’ said Roscoe.

‘What?’ Ruth asked. Was he going to ask her to do a job for him? She was used to doing jobs for Roscoe. He was the first person she’d worked with, more than twenty-five years before, when she was fresh out of law school. They’d been inseparable ever since, work-wise. And now he was chairman of partners, the public face of the firm, throwing around his bottomless supply of patrician charm and doing his best to ensure that the three hundred and fifty partners in the global firm played nicely together. He resolved disputes between partners, heard complaints from partners that they should be paid even more than the ridiculous amount they already received, eased under-performing partners out of the firm and encouraged the high performers to give others a leg up, all with wry good humour. It was a difficult job. A big law firm could be reminiscent of a kindergarten, a rabble of over-paid adults squabbling over who should have the biggest Tonka truck. Roscoe had the perfect set of skills for it, which was to say, he had the perfect unflappable born-to-rule demeanour. 

He’d made Ruth a partner fifteen years before. That meant they were both owners of the firm, had invested their professional lives in it. Loved the firm as if it were a grand stately home that housed their large dysfunctional family.

But Ruth’s love for the firm differed from Roscoe’s. Roscoe, whose father had also been chairman of partners in the last century, had been given rose-coloured glasses with the silver spoon he was bestowed with at birth. To him there was no firm finer than Howard Greene.

Ruth—clever girl from a country high school, first in her family to go to university—was more sceptical about her partners and the firm. There were pockets of glory and nobility, but there were also pockets which housed cabals of fuckers, consumed with greed. And sometimes a person who was gloriously noble one day could be a greedy fucker the next. For all that though, the firm was her dysfunctional family, and she’d protect it to the end. She’d grown up there.

 And with Bill gone, and Jack about to fly the coop, it felt like Howard Greene was all she had left.

Roscoe’s eyes squinted slightly. He was wincing because he knew she wouldn’t like what he had to say, in the same way a parent grimaces when they must hold a baby while the doctor jabs a needle in the child’s thigh. ‘They’re going through a restructure.’

Ruth crossed her arms and rolled her eyes. Restructure was a euphemism for mass sackings. Always on the cards when profits were down. It usually involved picking out the members of staff who were paid the most, usually senior women, then calling them into a room one by one and telling them they no longer had a job.

Ruth hated it. She had resigned from her management role when Bill died, partly so she didn’t have to sack people. It was supposedly a downgrade in kudos within the partnership, but the only appreciable difference was a sharp reduction in meetings that Ruth had to attend.

‘Not another one,’ was all Ruth said.

‘Yeah. We might have to reshape the Brisbane partnership.’

‘What does “reshape” mean?’ Ruth said. ‘Not another word for sacking?’

‘Philip wants to massage how the expertise looks.’

More jargon, but Ruth could interpret that sentence. Every partner was there because they specialised in something arcane. Reshape meant jettisoning some area of specialty—‘expertise’—which was surplus to requirements. (Expertise, of course, was another name for a partner, an actual living breathing person with a spouse, children, a mortgage and pride. Best to give them a name that stripped away the human element. Reduced the likelihood that empathy would play a role in the decision.)

 ‘Why?’ Ruth pressed.

‘Philip is pretty sure they are going to have to crank up for that big project for Minerallic. He’s worried that he doesn’t have the right partners for it. Which means replacing some. And if the project doesn’t go ahead, they won’t have enough work, so they’ll have to get rid of one or two. Either way there’s some eviction on the cards.’

‘So “reshape” does mean “sack”,’ Ruth said. ‘He wants to kick some partners out of the firm?’ That surprised her. The partners were usually the last to go when costs were cut. Because they had an ownership stake in the firm, partners were harder to get rid of.

Roscoe shrugged. ‘Well, obviously, he doesn’t want to. He might have to.’

Yuck. That was a reason to avoid the Brisbane office. They’d all be feeling the pressure. In a game of musical chairs, with one or two chairs less than the number of people playing the game, there was going to be some pretty ugly jostling.

‘Is there a time-frame on this? Will it be done before I get there?’

‘They’ll be in the middle of it when you arrive,’ said Roscoe. He tried to look apologetic, but failed.

‘That’s such good news!’ Ruth did a good line in sarcasm. ‘I’ll be able to watch that play out first-hand.’

‘Look at it as an anthropological field trip,’ said Roscoe.
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VIV

At seven thirty on Monday morning, the nineteen Brisbane partners sat bleary-eyed around the large square boardroom table for their weekly partners’ meeting.

‘Ruth Dawson is coming up to work out of the Brisbane office,’ Philip said. ‘She has a trial in the Supreme Court.’

There was some equable harrumphing.

Owen chuckled and said, ‘She’s a good egg, Ruth.’ Owen’s toupee was lush and unremittingly dark brown. Too snipped and even for real hair, it thickly framed his face.

The toupee looked, Viv thought, like a thatched roof. The houses in Stratford-upon-Avon had roofs so pristine for the tourists it looked like they were combed and lacquered every morning. She should run that by Carlo later. See what he thought.

‘Just until the end of the year,’ Philip said. ‘She’ll be here in a few weeks.’

Thank god, Viv thought. Another woman in the Brisbane partnership. Ruth was a bit scary, a renowned curmudgeon, but she’d be an ally in this sea of bloke.

 ‘Didn’t her husband die recently?’ Craig asked.

‘Yes, I think so,’ said Philip. ‘Horrible. Hit by a truck while riding a bicycle.’

There was a collective wince.

Philip worked his way through some dot points he had scribbled in his notebook. The rugby season was underway, and they’d hired a corporate box in which to entertain their most important clients.

Great, thought Viv. I’ll be ‘encouraged’ to go to the footy. She hated the footy but it was the biggest marketing event of the year in the Brisbane office. A corporate box. Lots of prawns, fried food and beer. And yelling at the muscly men on the field below as they piled on top of the ball. It seemed vaguely homoerotic to Viv. (Which just went to show, her husband Rob told her, that she really had no idea what was going on.) Wouldn’t it be great, she thought, if the firm spent all that money on a box at the theatre. She wondered what would happen if she suggested it.

Philip droned on. The partners’ retreat was coming up. Nice. Close by, at a Gold Coast resort, so she could take Rob and the kids. And get together with some of the other female partners from around the globe.

Philip’s pace increased. Minerallic, the biggest client of the Brisbane office, was about to put a huge project to its board for approval. If it got up, that would mean a river of fees for the Brisbane office—for years to come. And this would, in theory at least, solve the profitability problem Philip kept banging on about.

Aaron the waiter came into the room and stooped beside them, one by one, so they could whisper a coffee order.

 ‘And while I think of it …’ Philip stopped speaking while Aaron left the boardroom and closed the door. ‘Natalie has taken the option to leave. There’ll be a morning tea on Friday.’

Natalie was a senior associate who had been with the firm for decades. Leaving? That was sad. Natalie was part of the furniture.

The sun was low in the sky above Moreton Island. Through the glass curtain wall, Viv watched as a glimmer of light reflected off a plane descending to land at the airport fifteen kilometres away.

Viv’s mind chugged over, connecting other conversations in that room over the past month. Work had eased, and some of the staff weren’t stacking up the seven and a half hours a day of client work that was required of them. Philip had described what was going on as ‘The office’—as if it were a thing, rather than actual people—‘working through a reshaping.’

Viv started. Surely Philip couldn’t mean … ‘You didn’t sack her?’ she asked.

Philip was a very neat man, curated. His hair, greying, was a precise line at his cheekbone. He always had a tan, as if he’d just returned from a weekend at Noosa. ‘We didn’t sack her,’ Philip said. Using his soft explaining voice, he put the emphasis on the word ‘sack’, making it clear he was correcting an error that Viv had made. His elbows were on the boardroom table, his hands clasped loosely under his chin. ‘She was made redundant.’ He released his hands to hold his palms up. ‘It was a very generous package.’

‘But she was just diagnosed with cancer,’ Viv said, ‘less than a month ago. And she’s a single mother.’

 ‘That’s an emotional way of putting it,’ Philip said. ‘And, of course, that’s one of the many things we took into account. She’ll be able to use the generous payment to take some time off work.’

‘So you sacked her because she has cancer?’ Viv asked.

‘Nooo.’ Philip stretched the word out as one might while explaining to an errant three-year-old why he shouldn’t pull the cat’s tail. ‘We’ve been counselling Natalie for some time about her billings, which are way too low. We can’t keep supporting her indefinitely. We’re not a charity.’

Meredith, the HR manager chimed in. ‘We could have performance managed her out they were so bad. The redundancy package was a gift.’

Viv’s dislike of Meredith and her cruel certainty was visceral. She felt a surge of outrage. ‘A gift!’ Viv hoped it didn’t come out as a shout. ‘You sacked a single mother who has just been diagnosed with cancer as a gift to her!’

Philip frowned, then moved his body so that his torso faced Viv. His soft explaining voice was gone, replaced with a tight controlled tone. ‘I realise you haven’t been a partner for long, so I’ll let this go. We are a business. We make decisions on a “best for firm” framework.’ He used two fingers on each hand to denote the quotation marks. ‘Making emotional’—he paused to find another word—‘irrational speeches helps no one.’

Viv opened her mouth, then closed it. She looked around the room. Her partners, all men, had taken a sudden interest in their notebooks or their fingernails. There was no support to be had there. She suppressed an urge to leave the room and instead crossed her arms and sat back in her chair.

 Owen said in his halting voice, ‘We didn’t have much choice. Directive from HR in Sydney that anybody under five chargeable hours a day had to go. We did our best.’

There were some quiet sighs and shakes of the head. Viv forced herself to remain silent.

Philip worked his way through the other items on the agenda, and Aaron re-entered the room and discreetly distributed the coffees.

There was some desultory talk of work, which Viv didn’t participate in. She worried that if she opened her mouth, she would say something she’d later regret.

Philip gathered his papers and called the meeting to a close. Before he stood up—the usual signal that the rest of them could stand and leave—Viv stalked out.

She went to her office and paced up and down for five minutes before walking around to Carlo’s office. She closed the heavy glass sliding door behind her.

Everything about Carlo was gigantic: his Shrek-like nose, his enormous kind brown eyes, his great black eyebrows arched above them, his girth, swathed inadequately by a bright pink business shirt.

‘What the actual fuck, Carlo,’ Viv said as she plonked herself in a chair.

‘Pretty dire,’ said Carlo.

‘There are two what the actual fucks actually. First, she has cancer for fuck’s sake. What are we doing?’

Carlo grimaced and shrugged.

‘And, second, why did you all leave me hanging out there on my own? Why was I the only one calling it out?’

 ‘The answer to your first question is money. She wasn’t earning enough,’ Carlo said. ‘The answer to your second question is fear.’

‘I get it about the money. That’s what so appalling. The fact that we give up our humanity for a few bucks.’ She shook her head, despairing. ‘We’re the partners. We own this firm. This sacking was done in our name. I don’t want to own a decision like this. Are we really that brutal?’

Through the glass door, Viv watched the bustle of the firm coming to life on a Monday morning, the secretaries sitting at their desks and firing up their computers, young lawyers walking past while chatting and holding their morning cups of coffee. The cogs of capitalism were cranking up for the week ahead.

Viv registered what Carlo had said in answer to her second question. ‘What do you mean, fear?’

Carlo crossed his arms. ‘We’re doing a reshaping, Viv. What do you think that means?’

‘Sackings, by the look of it.’

‘That’s right,’ Carlo said, with the satisfaction of a man who had proved a point.

Viv looked at him. What was he trying to say?

Carlo widened his eyes as if encouraging her to work it out. ‘Fees are down across the firm. The Brisbane office isn’t making enough to feed us all,’ he said. ‘What do you think they’re going to do?’

Viv absorbed this. ‘So Natalie has to go so the rest of us can survive?’ she said.

‘Let’s hope so. Let’s hope it stops with Natalie.’

‘When you say feed all of us, you don’t mean the partners?’

‘I mean the partners,’ Carlo said.

 ‘You mean feed all of us an average of a million a year. Are we going on a reduced draw?’ A pay cut. Less profit to be distributed. Viv got less than half the average. It was still a lot, she thought. But some of them, including Philip, got north of two million. Every year.

Carlo shook his head. ‘Sometimes,’ he said, ‘you are so naive.’

That was a bit patronising.

‘Maintaining profits is everything. Soon as they drop, the big earners will be picked up by other firms and Howard Greene will go into a death spiral. So they—we—find a weakling and eject them from the nest. Before it becomes a problem.’

‘You don’t mean one of the partners will be sacked?’ she said.

Carlo held out his hands, palms up.

‘They can’t sack us,’ Viv said. ‘We own the joint. I just borrowed one point two million dollars to buy into the partnership.’

‘They can. And they will.’

‘Do they do that?’

‘Every time a partner leaves to spend more time with their family, or because they were offered a place in a much smaller firm, that means they were sacked.’

‘I thought partnership was one big happy tribe,’ Viv said. ‘Once you’re accepted into it, you’re there for life.’

‘It’s a tribe. It’s big. But it’s far from happy,’ said Carlo. ‘It’s the kind of tribe that is constantly looking for the weak link so it can eject him.’ He paused. ‘Or her.’

They sat in silence while they each considered their professional mortality.

Viv had been a partner for two-and-a-bit years. She’d worked fourteen-hour days for ten years to make it happen; twenty years if you included school and university. When she was a girl—poor, state school, not enough money to buy a set of felt pens—she’d been told she could do anything. The anything she’d chosen was to rise to the top of one of the best corporate law firms in the world. She’d done that. Viv thought that was all she had to do. 

The selection process for partner had been an unrelentingly brutal regime of interviews and examination—of her work, her personality, her capacity to make decisions. It felt like her every orifice had been examined; her every defect, real and imagined, publicly discussed and dissected.

When she had made it through, it felt like she’d emerged from a hellscape through a portal to a halcyon paradise. Viv had assumed the portal had closed after her and she would never have to return through it. It had never occurred to her that she could be sucked back through the portal and into the hellscape again.

No other job would do. Because this was more than a job. It was her identity. (The answer to ‘What do you do?’ wasn’t a job description. It was a position. ‘I’m a partner at Howard Greene.’) To lose the partnership, well, the humiliation would be intolerable. To go to a smaller firm would be screaming to the world that she’d failed. That she wasn’t good enough.

It couldn’t all be taken away.

Could it?
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Friday. The partners and staff gathered in the common area, which was a space inspired by the tech companies for employees to chill and hang out. There was a big semi-circular sofa, a long table lined with twenty orange chairs, some bean bags and a big TV screen. Not that anybody at Howard Greene chilled out. They spent their time in front of their computers in their little offices, working up the seven point five chargeable hours a day between the other stuff they were expected to do: catching up with clients, writing papers, mentoring junior staff. Morning tea was a deliverance. They had a break and probably wouldn’t need to go out for lunch. 

A vast spread of sausage rolls and designer mini-cakes was spread out on the table. They ate first, each balancing a tiny white plastic plate. They chatted as they ate, a hubbub. But a despondent one.

They were gathered to say goodbye to one of their own. Nobody bought the line issued by Meredith from HR that Natalie had made a decision to go and try other things. ‘Try other things?’ Viv had heard one of the senior associates scoff to another when the email went round. ‘Like chemotherapy?’

Owen stood in front of the big screen. ‘We’re here to wish Natalie goodbye. But first here are some memories of her time with us.’ As he stepped aside, someone pressed a button and a PowerPoint presentation began to the melancholic sound of Fleetwood Mac’s ‘Dreams’. While Stevie Nicks crooned about wanting freedom, Natalie stood beside the screen looking a little lost, a tiny smile nestling on her round face.

According to the PowerPoint presentation, Natalie had started at the firm as a graduate twenty-one years before. It was the nineties. There was a collective titter at the mug shot taken then for the firm directory: a fresh-faced girl, big hair, a large pink bow under her chin and oversized tortoiseshell glasses. There was a photo of her First Class Honours degree, framed, on the wall of her office.

 Stevie Nicks yearned for what was lost. There was Natalie with reindeer ears over her head, the glazed smile of Christmas party drunk; Natalie with her team and a client when they had won an award for a project they’d worked on; Natalie giving a presentation in front of a white board; Natalie singing with the lawyers in her team all draped with footy scarves at a rugby match.

Stevie Nicks urged caution when dealing with people who play you, and at that point, both the music and PowerPoint stopped.

Owen gave a speech. Files Natalie and Owen had worked on together; weird clients they’d had; Natalie doing something embarrassing at a firm retreat which Owen wasn’t at liberty to reveal. Viv couldn’t imagine what that could be. Natalie had lived her professional life with quiet dignity.

‘We’ll miss you, Natalie,’ Owen croaked in conclusion. ‘Think of us during your fabulous journey.’ He handed over a huge box wrapped in silver paper and a fat aqua-blue ribbon. Natalie opened it to reveal a large silver bowl.

‘A silver salver,’ Carlo muttered. ‘Of course.’

‘For keeping your golf balls in,’ Owen said.

‘But I hate golf,’ said Natalie, and everybody laughed. ‘It will look good on the kitchen table,’ she said.

Natalie’s speech was subdued. And short. She couldn’t believe her luck when she was accepted in the graduate program of this venerable firm. She’d loved every minute of it, and everyone in it. Except Owen, she said and everyone laughed again. She was looking forward to spending time with her son before taking the next step in her life. That she would treasure the memories. That she couldn’t believe how quickly the time had passed.

 Owen gave Natalie a hug. Then Natalie was enveloped by members of staff.

Carlo and Viv withdrew to Viv’s office, just around the corner.

‘She’s such a lovely person,’ Viv said. ‘So dignified and gracious. I can’t believe we did that to her.’

‘Hmmph,’ Carlo agreed, maudlin. ‘I wonder who’ll be next,’ he mused.

Viv’s face was taut. ‘Do you really think they’re going to kick one of the partners out?’

Carlo looked over at her, his face softening. ‘Mate, you don’t have to worry. They just made you a partner. And you’re a woman. You’ll be last on the list.’

‘Do you think?’

‘Course,’ said Carlo, without conviction.

‘What’ll happen with my loan if they sack me? Will I get the money back?’

‘What?’ said Carlo. ‘Oh, sure. That would be the least of your worries. It’s not having any income while you look for a job that you need to worry about. And the fact that any job you get won’t pay as well as this one does.’

‘And the public humiliation,’ Viv said.

Carlo slumped gloomily into his chair. ‘Yeah, it’s the public humiliation. Ritual slaying. In front of a crowd that feels, in equal parts, schadenfreude that you copped it and terror that they’ll end up like you.’ He was silent for a while. ‘All the same,’ he said at last, ‘you need to watch your back. Keep your fees up. How’s it going with Minerallic?’

‘All right,’ Viv said. ‘I think.’ She couldn’t be sure. You never really know how people judge your work.

‘Who’s your biggest contact there?’

 ‘I suppose it was Col Bloom. But he left Minerallic a few weeks ago.’

‘Who?’ said Carlo.

‘Col Bloom. The project director for that big lithium mine project. I was working mostly with him. And a bit with Harry. Before he left for the States.’ Harry had been the head of legal for Minerallic in Brisbane, before he scored a plum job in America and left suddenly three months ago.

‘Have you met the new head of legal, Gavin Jones?’

‘Not yet,’ Viv replied. Philip had been raving about this new fellow Gavin Jones since he had started in Harry’s job a couple of months before. ‘I was on holidays when Philip put on the welcome lunch.’

Carlo’s voice wafted as he stared out the window, ruminating. ‘Funny little prick.’

‘Funny peculiar?’ Viv said. ‘Or funny ha ha?’

Carlo gave her a long look, his eyes crinkled slightly in amusement. ‘Peculiar. Not much ha ha about him. Unless you think jokes from the eighties about dumb blonde women are funny.’

Viv screwed up her face. ‘Eeew,’ was all she said.

‘I know,’ said Carlo. ‘I’ve only had a brief encounter. Could be completely wrong. Regardless, you’d better make it your business to meet him. That’s the future of the Brisbane office right there.’

‘I’m working on it,’ Viv said. ‘Gloria—you know, the second-in-command of the legal group at Minerallic—asked me to do an advice on something else. I’m waiting for her to confirm a meeting this afternoon, with her and Gavin. Also, I’m going to the footy.’ Viv rolled her eyes. ‘He’ll be there.’

 ‘Well, he looks to me to be the type who likes people to ingratiate themselves to him. Prostrate themselves at his feet. You should start practising.’ Hunched in the chair, Carlo looked almost small, tense.

‘You’ll be all right, won’t you, Carlo? They can’t sack you?’

‘I’ll be fine. Insurance litigation provides a steady source of income. Never fluctuates. They’d be stupid to get rid of that.’ The words had more conviction than his tone. ‘Anyway,’ he said, slapping his huge knees in unison. ‘Best strike a blow.’ He stood. ‘Got seven and a half hours left to rack up today. Haven’t done a minute yet.’

Carlo hesitated as he left her office. ‘Don’t worry, Viv. You’ll be fine. Shouldn’t have worried you.’ He managed a limpid smile then turned and stood over her, looking into her eyes. ‘But line up a meeting with Gavin Jones,’ he urged. ‘Before the footy. Show him how smart you are. And how indispensable.’
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VIV

Gavin Jones was surprisingly small. Fine-boned. Freckly. Peaky. Fit in the way runners are fit—wiry, streamlined.

And he was almost completely overshadowed by Gloria who, as was her custom, had squeezed her apple body into a suit made for a banana, which she balanced with a large red rosette over her left breast. Her teeth were white, her lips were red, her hair flowed down her back. She teetered on very high heels from which stockings emerged with a seam up the middle of the back of her legs.

‘You’ve met Gavin?’ asked Gloria.

‘No,’ said Viv, and shook his hand. It was limp. The shake was fleeting. ‘Glad to meet you at last.’

Gavin said nothing in response. There was just a waft of a smile playing around his thin mouth as his eyes avoided hers.

Gloria had forgotten to confirm the meeting. They had just turned up. Viv had scrabbled together a notebook and her advice and rushed downstairs, asking Daphne the receptionist if she could have a meeting room on short notice.

‘Sorry,’ she whispered. ‘They didn’t tell me they were coming.’

 ‘No worries,’ Daphne whispered back, and winked. ‘I always keep that room free for Philip. Gavin’s used to it.’

Viv guided them into the meeting room. It was a small room, set up for four people. If Gavin leaned back, he’d hit the painting on the wall. Viv looked at the painting with some concern. Of the vast art collection that populated the walls of the Brisbane office, this one was her favourite. It was a John Olsen, a big splat of yellow—a cross between the sun and a strange crustacean on a rock. She worried about it, in the strike zone of careless heads; such a valuable painting in danger of being festooned with hair grease, or having the paint knocked off it. It should be on a bigger wall, where people could see it. As a partner of the firm, she considered with some pride, she was a part owner of that painting.

Gloria sat with her back to the window, through which they could see the Storey Bridge thirty-seven floors below.

‘I love having meetings at Howard Greene,’ said Gloria. ‘The coffee’s amazing.’

Aaron, the waiter, came in. Gloria ordered an extra hot half-strength soy latte. Gavin ordered a green tea.

‘We wanted to talk about your advice,’ Gloria said. ‘And Gavin wanted to touch on the strategy paper you did for the Holy Grail project.’

Viv contained a burst of alarm. The Holy Grail project was the big lithium mine Minerallic wanted to develop. She hadn’t brought the strategy paper with her, and hadn’t looked at it since she’d delivered it, months before. She could remember the big points, but if he wanted detail, wanted to get down into the weeds, she’d struggle.

 ‘Sorry,’ said Viv. ‘I didn’t realise you wanted to talk about the strategy paper. I don’t have it with me.’ She reached for the phone in the middle of the table. ‘My secretary will bring down a copy in a jiffy.’

‘No,’ said Gavin. ‘You shouldn’t need it.’

Gloria directed the conversation about the recent advice. Gavin said nothing, just sat back unsmiling, his arms crossed, the back of his head straying dangerously near the Olsen.

After twenty minutes Gloria said, ‘Do you have any questions, Gavin?’

Gavin stayed sprawled back in his chair, legs apart. ‘Not about this advice,’ he said. ‘But I wanted to discuss your strategy paper.’ He moved a notebook aside and Viv could see it, all fifty pages. He had post-it notes sticking out the side and red pen scrawled all over it.

Viv’s alarm increased to panic. If he went through it page by page, she’d have no way of knowing what he was talking about. She was assiduous about preparing for meetings, and it looked like he was going to put her on the spot.

He opened his copy to page one and asked her a question about the facts she had set out in the beginning, the assumptions upon which the paper was based. ‘Why did you assume that?’ Gavin asked, pointing to a paragraph on page one.

‘What?’ She had to lean over to read the paragraph he was pointing to. It was a fact about the project. ‘Is it incorrect?’ she asked.

‘I didn’t say that,’ said Gavin. ‘I asked where you got it from.’ His tone was combative. He spoke softly but his thin mouth barely moved when the words came out. His eyes were a light green. Cold.

 Viv was flustered. She tried not to show it. Col Bloom, the project director who had now left Minerallic, had given her the facts—as far as she could remember. Actually, she couldn’t be sure now. ‘Not sure where that came from, to be honest. I’ll have to look at my file and get back to you on that.’

Did he roll his eyes? Gloria’s phone buzzed. She grabbed it and started stabbing at it with magenta talons. Gloria, it was clear, had absented herself from the conversation.

Gavin moved onto another paragraph on page one. It continued like that for an eternity. Gavin asking her where she got a fact from, or why she thought this or that recommendation was a good idea, or if—he pointed at a paragraph with his bitten-down index finger—that really was the law. She couldn’t see the paragraph he was pointing at. She held out her hand in the hope he would hand her the page. He ignored it.

‘What does it say?’ she had to ask.

He paraphrased the section, but what he said made no sense.

Viv leaned across and made a note of the page number. She’d look at it later.

Gloria’s body was in constant motion. She looked at her phone, rubbed her hands through her hair, squirmed in her chair and jiggled her foot, which made her whole body shake. Watching Gavin slowly skewer Viv made for uncomfortable viewing, obviously. But Gloria said nothing, left Viv to it.

Gavin’s barrage of questions continued.

Viv wanted to scream at him, ‘I don’t fucking know. I drafted the thing four months ago and don’t have a copy in front of me.’ But she couldn’t. Gavin Jones, as far as her career was concerned, was a god.

 Twice more she said, ‘It might be easier if I had the advice in front me,’ and twice he said, ‘No, we’ll keep going. I don’t have much time.’

‘But really,’ she said the second time, ‘my secretary would have it here in a minute or two.’

He said nothing but waved his hand in irritation.

Viv was going to have to answer most of his questions later, after she’d had a chance to look at the file. She wrote copious notes, in a hand that got larger and more erratic as the meeting progressed.

On page twenty-nine, he’d found a typo: two full stops together. He stared at her as he pointed at it, as if he couldn’t believe someone could be so negligent as to let a paper go to a client with such a grave error in it. On page thirty-four, it was worse. A ‘the’ was spelt ‘teh’.

Finally, it ended. Gavin said, ‘So you’ll address those questions and send me a revised advice.’

‘Yes, of course,’ said Viv. ‘When do you need it?’

‘I have a meeting in the morning at nine.’

Viv looked up, too quickly. He was watching her, waiting for her to react.

‘No problem,’ said Viv.

‘And when you give me the revised strategy paper, just send it in Word. No letterhead.’

Viv looked up again, even more startled. That was a really dumb idea. ‘I could do that,’ she said. ‘It’s just that—’ She paused before she explained that it would mean it would no longer be protected as confidential.

Gavin didn’t move. His lips were tight.

 Viv was going to have to explain the implications of that. ‘So another organisation could see your strategy and the reasoning behind it. A competitor, say. Or the regulator.’

‘We wouldn’t want that,’ said Gloria loudly.

Gavin moved forward in his chair. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘give me the assumptions and summary in a separate document. Not on letterhead.’

The guts of the thing. It was still a really bad idea. Very risky. But he had made the decision. She couldn’t contradict him again.

He gathered up his papers.

Gloria said, ‘Thank you.’

As he stood and turned to walk through the door, Gavin said, as if it were an afterthought, ‘And can you make sure you change the date of the strategy paper to today’s date. And take out Col Bloom’s name. Put in mine. Also, take your name out of the signature block at the bottom.’

Viv opened her mouth to respond. Then closed it.

What? He wanted her to remove her name from the strategy document? Her magnum opus? The work of art which would set her reputation?

And why? Why would he want to wipe all evidence of her from her own work? All evidence of Howard Greene? She opened her mouth again, but by that time, they had walked to the lift. It pinged straight away and Gloria and Gavin stepped into it. Gloria waved. ‘Byeee. Thanks so much, Viv. Great to see you.’ Gavin said nothing. The lift doors slowly closed. Viv watched them disappear: Gavin green-eyed and thin-lipped, Gloria all crimson effusive movement.

 Viv needed to leave the office. Get some fresh air. Make herself breathe. She told herself it couldn’t have been as bad as it felt. But what strange requests. What a cold cold man.

And then she remembered what Carlo had said. If Gavin Jones didn’t like her, she might lose the partnership.
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It was a balmy day. Temperate. Viv walked by the river, keeping to the edge to avoid the tourists on wobbly bikes, then realised she hadn’t had lunch and all the food courts were now closed, so she bought a cherry ripe to take back to the office.

As she was waiting for the lift in the vast marble-lined foyer, Natalie emerged from one. She had a wheely suitcase and was bent around her new silver bowl, so large, so heavy, she had to hunch over to hold it.

‘Natalie,’ said Viv, ‘I’m so sorry you’re going.’ She would have understood if Natalie had grunted and walked away. Instead, Natalie carefully placed the silver salver on the wheely suitcase, held out her arms and they exchanged a long hug.

‘You go well, Natalie,’ Viv said. ‘If I can help with anything, give me a call. Any time. Anything.’

Natalie nodded. They both wiped their eyes as she walked away.
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Viv went back to her office and rang Rob to tell him she’d be home late.

‘Shall I leave out dinner for you?’ he asked.

‘No, I’ll get something here,’ Viv said.

 She could hear Ruby and Sam squealing in the background. ‘When’s Mummy coming home? I want to show her my rock,’ Sam told his father.

‘You’ll see her in the morning. Would you like dinosaur toast?’ Rob said. More squealing. ‘See you later,’ Rob said to Viv, his voice soft and warm.

She wrote a letter to Gavin answering all of his questions, which, now that she could look at the file, were straightforward. In fact, his questions indicated he knew little. It wasn’t just ignorance about competition law (which she’d expected—even other lawyers had only a vague idea about competition regulations), but also the Holy Grail project itself. That did surprise her. It was the biggest project Minerallic had by a long way, and now that Minerallic was gathering the huge amount of detail necessary to get board approval, this was something Gavin would be quizzed about. By his CEO. By the board. Gavin had been in the job for a couple of months. Wouldn’t he have made it his business to know? Still, she thought, maybe it augured well. Viv knew more about it than almost anybody. She could help him.

It was after three in the morning when she emailed Gavin the response to his questions (nine pages), the slightly revised and redated strategy paper (fifty pages), and the separate document containing the essence of the paper, which Gavin had asked for. She took her name off the strategy paper as he’d asked, gritting her teeth as she did it.

It took over an hour to write the covering email explaining that taking Howard Greene’s name off the document would mean it no longer had legal professional privilege and might be seen by anybody. It took a long time to massage the words so that they didn’t sound accusatory. 

Viv went home. Kissed the sleeping children. Lay beside little Sam a moment to inhale the musky smell of a vigorous small boy suspended in the stillness of sleep. Then snuggled into bed with Rob. He grunted as she put her body against his and turned to her and held her, while he was still asleep.

She tossed and turned before she had to get up at six am to give Ruby and Sam their breakfast and take them to childcare before her eight o’clock meeting.
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ANNE

Anne didn’t see the point of football. She wasn’t sure why Gavin was making her go. She had nothing to say to the people he worked with. Mostly, Gavin was happy if she stayed at home. Mostly, he didn’t even mention to her that he was going to a work function; he just disappeared with a mumble or didn’t come home until late, stinking of beer, red wine and, sometimes, cigars. Or perfume.

But last week Gavin had said, ‘We’re going to the football on Saturday night. Better get a babysitter.’

‘Football?’ she’d asked, startled.

‘Yes,’ he’d said, irritated by her reluctance.

She wasn’t worried about the girls. Grace and Hannah loved the babysitter, whom they could inveigle to let them stay up late playing hopscotch while dressed in tutus and tiaras. But the puppy, if left under the supervision of a four-year-old and a six-year-old, would wreak even more havoc than he did normally.

Spot was like a toddler on speed: adorable, needy, naughty. He was so dark that when he slept on the black leather armchair they couldn’t find him. (Grace and Hannah had insisted on calling him Spot because their extensive research had confirmed it to be the right name for a dog.) And Spot had taken over the house. Even Gavin laughed when Spot ran under the sofa, head up, with one of Anne’s socks in his little mouth. 

Spot had his flaws, though. There was the indiscriminate piddling. And the pooing. And the sharp teeth. And the destructive shoe fetish. And the yapping. Gavin didn’t like those things. Or the fact that Spot had cost two thousand dollars.

Anne supposed the babysitter could supervise Spot. Anne could clean up the destruction in the morning.

They were in a box at Suncorp Stadium, inside a glass room overlooking the field, with grandstand seats outside for watching the game. Until it started, they stood around tall bar-room tables laden with deep-fried cocktail food and made light chat. Their hosts were a law firm.

Why did they invite wives? Nobody knew one another. They were expected to stand near the husbands and remain silent unless spoken to. Anne did, anyway. She couldn’t think of anything to say. If she said something about football, she’d sound stupid. And she didn’t know what else to talk about.

The men were friendly enough—they shook her hand and said, ‘How’s it going?’ and then talked unintelligibly with Gavin about sport, chortling as if it was funny.

The woman in front of her was at least trying to engage Anne in conversation. ‘You have two children?’ the woman asked with open-faced affability, after introducing herself as ‘Viv, a partner at Howard Greene’. She obviously thought Anne would be impressed. Anne was intimidated, but she wasn’t impressed.

‘Yes, that’s right. Two girls. Four and six,’ Anne said.

 ‘I have two as well,’ Viv said. ‘A boy and a girl, three and five.’

Anne didn’t know what to say. All she could come up with was, ‘That must be a handful.’

‘Yes. I go to work to escape them.’ The woman laughed. She had obviously made a joke.

But if that wasn’t true, Anne thought, why did she go to work? Sometimes Anne wanted to escape to a quiet office, where she could read and write uninterrupted for a few hours.

When she had been pregnant with Hannah, Gavin had said he expected her to leave work forever to look after his children. As if that was a given, on which they had both agreed, even though they had never discussed it before. He had a vision of a perfect marriage, and that involved having a wife who stayed at home.

She had resigned from her job. It was easier to comply, and her salary was barely enough to cover childcare. But she missed the library: its musty coolness, the silence, the books. She missed the card catalogues, pulling out the old wooden drawers and fingering her way through the cards, each one representing a book on the shelves. She loved the computer filing even more, and the possibilities for cross-referencing, the way the information would zing its way immediately onto her screen.

What Anne missed most about her job was the way it allowed her to be sequestered away, allowed her to make a foray into whatever she liked and to discover something new. When she talked to people about books, her anxiety dissolved.

This—what was her name? Viv—was so shiny and perfect, with her pixie haircut and her subtle makeup, and her drapey, groovy clothes and her BMI of 21 and her cheekbones. Viv was wearing jeans. Anne didn’t know she could wear jeans to this event. She thought it would be posher than that, in a box. Anne regretted her beige-striped shirt-maker dress, too tight, particularly around the middle. She sucked her tummy in. She felt both overdressed and dull. 

Viv had the distracted look of someone grasping for something to talk about. She fixed on children and explored what her children might have in common with Anne’s. After Anne happened to mention that Grace and Hannah learned ballet, it turned out Viv wanted a dance school for her five-year-old.

Anne looked over at Gavin. Gathered around him were five men, all pudgy except for an athletic, Brad Pitt–handsome Adonis. Gavin was sniggering, probably telling one of his awful jokes, and they all guffawed in unison. For Gavin, this was bliss. Ironic, really, that Gavin was the star these men orbited around. Ludicrous.

It was his vision of a perfect life: being an integral part of a group of men who, in a haze of masculine bonhomie, ruled the world. His desperation to be accepted by the cool guys was palpable. She’d missed that part of him during their courtship, when his desperation was focused on bedding her. While that was his project, he’d been sweet, and grateful. That wore off after the wedding. It was as if, when all of her escape paths had been closed off and there was no possibility that she could reject him, he’d ticked getting a wife from his to do list. Then he’d moved onto the next, much bigger item: being accepted as part of the boys’ club. Not just any boys. The cool boys. And not just any part of them. As their leader. That was now his life’s work, and ensconced as he currently was in a circle of men who laughed at his jokes, he was in his happy place.

 Gavin’s desperation had escalated when he was passed over for partnership at his law firm. There had been months of preparing CVs, interviews, being subjected to reviews where reports were issued about him, which seemed to be little more than a long list of doubts and a short list of muted compliments. Then it had gone to a partnership vote and Gavin had been knocked back, with no explanation. Just a shrug of the shoulders and a try again next year. He did. He was knocked back again. Gavin hadn’t spoken about it to Anne—ever. Even when she’d tried to raise it, he had brushed her off, but it had depleted him. He was morose; inconsolable.

About six months after he was passed over for a second time, Gavin had come home one day and said, with unusual cheer, ‘I’ve been headhunted by Minerallic.’

Anne had checked his emails. He hadn’t been headhunted. He’d been sending out job applications for six months and had finally been successful. But the cocky jaunt in his step had returned, so she didn’t quibble. She was delighted. She never wanted to see the defeat in his eyes again.

Anne turned back to Viv and tried to concentrate.

Viv introduced her husband Rob, a tall quiet man. He looked forbidding. She was surprised he wasn’t one of those perfect rugby types, to match Viv’s glowing perfection. But Rob seemed to be shy; tall but slouchy. He talked about his daughter and whether or not she would be interested in dancing. ‘I think she’d be more interested in soccer,’ he said.

‘You mean you would be more interested in her playing soccer,’ said Viv.

‘Well, you don’t want to stereotype her—just because she’s a girl.’

 ‘She can have a crack at both, can’t she? See which one she likes best. Sam can dance too, come to that, since you mention stereotyping.’

Anne tensed. Conversations like that would not go well in her house. But Rob shrugged with benign amusement. ‘Fair enough,’ he said.

Viv said to Anne, ‘Do you know anything about this kind of football?’

‘Not really.’

‘I’m worried if I say anything about it, I’ll sound like an idiot.’

‘Why would you think that?’ said Rob to Viv. Then he said to Anne, ‘This from a woman who didn’t recognise the whole Australian rugby team in a customs queue at Heathrow.’

Viv nodded. ‘I could tell they were a sporting team though, because they were all tall and had matching polo shirts on. And amazing pecs.’

Anne couldn’t keep up with this banter. She didn’t do repartee. She knew Viv was only speaking to her because she was Gavin’s wife. Viv wanted to ingratiate herself with Gavin. These people were all obsessed with money, and getting the work from Gavin to make the money. How much money could they possibly need? Why did they need it? Gavin was obsessed by it too, always talking about a pay rise and how big his bonus would be. He speculated constantly about how much people earned.

‘I reckon he’d be earning a brick,’ he’d say, by which he meant a million a year. There seemed to be a rage within him about where he was in the world, as if every man had a score that compared him to every other man, and that score was his salary. Gavin was most incensed not about how much more than him the CEO earned (in fact he admired the CEO, and the more outrageous the sum, the more profound the admiration), but by how much more than him the man in the next office earned. 

And Gavin had a primal urge to spend money on stuff: the renovation of their already enormous house, golf clubs, a boat he never used, a BMW, holidays overseas, wine to fill the new cellar, sporting memorabilia to go into his new billiard room. Anne hated the sporting memorabilia the most. It made her shudder.

When he bought a new thing, the joy expired within a couple of days. The only ongoing gratification he got from the stuff was talking about it, as evidence of his success. Right now, she betted he was dropping that they were going to Hawaii for their holiday, and expressing irritation that the BMW dealership was trying to coax him into the new X5 when really, he wouldn’t touch one. His next car would be a Porsche.

Viv was still trying, desperately, to make conversation. She launched a barrage of questions about ballet shoes and costumes and class times. Anne struggled to concentrate sufficiently to find answers.

Viv would never get any work out of Gavin. Anne felt a slight sense of schadenfreude in that knowledge. Viv was the wrong gender, and the wrong kind of cool. There was something pathetic about her lack of understanding of the fundamental issue she’d never be able to overcome.

Gavin gave work to men he admired. He used it as cachet to win their affection. In Gavin’s mind, affection and admiration were the same thing. He spent hours at night making lists of the work he could give out and lists of the people he’d given work to, and to whom he wanted to give work. It made him feel powerful, and that gave him pleasure.

 And Viv hadn’t been passed over for partnership as Gavin had. Gavin would hate her for that too, for being all she was and all he wasn’t.
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The night after the football was Thursday, which meant fish for tea. If you could call it fish. For Gavin, fish came out of a tin, before being drowned in a gluggy cheese sauce. It was his mother’s recipe. You could use it to stick the wallpaper up. There was no plant matter to sully the Jones family’s salmon mornay, not so much as a sprig of parsley.

Anne had to sneak some vegetables into the girls before he arrived home on Thursdays. Grace and Hannah viewed any vegetable, particularly green ones, with suspicion, so Anne told them broccoli would make them fart, which caused them to eat in delighted anticipation. Hannah’s eyebrows rose, her eyes expanded, and the naughty giggle came out with the seditious wonder of talking about farting. They weren’t allowed to when their father was there (he blamed Anne for teaching them to be vulgar), unless he made a joke himself.

The credit card bill had arrived the day before, so they had to talk about it tonight, after dinner, at the kitchen table. Gavin insisted on getting the credit card bill on paper, by post, so he could go through it with her.

She had reviewed it that afternoon, trying to anticipate what he’d complain about this time. It looked innocuous to her. But she could never tell. There’d be something.

First, though, they had to endure dinner. Moira, Anne’s mother, was horrified by the six thirty pm meal time. It was one of a long list of terrible things that happened in the Jones’s household. ‘So common, darling, eating before seven. Which is the absolute earliest you should consider eating.’ All those rules. When Anne had married, she had migrated from Moira’s strict regime (in Moira’s terms, posh) to Gavin’s (common). 

Over dinner with Gavin, Grace and Hannah discussed the relative benefits of Playschool and Sesame Street.

Gavin had watched those children’s shows when he was a child, so the girls were allowed to watch them. Except he said, ‘I hope Mummy doesn’t let you watch television all day long.’

They knew how to handle that remark. Grace said, ‘Oh, no. We did our homework and practised our ballet for hours and hours.’

Hannah nodded and echoed, ‘Hours and hours.’

Anne silently cheered her girls. They got the vibe of conversations with their father, and they vetted every word that came out of their mouths.

‘Did you get your maths mark back today, Grace?’ he asked.

Grace hung her head. ‘Yes. I only got four.’

‘Out of ten?’

She nodded, forlorn. Even her shoulders slumped.

‘That’s hopeless, Grace. Hasn’t Mummy been doing your maths homework with you?’

‘Yes. But I hate maths.’

‘Well, if Mummy’s not up to it, we are going to have to get you a tutor.’

Anne despaired, but said nothing. He had to be kidding. Grace was six. But of course, he wasn’t kidding. He wouldn’t joke about maths, even though he had almost failed it himself at school.

Meal over, Gavin slunk off to his study, while Anne put the girls to bed and read them a story, then washed up. When she finished tidying the kitchen and all was silent, he emerged.

 ‘Shall we go through the Visa bill?’ Gavin sat down at the table, which she had just wiped. ‘The table’s still damp,’ he said. She dried it with a tea towel. He lifted the paper so she could rub beneath it.

She sat down while he studied the bill. He hadn’t bothered to preview it. This interrogation would be stream of consciousness. ‘It’s creeping up, isn’t it? I see you use the credit card to buy groceries quite a bit. We might be able to reduce the cash in your account.’

‘I can just wave the card over the machine. Makes it easy.’ She didn’t say that using the credit card freed up some cash to pay for the girls’ shoes, and the doctor’s bill when she didn’t want him to know she’d been, and the pill which she hid behind the flour in the pantry where she knew there was no prospect he’d stumble across it. He wanted a son. She wasn’t going to have another child.

‘Yes, I can see it would be difficult opening your wallet to take out cash.’

Sarcasm this soon. If she responded, it would escalate into an argument, so she said nothing.

‘Still, I suppose it makes it easier to track the grocery spend. Saves you having to remember to keep the receipts.’ He continued scanning while the nasty remarks came out, one by one. ‘What’s this?’ he asked, pointing to an entry.

‘I think that’s the girls’ ballet lessons.’

‘You think? Or you know?’

‘I’m pretty sure. I’ll ask them next week.’ She stood up and moved to the sink, trying to be dismissive, to truncate the conversation.

 ‘You really need to keep track, Anne. Find out who you’re paying. That’s the only way we can keep on top of credit card fraud. Can’t believe you’re so blasé about it. Still, I suppose it’s not your money.’

Anne tried to calm down, to keep her focus. ‘Don’t react. Don’t move,’ she urged herself. ‘Don’t look him in the eye. Like a dog, he’ll interpret that as aggression.’ She was glad she was standing at the sink, looking away from him. Although the moving away—a sign of independence—may have been the trigger that provoked him.

‘Is it?’ His voice lowered, almost into a hiss, insistent on an answer.

‘No,’ she said, concentrating on modulating her tone to calm and submissive. It was easier to comply, to agree.

What would Moira say if she knew Anne had to sit through this every month? Moira had strong views on divorce and, more specifically, divorced mothers. ‘People should just tough it out. Have to expect a few difficulties,’ Moira would have said. But Moira had bullied Anne’s father out of the house. He had stayed at work. Like a phantom, he had come home late at night, after surgery, and had left for work again early in the morning. Moira had stayed in control of the money. She had managed every cent that came into his practice, but had let Anne’s father spend money on what he liked. Moira’s marital co-existence had been a ceasefire; two people leading parallel lives. When Anne was growing up, there hadn’t been a perpetual siege, which was what Anne had to endure.

Détente was only possible in this house if Anne submitted. She had no choice. Confronting him wouldn’t change Gavin. He would only get worse. Leaving him wasn’t possible. Without his financial support, where would they live? How would they eat? She tried to move a bit of cash out every month, but she couldn’t even open a bank account. She kept the cash in the linen cupboard, behind the iron, because he would no sooner use the iron than denounce rugby. 

‘Have you kept the receipts?’ he asked.

‘Yes. I’ll get them.’ She went to her handbag and pulled out the plastic snap-lock bag she stored the receipts in. Anne noticed, with curiosity, that her hands were shaking.

He left the pile beside him, unexamined. He wouldn’t go through it. Details weren’t his thing. But it was possible that he would make her tick things off with a red pen, while he watched. ‘God, that fucking dog cost a lot,’ he said, shaking his head. ‘And what’s this?’ He pointed to the next biggest single amount for the month, at the top of the second page of the credit card statement: $389.

‘I don’t know. I googled it, and it has something to do with golf. Could it be yours?’

‘Oh. Might be that new putter.’

Some putter. At that price, it must have been gold-plated. He had his own credit card, although she never saw the bills for it, which she assumed he had sent to his work address. He must have maxed it out, and used hers.

He changed the subject from putters straight away. ‘Let’s have a look at the allowance and work out whether we can adjust it down. It probably makes sense for you to pay wave the groceries. Will I reduce the amount paid into the joint account by, what, a hundred?’

That meant her meagre access to cash would be depleted even further. ‘A month? Yes, I might be able to make that work.’

 ‘I was thinking a week.’ He frowned, on the verge of registering outrage that she could be so greedy.

Anne observed him without expression, while she considered how to respond. She wanted to say, ‘Sure, sweetheart. We’ll be in rags. I pay cash for the girls’ clothes because you always whinge about the cost. I’ve already stopped buying books. (Thank god for libraries.) But at least you’ll be able to afford the new Porsche you covet so much.’

Should she have mentioned the list he kept on the fridge? Of all the things he expected her to buy? Insurance for the boat, jocks, socks, shirts, holidays. Every time she crossed one thing off, he added two or three more. Instead she said, ‘If Grace is going to have a maths tutor, we’ll have to pay cash.’

‘Okay,’ he said. ‘But we need to keep an eye on it. I’m not made of money.’

Spot woke from his bed, trotted up to her, scratched at her ankle, and gazed up at her with soulful brown eyes. She leaned down to pick him up. His tummy was fat and he smelled of puppy: of digested milk and a need to be mothered. Spot wriggled and licked her face. ‘Time to go out for a wee, Spot,’ she said. She checked the floor. ‘Oops. Too late.’ She went to the pantry to get paper towels.

‘That fucking dog. I don’t know why you pander to it,’ Gavin said.

Was he jealous of a dog? Was this normal? Were all marriages like this? She needed a voice of reason. She wanted to ring Charlie, her big brother. She and Charlie had always been a nonjudgmental silent support for one another in the face of the Moira vortex they were brought up in. Charlie coped with it by rebelling and leaving the country, pursuing a career in medical research in the US. Anne coped with it by submitting to Moira’s regime. Anne and Charlie had always been united, even if their alliance was unspoken. 

But Gavin checked the phone bills. He’d know she rang.

Gavin gripped her arm. The credit card interrogation was over. He always wanted to have sex after they went through the accounts. Anne had learned it was quicker to assent. Intercourse with Gavin was like having a piston engine attached to her vagina. It wasn’t pleasurable, but it was efficient, for him anyway. Not that Anne knew any different, about pleasure. But, she supposed, people wouldn’t make such a fuss about sex if there wasn’t more to it than this automated in and out.

He probably thought having sex with his wife saved money. It meant he didn’t have to pay for champagne, or whatever he used to convince those girls from work. Did he think she didn’t know? The lipstick on the collar, the scents mixed with his white wine breath when he got into bed after a late night at work: perfume; recently completed sex. Once she’d found a pair of undies in his travel bag after he’d had a weekend at a work conference. They were white and lacey. Someone had left her a message. Nobody leaves their expensive undies in someone else’s suitcase by accident. Anne was still processing how she felt about it: a whirlwind mix of fury, humiliation and relief. And worry. If he left, or she did, what would she and Grace and Hannah live on?

She toyed with confronting him, but shrank from how that would end.
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RUTH

According to Philip, the Brisbane partners met every Monday at seven thirty am. ‘It’s a great meeting,’ he’d told her on the phone the week before, when she was still in Sydney. ‘Everybody goes.’

Ruth doubted it. How could a meeting at seven thirty on a Monday morning be great?

Ruth thought she’d better go to Philip’s meeting, at least for a week or two, until she worked out which internal meetings she could avoid.

That was why, at seven fifteen am on her first day in Brisbane, Ruth drove her aging white Mercedes station wagon over the first metal speed bump at the entry to the tower car park. Her father taught her to drive, over corrugated dirt farm roads: at speed; with purpose. ‘Bounce from crag to crag,’ he’d said. ‘Fly over it. Won’t feel the bumps.’ She felt this bump, and heard it, a quick clunk from the front wheels, and another from the back.

She had to stop behind a shiny new LandCruiser as the businessman driving it came to a dead halt in front of the second speed bump, and then inched over it as if he were negotiating a sand dune in the desert. He accelerated off with a squeal of his wheels, too fast for the narrow right-angled bend. 

A man pushing a trolley piled high with archive boxes jumped out of the way as the LandCruiser clipped the trolley. Papers scattered all over the carpark floor. The LandCruiser sped off, the driver apparently oblivious, around another right-angled bend. The man, diminutive but rotund, about sixty, stared at the strewn papers with slump-shouldered dismay.

Ruth parked, then returned to the man who was gathering up bits of paper as cars squealed past him. She abandoned her wheely briefcase and helped him put papers back in the boxes.

‘If it’s any comfort,’ she said, ‘that man has no idea how to get a four-wheel drive over a speed bump. You all right?’

‘I’m fine.’ The man’s voice was thick with adenoids. ‘You shouldn’t do this.’

‘Won’t take a moment,’ she said. ‘What a shitty start to your day.’

‘Oh, thanks,’ he said. His face had the texture and hue of a strawberry.

‘I see these boxes are marked Howard Greene,’ Ruth said, conscious that she needed to direct the conversation to a place where he could reclaim his dignity. ‘That’s where I’m going. I’m up here for a few months, from the Sydney office.’

‘Oh,’ said the man. ‘You must be Ruth Dawson.’

‘That’s right.’

He shifted awkwardly from foot to foot. ‘Well, welcome, then.’ He paused. They both searched for a way to fill the silence. He said, ‘Hope you like Brisbane.’

 ‘Looks great so far,’ said Ruth disingenuously. She and Jack had only arrived the day before, and had done nothing except unpack.

‘I’m Ron. I’m the utilities assistant. If you need anything …’ he said.

‘Thanks, Ron. Lovely to meet you,’ said Ruth. She needed to remember that. Ron, the firm’s Man Who Changes Light Bulbs. When a fluorescent light starts to flicker, you need to have a good relationship with the person who can fix it quickly.

Ron’s eyes were kind and gentle, a deep grey. He was resigned to being invisible, Ruth thought, knocked over, ignored. ‘Made a bit of a mess. Hope it doesn’t matter what order the papers are in,’ she said as they picked up the last sheets and righted the boxes back on the trolley.

‘Thanks very much,’ said Ron, looking at his shoes. ‘Appreciate your help.’

Alone in the carpark lift, Ruth had nothing to look at but her reflection on the stainless-steel walls. She sighed as she swivelled back and forth to get a more complete view. Was she spherical? In bad moments, she thought she must be: the contours of her body no longer went out or, for that matter, in, at the right places. The draping of the turquoise tunic was supposed to distract, by taking off at chest level and wafting over the lumpy bits in the middle, before fanning over the pencil black skirt. Not a big fan of shopping—all that dressing and undressing, such a bother when one could just as easily be reading a book—she did her best with her limited wardrobe, but had a strong feeling that she only succeeded in looking like a piece of tubing with a couple of pieces of material wrapped around it. Wouldn’t it be great, she thought, if she could just hire somebody to buy clothes for her? Perhaps she could. She made a mental note to get Geri to investigate, and then forgot, as the lift pinged and the doors opened. 

What with Ron and his mishap, Ruth was three minutes late. The meeting was a bombardment of men in white shirts. One was spurting invective while Philip made notes with a solid silver fountain pen. Philip was a spreader. Sitting at the head of the table, his feet and knees were wide apart, and his left hand was extended out. For a small man, he consumed a lot of space.

She sat beside Owen Rockford, put her phone on silent and placed it on the table in front of her. Owen was waging a battle with his two great foes—middle-aged expansion and male pattern baldness—and was losing to both. His latest weapon was a spectacularly abundant toupee, each strand cemented into place so that, even in a strong wind, it would not budge. The tiny cracks and wrinkles in his skin, the widening pores, and the wig, which framed it, made his face a pinky-grey. Owen had a PhD in Maths. It was spoken of with hushed reverence in the law firm, as if that both explained and forgave his terrible hairpiece. He was a gentle man, and he smiled at her. Ruth felt bad, as she smiled back, for thinking about his hair, and wondered if she could arrange some intervention, get someone to give him some styling advice, without offending him.

Who was the fellow speaking? Ruth wondered. Stocky, muscular and, for this company, unusually fit, he looked familiar. He was unhappy, complaining. She focused on his words. ‘I keep telling them, but they keep doing it and saying the same thing. It’s stupid,’ he said. There was no reaction from his colleagues, whose arms were crossed across their chests as they impassively watched him. They’d clearly heard this before.

 The speaker’s features were distinctive. He was so good looking he was almost beautiful—doe-brown eyes set within a thin but handsome even-featured face.

And then Ruth remembered. He was Craig Pralog, Howard Greene’s new partner in project finance. He was rumoured to be a wunderkind. Philip kept sending tedious emails telling everyone how great Craig was with clients. Or something. Emails like that made Ruth’s eyes glaze over and got a quick delete.

Ruth tuned in to Craig’s monologue to identify the cause of his disgruntlement. Craig was complaining that some unidentified ‘they’ were making him fly economy to Singapore. Instead of business class.

Ruth suppressed an urge to walk out. Is this what Philip got her out of bed for? To talk about the flight plans of a brat?

Her phone buzzed, the vibration making it move towards her. She picked it up. It was a text from Carlo. Craig has a good point. Economy to Singapore—it’s a human rights issue, it said. Ruth looked up to see Carlo opposite in his purple and white striped shirt, smiling wryly at her. He rolled his eyes, and she smiled back and nodded.

She looked around the huge square table at a mishmash of pasty, middle-aged paunch, hunched over their writing pads or, if they had none, their fingernails. To Ruth, the Brisbane office had always been a haze of coal, rugby and beer. The Brisbane partners stood around at national partner events in a circle of testosterone, their hips thrust forward, their arms crossed, exchanging manly stories about the dinosaurs they’d slain the week before. That, at least, was what their stories sounded like to Ruth: a bottomless jug of hubris.

 Camaraderie was absent early on a Monday morning. But none of them would tell Craig to shut up. His whinging continued unabated, a drone in the background.

There were three women in the meeting, peeping between the men. Viv, the only female partner in Brisbane, was jiggling her left foot with blurring speed, gazing at a point suspended in the space between herself and Ruth. To see if she could get a reaction, Ruth smiled. There was a brief hiatus, before Viv focused on Ruth, and smiled back.

There were conspicuous differences between Viv and the rest of this mob, even apart from gender. She had an air of brittle fragility, as if she would snap if a small force was applied. That must be an illusion, a result of the thinness. As the only female partner in the Brisbane office, Viv must be as resilient as a steel girder. Her predecessors—there were three women who had been partners in Brisbane before her—had soon gone to other firms or to other offices. One had just vanished, taken off the phone list, never heard of again. Viv had been in the Brisbane partnership for two years, on her own up here in the last bastion of blokedom.

Philip was different too. He didn’t hunch. He emitted a golden glow. Philip noticed Ruth studying him and turned on the flattery. ‘I’m sure I speak for all of us when I say we’re so privileged to have Ruth here with us in Brisbane. Perhaps you could share with the group why you’re here.’ He smiled. Philip had a good smile. His eyes crinkled.

They all looked at Ruth, friendly and expectant. Another latecomer wandered in. Ruth gave a thirty-second speech of the excitement she felt about working in Brisbane. Philip asked her how she intended to cross-sell Brian, her client, to the Brisbane partners. This required some delicacy. She couldn’t give them Brian’s number as his phone would go berserk with invitations to coffee, lunch and sporting events. Young partners desperate for work sometimes resorted to stalking. But Ruth couldn’t be openly dismissive of them, so she smiled and said, ‘Certainly. I’ll need a list of what you can each offer him. Expertise-wise.’ 

She used antiseptic management language to characterise her passive resistance as a carefully thought-out strategy. If she judged Philip correctly, he would devise some actions for a management operative.

He did. ‘Excellent! To make it easier for Ruth, I suggest that Belinda prepare a document setting out each partner’s experience. Belinda, if you get a draft to partners by tomorrow, we can give it to Ruth as a cheat sheet for those conversations.’

Belinda, the marketing manager, plumpish with bottle-auburn hair that had been bullied with a straightener and product into a solid dome around her face, nodded keenly and made a note.

‘That would be terrific. Thanks, Belinda,’ said Ruth.

Philip beamed. ‘Now, shall we go around the table?’

He turned to his left, to a woman of indeterminate age—she could have been anywhere between thirty-five and fifty—with a very long thin face, blonde hair, shaggy dog style, and big teeth, which Ruth could see because they were bared into a humourless smile. ‘Meredith, let’s start with you.’

Ominous, that expression ‘go round the table’, which meant this meeting had no agenda. Ruth never went to meetings with no agenda. If there was nothing specific to talk about, conversation would meander aimlessly. She wondered who Meredith was.

Meredith said, ‘Performance appraisal process.’ She must be the HR manager. ‘This year, we want to use the ratings to distinguish good performers from bad, which is hard when we only give them a three, a four or a five. Partners are going to have to give out twos.’ 

Ruth scratched the back of her head as she looked down at her writing pad. The HR department changed the rules every year, for no apparent reason.

‘Two out of five?’ said Viv, her foot jiggling even faster.

Meredith bared her teeth again. ‘Yes, that’s right.’

‘So, a fail then?’

Oh no, thought Ruth. You should never argue with an HR directive. Meredith was an operative on the outer edges of the HR universe at Howard Greene. Her job was to enthusiastically embrace and deliver decisions made in London and Sydney. Meredith had no power to change them, even if she wanted to. And she wouldn’t want to. Implementing new rules was her life’s purpose. Of course, it was a fucking stupid idea. The best way to deal with stupid ideas, Ruth knew, was to ignore them. A few would obey it, and would then have to deal with their staff being in counselling for months. If Viv argued, all she would achieve was extending the meeting while they listened to Meredith justify it.

But it was Philip who stepped in to defend it. ‘I don’t think that matters,’ he said.

‘We can’t give our lawyers a two,’ Viv said. ‘These people only get a job with us because they’ve never come close to failing anything in their lives.’

Philip smiled indulgently and said, as if talking to a three-year-old, that it was intended as ‘a rating not a mark’.

What did that mean? It must be a new HR euphemism to dress up bad news as a radical new management idea. Like restructure and downsizing and now, apparently, reshaping. Ruth’s policy was to roll with these ideas. They came, they floated around, they passed through, like trends in food. Like the prawn cocktail from the seventies. She wondered whether she should tell Viv not to fight it, but to place a distant and enigmatic smile on her lips, and be sure never to mention the phrase herself. 

Crossing her arms and raising one eyebrow, Viv said, ‘I don’t know what that means,’ and resumed the vigorous jiggling of her foot.

Ruth moved her left wrist, and thus her watch, into her range of view, so that she could surreptitiously drop her eyes to look at the time. Only ten minutes had passed. She drifted off, gazing out the window. Brisbane was docile in the balmy light, the wide brown river framed with green, curling like a giant python to the sea. Was that strip of blue near the horizon the ocean?

Viv had turned to another topic. ‘By the way,’ she said, ‘I’m a bit worried about that John Olsen in the small client meeting room.’

There were blank looks and silence. ‘The painting. You know, the one with the yellow sunburst.’

‘You mean the one that looks like someone’s kid spilled a can of paint on it?’ Craig said. There was a collective titter.

‘That’s the one. It’s probably worth a bit,’ Viv said. ‘People are hitting their heads on the canvas. It should be moved to a safer place. Where people can see it.’

‘I think the meeting room is the perfect place for it,’ Philip said, closing the topic. ‘Now to get onto issues of substance.’ He turned to Belinda, the marketing manager. ‘Belinda,’ he said, oozing warmth, ‘you were going to tell us about the client listening with Gavin Jones.’ A ‘client listening’ was marketing speak for client feedback. 

Belinda smiled and rearranged the papers in front of her to find a typewritten report.

‘Sorry, who’s Gavin Jones?’ asked Ruth.

‘Head of legal in Australia. Minerallic,’ said Philip, irritated at having to answer a question which should have been obvious.

That was the company Roscoe had mentioned; Brisbane’s big client, about to start a huge project. Ruth sat forward.

‘It was an excellent meeting, wasn’t it, Philip?’ said Belinda. The sentence was in the form of a question, but there was no rising inflection. Belinda didn’t expect Philip to answer, and he didn’t. ‘Gavin is such a lovely guy,’ Belinda went on. ‘Very interested in giving feedback. So generous with his time. Pleasure to deal with.’ That was the warm-up. Belinda looked at her notes, to remind herself. ‘And great opportunities for work.’

Craig Pralog leaned his substantial pectorals forward. Now that he had exhausted the topic of where he sat in aeroplanes, he was about to sprinkle some sagacity onto the room. He used words like ‘strategically important’, ‘global’ and ‘learnings’. Craig was making it clear he was Minerallic’s trusted advisor.

‘Any room for improvement?’ asked Philip.

‘Oh yes.’ Belinda whizzed her index finger back and forth while she read her notes. ‘We asked Gavin how we can improve our service. Let’s see. Here it is. He said we should improve our credentials in the competition space. Lots of opportunity there.’

That statement sounded harmless enough, but it could be loaded with danger. Philip, as he was wont to remind the firm in weekly emails, was the client relationship partner for Minerallic. It was his job to cross-sell Minerallic to other partners. It was about getting more work to make more money. Philip had been at the meeting with Gavin, yet he had just asked Belinda a question he knew the answer to. He had planned this. So he did have an agenda. It was possible that Philip was setting someone up. Was this related to the reshaping Roscoe had spoken of? Ruth sat back, waiting. Something interesting was about to happen. 

‘Yes, big opportunities there,’ said Philip. ‘How can we maximise that?’ He sat back in his chair, like a purring cat, and put the question to the room in general.

Yep, thought Ruth. Philip is setting someone up.

‘Viv,’ he said in a light, friendly voice. ‘What suggestions do you have?’

Viv startled. She had been sitting back, a frown on her face, no doubt thinking about the fate of the John Olsen and the manner in which her concerns had been peremptorily dismissed, when she realised that dark shadow across the sun was a Stuka roaring towards her, machine guns open.

Because competition was Viv’s area of expertise. Competition law was a black box, even to other lawyers; populated by uber smart people in a milieu of smart people. Arcane, complicated, it required tiptoeing through a myriad of complicated regulations, making sure that big companies shared their expensive pieces of infrastructure—railways, pipelines—with their competitors, which was the one thing they really didn’t want to do. If Minerallic was going to build a railway to get its lithium to market, it had to let its competitors, who might build a lithium mine beside theirs, use the same railway to take their lithium to the same markets. At the beginning of a project, the competition lawyers needed to come up with an overriding strategy to strike the delicate balance between demonstrating the project was viable, while revealing the bare minimum of information to their competitors. 

‘Gavin has the strategy paper I did for Holy Grail,’ Viv said.

Clients liked giving their big projects absurd code names. It made them feel like they were in a Bond movie. This project was a doozy. The code name gave it overtones of god, mystery and greatness. It had been in the news. It was going to be the biggest lithium mine in the world and ticked all the boxes for the projects Howard Greene liked to be involved in: environmental credentials (lithium was needed for the batteries used to store energy from renewables); gazillions of dollars; complexity (not just a mine but also a railway and a port); big names on the financing side (banks, private equity, joint ventures); lots of attention and kudos. Howard Greene had worked on the feasibility of the project. But the big prize for lawyers, and the big fees, would come once the project got the green light from the Minerallic board.

Viv’s left foot was whizzing back and forth, and her eyebrows were drawn together in an anxious frown. ‘And we’ve given him a credentials document. And we did that free seminar for them. On competition.’ She wanted reassurance. ‘Are you sure it was my area he was talking about?’ she said to Belinda.

Belinda looked at her paper again. ‘Yep. Competition. Perhaps he forgot.’

Forgotten a seminar, a strategy paper on a big project, and a credentials document? Unlikely, thought Ruth. Gavin Jones’s comments sounded to her like an expression of no confidence in Viv. 

‘Must have,’ said Viv. ‘We’ll rework the credentials doc. Perhaps we could offer to give another seminar.’ Viv’s desperation was palpable.

This Gavin Jones must be a very big deal, Ruth thought, if slights from him caused this reaction in the room.

And then came the killer blow, delivered again by Belinda, while Philip sat watching.

‘He did mention some work you did,’ said Belinda. ‘And an invoice. Something about not demonstrating value. Compared it to Simon Blatt at Barlows, who he says is great value for money.’ Barlows was a rival law firm, the monolith against which Howard Greene compared itself. Comparing Viv unfavourably to a partner at Barlows was like bludgeoning her over the head.

Viv frowned. The pitch of her voice rose. Words tumbled out. ‘He compared me with Simon Blatt? Not on competition work surely? Blatt doesn’t know anything about competition law.’

Instead of speaking to Viv, Philip said, ‘Belinda, why don’t you distribute Gavin’s comments to everyone here, and we can talk about our action plan next week.’

Oh boy. Poor Viv. Looked like she had a target on her back.

‘And everyone,’ Philip said, surveying the room, ‘we’ve convinced Gavin to speak at the partners’ conference. A great coup. Hope you are all going. Essential.’

There were grunts and nods of assent.

Philip said, ‘Are we done? Anyone else, just quickly?’ He started to pack up his notebook and pen.

‘I was just going to mention that new matter we won,’ said Viv. Her voice quavered.

 Philip looked at his watch. ‘Oh yes. But you’ll have to be quick. I think most people already know about it.’

No reaction. Ruth got the sense they wouldn’t admit a lack of knowledge about something that, according to Philip, they should already know. Their faces were blank.

Ruth decided to step in. ‘I haven’t heard. What was it, Viv?’

Viv explained that she’d got in a big project, worth a lot of money, from a huge company called Fast Rail. It was the sort of job that could make a lawyer’s career, and it would bring a lot of prestige not just to Viv but also to Howard Greene.

‘Impressive. Congratulations,’ Ruth said. She cheered inside. This meant Ruth could, at least, report back to Roscoe that his concerns about the Brisbane office getting in new work were being addressed. Viv, this young partner, had snared the big fish.

There were mutterings of ‘That’s good’, ‘Well done’.

‘Yes,’ said Philip, ‘a really good group effort there. Finally got results.’

Group effort? Viv hadn’t mentioned anyone else. She’d made out that she’d got the job on her own.

‘That’s great,’ Belinda said. ‘Owen, can you give us a debrief on the pitch we gave to Fast Rail?’

Owen said, ‘Sure,’ and looked smug from beneath his toupee. More manly grunts and ‘Good ideas’ from around the table.

Viv looked like an oppressed and neglected Irish terrier: saggy and mottled. Her face slumped, and so did her shoulders.

Why, Ruth wondered, would Owen be asked to give a debrief about work that Viv said she’d brought in? Was Viv trying to take the credit for something Owen had done? Ruth directed a question at Viv. ‘Haven’t we been trying to get work from Fast Rail for years?’

 The Irish terrier perked up slightly, as if she had just been given some scraps from the dinner table: permanently depressed, but briefly, pathetically, grateful. ‘Yes.’

Philip snapped his Moleskine notepad shut, clicked his silver pen to a closed position, and stood. ‘We’ll be late for the staff meeting.’ He walked out.

Well, that was a fucking weird dynamic, Ruth thought as she picked up her handbag.
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RUTH

Ruth got the lift to her office which, on level forty, was three levels above the client floor that housed the meeting rooms. Geri was there already, unpacking boxes, propping photos of her grown children on her desk. She’d already got the computer docking station set up, ready to go. Thank god Geri had agreed to come to Brisbane. She was a divorced empty nester, and Ruth worried that Geri’s life revolved around Ruth, although she was very glad it did.

‘Good morning,’ Ruth said as she walked past Geri to go into her new office. It was large. Floor space rental must be cheaper in Brisbane than Sydney. Same floor to ceiling glass, same light honey wood in the desk that looked out on the amazing view, same grey carpet with splashes of iridescent blue and green.

‘How was the meeting?’ Geri asked.

‘Weird,’ said Ruth. ‘Can you line up coffees with Viv and Philip?’ she added as Geri headed out the door. Viv looked like she needed some succour and support, all alone up here amidst the barrage of bloke. And Ruth needed to lay the groundwork for a smooth relationship with Philip. It would make her life easier while she was in Brisbane. 

‘Separately,’ Ruth added.

Geri held a hand up in assent.

‘Where’s the kitchen?’ Ruth asked. ‘Want a cup of tea?’

When Ruth returned and left a mug of tea and a Monte Carlo on Geri’s desk, Geri asked, ‘You free for coffee with Viv right now?’

‘Sure,’ Ruth said back, grabbing her handbag.
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‘I was so sorry to hear about your husband,’ Viv began. She looked nervous.

Odd way for Viv to start a conversation with someone she didn’t know. Ruth realised she was holding her breath, and exhaled. Perhaps Viv was just getting it out of the way, acknowledging the dreadfulness of it, so they could move on.

‘Thanks, Viv.’ Ruth stroked her coffee cup. ‘Funny. We never got around to having an actual marriage ceremony. But how else would you refer to him in this place? You can’t call him my partner. Owen’s my partner.’ They both laughed. ‘Bill was my …’ She paused. ‘Spouse? Boyfriend? Lover? Father of my child?’

‘Must be hard, without him,’ Viv said. ‘If you need anything, just come and ask. Brisbane’s a funny town if you don’t know anyone.’

Ruth shrugged. ‘Partly why I’m here. I don’t know anyone. People I do know look at me with dewy eyes hoping to convey empathy. Sometimes they weep. I wanted to come to a place where nobody knew him.’

 Viv leaned forward with enthusiasm. ‘I’m so excited that you’re here.’

Ruth worried for a moment that Viv was going to reach across the table and squeeze her hand. She withdrew it, to put it out of reach.

‘Even just having another woman will be great … in those terrible meetings,’ Viv said.

‘Are all the partners’ meetings like that?’ Ruth asked.

‘Pretty much. They take it in turns to tell one another how great they are.’

‘Huh,’ was all Ruth said.

‘Is that normal?’ Viv asked.

‘Can be. If there’s no agenda. If there’s nothing else to talk about it leaves an opening to talk about themselves. Probably a combination of ego and anxiety—if you keep saying you’re fabulous, maybe others will believe you.’

Viv put her head on one side and smiled with real affection.

Poor thing. It must be lonely for her up here. Ruth wondered who Viv relied on for interpreting what was going on in meetings, when her partners did their testosterone-fuelled posturing and muttering.

‘You have children?’ Ruth asked.

‘Boy, three. Girl, five.’

‘Must be hard to make it to a seven thirty meeting,’ said Ruth.

‘Yes,’ said Viv. ‘But if I complain Philip will tell me I can’t hack it.’

Ruth grimaced. Familiar story. ‘One step at a time,’ she said. ‘We might be able to ease him into changing the time.’

 ‘Or not having the meeting at all,’ Viv said. ‘It’s completely pointless.’ She sighed.

Viv was applying constraint, to stop herself from bitching about her colleagues. That was a good thing, Ruth thought. A full-on bitch session might feel good in the moment, but it did have a tendency to feed on itself and propagate.

‘Great news about Fast Rail,’ Ruth said.

Viv looked up and smiled. ‘So good,’ said Viv. ‘And just good luck really. The new project director used to be at Minerallic. I worked with him.’

‘Don’t put that down to good luck,’ Ruth said. ‘Do a good job, and have someone hire you on the back of it. Best way to expand your practice.’

Ruth took a long sip of coffee and said, while she was still looking at the cup, ‘What’s that thing with Owen all about?’

Viv was calm. ‘He was at the pitch. Philip asked me to take him along.’

Ruth didn’t say anything. The silence became uncomfortable. Ruth left it there so Viv would fill it. She did.

‘Owen has been trying to get the work out of Fast Rail for months. Maybe he thought all his efforts had paid off and it was just a coincidence that my old client asked to meet me.’

‘Maybe,’ said Ruth.

‘I’m trying to understand it,’ said Viv. She paused. ‘Oh, by the way, Fast Rail could do with some advice from you about companies’ regulation. Can you come and see them?’

‘Sure,’ said Ruth. ‘Thanks.’

‘No worries,’ said Viv. ‘I’ll line up a time. You’re just what they need.’
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‘Philip doesn’t have time for coffee,’ Geri said when Ruth returned to the office. ‘But he’s free in his office for a chat.’

Ruth wandered around the corridors until she found him. All of the offices had floor to ceiling glass doors and walls. The inmates were like animals in a zoo.

Philip, neat and golden, was sitting amidst rickety piles of paper that were covered in dust. On the cork board in front of his desk, he had photos of himself with politicians and celebrities, smiling gleefully for the camera. There was an invitation to Government House.

‘Ruth!’ he said. ‘Have you met everyone? Come on! The girls will be dying to meet you.’ He introduced her to the lawyers and secretaries sitting around his office. ‘This is the legendary Ruth Dawson,’ he said.

Ruth hoped she wasn’t blushing. Flattery made her squirm.

‘Ruth,’ he said in front of a little crowd that had gathered, ‘you should give a talk to the staff about being our most successful woman.’ More effusive—and superfluous—compliments, and then he said, ‘Come into my office. Would you like a cup of tea?’ Philip looked at his watch. ‘I’ve got five minutes before my next meeting.’ He cleared some documents from a chair. ‘Sit down!’

Ruth felt awkward. It was like she’d been granted an audience by an unctuous king. ‘I just wanted to say hello,’ she said.

‘What can I do to help? What clients do you want to be introduced to?’ His mouth was a fire hydrant. Words gushed out in a torrent. But apart from the panegyrics, Philip didn’t say much.

 Ruth decided to tackle the issue head on. ‘Roscoe tells me you’re having to restructure,’ she said.

Philip regarded her, his bonhomie quickly evaporating. His hand moved to his mouth, brushed across it and ended up on his chin.

‘Must be hard,’ Ruth said, ‘making tough decisions.’

‘That’s why they put us in management, isn’t it?’ said Philip. ‘I welcome the challenge.’

‘Balancing interests. Affecting people’s lives. It’s difficult,’ Ruth said. She wanted to sound empathetic, for Philip, and the position he’d been put in.

‘Tough decisions are why I’m here.’ His hand still floated around his mouth. Philip was blocking. He didn’t want to have this conversation.

‘The Fast Rail news will help,’ Ruth said.

‘It’s certainly good news,’ Philip said.

‘Good work by the team,’ Ruth said.

‘Owen’s been softening them up for months,’ Philip said. ‘Great that he finally landed it.’

Ruth decided she may as well broach the subject. Let him know she was watching. ‘Viv didn’t have anything to do with it?’

‘Well,’ said Philip, looking down at a document on his desk, ‘she was part of the team in the pitch meeting.’ He turned back to Ruth. ‘I suppose there’s nothing wrong with somebody trying to give themselves credit for new work. Partners will do anything if they’re desperate.’

So Philip was determined to undermine Viv. Ruth really needed to eyeball this guy from Fast Rail. Judge for herself.

 Ruth stood. ‘Don’t want to hold you up … for your meeting,’ she said.
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Back in her office, the phone rang. Roscoe.

‘How’s the anthropological field trip going?’ he asked.

‘The views are lovely. River. Parks. Trees. Ocean. Sand hills on a distant island.’

‘And the people?’

‘I think Philip is trying to set up Viv Harrison for failure. Did you get a marketing report from Philip? About Minerallic?’

‘Probably. I tend to leave marketing reports from Philip in my “to be read” pile, which I never get to. He sends so many, and they all say the same thing. It’s like spam.’

‘Well, this one is setting up Viv for the high jump.’

‘Bit unfair,’ said Roscoe. ‘She’s only been a partner for five minutes.’

‘Exactly.’

‘Does she deserve it?’

‘The corporate counsel at Minerallic, a guy called Gavin Jones, doesn’t like her, apparently.’

‘That’s a problem,’ said Roscoe. ‘She needs to fix that. The Brisbane office is hanging by a thread. If they don’t get the competition work from Minerallic, it would be a disaster. We’d lose the whole project. It’s pivotal.’

Ruth didn’t want to give Roscoe a negative vibe about Viv. She should say something positive about her. ‘She’s picked up Fast Rail.’

‘That huge project? I heard about that. Thought that was Owen and Philip’s work.’

 ‘Don’t think so.’

‘Christ,’ said Roscoe. ‘I hate those demarcation disputes. Where everyone tries to take sole credit for bringing in a new client.’

He had a point. Ruth recalled a young partner literally running back from a meeting they had both had with a client to be the first to open a file, so that he would get the credit, and the big bonus, for it.

‘Maybe the firm should rethink how the rewards work,’ Ruth said.

Roscoe harrumphed.

‘You know,’ Ruth continued, ‘The firm bangs on about teams winning clients. Then gives all the financial credit to one partner, who makes a fortune out of it, while the others do all the work.’

Roscoe said nothing.

Ruth persisted. ‘You have to be careful what behaviour the measurements drive. Some of it gets pretty ugly.’

‘Toot toot,’ said Roscoe, his voice empty and tired. The silver spoon Roscoe was born with came with its own weird vocabulary. That particular phrase seemed to be expression of acknowledgment without actually committing to anything. He wasn’t in the mood to receive Ruth’s advice on the shortcomings of the firm’s remuneration system. It was a problem too big to tackle.

Ruth changed the subject. ‘How long has Philip got? For this restructure—sorry, I mean reshaping—of the Brisbane office?’

‘Needs to have recommendations to us in three to six months. He wanted to wait to see what happened with the Holy Grail project, which makes sense. If it goes ahead, the problem looks vastly different to if it doesn’t proceed.’

 ‘What happens if Holy Grail doesn’t go ahead?’

‘There’ll be a bloodbath. We’ll have to jettison two or three partners up there. And Philip will take a massive haircut. Unless they can bring in something to replace it. That’s why Fast Rail is such good news.’

‘You mean Philip will be in trouble too if Minerallic goes?’

‘He’ll certainly have some points shaved off,’ Roscoe said. That meant equity points. Philip would take a big reduction in income.

Viv had a bigger problem than she realised. Philip had every reason to edge her out. And to take the credit for the Fast Rail work. And Roscoe wasn’t interested in questioning Philip’s motives.

Ruth exhaled with a heavy sigh. Intractable problems made her slump.

She texted Jack that she was on her way home.

How long does a chook take to cook? Jack texted back.

An hour and a half. On 180, Ruth replied.

Straight away, he rang her to seek her advice about potatoes.

She felt better already.
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The meeting Viv organised with Fast Rail was at Col Bloom’s office in Fortitude Valley; security gates to get through, then variegating shades of grey, acres of identical cubicles around the windows, and a few little meetings rooms in the middle of the floor, hugging the lift well. The five of them—Col brought a couple of offsiders—sat in a tiny meeting room dominated by a huge electronic white board.

Col—late fifties, gaunt, taciturn, soft talker—centred himself on a long side of the table. Viv, with a slash of red lipstick on her thin olive face, centred herself opposite. Col may have worn an old navy cardigan and a frown, but he had a gravitational pull in that room, his hands motionless on the table in front of him. Ruth knew the type. You underestimated clients like that at your peril.

Col wanted some advice right within Ruth’s expertise. Viv introduced Ruth as the expert in the area, and gushed about her seniority and level of knowledge, about how lucky they were that she had made herself available.

 Steady on, Ruth thought. Don’t oversell me. She didn’t know what the questions were yet.

Ruth needn’t have worried. Instead of addressing her, Col directed all his questions to Viv. It was a complicated issue and it was about a mind-blowing sum of money, in the billions. The boys at Howard Greene would jump over broken glass to have a file of this magnitude.

Viv sat straight-backed on the edge of her chair, holding a pen loose in one hand, her arm resting over her writing pad on the conference table. She was more relaxed in this environment than in partners’ meetings in her own firm. There, she looked like she was under siege. Here, she commanded the room.

Viv caught Col’s question and deflected it to Ruth. ‘Ruth knows more about that than I do,’ she said. ‘What do you think, Ruth?’

Ruth answered, and asked Col some more questions to clarify the facts. Col started to answer Ruth, but it was as if an inexorable force was drawing him to Viv. Within two sentences, he was addressing Viv again to the exclusion of everybody else in the room. It wasn’t creepy. There were no sexual overtones. It was just that this fifty-something-year-old man had complete faith in everything Viv said, and wanted her to be the filter through which all advice was given. What had Viv done to warrant that? Ruth wondered.

At the end of the meeting, Col said to Ruth, ‘Thank you, that makes sense.’ And then he turned to Viv and said, ‘Is there anything else we should discuss?’

Viv said no, she thought he and Ruth had addressed the problem.

 ‘I can do a summary if that would help. Send you an email,’ Ruth offered.

‘Run it by Viv first if you don’t mind,’ said Col. ‘She knows what we like. It will be easier if it’s written the way we like it.’

When they got onto the street, Viv said, ‘Sorry about that. It’s a bit embarrassing that he directs everything to me.’

‘Mate,’ said Ruth, ‘he thinks you’re the guru.’

‘Well,’ Viv said, ‘we’ve worked together for a while. I did some strategy work for him when he was at Minerallic. Had to give him some bad news, but I think he was just grateful that I found a way around it.’

‘It’s possible, don’t you think,’ Ruth said, ‘he thinks that because you are?’

‘Are what?’

‘A guru.’

Viv’s neck turned a blotchy red. But she smiled. ‘No, of course not,’ she said. ‘He just likes me because I don’t spin him any bullshit. And don’t hide stuff he won’t like. He hates it when people do that. And he always finds out.’

The Minerallic Holy Grail project was really complicated, Viv explained. ‘I actually thought the solution I came up with was pretty good.’ She hid her pride in the result behind adjectives that tempered it: ‘actually’, ‘pretty good’. Ruth understood how female speak worked. That advice on strategy was Viv’s magnum opus, the work of which she was most proud, but she had been programmed to avoid boasting about it. If Viv thought her advice was a work of genius so, apparently, did Col Bloom.

Why then, Ruth wondered, would Gavin belittle what Viv had done? It made no sense. Either Viv was delusional, and Col Bloom was stupid, or Gavin was playing some sort of game. The starting point to securing the truth would be to read Viv’s strategy herself. ‘Would you mind sending me a copy?’ she asked. 

It pinged into Ruth’s inbox as soon as Ruth sat down. Ruth read through Viv’s paper in wonder. It was written in words of one and two syllables. Like a silken thread, it wended its way through a jumble of ugly complexity, through a maze of laws and regulations, balancing the interests of governments, companies, public interest groups into one elegant structure. Viv laid out each step in the process, each hurdle identified and addressed. Deceptively simple.

Col Bloom was right. Viv was a guru. Why was Philip belittling her? Surely he hadn’t identified Viv as the person who would be evicted in his ‘reshaping’. Why would he do that?
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The most important meeting in Philip’s week was coffee with Gavin on Tuesday mornings.

Philip liked to have these meetings alone in a coffee shop, which was a twenty-minute walk from the Howard Greene office, so that there was no risk that someone from the firm could walk by or—worse—join the meeting. Philip was a strategist, and he planned every conversation that he had. An interloper would only be a distraction. Also, it was sometimes necessary for different things to be told to different people. Philip needed to keep lines of truth pristine.

As usual, Philip arrived at the coffee shop five minutes early. He liked to choose the table, and his seat. He picked a dark corner and sat in the chair facing the room. Gavin, with no choice but to sit opposite, would have nothing to look at but Philip and a blank wall. They would focus on one another.

There was only one thing on today’s agenda: Philip needed to know when the Holy Grail project would get the green light from the Minerallic board. The fees would be worth twenty million, minimum. The Brisbane office depended on it.

 As usual, Gavin was late. Gavin thought time was his to be squandered. Philip quashed his irritation. Gavin was right. Philip’s time was Gavin’s to use. Philip smiled. A smile could extend inwards and calm the turbulence within. Life was all about the way problems were framed.

‘Sorry I’m late, Phil.’ Gavin sat down. ‘Flat out. Just got out of a catch-up with the CEO.’

‘No worries, buddy. Can’t spurn the CEO.’

‘Too right.’

Gavin needed to be seen as Jesus; as the person sitting on the right-hand side of the father.

‘Starting to rely on you a lot, isn’t he, the CEO?’

‘Yeah.’ Gavin rolled his eyes. ‘All hours of the day. And night. And there’s never a question that isn’t bloody tricky as.’

‘Well, he’s lucky to have you.’

‘Mate, that’s why I need your support. So I look good when he rings me in the middle of the night about some shit going down in Houston. Or some corporate takeover.’ Gavin laughed, feigning self-deprecation.

‘You can count on us, buddy. We’re right behind you,’ said Philip.

That prompted a lull in the conversation. With Gavin, you could always fill silence with talk of rugby. It was April, so Gavin was concerned with the performance of the Wallabies and the Reds. Gavin was a tribal man.

‘How’s your board going with the approval of Holy Grail?’ Philip asked when they had exhausted the rugby talking points.

‘They’re getting there. The business case is nearly done. It goes to the board in a few weeks. In the bag, I reckon. Then there’ll be lots of work that comes out of it. Lots.’

 ‘We’re excited about it,’ said Philip.

‘I’m talking to management about which firm will be best placed to do it,’ Gavin said. ‘You’re frontrunners of course, given your background on it already. Need you to make sure you get your best strategy people on it. Barlows are ahead of the curve though. You need to watch it.’

Philip sat back, the better to interpret the alarm which reverberated through him. Had Gavin just issued a threat? This was the second time in two weeks Gavin had mentioned Barlows. Was Gavin building up to giving Holy Grail to another firm? Philip decided to laugh it off, as if the idea that Gavin would give the work to another firm could only be a joke. ‘We’ve got the best in the business, as you know.’

‘Let’s look at arranging some meetings then,’ Gavin said. ‘Your Sydney and Melbourne people. My cock’s on the block with this one, mate. Need the heavy hitters. They’ll be briefing the board. Need some gravitas. Especially on competition. They’ll be up against Blatty. Great guy, Blatty. Knows his stuff.’

Philip couldn’t miss that. The threat was about as subtle as a shark attack. Simon Blatt had worked his way so far into Gavin’s affections that he was now ‘Blatty’.

‘Didn’t know Blatty had transferred his skills,’ said Philip. ‘Thought he still did property. Nice to know. He’s a clever guy if he’s able to do that. Competition is a very complicated area.’

‘Mate, he’s really good. Hard to go past.’

Philip almost asked Gavin how he knew this. Was the competition work going to ‘Blatty’ already? He remembered the jibe Gavin had made about the invoice at the client listening meeting, and the comparison Gavin had made to one of Viv’s invoices. Philip decided to leave it alone, to feign insouciance. Leave a silence for Gavin to fill. 

‘I don’t want to beat around the bush, mate,’ Gavin said.

Here it comes. Philip braced himself and said, ‘Last thing I would want, buddy. You hiding what you really think.’

‘You’ve got to do something about Viv Whatshername. Mate, you know me, I’m fair. But she’s fucking hopeless. I can’t risk having her on Holy Grail. Not leading it. I need someone plausible to put before the CEO. She doesn’t cut it.’

Philip left a silence while he thought about how to play this. He could protest, point out that Viv had done a great job on the competition strategy for Holy Grail. It was clear though that Gavin was set against her. It wouldn’t change. Philip decided he wouldn’t waste any energy defending what Gavin would think was indefensible. Not for now. He’d have to think it through.

‘Thanks for letting me know. We’re working on it,’ he said. ‘Always want to provide what you need.’

Gavin looked at his phone. Ten thirty. ‘Thanks for the coffee, mate. Gotta go. Urgent meeting.’ They shook hands.

Gavin had left something on the table. Philip picked it up, about to chase after Gavin to return it. He looked at the leaflet and stopped. It was a car brochure. A Porsche car brochure. Featuring the new Cayenne. Philip shook his head and returned the brochure to the table.
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Viv had plonked herself in Philip’s visitor chair. To complain.

Philip suppressed a sigh. Still—and Philip always exhorted himself to look on the positive—when people complained they revealed a lot about themselves.

 And Viv was demonstrating her trust in him, and her belief he would help her. That was a good thing. He could work with this.

Because Philip had two problems. The first was the cold hard fact that Gavin wanted someone other than Viv working on his file.

That meant she couldn’t work on the Holy Grail matter or any other Minerallic file. This had to be a business decision. Because a good decision must be divorced from emotion. It must be completely rational, pragmatic.

And if Viv couldn’t work on the Holy Grail file, Philip was going to have to find someone else who could. And there wasn’t room for two competition partners in Brisbane. So—another cold hard fact—she had to go.

But there was a third problem. Fast Rail. There was a lot of money there to be taken. Philip was pretty sure Viv had slept with Col Bloom. There was no other explanation. The guy had no sooner got his feet under the desk at Fast Rail before he rang Viv up and gave her some work. Philip was impressed, but knew it wouldn’t last long.

If Philip’s suspicion was correct—that she had rooted her way into Col Bloom’s affections—then Philip had to prise the matter away from her before it turned to shit, as it surely would. He knew from long experience that lust always faded under the relentless practicalities of life in big business. He had to get ahead of that. It was important not just for Howard Greene but also for Fast Rail.

Philip knew he had to tread delicately; to string her along until he found a replacement for her. That was the trouble with her being a partner. She was a part owner of the firm. It was much more complicated than calling her into a room and handing over a redundancy cheque. It would take twelve months to get rid of her. He’d have to make the recommendation to Roscoe and then wait for the process to oust her. 

Philip made himself focus on Viv as she sat in front of him. She said she couldn’t understand why Gavin didn’t like her. She couldn’t believe he was so nasty. She used the word ‘prick’. She complained that Gavin didn’t recognise the value of her work. Well, that was the problem right there. A big one, with a pretty clear answer.

It was time for Philip to show her some empathy. He leaned towards her and said, ‘I know, mate. Gavin’s an arsehole. Complete prick.’ He shook his head, disbelieving.

That animated her. ‘Damn right,’ she said. ‘That strategy work I did on Holy Grail was really hard. He has no fucking idea how complicated it was. Like walking through a swamp, where the path was hidden under stinking mud. Will suck you in if you go even mildly off course. Like the lost Roman legions in the Teutoburg Forest. Now he seems to think it was completely obvious.’

Philip’s mind flickered. What was the Teutoburg Forest? Viv was always parading her academic intelligence, and her degree in history. One of her many problems with clients was that she couldn’t see the discomfort she caused when she planted her knowledge into conversations. It made them feel small. Especially Gavin. Philip decided to look the Teutoburg Forest up later, rather than ask her. At that moment, Viv needed to be stroked. ‘You’re brilliant,’ said Philip. ‘We know it. You just need someone to make Gavin see that.’

 ‘I can’t believe Gavin gives work to that dickhead, Simon Blatt, at Barlows. The guy’s an idiot. Knows nothing about competition.’

Simon Blatt may have known nothing about competition, but he had skills Viv didn’t realise existed. She’d be slaughtered by Simon Blatt in a contest for work. That right there was the core of the Viv Problem.

Philip arranged his face to look sympathetic. He hoped his eyes were not too round. Viv needed to understand he got it, that he understood her distress and it hurt him too.

‘Sorry we didn’t have time to speak about the Fast Rail matter in the meeting yesterday. It really was so impressive, mate, that you brought the work in. Well done.’

‘I don’t know why Belinda thought Owen had anything to do with it.’

‘You know Belinda. Gets her wires crossed. Everyone knows it was you. Great job. And you know Owen. Always ready to take the credit for the work of others.’

‘Yes. He is, isn’t he?’

‘I’d watch him if I were you.’

‘Such a worm.’

‘Hard though to get past the wig.’ Philip leaned conspiratorially forward and whispered, even though there was nobody to overhear, ‘Carlo said to me the other day that it looks like a thatched roof.’

Viv laughed at that.

He’d succeeded in making her relax. It was good that she was blaming Owen for usurping her on Fast Rail. An important principle in this business was that when you are doing something that might upset people, make sure your hands are out of sight.

 ‘Hey, mate. I’m here to help. Let me know if there’d be any value in me meeting the Fast Rail team. Fly the flag. Show you’ve got wide firm support.’

‘Great idea. I’ll line something up,’ she said.

‘What about a boardroom lunch?’ Philip said.

‘I reckon they’d go for that … if I promise a good steak and a nice red,’ Viv said.

‘Done,’ said Philip.

Philip stood. He needed to end the conversation. Viv stood too. Philip put his arm around her shoulders, briefly, fatherly. ‘Well, mate. We need to change Gavin’s mind. Make him see what a great lawyer you are. You nail this Holy Grail work and you’ll be busy for a year.’

‘Thanks, Philip.’ For a moment, he thought she was going to hug him. ‘I really appreciate it.’

‘I’m your biggest fan. Don’t forget that. We’ll get through this. Together.’

Viv was grateful. Philip was relieved. ‘Do you think I should talk to Gavin?’ Viv asked. ‘Might reassure him, to see I really do know my stuff.’

Oh dear. The worst thing she could do was try to engage Gavin.

‘Tell you what, why don’t I talk to Gavin about it? If I show him how much everyone here values your work, that will change his mind. Get him to show you some respect.’

‘Oh thanks, Philip. That’d be great.’

She needed to have something to do, to keep her away from Gavin, so he said, ‘Maybe we should think laterally about it. What about Gavin’s wife? What’s her name? Anne. Have you met her?’

‘Yes, we met at the rugby test.’

 ‘Great. Why don’t you make contact with her again?’

Viv looked to the side while she considered that. ‘Yeah,’ she said. ‘I’m not sure we have much in common.’

That irritated Philip. Since when did common interests matter to client marketing? Find out what your target liked, then fake interest in it yourself. It wasn’t difficult.

‘You both have children,’ he said.

Viv scowled at that.

Philip sighed. With women, there was a need to tread extra carefully, especially the way the firm was now. Last thing he needed was for her to pull the gender card. Start complaining that he discriminated against her.

Finally, she said, without conviction, ‘I suppose I could give her a call.’
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ANNE

A lawyer called Simon Blatt had invited Gavin and Anne to dinner at a very funky restaurant. Gavin was unusually excited about it and stage-managed what Anne wore and how she did her makeup. He’d never done that before.

When they met, Anne saw why.

Simon was everything Gavin wanted to be. He had an easy confidence, he could talk rugby, he even name-dropped rugby players he knew. And he gushed with compliments for Gavin. ‘Mate, that strategy you came up with on Holy Grail is mind-blowing,’ Simon said. ‘You’re a genius. Minerallic is so lucky to have you.’

Gavin glowed. He swilled his red wine in the glass and took a deep sniff before sipping it just as Simon did.

Simon’s wife, Sue, hugged Anne, as if they’d been reunited after an unfortunate separation at birth. Sue then directed the occasion—who should sit where, what they ordered, when Simon should order the wine—with a minute attention to detail. She had a Moira-esque way of rounding her vowels. Her hair was carefully crafted into a complex blonde structure. She too gushed with compliments, which caused Anne to squirm. Her laughter tinkled at just the right moments. 

Sue kept the conversation humming along. She had plenty to talk about, even apart from her gifted children and the schools they went to. For Sue, society was split between the deserving and the undeserving. Sue’s list of unworthy people who were sucking off the extensive Blatt contributions to society (‘You wouldn’t believe Simon’s tax bill last quarter, we had to go begging to the bank’) was long. It included the unemployed, Aboriginal people, refugees (or queue jumpers as she called them), kids who went to state schools, the ABC, greenies, cyclists (they didn’t pay registration for the roads), and she vocalised her views with the comfortable assurance that neither Anne nor Gavin would disagree with her.

Gavin leaned back in his chair, emulating a gastronome, and gushed about the wine and food. The salmon was amazing, he said, perfectly cooked, just how he liked it. Anne had to close her gaping mouth. The salmon was indeed perfectly cooked: so lightly fried it was still lukewarm in the middle, soft and orange, and it was served with a shallot, ginger, lime juice and light soy sauce. It was a long way from Gavin’s mother’s salmon mornay.

In the taxi on the way home, Gavin talked about how lovely Sue Blatt was, what a great woman. ‘You should find out who her hairdresser is,’ he said.

Anne was pleased for Gavin. He didn’t have any close male friends, and he yearned for male admiration. She hoped this blossoming bromance would fill the gap he was so desperate to fill. But Anne was apprehensive about the time she would be compelled to spend with Sue. Mention had been made of a weekend in Noosa. It would mean two whole days under a bombardment of Sue Blatt. Anne wasn’t sure she could sustain a grateful smile for that long, or the ‘raight kaind’ of conversation. 
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That Thursday, instead of salmon mornay, Anne made Gavin a special meal. It was just as they had eaten in the restaurant with the Blatts. Anne spent all day sourcing the ingredients and cooking the sauce. She even made a dessert for him.

He came home at five pm, speaking petulantly of how hard he worked and how hopeless his work colleagues were. The CEO had disparaged a letter Gavin had put before him for signing, and Gavin blamed Gloria for it. At six thirty, he glared at the salmon and sauce on the plate before him and said, ‘What’s this shit?’

Anne replied, ‘It’s a surprise. I wanted to see if I could copy that meal we had with the Blatts last week.’

And Gavin said, ‘Don’t be fucking stupid. As if you could do that. They have proper chefs to prepare those meals. What are you trying to do, poison me with uncooked fish? I want mornay like we always have on Thursday nights, not this shit.’

Then he picked up the plate of food and threw it at the wall. The plate broke. The food slid to the floor, leaving a vertical stream of soy sauce. Anne held her breath while she waited to see what he would do next. His fist was clenched. Was he going to hit her?

The girls cried. Gavin turned to look at them, registered they were crying, shook his head in disgust, then stomped to his study and slammed the door.

Anne put the girls in front of a Toy Story video and cleaned up the mess. She made cheese sauce the way he liked it, thick and sludgy, and chucked in the tinned fish. Moira’s preparation of Anne to be a worthy wife was wasted on this obnoxious cretin. Moira would no sooner put tinned fish in her pantry than vote for the Labor Party. Anne watched Gavin eat the mornay while he read a golf magazine as they both sat at the kitchen table. When he finished, she cleared his plate and Gavin grasped her hand. 

‘It doesn’t matter,’ he said. ‘I know you were just trying to be ambitious. We all need to understand our limitations,’ he added, in that way he used the word ‘we’ to describe everybody but himself. And then he watched television while she washed up.

Later, he had sex with her again. The piston engine, pumping away. He had that stupid faraway look on his face as he bit his lip when he approached climax.

Afterwards, as he snored beside her, Anne’s heart was thumping so fast she couldn’t sleep. She felt desolate. Some tears leaked out and she withheld a sob in case it woke him. She got up, desperate to speak to someone who was calm, to test whether she should feel afraid. She knew nobody in Brisbane she could talk to, because they were all connected in some way to Gavin; people he’d organised for her to meet. Like Sue Blatt.

She couldn’t tell Moira. Her mother would barge up here from Sydney and make things worse. Her brother Charlie was the only person she could think of. Should she ring Charlie? He was on the other side of the world so he’d be awake. She snuck into the study, where Gavin wouldn’t hear her.

Charlie was surprised to get her call. He thought Anne was ringing to resume the discussion they’d never finished—about Moira, and whatever fresh outrage she was obsessing about. He said, ‘Did you hear the latest about her neighbour’s tree?’

 Anne cried, silently.

Charlie continued, ‘I told her she needs to stop or she’ll have to top up her heart medication.’ Then he imitated Moira by rounding his vowels. ‘Ai won’t do that, Charles.’ He chuckled, then waited for Anne’s response, which never came.

She had to breathe in, but the tears made it audible, a snuffle.

‘What’s wrong, Annie?’ said Charlie. ‘Are you crying?’ His tone was disbelief. Anne never cried in front of Charlie. Or hadn’t since she was twelve.

‘It’s Gavin,’ she said. Anne never spoke to Charlie about Gavin.

‘What? Is he sick?’

‘No, nothing like that. He’s fine.’

‘Then what?’

‘It’s … um.’ How could she say it? It would sound so trivial. He broke a plate. Maybe it was an accident. And he’d had a bad day at work.

‘Annie, did he do something to you?’

She sobbed.

‘What did he do, Annie?’

‘He just threw his dinner at the wall. It was probably my fault.’

‘That arsehole,’ said Charlie. That shocked Anne, that Charlie would feel so strongly about a plate being thrown against a wall. ‘Has he hit you? Or the girls?’ he asked vehemently.

‘No,’ she said. Talking to Charlie helped put it in perspective. She was making a fuss about nothing really. Gavin had a stressful job. Everything would be all right tomorrow.

Charlie radiated concern over the line and helplessness that he was so far away. He wanted to give her another US cell phone number, in case she needed to ring while he was at work.

 She opened the desk drawer looking for a pen, and scrabbled about in the mess. At the back of the drawer were some bunched snaplock bags. She picked them up. They were full of pills.

‘Annie?’ Charlie said. ‘You there?’

‘I’m here. I’d better go,’ she whispered. Anne wasn’t going to tell Charlie about this. Not until she’d worked out what it meant.

She got a magnifying glass from the drawer so she could see what the pills were: Dexamphetamines and Endone. Her stomach dropped. Endone was an opiate. When she’d broken her arm, her father had been worried she would get addicted. They’d made her feel sleepy and at peace. Dexamphetamines? All she knew was that they were related in some way to meth and that meth caused agitation. Did these pills explain his mood swings? They were in more trouble than she’d thought.
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Anne tossed and turned all night. Gavin slept like a log.

In the morning, they went through their usual ritual where he got out of the shower and asked for a shirt and she got it from the wardrobe where she’d put it after ironing it and then placed the shirt on the bed. This time she went into the ensuite. He was shaving, focusing on his reflection in the mirror.

She touched him on his bare shoulder. ‘Gavin,’ she said, ‘are you all right?’

He didn’t break his focus on the razor. ‘What?’

‘I’m a bit worried about you. You seem so’—Anne paused as she didn’t want to inflame him—‘stressed,’ she finished.

He looked at her then, at her reflection in the mirror as she stood behind him. ‘Yeah, well, I’ve got a stressful job,’ he said, dismissive.

 She had to persist. ‘The plate. It upset the girls,’ she said. ‘It upset me.’

He turned around then and hugged her. ‘Sorry, pet,’ he said. ‘You know I don’t like undercooked fish. You know it’s a health issue. I like our routine. I like it when you look after me.’

She didn’t say anything but stayed enveloped by him.

Gavin withdrew and resumed shaving.

There was nothing else to say. Anne wouldn’t mention the drugs. He’d think she was spying on him. And it was pointless having an argument about the home menu. She turned, about to go to the kitchen to get breakfast ready.

Just then, she heard the girls squealing, ‘Spot! No.’

Then a long plaintive, ‘Mummy?’

Gavin sighed. ‘What’s that dog done now?’

Hannah appeared holding a black shoe. ‘He got one of Daddy’s shoes. It’s got bite marks in it.’

A leaden weight clunked within Anne. She’d spent the weeks since Spot arrived putting all of the shoes out of reach. Gavin must have pulled his out before his shower and left them on the floor.

The shoe did have bite marks in it, little sharp puppy bites. He’d gnawed through the tongue. Anne sized up whether it was retrievable. She thought it was if Gavin could ignore the puncture marks on the toe.

Spot followed the girls, looking very pleased with himself. His full body was wriggling as he sniffed and licked at Anne’s feet.

Gavin grabbed the shoe then lunged and hit Spot over the head with it.

Spot was momentarily stunned.

 Gavin whacked him again, this time over his tiny rotund body. Two loud thwacks.

Spot yelped, his little bottom shrank in and he ran away, hiding under the sofa in the living room.

There was a cacophony of distress: the girls crying, Spot yelping.

‘Can you all just shut up!’ Gavin shouted. He pulled out his R.M. Williams elastic-sided boots. ‘That fucking dog needs to learn how to behave or he won’t be in this house much longer. All I ask for is a functioning home so that I can work to keep this family afloat. Edible meals and clothes that aren’t chewed seems like a basic request. Is that too much to ask?’ He slammed the door as he left.

There was a piddle on the floor when Anne was able to coax the shaking pup out from under the sofa.
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RUTH

Philip mentioned a lunch for Fast Rail during the Monday morning meeting. The lunch, he said, would be an opportunity for Fast Rail to meet the Minister for Projects, the man who would approve the new railway. Fast Rail would see, Philip said, the level of reach Howard Greene had into government, which no other law firm could compete with.

Belinda, the marketing operative with the dome of hair, read out the guest list. Viv said that one of the guests had told her he couldn’t come, as he would be out of town. ‘Sorry if he didn’t let you know,’ she said. ‘He might have expected me to.’

Philip said curtly, ‘We know now.’ Then he sighed and said to Belinda with visible irritation, ‘We’ll have to redo the seating plan, Belinda.’

‘It’s your lunch, right?’ Ruth asked Viv after the meeting.

‘Yeah. I’m the only one who knows who to invite. Apart from the Minister.’

It worried Ruth that according to Philip’s plan for the lunch, Viv played no part. Ruth walked round to Philip’s office, stood at the door and said, ‘I think it might be good if Viv had a speaking role at the Fast Rail lunch. I’ve met Col Bloom. He’ll think it odd if she says nothing.’ 

‘I doubt it,’ said Philip dismissively. ‘The idea is Fast Rail get to see the depth of experience we have here and to show them we have contacts in the highest levels of government.’

Ruth shook her head. ‘Risky,’ she said. ‘They love Viv.’

Philip looked down at a piece of paper on his desk, as if he were urgently required to be engaged in something more important. ‘They may think so. The purpose of the lunch is to show them that we extend beyond her, that they have a vast wealth of legal firepower to draw on.’ He looked up and said, ‘They might realise she is providing advice she’s not qualified to give.’

Philip never failed to fill an opening to belittle Viv. Ruth breathed through her anger, focusing on exuding calm. She told him that she’d observed Col Bloom’s regard for Viv. ‘Col may not take kindly to Viv being sidelined.’

Philip sat back and crossed his arms. ‘I doubt that,’ he said. ‘I doubt that very much.’ He stared at Ruth, then said, ‘Unless there’s some factor about her marketing techniques that makes her,’ he paused to savour his words, ‘uniquely irresistible?’

Ruth wanted to say, ‘You fucking ball of slime.’ She didn’t. Then she wanted to say, ‘You sleazy bucket of shit.’ She didn’t say that either. Instead, she said, ‘Yes. I think you’re right. It’s about Viv being more than qualified to give the advice she gives. She is one of the best lawyers in the firm.’

Philip’s upper lip curled as he observed Ruth over his glasses. He shook his head as if resigned to accept a sad truth of the universe. ‘You women always stick together, don’t you?’

 Ruth could feel anger building, beating in her skull. It was her mantra to always be calm, to always count to ten before saying something she might later regret. ‘Don’t kill the golden goose, Philip,’ she said, and left.
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The boardroom table was laid out in a big square with white linen tablecloths, flowers, silverware and crystal glasses. Waiters in black and white showed people to their seats. Philip, Owen and Craig had been placed in the power seats right near Col Bloom and the Minister, a large man with a firm gut and a purple face.

The women sat at the corners of the table, a long way from the action. Viv had been wedged in a corner with some junior project managers from Fast Rail. Ruth had been slotted in another corner with an adviser to the Minister whose name was Trent. He looked like he’d graduated from school a month ago. Ruth wondered if Viv understood what a slight that was, that Philip would have spent hours aching over the seating plan. Viv seemed oblivious, unthreatened by it.

Philip welcomed the Minister and reiterated what a privilege it was to have their old friend there. He was honoured to introduce the newest client to their firm. He hoped Col and the others from Fast Rail would leave the lunch understanding what amazing legal resources they had at their disposal. He spat out superlatives like lollies from a burst piñata.

Philip then punted the speaking spot to Owen to introduce the lawyers around the table.

Owen spoke about himself for five minutes, the work he’d done, how he knew everything there was to know about fast rail networks, and dropped some big technical words. Self-aggrandisement, which many in the partnership considered to be an essential tool in a partner’s armoury, didn’t come naturally to Owen. He stumbled over the words. 

Col was completely silent. Didn’t move. Looked straight ahead, out the window at the view, like an Easter Island statue, only smaller. He was listening. That was obvious by his deepening frown every time Owen mentioned how much he knew about rail systems.

Owen then introduced each of the lawyers at the lunch: Craig was a big deal in dispute resolution, Carlo was the bee’s nuts in whatever it was Owen thought Carlo was the bee’s nuts of, Philip was the grand master of construction projects. Owen came to Ruth, saying she was from Sydney, here for a big case and was very busy. There was no mention of what Ruth actually did. Then he said, to finish up, ‘And I think you’ve met Viv.’ That was it, the sum total of the praise he had for Viv.

‘Yes,’ said Col. ‘I know Viv very well.’

Viv laughed and said, ‘Just a bit.’

The fillet steak was served, the red wine poured. Col asked Owen about the rail projects he had worked on, and wouldn’t let up, cross-examining him on each one.

Col was engaging in a bit surgical skewering of bombast, laying bare the hubris and exaggeration Owen had inserted into his marketing spiel. Owen blushed and stammered. Ruth felt sorry for him. He’d been put up to this by Philip and had only been embarrassed by his performance.

When the eating stopped, Philip addressed Col across the table, asking him if perhaps he could talk about Fast Rail to give the Howard Greene people and the Minister a briefing on the project, so that Howard Greene could better target their advice and the Minister could better understand the great work that was happening in the State under his watch. 

Col was a master at the dramatic pause. Then he said, almost in a whisper, ‘I think Viv knows as much about our project as I do. Why don’t you address that question, Viv, and I’ll fill in any gaps.’

‘I don’t know about that,’ said Viv, before she embarked on a detailed description of the enormous, complicated Fast Rail project.

Philip’s face was impassive, his mouth in a straight line, but his breathing was deep and slow, his shoulders tense. Ruth knew what that meant. Philip was containing his rage.

While Viv spoke, Col continued to look straight ahead, but this time he was watching Philip who was sitting opposite him. Col knew exactly what was going on; that an attempt was being made to shuffle Viv out of the Fast Rail work. He was letting Philip know that he should back off.

Ruth cheered within. There are some men who champion women, and when they do, they are ferocious.

When Viv finished, and Col sprinkled some glitter over her by praising her description, then praising her work, Philip said, ‘Could have saved us the trouble of having you over for lunch, if Viv had told us about that in a partners’ meeting.’ He smiled as he said it but Philip’s smile was a straight furious line.

The comment was received with a chortle from Owen and a titter of laughter around the room.

Col smiled, cold, distant, enigmatic.

Ruth laughed like a drain. It was a very satisfying lunch. She liked Col. She liked him a lot.
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‘Jack,’ Ruth said that night as she was making dinner.

‘What?’ said Jack, his eyes not moving from his phone.

‘Always be a supporter of women,’ Ruth continued.

Jack put his phone down to look at her. ‘It’s only old people who even think that’s necessary to say anymore.’

‘Really?’ said Ruth. Was the world moving on? Didn’t feel like it.
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RUTH

The Howard Greene Partners’ conference was held on the second weekend in May, when Queensland resorts were relatively cheap, but it was still warm enough for the children to swim.

It exuded Gold Coast five-star luxury. The low-rise buildings were arranged around a large shallow pool, which extended in little inlets into dark, verdant oases. A family of black swans intensified the ambience of tranquillity.

The rooms were spacious, and there were movies on demand. There was no way Ruth would contemplate a swim—not in front of her partners and the wives who were frolicking with the three-year-olds by the pool. She had a look at the beach, but it was a long flat one, windy, replete with rips and rough water. Nope.

Viv had brought Rob and the children. When Ruth arrived, they were on their way to the pool en famille. The little girl, Ruby, skipped cheerfully in front in a blue floral ruffled swimsuit, all knobbly knees and angles. Sam was wearing a very small pair of budgie smugglers on his very small bottom and a very large foam bubble on his back. He was holding his father’s hand. 

Jack had been just like that, all knobbly knees, questions and cheer. Now he had facial hair and pectorals and would no sooner come with her to a partners’ retreat than watch a period drama on the telly. The transition from small boy to adult had passed in the blink of an eye.

Ruth waved, gesticulating at her bag to indicate a need to settle into her room. ‘I might see you later by the pool,’ she said, to avoid having a conversation.

At dinner, Ruth, reunited with her girlfriends from Sydney, accidentally got a little squiffy. The last time she was at a partners’ dinner, Bill had been with her. Amidst the cacophony of conversation and tinkling glass, she felt bereft, in a dark, bottomless, hopeless way. She wanted to go to her room and curl around a pillow.

She could see that the usual group of carousers would be drinking in the bar until early morning, so she made a subtle retreat immediately after dessert, before she had a fifth glass of wine that might bring with it a desire to join them in the bar. She had done that often enough before to know it would be a Very Bad Idea.
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The conference program had been cleverly printed on a card which was in a plastic sleeve suspended around their necks. It said that Ruth’s first meeting would begin at nine am with a two-hour session enigmatically called Where are we now? It would be chaired by Philip. Ruth sighed and made sure she finished breakfast by eight fifty, so that she had enough time to search for the room. 

On entering, she could see it was completely internal: no windows, no views, no way to tell the time of day by the position of the sun. Ruth made her way to the small posse gathered around the coffee table, four men in polo shirts with a crocodile over their left pectoral, and cream chinos with a crease ironed in the front, a brown belt and brown or blue deck shoes. They all looked like they had just alighted from a yacht.

‘Morning, Ruth,’ said Owen with early morning enthusiasm.

‘Morning, everyone,’ said Ruth as she looked doubtfully at the coffee urn. ‘Any chance of a real coffee, do you think?’

‘You might have to go to the café area for one of those,’ suggested Owen, and he chuckled throatily, even though nothing even mildly amusing had been said. Even at nine am at a resort, his hair, solid dark brown as ever, had been plastered on top of his crown and cemented into place on his forehead.

It must take ages, thought Ruth. She tried not to stare at it, but wondered what would happen if he went for a swim.

Ruth poured herself a coffee from the urn. It was as bad as she thought it would be. Worse actually. She put the cup down, still full.

‘How did you finish up last night, Ruth?’ asked Owen.

‘Early night for me,’ said Ruth. ‘I sensed things would end badly if I went to the bar for a drink with Carlo.’

Owen tittered again. ‘Yes, I think you might have been right.’

Philip walked in briskly, pink and damp from his shower, in the same uniform as the others. ‘Morning,’ he said, rubbing his hands together. ‘Ready for a big day?’

 They all nodded in agreement then stared at their coffee. Philip poured himself one too. It was clear that more people were expected.

Philip looked at his watch. ‘Well, looks like we might have a few stragglers this morning.’

‘Bit too much bonding last night, I suspect,’ said Ruth.

Owen made a gurgling sound.

The door opened and Carlo wandered in haphazardly. He was wearing a pink polo shirt, which had not been ironed since it had come out of the dryer. There were deep creases on both it and his face. The shirt was hanging out of his navy blue shorts, which were similarly unironed. His hair was both unwashed and unbrushed.

‘Carlo!’ said Ruth. ‘You’re looking well.’

Carlo grimaced. ‘Ha ha.’

‘Big night?’

‘You could say that.’

A huddle of stragglers came in, all at once. Viv looked fresh enough, but some of the others were looking distinctly dishevelled.

Philip took his position at the lectern, put a hand on either side of it and looked sternly at the group around the coffee table.

The room was primed for group-think and action. There were butcher’s paper stands around the room, one near each table. Ruth shuddered. Interactive: her least favourite kind of conference session.

Philip said, ‘Welcome everyone,’ told them where the toilets were, what to do in the event of fire, at what time they would break for morning tea, where they could access computer screens if they needed to do some work (it was Saturday morning, but those computer screens would already be in full use), reiterated that the day was going to be an exciting one, the outcome of which would be a clear blueprint for the future of the firm with identified action items for each person there. He paused dramatically. ‘And then we will welcome our special guest of the morning: Gavin Jones.’ 

There was a barely audible collective sigh and a shuffling of feet.

Philip expected strong participation, he said, because that was the best way to engage in meaningful outcomes.

There was no doubting it, thought Ruth. Philip had made vacuous management speak his own private art form.

Philip then started on what he called ‘the financials’. On the screen behind him appeared graphs, arrows, numbers.

Ruth crossed her arms, stared into a spot in space halfway between her and Philip, and let her mind drift. It was best not to listen too hard to lectures about ‘the financials’. All it did was invoke deep anxiety that you weren’t earning enough, and were under-performing compared with everyone else in the partnership. If she listened too hard, Ruth would feel slightly sick, as if she were being required to climb a wall of ice that she could not possibly scale. She knew it was bullshit. Every year she worried about not bringing in enough money to the firm, and every year she brought in a healthy amount which kept her about the middle of the partnership hierarchy.

Ruth wondered if anybody would notice if she slipped back to her room to watch a movie. She looked at the program around her neck. Gavin Jones was giving his keynote address straight after morning tea. She would stay, so she could finally meet the man the Brisbane office had been obsessing over.

 At morning tea (scones with jam and cream), Ruth identified Gavin straight away: a weedy fellow with thinning wispy light brown hair and faded freckles, vestiges of a childhood spent in the sun in the seventies before the sun-safe message hit home. His profile was shaped like an arrow, culminating at the end of his nose, before receding back to his chin. The paunch common in men of about forty with an office job was absent. Perhaps he was a runner.

But that wasn’t how she identified him as Gavin. She knew it was him because he was surrounded by a fawning group of her partners. Seven of them, all jiggling with laughter at something Gavin had said.

Ruth wedged herself between Philip and Craig. ‘Hello,’ she said.

Philip draped a paternal arm over Ruth’s shoulders. ‘Gavin,’ he said, ‘I don’t think you’ve met Ruth. She’s the best of our disputes partners, in Brisbane until the end of the year.’

Gavin looked at her, his eyes pale green, and held out his hand to shake. ‘Pleased to meet you.’ His grasp was limp, a consequence of lack of interest.

Viv sidled up. ‘Gavin!’ she said with brittle enthusiasm. ‘How are you going?’

Gavin turned his pale eyes to her. ‘Viv.’ His voice was flat, as if he had to recall the name of a person he was surprised to find in his vicinity. ‘Yeah. Good.’ He then turned to Owen and said, ‘So, do you give the Poms any chance at all in the rugby?’

There was a guttural exchange of views on this important topic.

Ruth shimmied backwards. She almost trod on a short woman dressed in a royal blue suit, which was under considerable strain, particularly around the buttons. A large red fabric flower was pinned on her left breast and matched the colour of her lipstick. Her teeth were extremely white. 

‘Ruth, this is Gloria,’ said Viv.

Beside Gloria was a small woman, blonde, curvy but not overweight, pristine bob, neat black suit, sub-thirty. Cute. Her name was Amy.

Gavin had come to the Gold Coast resort with an entourage. An all-female entourage.

Gloria held out her hand. ‘Great to meet you. How do you like Brisbane?’

‘I like it very much. What I’ve seen of it, anyway.’

‘If you’re interested, we have a women’s networking group. Might help you to meet some people here.’

‘Thanks, that sounds great.’

‘I’ll send you the email. It’s always a fun night, isn’t it, Viv?’ Gloria’s smile was a shiny crimson and white.

‘Yes, great,’ said Viv. ‘Really good.’

Ruth hoped she wasn’t staring at Gloria with her fixed death smile. Networking was her least favourite pastime. Ruth often went to cocktail functions held by firms and organisations and societies. Of the two or three she was invited to each week, she limited herself to no more than one, and stayed for less than an hour. But she had a blanket ban on any function called a ‘networking function’, particularly any called a ‘women’s networking function’. They were usually marked with a talk from a dress designer, a jewellery manufacturer or purveyor of champagne, an inspirational talk from a woman who ‘had it all’, and there was always an inexplicable sample bag, coloured pink, full of vouchers for things you could never possibly want, like a half-price facial in a suburb miles from anywhere. And peach-flavoured lip gloss. Sometimes, if it was a very big women’s networking event, it was replete with thunk-thunk music, flashing lights and mirror ball gladness. Ruth didn’t see the point of them, and recoiled from the bombardment of colour and teeth and noise, which drowned out any but a shouty conversation. Gloria exuded a high level of gullible keenness. She looked like she might believe the mirror ball bullshit. 

Ruth wondered whether Viv believed in this networking thing. There was an air of desperation about Viv, in her desire to succeed at work. Maybe she was too scared to forgo the accepted methods for achieving success, for fear that it would be another cause for criticism in partners’ meetings. Or, Ruth grimaced, maybe it was an accepted method for success for a reason. After all, Gloria clearly went to those events, and loved them. Ruth sighed, deflated by her inner curmudgeon, throwing out shards of cynicism and doubt. Since Bill died, the curmudgeon had all but consumed her.

Ruth turned to Amy. ‘Do you enjoy working at Minerallic?’ she asked.

‘Love it,’ said Amy. ‘Great to work with Gavin. He’s an excellent boss.’

Was that an eye roll from Gloria? Ruth had caught it out of the corner of her eye.

The wait staff circulated through the crowd, whispering that it was time to take a seat.

Philip, clasping his hands on either side of the lectern again, scanned the room. He opened his mouth and out poured the corporate sycophancy he specialised in. ‘Minerallic is our most esteemed client’, Gavin is ‘a very fine lawyer’, who ‘the firm is very privileged to have as a friend and supporter’.

 Gavin stepped up to the stage to the desultory applause of the crowd of three hundred partners from around the world. Gavin sat in one armchair and Philip sat in another. They each had a microphone. Philip asked Gavin to talk about what he liked to see in law firms.

‘I’m a people person, it’s a people business, and I like the personal touch,’ he said. ‘Minerallic and Howard Greene have an excellent relationship. We get great service and we are very pleased to have you as a key relationship firm, indeed our key relationship firm in Australia.’

‘What do Howard Greene do particularly well?’ asked Philip.

‘At the risk of blowing smoke over you, Philip’—there was a low-level chuckle around the room—‘I really value you as the relationship partner. You do an excellent job. When something goes wrong, or service is off, I know I can count on you to just sort it out.’

Gavin spoke with deliberate slowness. His voice was lowered, and his vowels were more rounded as the management language rolled off his tongue. It wasn’t surprising that Gavin was self-conscious. Ruth would be too in front of an audience of three hundred high-powered lawyers. But he was clearly searching for words that would overlay the description of his relationship with Howard Greene with a thick aura of his importance and sagacity.

‘What’s Minerallic’s most important project?’ asked Philip, with sycophantic enthusiasm.

‘By far, the Holy Grail project—the lithium mine that will launch Minerallic into the new green economy, providing battery power for the renewable energy industries for decades to come.’ It was as if he were reciting it from a brochure.

 ‘Are there any ways we can improve? Any areas Howard Greene is lacking in?’

‘Well, the key area is competition,’ Gavin said, looking at the audience. He held the microphone in one hand and draped his other hand over the side of the armchair, the theatre lights shining on him. ‘Howard Greene is very weak in that area.’

Ruth’s gut dropped. She felt Viv stiffen beside her. There was a theme building here. To have the firm’s major client say in front of the entire partnership that Howard Greene was undercooked in the area Viv was supposed to excel in was surprising, and—for Viv—career defining. And not in a good way.

It was also wrong. The partnership was being flooded with disinformation about Viv.
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At lunch after Gavin’s address, Ruth saw Roscoe leaning back on his hips and chortling in the middle of a group of Melbourne partners.

‘I need a word,’ she said.

Roscoe absented himself from the group with a bow and a smile. Ruth took him to a breakout room, where they could speak privately.

‘What’s up?’ Roscoe said.

‘I think Philip is lining Viv up for eviction from the partnership,’ she said.

Roscoe took a sip of his tea. ‘Sounds like she needs to go. If she doesn’t have Gavin Jones, it’s going to be difficult for her to stay,’ Roscoe said. ‘Minerallic is the basic financial proposition for the Brisbane office. We need someone there he’s confident with.’

 ‘Is Philip still running the line that he and Owen brought in Fast Rail?’ Ruth asked.

‘Yes.’

‘It’s a lie,’ Ruth said.

‘Philip said he had a lunch for them which was very successful.’ Roscoe’s eyes were a piercing light blue. He tapped the table impatiently. ‘You know what this is about?’ he said.

‘What?’ said Ruth.

‘Philip’s reshaping of the Brisbane office. If Viv can’t do Minerallic work, Philip will have to get someone else up to take on the competition work. Whether or not she has Fast Rail.’

Ruth was about to challenge him on that, when Roscoe continued, ‘There isn’t room for two competition partners up there.’ He shook his head as he said it. ‘There is only one other possibility: if Philip sacrificed some of his profit share, Viv could stay.’

‘So instead of earning two million a year, he’d earn one point five?’ If that’s all this was about, it seemed like an obvious solution.

‘Yes,’ said Roscoe. His lips pursed in distaste and doubt. It was as if she were suggesting Philip volunteer to go on a mission through a crocodile-infested swamp.

‘You don’t think that’s going to happen, do you?’ Ruth said.

‘I hope it does,’ said Roscoe.

‘It needs to happen. Fast Rail will take its work with Viv.’

‘Well, he’d be stupid to try to push her then, wouldn’t he?’ said Roscoe.

Ruth could see that Roscoe thought the whole thing would sort itself out. He didn’t want to get involved, so she tried to explain. ‘Philip can’t see what’s right in front of him. He doesn’t believe it’s possible that Viv hooked the big fish on her own. Viv’s female. Young. It’s beyond Philip’s comprehension that it could be anything more than coincidence that we got the work after Viv had that meeting with Fast Rail. Or sexual favours, as he put it to me.’ 

Doubt played around Roscoe’s mouth. ‘You’re sure Philip’s wrong?’ Roscoe said.

A surge of anger made Ruth stand up. ‘I thought you were better than that, Roscoe!’ she said.

‘What?’ said Roscoe.

‘You can’t believe a woman can do this. It’s instinctive, in your bones.’

‘I believed in you,’ Roscoe said.

‘True. But let’s face it. I worked really hard and I was really smart. And you got a benefit from that.’

‘We both did.’

‘Completely right. We both did. We did it together. But look at what Philip is doing to Viv. He wants control over this new client. In exchange for that the firm will give him a giant bonus and probably give him an even bigger profit share. He gets richer, in money and in status. It’s greed. He can’t get his head around the idea that she should have it; that she deserves it. He won’t acknowledge how smart she is.’

Roscoe’s eyes narrowed as he grimaced.

Ruth knew that he wouldn’t like this anger in her. But at that moment she didn’t care. She shook her head. ‘I’m telling you. If Viv goes, Fast Rail will go too.’

Someone walked past. Roscoe looked at the crowd of partners who were drinking tea.

 ‘Why don’t you find out for yourself?’ Ruth said. ‘Talk to Gavin Jones. Come to Brisbane. Talk to the guy from Fast Rail?’

Roscoe’s arms were crossed. His lanky body was leaning against the door frame. He put on his quiet explaining voice with the long vowels. ‘But, Ruth, I’ve spoken to Gavin Jones. It’s clear what he thinks. And I’ve spoken to Philip. I know him. I’m sure he’s right.’ He stopped speaking. He was waiting for the conversation to end so that he could go back to the safety of his mates, where women weren’t angry.

Ruth wanted to shake him. ‘You watch,’ said Ruth. ‘And don’t you dare take any steps in relation to Viv without speaking to me first.’
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Ruth was quivering in outrage by herself in a corner of the big function room, willing herself to calm down, when Carlo, in his unironed pink shirt, appeared beside her. ‘Interesting address there from Gavin,’ he said.

‘That’s one word for it,’ Ruth said.

‘He certainly likes the personal touch. We had a bill for some lap dancing with a couple of associates after a conference here at the Gold Coast just after he got the Minerallic job.’

Ruth turned to look at Carlo, mouth agape.

‘True story,’ said Carlo. ‘I’ll just leave that little gem there, with the sisterhood. Do with it what you will.’

Carlo obviously thought Ruth had more power than she actually did. ‘If I do something with it, Carlo, the senior associates are likely to suffer more than the client.’

Carlo grimaced and nodded slowly. ‘The unfortunate truth,’ he said. ‘The slimy little fucker is coated in Teflon.’
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VIV

It was a balmy Sunday afternoon. Viv had skipped the last morning of the partners’ conference and her family had headed home. She was cooking a gingerbread cake, the one her grandmother passed down to her mother with the weird directions (1 large cup of self-raising flour, 1 small cup of golden syrup—What’s a large cup? demanded one of her friends).

Rob lay on his back on the Afghani rug, playing garbage trucks with the children. From the corner of his eye, he watched the English Premier League football with the sound turned down. Sam said, in his high sing-song voice, ‘Agin,’ and Rob squeezed Sam between his knees and lifted him while making a garbage truck noise, and both Sam and Ruby squealed with laughter.

‘My turn,’ Ruby said.

‘No! Agin?’ said Sam, in the strident whine that was the precursor to the three-year-old’s tantrum he specialised in.

Rob kept the peace by giving Ruby a turn as the garbage bin, while Sam sat on his head and pulled his ears as the lever.

 On the TV, a team scored a goal. ‘Watch this,’ Rob said, pressing rewind, and all three looked, while Rob explained to his kids how the goal was set up. They watched it three times.

‘Come and look at this goal, Viv,’ said Rob.

And Viv, who had no interest in the football, went into the sitting room to watch. Rob had moved to the sofa, a child on each of his knees, their heads leaning back against his chest.

‘Did you see that, Mummy?’ said Ruby.

‘Yes, fantastic,’ said Viv.

Rob moved back to the floor and prepared for another garbage truck pick-up.

‘Your abs will be a bulging six-pack if you keep that up,’ Viv said.

‘You wish.’

They exchanged raised eyebrows and smiled at one another, and she returned to the kitchen.

Viv loved these sounds. They sustained her. Her jaw was sore and tight from grinding her teeth, which she’d been doing since Gavin’s address, even while she slept. She massaged it by sticking her thumb inside her mouth and pushing against the joint. It was excruciating, but that good sort of excruciating that preceded a slight relief from the ache.

The memory of Gavin Jones at the partners’ conference had replayed in her head so many times that it had carved a rut.

When Gavin Jones had spoken, the room was completely silent. Three hundred of her partners had seen it. Viv had wished she could be teleported out of there. Did Gavin really say that? She had looked cautiously around the room. Some of her partners averted their eyes.

 She measured out the flour, piling up the cup to satisfy her mother’s description of large. Poured it into the bowl of melted butter and golden syrup and sugar and stirred it with the wooden spoon. She measured out a tablespoon of dry ginger, stirred it for a second, then chucked in another to double the zing.

Yes, Gavin had really said, to all her partners, that there was no competition practice in Brisbane. He said, in effect, that as a lawyer, Viv didn’t exist. It was even worse than being accused of incompetence. It was like she was invisible, vapour, a puff of air. Nothing.

The cake mixture had globules of white flour when it should have been an even golden colour. The only way to fix it was to stir vigorously. Wrapping her left arm around the bowl, she engaged her right bicep and attacked it.

Her partnership was slipping away. The public shame of losing it would be worse than never having made it. She felt despair. Fear reached out its long bony fingers and squeezed her around the throat.

She thought of Natalie, of everyone at her leaving morning tea knowing, despite what had been said, that she had been kicked out. Sacked.

Rob came into the kitchen. ‘Killed that cake yet?’ he asked, as he took a light beer from the fridge.

Ruby and Sam followed, demanding that they help make the cake. ‘And I’ll make Daddy and Sam a cup of tea,’ Ruby said, winking at Viv. ‘A special cup of tea.’

Ruby’s latest craze was what she called pranking. In a cup filled with warm water from the kitchen tap, she put whatever unlikely and disgusting ingredients she could find: cordial, salt and pepper, chilli flakes, soy sauce, leaves from the garden split up to look like tea leaves. She offered it to Rob with an eyebrow raised in delight and, while Ruby and Sam giggled, Rob pretended to drink it and pronounce it delicious. 

With that, and the absorbing task of directing Sam’s tactile stirring and slurping of the cake mixture with grimy hands of very suspicious provenance, Viv stopped thinking about Gavin and Philip for the rest of the afternoon.
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That night though, as she lay in the dark, Rob snoring softly beside her, Viv’s mind drifted back to it. Was there another way to solve it? If Gavin wasn’t there anymore, the problem would go away. She would keep her partnership.

It would be great if Minerallic realised how awful Gavin was and fired him. Viv could make a fresh start with his replacement, Gloria, who was far more competent.

How would his sacking happen? Maybe Viv could leak the story about Gavin and the lap dancing to his boss? It must infringe Minerallic’s very strict corruption rules about accepting entertainment. Minerallic always banged on about being a Good Global Citizen.

But that wouldn’t work. The senior associates at Howard Greene who paid for the lap dances would be blamed. They were nice guys, just doing what they were encouraged to do: keep the client happy.

In the dark, she churned from tummy to back, around and around, fuelled by wakefulness.

She drifted into fantasy.

She’d watched Murder on the Orient Express the week before, and had worked her way through Agatha Christie’s opus in her childhood. Could she dream up the perfect murder? Kill Gavin in her imagination? It would give her a puzzle to solve while she lay awake. Distract her from the worry. 

What would a thirty-nine-year-old man die of suddenly? He could be hit by a car. No. That would be too direct. Maybe she could fiddle with the brakes on his car. No. She knew nothing about how brakes worked, and she suspected that technology had moved on from the time when you could cut a brake cable on a car that was about to drive on a remote mountain road.

Cancer? Too slow. What was she going to do? Find some asbestos dust, blow it over his face, then wait twenty years?

It would have to look like he died of natural causes.

Heart attack. Was there a way she could make that happen?

Poisoning. Odd that there were so few murder trials reported by the papers that involved poison. She couldn’t remember one. Poisoning was the number one cause of death in Agatha Christie’s novels. It seemed to have gone out of fashion.

Or maybe people do it all the time, she thought, but never get convicted.

Rob snored loudly beside her.

What sort of naturally occurring poisons were there? Her mother always worried about the cows eating oleander. But as far as she could remember, there had been no mysterious bovine deaths.

She got out of bed—there was no sleeping happening anyway—and opened her home laptop to do some procrastinatory googling—‘procastigoogling’ as her friend Allie called it.

Sure enough, in sufficient quantities, oleander would kill a person. It would taste bloody awful, though. And how would you make somebody eat oleander sap? She found some medical articles that said that people in a South Pacific country had been poisoned from drinking oleander tea. 

Agatha Christie wrote in an apparently more simple time, when you could get some rat poison or foxglove, slip it into a cup of tea, and only be caught if Miss Marple or Hercule Poirot happened to be in the vicinity.

Viv googled foxglove. Was Queensland too hot? Could you even buy it at a nursery? Apparently, you could. Who would have thought? All those regulations controlling chemical supply, but you could buy this powerful drug at the local garden shop. And it was the basic ingredient for the heart drug digitalis. Ha! She might be onto something. She went back to bed.

Such a silly idea. Strangely, however, it comforted her to think there might be a way to rid herself and the world of the scourge of Gavin Jones. Life without him would be much simpler. But that would be murder and, of course, she would never do that. Satisfying thought, but asinine. And pointless. Like fantasising about marrying George Clooney.

She needed to be constructive.

Gavin couldn’t be all scourge, could he? She tried to think of some good qualities he might have. What could be good about him, she wondered. Was he witty? No. Interested in literature? She didn’t know, but it seemed unlikely.

Footy? She could pretend, but it wouldn’t withstand scrutiny. And anyway, talking to women about sport? Men like Gavin didn’t bother. It lacked the essential ingredient of bromance.

He was a parent of two small children. They had that in common. She could try talking to him about that. She had before, though, and his eyes had glazed over before he’d smirked, turned to Craig, and asked him about the Broncos.

 Gavin would never seek her out for friendship. That was clear. She should find a positive strategy. Philip suggested she befriend Anne and the children. That was a possibility.

The next day, she booked Ruby into Miss Beatrix’s Dance School. Anne had mentioned it at the football.
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ANNE

At first, Anne didn’t recognise her, this intimidatingly glamorous but harassed-looking woman in stockings and a navy blue suit with a hot pink trim, who was dragging a stridently reluctant three-year-old by one hand. She directed a cheery hello at Anne as if they had been friends since primary school. The woman did look vaguely familiar. Anne must have looked confused, because Viv eventually said, ‘Sorry. Viv Harrison. We met at the rugby a few weeks ago.’

And then Anne remembered her and said hello, thinking, Is it creepy that I mentioned Miss Beatrix’s Dance School and now here she is?

Anne was unused to people seeking her out, wanting to be her friend. Every now and then she went to a school morning tea, but the effort to sustain conversation was exhausting, so she avoided it.

‘Here are my two. Ruby, say hello,’ Viv said. ‘Are these your girls? Aren’t they sweet? This is Ruby,’ she gave her daughter a gentle push forward, ‘and this is Sammy.’ Sam, in a red and blue Spiderman outfit, turned his head into Viv’s hip.

 That was the point at which Viv blasted her way into Anne’s life. Grace and Hannah took to Ruby and Sam with shouty exuberance. Ruby was a sweet and cheerful child who, like her own girls, got out in an eccentric array of outfits. The first week it was yellow gumboots and a purple fairy dress. ‘It’s pointless having an argument with her about it,’ said Viv. ‘I always lose.’

Anne had to consciously stop herself from patting Sam on his mop of brown curly hair, or his protruding round tummy. He had a vast collection of superhero outfits and always had a truck or a train gripped in one fat grubby hand.

‘Why can’t we have a baby brother, Mummy?’ Hannah asked.

Anne prayed Hannah wouldn’t say it in front of her father.

As the weeks went on, Anne became mesmerised by Viv. Everything about Viv happened at blurring speed. She never had less than two things to do. The second Wednesday afternoon, she turned up to ballet practice five minutes late, mouthing, ‘Sorry, sorry,’ while still talking on her mobile phone.

She was a profoundly disorganised mother. On the third Wednesday, Ruby was supposed to have her carrot costume to practise for a recital about vegetables. It wasn’t just that Viv didn’t know about the costume. She also didn’t think it was important. ‘Oh bugger,’ she said. ‘What vegetable was it? A carrot? Jeez. Sorry, Rubes. I’m hopeless. I’ll get it this afternoon.’ Anne was shocked, but also in awe.

The women Anne called the professional mothers pursed their lips when they talked about Viv. ‘Never has a clue what’s going on,’ they said with a sneer.

Viv chatted with Anne during class, while she corrected a document with a red pen, checked emails and tapped out responses. ‘I’m supposed to have Wednesday afternoons off,’ Viv explained to Anne. ‘But it’s so hard to get away. Clients always want more, don’t they? If it’s not clients, it’s the lawyers wanting me to look at a letter. Relentless. Not sure why I do it, actually.’ Then she rolled her eyes at herself, as if the answer to that must be obvious. As if everybody wanted what she had. Gavin wouldn’t put up with his lawyers doing that, thought Anne, talking to him on the phone while children squealed in the background. 

Rob—the husband—came to ballet class too, on Saturday afternoon, with the children draped around his body or on his shoulders. Life happened at a slower speed for him, and he seemed to be faintly bemused by his wife. Affectionately bemused. Anne was a bit jealous of that affection.

Viv invited Grace and Hannah over to play on Sunday. Anne couldn’t say no, and the girls squealed with excitement. And besides, Gavin would be out playing golf. It might be fun.

Viv sprayed Anne with chatter, serving up a cup of tea without bothering to ask whether she’d like one. And chocolate. ‘Sorry, don’t eat chocolate,’ said Anne. ‘I’m a diabetic. It’s easier to have a blanket ban.’

‘No chocolate! What a disaster!’ Viv said. ‘So there’s no chocolate in your house at all?’ It was as if she was describing a house devoid of chairs.

‘Gavin eats it. But only dark chocolate. The girls eat it too but only milk. The only time he ever bought chocolates for Easter, he bought the girls dark chocolate and almost caused a riot. He got all offended and hasn’t bought them a present since.’

Viv laughed. It was almost like she was relieved to find Anne had a sense of humour.

 Viv sprayed questions at Anne. ‘Where are you from?’, ‘What was your mother like?’ (Viv said hers was a tyrant, but Anne knew this this was a competition she’d win without difficulty.), ‘Where did you go to university?’

Viv was excited when she learned about Anne’s master’s in history. The cross-examination turned into a bombardment about the finer details of the Russian Revolution. ‘You lucky thing,’ Viv said. ‘I wanted to do a master’s, but had to get out into the world and start my brilliant career.’ She rolled her eyes. ‘Had to pull myself out of poverty.’ Anne thought she was joking at first, but Viv was serious. Turned out she’d been brought up on what she called a prickle farm on the edge of a country town.

But for all the talk of history, Anne got the sense that there was an element of obligation from Viv. Sometimes, there was a lull in the conversation which even Viv struggled to fill. Anne blamed herself. She knew people found her boring. It came back to the same issue: she never knew what to say; how to keep the dialogue going.

Anne was happy to take the girls to Viv’s house but didn’t issue a return invitation to Viv. She didn’t want to risk Viv running into Gavin. Anne knew it was best to keep Viv and Gavin apart. There was a chance he’d be nice to Viv, but it was more likely he would demand, after Viv went, that Anne terminate the friendship between Hannah and Ruby. Even if it meant giving up dance school.

Hannah chatted to Gavin about her friend Ruby but, even if Gavin listened, he would never realise that Viv was Ruby’s mother. No, it was best to keep Gavin as distant from the minutiae of their lives as possible. He liked to control their time, without actually participating in it, and the less he knew, the less scope he had to issue directions about what they should be doing. He approved of dance school, because they were girls, and that was what girls did. But actual participation in their dance activities was something he restricted to the end of year concert. 

That was how Anne wanted to keep it: her life and the girls’ lives as separate from Gavin’s as possible. And Anne liked having a friend of her own. A secret from Gavin.

They could both have their secrets, she thought, picturing the drugs she now monitored in the drawer in his study.
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PHILIP

The performance appraisal process began in earnest after the partners’ conference. The partners’ appraisals excited Philip. It was a demonstration of his power. The appraisal scores were delivered to the Howard Greene board, so each partner got an average rating which dictated how much they were paid the following year, or in the worst circumstance, when they should be lined up for sacking.

Viv’s would be tricky. Philip didn’t want her to leave—not until he had secured Fast Rail—but he had to inject a sense that Viv wasn’t up to the task of partnership so that it would be easier to convince Roscoe and the board to get rid of her when the time came. It was a delicate balance. Philip drew a lot of flow diagrams before he got to a plan that would work.

Philip needed two of Viv’s performance ratings, marked out of five, to be a two. At forty percent, it would be a fail. She’d be pissed off. It was a negative message, so Philip thought it would be best if someone else delivered it. Philip chose Owen. But it meant he had to prime Owen to convey the message correctly.

 Philip called a meeting with Owen to prepare. He sat with Owen and a blank marking sheet. ‘How’re we going to do this? Management said we can’t be afraid to give out twos, where they are warranted, so let’s bear that in mind.’

‘Within reason,’ said Owen. ‘Don’t want to blow her confidence.’

‘She’s bigger than that. We’ll explain it. We need to drive the right behaviours here. Send a message.’

Owen was torn. His mouth, usually cherubic, drooped at each end.

Philip needed to push harder, by appealing to Owen’s ego. ‘Look how she’s trying to take the credit for bringing in that Fast Rail job. She refuses to acknowledge you had anything to do with it.’

‘To be fair, the client asked her to pitch.’ Owen resisted more strongly than Philip had anticipated.

‘But mate, we both know she’s fucking hopeless at pitching. All that schoolmarm stuff. Looking over her glasses at the audience as she lectures them with a whole lot of detail they don’t want to hear. No rapport. Imagine if you weren’t there to save it? That’s why I made her include you in the presentation. Otherwise, it would’ve been a disaster.’ Philip was pretty certain that it wasn’t the looking over her glasses at the client that had pulled in Fast Rail. But he didn’t want to embark on a conversation with Owen just yet about Viv’s sexual allure for clients. Better that Owen believed the client came in because of Owen, which nobody would mistake as sexual. Philip enjoyed an internal chuckle at his own wit.

Owen nodded slowly. In a direct competition, Owen’s ego would always defeat his philanthropic bent.

 Philip continued, ‘And we’ve been chasing Fast Rail as a team for years. Just because she got the call doesn’t mean she owns them. Could’ve been any one of us they rang asking for a pitch. Probably would have been you. Look at all the groundwork you’ve done. Worked your ring off.’

Owen had to admit that was true.

‘Just to have her step in and steal it. It’s theft. She needs to understand she has to be a team player. What do you reckon? Shall we give her a one for team?’

‘Oh, no,’ said Owen. ‘At least a two.’

‘Oh, all right, then, you softy. And expertise. A two?’

‘No. She does know the law in her area. I think we should give her a three.’

‘Well, if you’re sure. You’re the brains trust.’

Owen rubbed his nose. ‘She has room for improvement, but I think a three.’

‘And then clients. Gavin Jones said some pretty damning things about her.’

‘Mmm.’

‘Really damning. And he’s the most important client in the Brisbane office.’

‘Yes. Maybe a two for clients,’ said Owen. ‘To send the right message.’ Owen pursed his lips and stroked his chin while he looked, with discomfort, at the piece of paper in front of him. ‘Yes,’ he said, as if reassuring himself it was the right thing to do. ‘Why don’t we give her a two for team, and a two for clients. But a three for everything else.’

Philip wrote it down before Owen could change his mind. While he did, he repeated what Owen had said. ‘A two for team, a two for clients, and a three for financials and expertise?’

 ‘Yes, I think so,’ said Owen. ‘That’s fair.’

‘Done. Very balanced. As always.’ Philip was satisfied with that.

Telling Viv about the twos would be tricky. It was Owen’s job, as the appraiser. Usually Philip would be in the room as well. But Viv would react. Overreact. She would be emotional, possibly even hysterical. She could direct her anger at everyone there.

And she might extend the blame, and not distinguish between Philip and Owen. If she saw Philip as the perpetrator of what she would think was a crime against her, that would ruin the relationship Philip had carefully built with her.

It would be best, Philip concluded, if he didn’t go to Viv’s appraisal. That way, when she reacted, she’d come to Philip for comfort and he would be able work on her separately. That was a much better plan.
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On the morning of the appraisal, Philip rang Craig. ‘Phil here, mate.’

‘Yup,’ said Craig. He didn’t bother with niceties. Craig really was very arrogant. But Philip could only solve one problem at a time.

‘Can you do Viv’s performance appraisal? I can’t go, and Owen can’t do it on his own.’

‘When is it?’

‘Nine.’

‘This morning?’

‘Yeah. Sorry. I’m with Margo at emergency. She fell over, jogging. Christ knows how long we’ll be.’

‘That’s no good.’

 ‘Owen will need some help. Strong messages. He has it all scripted, but you know what Viv can be like.’

‘Nuts, you mean.’

‘Hmm. Let’s just say, taking constructive feedback is not one of her talents. Owen needs support. No better man than you.’

‘What’s he going to focus on?’ Craig asked.

‘Gavin Jones’s feedback. Or lack of it.’

‘Hard to get feedback from someone who doesn’t know what you do.’

‘Exactly.’

‘Can you fucking believe it? What kind of marketing strategies does she run? Giving papers to the kindy mums? She’s hopeless. Dunno how she stays in the partnership.’ It was easy to animate Craig in the criticism of his partners.

‘It’ll be hard to get rid of her,’ Philip said.

‘Protected gender.’

‘I didn’t say that.’

‘Oh well, maybe she’ll take the hint and leave,’ said Craig.

‘And then there’s the ruckus she made about Fast Rail.’

Craig snorted. ‘As if she brought that job in. Never shuts up about it.’

‘Bit of a sensitive issue for Owen. There’s a dispute over who should get the credit. If you could back him up, that would be great. Meredith’ll be there too. She’s across it.’

‘No worries.’

‘Thanks, mate. Appreciate it. Talk later.’
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VIV

Viv’s performance appraisal was at nine am. She had her usual level of niggling anxiety, but she wasn’t too worried about it. Philip would be there. He would back her up. The year before had been a breeze, and the Fast Rail thing would stand her in good stead.

According to the HR process, she should have received the form with her marks out of five on it three days ago, but it hadn’t turned up. She wasn’t worried by that. Philip was busy. He would have warned her if there was any bad news.

She arrived at work at eight thirty. There was a large white envelope on her chair, marked Confidential, and an urgent phone message from Ursula, Philip’s secretary.

She returned the call first. Ursula’s voice was high and restricted with panic. ‘Margo’s had a fall and Philip’s had to take her to emergency. He wasn’t sure how long he’ll be, but said you should go ahead with your performance appraisal without him. Today’s the last day before the deadline. I’ve got Craig to sit in, if that’s okay with you.’

 Craig? Doing Viv’s performance appraisal with Owen? Viv was not a fan of Craig, and the feeling was requited. Still, she thought, what harm could he do, brought in at the last minute? She hoped Margo would be all right. It didn’t sound good that Philip had to take her to emergency.

Viv opened the envelope. In it was the HR form with a table of the four assessment areas and ratings. She glanced at the paper. It was good. There were three ratings of three and one of four. For expertise. This matched her self-assessment.

Then she did a double take. Hold on. There were two columns. The one she had just read was her self-assessment. The other column was the assessment by Owen, who was supposed to fill it out after gathering comments from all the other partners and some clients.

That column had twos in it? Really!

Yep. Two of them. Owen, the little fucker, had given her twos. A fail.

Viv looked at her watch. It was eight fifty-five. To get to the meeting on time, she’d have to leave now. Adrenalin surged within her, urging her to take some action. She wanted to go down there and give Owen an earful. Have a crack at him.

She made herself pause and think it through. Would it be better if she didn’t go to the appraisal? Owen should have delivered this piece of paper three days ago, to give her time to prepare. She could say she needed the proper notice period.

If she delayed it, Philip would be able to attend. He’d fix it. But it was the last day for the performance appraisals. And she really did want to let loose on that little worm, Owen. Let him know what she thought of him.

 Viv decided to go, to see what Owen had to say, and then talk to Philip later, if Owen didn’t change his ratings. Owen might have made a mistake. It might be easily fixed.

The door to the meeting room was open. Owen and Craig were already there, with Meredith the HR manager, whose long thin face and blonde mane made her look like the horse Viv had when she was a child. Grumpy thing. Bitey.

Viv didn’t bother knocking. Owen, from under his thatched roof, started to stammer. ‘Thanks for coming, Viv.’ Owen was trying to be nice. But he was nervous. Little fucker.

‘Bit confused by this.’ She placed the piece of paper on the table.

Meredith responded first. ‘Well, as you know, Viv, there’s been a change of policy this year. They are ratings, not marks.’

‘I have no idea what that means,’ Viv said. ‘What distinction are you trying to make?’

‘They are not intended to be interpreted as a fail mark. And not to be taken personally,’ said Meredith.

Now Viv was really annoyed. ‘I have no fucking idea what you’re talking about. What’s the difference between a rating and a mark?’

‘No need to be aggressive,’ Owen stammered. ‘Don’t make personal attacks. Meredith is just doing her job.’

At that, Viv nearly lost her composure. She wanted to say: ‘Personal attacks? Personal fucking attacks? What’s this piece of paper you fucking little twerp, if it’s not a personal attack?’ But she stopped herself, and slowed her breathing to calm down. It worked a bit, but she spoke through her teeth when she responded. ‘Okay then, Owen. You explain to me how you got to these “ratings, not marks”, and I’ll listen patiently.’

 Craig said, ‘The whole idea of the appraisal process is to give you constructive feedback, so you can see where you can improve.’

Viv didn’t look at Craig, and she didn’t answer him. She crossed her arms, and her legs, and waited for Owen to speak.

Owen looked at his notepad, as if it would beam him into the stratosphere if he stared at it hard enough. His right hand, which was holding a pen, vibrated.

‘Let’s start with the two for clients,’ Viv said slowly. ‘Where am I lacking there?’

‘Feedback from Gavin Jones, for a start,’ said Craig.

‘What feedback was that, Craig?’

‘You read it. In the client listening report.’

‘What did he say about me? Specifically.’

‘We all read it. And what he said at the partners’ conference. He doesn’t even know you exist.’

Bloody Gavin, thought Viv. That partners’ conference was going to haunt her. ‘He didn’t mention me,’ Viv said.

Craig snorted. ‘Exactly. If you have the competition practice in Brisbane, it must be about you. And your failure to profile yourself.’ He sat back in his chair, disdain oozing out of his sneer. ‘And I can tell you,’ Craig continued, ‘if the firm loses Holy Grail because of this, it will be down to you. And your failure.’

That shocked Viv. Her not getting any more Minerallic work would be bad enough, but the firm losing the Holy Grail matter, millions in fees, would be catastrophic. ‘Are we going to lose Holy Grail?’ she asked. Was that what this was about?

‘I think we should move on,’ Owen interjected. ‘No need to make threats.’

‘All right. Let’s talk about Fast Rail,’ said Viv.

‘What about them?’ asked Craig.

 ‘I brought in a new client to the firm. Will be worth at least a million. Half a million in the first year.’

‘Where do I start?’ said Craig. ‘You didn’t “bring them in”.’ He used his fingers for the apostrophes. ‘The team brought them in.’

Meredith said, ‘The lower rating also revolves around your failure to acknowledge Owen’s role in this.’

‘Owen’s role?’

‘You’re trying to take the credit for a team effort. Owen was responsible for the success of that client pitch,’ Meredith said, her voice rising.

‘Explains the two for team,’ said Craig.

‘To be fair,’ Owen said, ‘Viv did arrange the first meeting. But there’s a problem with the distribution of work from Fast Rail. You need to spread it around, Viv. Make sure the right people are doing the right work.’

‘First meeting? You mean the offer to pitch to Fast Rail, which I invited you to, because Philip thought it might help you? I get a million in fees from a new client we’ve been chasing for a year—’

‘Don’t count your chickens,’ said Craig. ‘You haven’t done the work yet.’

‘And you’re telling me that I didn’t actually get the work in, but that the work I did get in should be done by somebody else. Is that what you’re saying?’

‘Now you’re just misrepresenting us,’ said Craig.

‘Really? Which was it? I got the work in? Or I didn’t?’

‘Viv, I think you’re being too emotional,’ Owen said.

‘Too fucking right, I’m emotional.’ She stood. Stomped out. Slammed the door.
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VIV

‘Gotta go out,’ Viv said to her secretary as she grabbed her handbag. ‘Meeting.’

Viv thought she’d better go home. Because nobody was at home to see Viv cry. Although the word ‘cry’ was a misnomer. It was more sobbing fury. Fury and fear.

She cooked some spag bol for tea, stabbing at it with a wooden spoon, while she browned the onions and then the meat, pork and beef.

It now seemed certain she would be sacked. How would she and Rob make the mortgage repayments on Rob’s salary as an academic?

She stabbed harder. The wooden spoon was strong but blunt. The minced meat gave way beneath it. If she couldn’t pull in Gavin Jones, she had nothing. Her career was for nought. It was hopeless.

Viv was infuriated by herself, by her reaction. She should have maintained her composure, and said something calm like, ‘How could I go from a four for clients last year to a two this year?’

 She wished she hadn’t stormed out. The exchange of raised eyebrows that she felt behind her back had pissed her off more. That’s when she slammed the door. She should not have slammed the door. That was bad. Puerile.

The food processor screamed as it emulsified the carrots, celery and garlic. The sound matched the scream in her brain, so she let it run.

She chucked the meat and onions into the pressure cooker, glugged in half a bottle of cooking red, the tomatoes, frozen chicken stock. A lot of cracked pepper. Mushrooms. And some rosemary from the garden. One of the few plants she could grow, with her black thumb: in Brisbane it grew prodigiously whatever the weather threw at it.

The pressure cooker did two hours work in twenty minutes, hissing steam. She felt an affinity with it. She turned off the gas; the pressure would reduce slowly while she was out.

It was Wednesday. Ruby and Sam had to be transported from prep and childcare to dance class. Viv washed her face and patched up her blotchy makeup with what she thought of as Spakfilla. And plastered on a lot of crimson lipstick, which she hoped would distract from the puffy red eyes. Her core was heavy with a dull ache, between the bottom of her throat and the bottom of her stomach.

People said, no matter how bad things looked, it would be better the next week. She couldn’t see how that could be true. Every week, the disaster that was her job got worse.

The mobile rang. It was Rob. ‘Are you right to pick up the kids?’

‘Yes, going now.’

 ‘How was the appraisal?’

‘Not great.’

‘What happened?’

‘I walked out.’

He paused. ‘Why?’

‘Long story. I’d better go. I’ll tell you later.’

‘I’ll open a bottle of red. What’ll we have for tea?’

‘Spag bol. It’s already cooked.’

‘How?’

‘I just finished cooking it.’

Silence. When he spoke, it was with disbelief. ‘Have you been home?’

He was right. She was never home in the middle of a work day. Ever. ‘Had to escape. See you later.’

Rob’s tone of soft concern usually made her feel safe and loved. That day, though, it only upset her further. There was nothing he could do.
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The first person Viv saw when she walked into the dance school was Anne.

Viv wasn’t up to putting on her Anne face, not this afternoon, so she scuttled around the side before Anne turned and saw her.

She felt taut. Her jaw was clenched. The headache it caused was like a vice around her skull. She moved her chin back and forth on the jaw hinge to try to relieve the pain. It didn’t work.

Sam was whinging about something. What was it? She turned around to look at him, and he turned up the volume. He was three years old, and thus specialised in a tone that permeated the most frigid parental barrier, drilling straight through it into the soul. 

‘For Christ’s sake,’ she hissed, ‘can you just shut up?’

He stared at her, wide-eyed and affronted. Then Sam opened his mouth to emit a cross between a cry and a deeply offended yell.

Viv gathered her son up, and hugged him to her, rocking him back and forth, guilt smothering her irritation. The tanned mothers with pink lipstick and Kate Middleton hair sat together in a huddle, engaged in fierce conversation. They were the kind of women who would report her to the Department of Children’s Services. She tried to calm Sam’s sobs.

Anne was walking towards her with an ethereal smile on her face, as if she had spotted an angel in the clouds, and been illuminated by it. Perhaps she was on drugs. It might help her to get through her appalling marriage. Viv sank her nose into Sam’s neck, as his cries reduced to sobs, and they rocked together. He had just eaten a banana, using his usual method of squishing and smearing, and quite a lot of it hadn’t made it to the actual inside of his mouth. He smelled of it, and she knew that it was now smeared all over her black jacket.

It would look like snot.

Some of it probably was snot.

Anne sat beside her. ‘Is everything all right?’

Yes, Viv thought. Everything is tickety-fucking-boo. I’m about to lose my fucking job because of your prick of a fucking husband and my three-year-old is going to be removed from me because I swore at him. Or nearly did. Because he can be so fucking irritating. And you come over here trying to shower some shiny fucking drug-induced glitter on me.

‘Oh, he’ll be all right,’ she said to Anne. ‘Won’t you, Sammy?’

 Sam sank his face into her shoulder and away from Anne, and wrapped his legs and arms tighter around her. The sobs reduced to hiccuppy gasps for breath.

Anne rubbed Sam on the back. ‘Even when he’s crying, he’s completely gorgeous.’

Viv smiled at her. That was true actually. Although he could still be irritating. It was the blessed dichotomy at the heart of the three-year-old human. She hugged Sam harder.

‘Would you like to go downstairs for a cup of tea and some cake?’ Anne asked.

Anne never asked her anywhere. Viv was the one who made the overtures of friendship, which were usually greeted with cold to lukewarm passivity.

‘I’m covered in banana. And probably quite a bit of snot.’

‘I have some Wet Ones.’

Great. Two mothers with absolutely fucking nothing in common, except for unavoidable contact with a man who could well be the reincarnation of the devil, bonding over some Wet Ones. Oh well. Viv could do with a cup of tea. And her incompetence as a mother did in fact extend to not having any Wet Ones in a nearby handbag.

‘Sammy.’ Anne stroked his back again. ‘How about some cake? With Smarties on it?’

The sobs stopped. From the safety of Viv’s shoulder, Sam slowly turned his face to look at Anne, and gave her a beatific smile.

‘I was quite relieved, actually, to see Sam throw a tantrum,’ said Anne, when the pots of tea were in front of them.

‘Really? Why?’

 ‘Well, you always seem so glamorous and together, even your kids. My girls were never that compliant when they were three. They were always chucking tantrums in the middle of the street. Or the shopping centre. And you work all the time. The wheels are supposed to fall off for working mothers.’

‘The wheels are only just holding on, believe me. The nuts are certainly loose.’ Viv winced as the words came out of her mouth. She shouldn’t have admitted that to Anne.

It was comforting to talk to a woman about feeling like a failure as a mother and a partner in a law firm, for reassurance. But it was stupid, really stupid, to tell the wife of the firm’s most important client that she wasn’t coping. Especially when the husband was the cause of the not coping. By being a prick.

Would Anne tell Gavin?

Of course Anne would tell her husband. Viv would tell Rob. Another gargantuan stuff-up in a day of gargantuan stuff-ups.

But Anne surprised Viv by engaging, her voice laced with empathy. ‘Grace’s tantrums used to drive Gavin insane. Still do. It’s all right for him, isn’t it? He can go into his study and escape. Or go to the golf course. After he’s yelled at them. I hate it when he does that. It only makes things worse.’

Again, Viv opened her mouth and words tumbled out before she had a chance to push them through the filter. ‘I know that personality well. At work, we call them seagulls. Fly in, crap, and leave.’

Anne leaned her head back, opened her mouth and laughed. ‘That’s gold,’ she said.

It was weird that Anne made Viv feel better, even when the cause of her distress was her terrible husband.
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ANNE

Anne heard them before she saw them. Sam’s voice was petulant, strident. ‘But I need my Batman cape. Now!’

Anne recognised the gritted teeth desperation in Viv’s response—‘Sam, we’ll get it later’—and the rising competitive pitch of the exchange as it continued.

That, thought Anne, sounded like a mother of a three-year-old, who might soon do something she’d immediately regret. That would be bad, especially in front of this crowd. Two or three of the professional mothers had already turned to look. They were exchanging glances with raised eyebrows and rolling eyes.

Viv slunk around to the other side of the room, which meant Anne had to cross the empty dance floor. She walked as quickly as a feigned air of nonchalance permitted, but sped up as Viv audibly hissed at Sam, who opened his mouth to emit the full-throated scream of the deeply offended three-year-old.

Anne wanted to rub Viv’s back, but she settled for Sam’s. It was surprising but also a relief to see Viv in this state of disarray. Her lipstick was too crimson and inaccurately applied for her washed out face. Her eyes had been cleared of eyeliner and her face of foundation, either, Anne supposed, by rubbing or by tears. Although pale, Viv’s face was blotched with deep pink. She clung to that child as if she could squeeze the upset out of him. 

So, the formerly shiny Viv wasn’t so shiny after all. Something in her life had not gone as it should. Funny how a small child could detect that, and in his uncertainty, show vulnerability in the only way he knew how.

Anne understood what it was like to have the professional mothers rolling their eyes at her back. She actually felt sorry for Viv. She lured them downstairs by offering Sam some cake and his wrung-out mother a cup of tea.

The conversation went well enough until it faltered, even before they had finished the tea. Anne knew it was her fault. She ran out of things to say. It always happened. While Anne searched for something to keep the talking going, people got distracted and looked for a means of escape.

Through the silence, Viv stared into her cup of tea, slowly stirring it, even though it was black and had no sugar in it. Sam smeared green icing over his face. At least one of them was now happy.

Anne scrabbled about for a hook, something that Viv could relate to. They really had nothing in common, apart from children. Their lives were so different. Anne’s was drudgery. Viv’s was excitement, stimulation and repartee, which she was usually so good at sustaining. In this droopy state, though, she had left a wan little gap that Anne had to find a way to fill.

Anne fixed on her unusually active social life. ‘So you know Simon and Sue Blatt? They’ve invited us to their house in Noosa for a weekend. Gavin is insisting we go, but I never know what to say to Sue. She’s so …’ Anne trailed off as she searched for a word that would do justice to Sue Blatt without sounding catty. 

She was about to say grand, when Viv said, ‘Pretentious? I know them a bit. Simon’s at a different law firm.’ Then Viv leaned forward and said, ‘Sue’s his second wife. She was Simon’s articled clerk. Hasn’t worked since she married him.’

Viv seemed to be oblivious to how offensive that remark was, belittling women who didn’t work. There was another lull in the conversation. If anything, this information had put Viv into an even deeper funk. Anne searched around for something else to talk about. Then she thought of it. Perfect. ‘Great news about the board submission on that lithium mine.’ She was sure Viv had mentioned she’d worked on it with Minerallic. That got a reaction. Viv straightened up.

‘What do they call it?’ Anne pressed on. ‘Some weird code name.’

Viv frowned. ‘Holy Grail?’

‘That’s it. I can never remember those strange code names. But Gavin was so excited about this one. Are you going to the dinner on Friday?’

‘I don’t think I’ve been invited to a dinner,’ Viv said.

‘Oh,’ said Anne, kicking herself. She’d stuffed up again. ‘I was sure he said the lawyers had been invited. But I could be wrong. Maybe he just meant the Minerallic legal team.’

Viv raised her eyebrows and made a noise in her throat that was a cross between a scoff and a laugh, but without the humour. ‘Actually, I hadn’t heard the Holy Grail submission for board approval had been finished.’

 ‘Yes, Gavin thinks the board will approve it because of some great strategy he came up with. Something about competition, whatever that means. Simon Blatt thinks it’s great anyway. The CEO loves Gavin for it. Told him he’d pay for the dinner himself.’

Viv didn’t say much after that. She was distracted; sort of jumpy and she seemed almost angry. Her jaw was set. Viv fixed on Sam’s green hands and face, got the paper napkin and wiped his hands so roughly he started to cry. ‘God, Sam you can’t even eat a cake without making a mess,’ she said, teeth clenched.

He’s only three, Anne thought. There’s no need to be so crabby with him.

Then Viv left, grabbing Ruby out of the middle of a dance class and driving off. She did it so angrily, her tyres squealed as she switched from reverse to drive.

Viv was really hard work.

And about as calming as a vacuum cleaner sucking up pistachio kernels.
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VIV

Viv knew she was driving erratically, and too fast, but she didn’t care.

The small cubic van in front of her was ponderously slow. She pulled out to pass, but hadn’t seen the oncoming car. She had to accelerate and swing in front of the van. The two drivers pressed on their horns.

‘Shut up, morons,’ she yelled. The children were in the back, so she tempered her language. But not her tone.

Ruby remonstrated with her. ‘Mummy, Daddy says if you’re cross, you shouldn’t drive.’

Viv slowed, pulled the car over and sat for a while, hands and forehead on the steering wheel.

‘Daddy’s right, Ruby.’ Daddy was always right. Daddy was always calm, and never wrong. And on the rare occasions when he was cross, he displayed only silence and withdrawal. Sometimes he was sulky, but Daddy was not a shouter. Not like Mummy, who was a bit explosive; the kind of explosive that was followed by regret.

 Viv tried to concentrate on breathing slowly, but the welling frustration needed an exit point, and made her want to cry.

Now Gavin was attributing the success of Viv’s competition strategy to himself? He wasn’t even at Minerallic when it was devised, when the strategy he was now taking credit for was written. He had asked her to redate it and take her name off it. Now she knew why.

And he used it to big-note himself with Simon Blatt.

In one afternoon, she had been told in a performance appraisal that if she didn’t get work from Gavin Jones, she might lose her job; and then, by Gavin’s own wife, that her magnum opus had been stolen by him, a man who knew fuck-all about competition. Then she was told she had been excluded from the celebrations of the success of her own strategy.

She was going to lose the partnership. That seemed certain. Philip would realise when she wasn’t at the dinner that Gavin had excluded her. Nobody from Howard Greene had even mentioned that the dinner was on. Maybe they already knew she was toast.

Viv gazed ahead, over the steering wheel. It was the hijacking of that elegant solution of hers that was the worst. And Gavin publicly attributing it to himself. It felt like a theft, a violation. She had tried to take some positive, constructive action in winning over Gavin, by befriending Anne. It hadn’t worked. If anything, it had made things worse.

It was over. There was no hope, no way for this to continue. She hated Gavin: a visceral, consuming hatred.

She had to do something.

 The car was still parked by the side of the street. The silence from the back seat was broken. ‘Well, how will we get home? Will we have to walk?’ asked Ruby.

‘I don’t want to walk,’ whined Sam.

Viv turned around. Her two tiny children were trying to solve the practical problem of a mother so angry that she couldn’t drive.

She felt desperate and she ached to her very core. Viv looked at the faces in the back seat, gazing at her, worried, seeking reassurance. They were looking to her to provide it, this woman who was supposed to be so clever and invincible.

And it came to her.

Fuck it. She had a plan. She’d worked it out, in detail, in her mind, during her three am sessions of wakefulness. It was so clean, so thorough, and there would no record that could be traced back to her. She could, with impunity, rid the world of Gavin Jones.

That’s what she would do: execute her perfectly formed plan.

She felt the stress lift with that decision. It seemed like a beam of light was guiding her.

She smiled at Ruby and Sam. ‘I’m not angry anymore so I’ll be able to drive now. We need to do something on the way home. How about we go to the nursery and buy a plant.’

‘What’s a nursery?’ asked Ruby.

‘It’s a place where people buy trees and flowers to put in their garden. There’s a pond there with fish in it, Sammy.’

‘I want to see the fish,’ said Sam.

‘Are there pink flowers?’ asked Ruby.

Ruby was obsessed with pink. It chafed against every synapse in Viv’s body. From birth, Viv dressed Ruby in white and shades of blue from navy to turquoise, but as soon as she was capable of independent thought—in Ruby’s case when she was eighteen months old—she insisted on pink. Hot pink. 

‘Yes. There are lots of pink flowers.’ Viv hoped so, anyway. There was a nip in the air, what passes in Brisbane for winter. If nothing else, there’d be impatiens. They grew like weeds in Brisbane, given enough water. Viv knew that much about gardening.

‘I want to see the fish,’ said Sam, more stridently.

‘Pink flowers and orange fish it is then,’ said Viv.

‘Are the fish orange?’ asked Sam.

‘I think so.’

‘Why are they orange?’

All the way to the nursery, the three of them speculated on the orangeness of fish. Both Ruby and Sam had many theories, involving fruit and the sun. It was soothing, participating in this chatter, which spilled over from the back seat and washed through her thoughts. Why were goldfish orange? It was a good question. They’d google it when they got home.

Sam found his Batman suit, with cape, in the boot of the car. Viv dressed him in the carpark. The mask covered his green face. Ruby was still in her tutu. Purple. They were equipped to search for fish. And poisonous plants.

Getting foxglove was like buying the ingredients for a casserole.

The nurseryman was about seventy, with large farmer’s hands. They reminded Viv of her own dad’s hands, broad and strong, capable of doing anything: saving a cow from drowning in the mud of a dam in drought; mending a fence; tinkering with the engine of a tractor. Kind. Practical.

 She told him she was buying a housewarming present for a friend, and was thinking two large pots of flowers to put on either side of the front steps, that would flower in layers, over months. It would be a gift that would keep giving. She wanted something easy and colourful in the front, like impatiens, and then at the back something tall that would just pop up after a few months, out of nowhere, to provide a surprise. She wondered about foxglove. Her grandmother had some in the garden when she was small, and it used to rise out of nowhere and stay colourful for weeks.

The retired farmer, whose name—according to the badge on the left of his chest—was Ralph, was glad for a chat, and was animated by the idea. He showed them the impatiens first and then the foxglove. It was hidden away in the back of the nursery, because it wasn’t flowering. The plant was lush and green.

Ralph told Viv about his wife and what a good gardener she was. ‘It was a beautiful garden,’ he said. His eyes were damp.

The impatiens meant they would have to keep watering it to keep the flowers pert. The potting mix had fertiliser and water crystals to keep everything alive.

Ralph said, ‘You need to be careful with the foxglove. Especially with kids. It’s poisonous.’

Viv had already thought that through. If the pots went at the front steps, she told him, there would be a gate separating them from the children’s play area.

The foxglove looked innocuous enough. Until the long-stemmed flowers spiked up in September, the Jones’s would have to know a lot about plants to know it was foxglove, or to even see it behind the impatiens.

 The gift would come from Sue Blatt. If Anne sent a thank you card, as Anne probably would—she wouldn’t telephone, as that would require a speaking interaction—Sue would be momentarily confused, but would never contradict an assertion made that she had engaged in an act of generosity.

The same went for Simon Blatt, if Gavin ever mentioned the gift to him. A thank you from Gavin was improbable. Gavin was likely to think of homely gifts as women’s business, and thus of insufficient consequence to mention. And anyway, saying thank you to his lawyers was not something he did.

‘I want to see the fish,’ said Sam, fourteen times.

Ralph took Sam by the hand, and led the way to the goldfish pond.

Viv paid cash and wrote out a card signed Sue. She chose a card that didn’t have the name of the garden centre on it. ‘Leave a pot on either side of the front stairs if nobody’s home,’ Viv instructed as she gave him the delivery address.

She and the children took home a foxglove plant, fifteen plastic tubes of impatiens of varying shades of pink, a goldfish in a plastic bag, a very small fishbowl, some fish food, a dechlorinator, a large plastic bag of dirt imbued with water pellets, some fertiliser and some mini garden implements, two of each.

Ruby was very officious about who would do what when they planted the garden, and Sam was happy holding what was quickly becoming a warm, grimy plastic bag with a rattled looking goldfish in it. Viv hoped the fish would survive the twenty-minute drive home.

As Ralph helped her carry the load to the car, she asked him in a whisper if, on the sly, he could get her another, duplicate fish and put it in the boot, in case Kevin—as the fish had already been named, after a former prime minister—didn’t make it. 
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Ensuring Gavin ingested the foxglove without putting anybody else at risk was tricky.

What about the disgusting pretend cups of tea the little girls delighted in making? That could be an explanation for him ingesting the foxglove—three little girls, aged four to six, got some random leaves from the garden and put them in a cup of tea which he drank. It’s just that they happened to be poisonous. But Gavin didn’t look like the pretend cup of tea drinking type. And anyway, how could she get the girls to put the right leaves in the tea?

Then she hit on it. Chocolate.

She recalled the conversation she’d had with Anne when she’d served Anne a chocolate. ‘Sorry,’ Anne had said. ‘They look amazing but I’m a diabetic. Can’t touch them.’ Then she’d said that Gavin only ate dark chocolate and girls would eat nothing but milk.

As she drove home from the nursery, Viv thought about what ingredients she needed to make chocolate. She’d seen the chocolate making episode on MasterChef. It involved a thermometer and sudden cooling and calculating shininess, or something. It seemed it would take months of practice to master.

Maybe she could buy it, instead. She could divert to a chocolate shop in Paddington, and buy some chocolates. All she would have to do was empty them of their contents and replace them with a fatal dose of essence of foxglove. She could get booze laden chocolates just to make sure the girls wouldn’t eat them.

 Would she do that? she wondered. Buy a chocolate, insert poison into it, then deliver it to a man to kill him? She mulled that over while the children continued the conversation about Kevin the goldfish being orange.

The answer rose within her, fully formed, certain. Of course she wouldn’t poison a person. The idea was ludicrous. Ridiculous. It wasn’t even related to the possibility of being discovered, convicted, of gaol. The idea that she would judge whether a person would live or die? Appalling.

How fucking scary, though, that she actually went to the nursery to buy foxglove. Did the visit to the nursery make her feel better? It did, actually. But that was because she forgot about the desire for revenge. It was eclipsed by talking with Ralph about his wife’s garden; choosing pink flowers with Ruby; helping Ralph put the plants in the pot; discussing when each plant would flower; watching Sam, balancing on his spherical tummy, lean so far over the edge of the goldfish pond, nose on the surface of the water, that she had to hold onto the waistband of his Batman suit to stop him from toppling in.

The despair she felt had been overwhelmed by the joy she found in the minutiae of life. ‘Let’s sing Kevin the frog song, from Playschool,’ she said to the rear-view mirror. She couldn’t think of any songs about fish.

She did take them to the chocolate shop in Paddington, though. They all needed some chocolate. She and Rob would eat dark chocolate ginger, and the children would eat frogs.

At home, she threw the foxglove plant in the bin, conditioned some water for the very warm Kevin, then put him in the bowl and watched him swim around and around for twelve or thirteen minutes. She hoped that the goldfish brain was as small as it was rumoured to be. Poor Kevin’s short life would be very boring, except for the brief periods each day when, with the loving attention of a three-year-old, it would be catatonically terrifying. 

Then the three of them, armed with their mini garden forks, dug up a bit of dirt in what had once been a garden bed, but was now so infested with weeds and dry, compacted soil that repelled the first spray of water, which pooled in droplets on the surface. She saturated it by handing the hose to Sam and the three of them were soon, to the soundtrack of Ruby screaming with delight, all drenched and covered with mud, oblivious to the cold. They planted the impatiens beside the fence.

Ruby and Sam squealed when Viv suggested a bath. She gave the running water a long shoot of bubble bath from the plastic bottle, and Ruby and Sam disappeared under burgeoning white froth.

‘Kevin have bath too?’ Sam asked.

‘I don’t think Kevin would like it in the bath. He’ll get lost in all the bubbles and might accidentally swim down the plughole.’

Sam was content with the logic of that, and the bath continued, as she kneeled beside them, and scrubbed the mud out of their hair.

Then she wrapped each of their wet slippery bodies, Sam’s big tummy and little bottom, and Ruby’s scrawny gorgeousness, in fluffy white towels and dressed them in their pyjamas. They all went into the sitting room and she cuddled them while reading their favourite book, The Terrible Underpants.

Rob arrived home, and was escorted on a tour of inspection; firstly of Kevin, and then the flowers, in the dark, with a torch, while she cooked the pasta to have with the bolognaise sauce she’d made earlier. 

‘We’ve got a surprise for you, Daddy,’ said Ruby after dinner. ‘You’ll never guess what it is.’

‘It’s chocolates,’ said Sam.

‘Sam, you spoil everything, you stupid,’ said Ruby.

Sam cried. ‘I not stupid. They are chocolates.’

To avert further conflict, Viv served the chocolates. They each had two, and then Rob put Ruby and Sam to bed, while Viv washed up. She heard him reading The Terrible Underpants again, by special request.

He reappeared and poured them both a glass of red. ‘Bad day?’ Rob wrapped his arms around her.

‘Ordinary. But Kevin cheered me up.’

‘Really?’ said Rob.

‘Yes. If all else fails, I should be able to get a job flipping burgers at McDonald’s.’

‘Sounds like a plan,’ said Rob. ‘Glad you aren’t too stressed by it, then.’

‘It’s only work. Isn’t it?’ It felt good to say but she wasn’t convinced.

Viv and Rob shared the bottle of red. Rob turned on a Swedish crime show and Viv sat beside him, draping her right leg over his left leg. With her mind now at rest, it turned back to the events at work. She must have seemed distracted.

‘Are you all right?’ asked Rob, several times.

‘Just worried about my job,’ Viv said. He poured her another glass of wine. The anxiety rose up to her neck and chin. Pain radiated around her skull. She wanted to sit on the sofa, with her arms wrapped around herself, and rock herself to comfort. She raised her chin in the air and closed her eyes. 

‘What’s wrong?’ asked Rob. ‘Was the appraisal really that bad?’

‘You know that guy, Gavin Jones? Well, he has taken that strategy I spent a year on and attributed it to himself.’

‘He stole it?’

‘Looks like it. His wife told me. Accidentally.’

‘Isn’t that illegal? Breach of copyright or something?’

‘No. Even if it was, what could I do about it? I think he’s going to push me off the project. I won’t have any work to do. And that can only lead to me being sacked from the partnership.’

‘Oh well. You got that other big job, didn’t you?’

‘It’s not enough, apparently. Without Gavin Jones, I have nothing. According to the firm. Anyway, apparently, I didn’t get that Fast Rail work in at all. Owen did.’ She related what Craig and Owen said.

‘Fast Rail are the ones with the new age fast train, right?’

‘Yep.’

‘That will transform regional Australia?’

‘Yep, that’s the idea.’

‘That you got because the guy you worked with previously rang you up and said he needed you to sort it out, because you’re a genius?’

‘He didn’t say I was a genius.’

‘Implied. Why else would he ring you? Which one’s Owen?’

‘The fat guy with the stammer and the rug on his head.’

‘Wasn’t the Fast Rail work about competition?’

‘Yes.’

‘Does Owen know anything about competition?’

 ‘No.’

Rob snorted. ‘That’s fucking ludicrous. Don’t you see, Viv? It’s absurd. Come on. Let’s go to bed.’

Viv complied. But there was no sleep. Self-loathing turned both her head and her body in slow rotation. The anger of that afternoon had dissipated and been replaced with despair. She wasn’t going anywhere in her career. She couldn’t cut through. Maybe she was kidding herself. Maybe she was as hopeless as the firm thought she was. Maybe she was only worth twos. Did the fact she went to the garden centre to find the foxglove mean she was deranged? She tried not to disturb Rob, resisting the urge to turn for as long as she could. It didn’t work.

At half past midnight, Rob sat up in bed and said, accusatory, ‘Bed is for two things, and you aren’t doing either of them. You need to go to sleep.’

She wept. ‘I’m sorry. I’m not sure I can do this.’

‘Do what? Sleep?’

‘No. This job. Nothing I do works. I think I can’t do it. I’m not up to it.’

‘Come here,’ Rob said. He held her so her head was in the dip at the junction of his neck and his chest. There was a little hollow there. In the dark, it felt like a shelter.

‘Viv, if your job made you this stressed, you shouldn’t do it. Maybe you should give it up. Go and do something else.’

‘What would I do?’

‘I don’t know. Something will come along. Your firm sounds like it’s full of dickheads. Nobody could do the job they expect you to do. Do what we tell Ruby when she has a problem with somebody at school. Stay away from them.’

Viv sniffed.

 ‘They tell you a client doesn’t like you, and then tell you that you have to get work out of him. And they tell you to get a new client, so you do, and then they try to steal it. It’s fucked.’

Yes, Viv thought. He was right. It was fucked. Put like that, it was ridiculous. Funny how you could get consumed by a version of reality and miss the truth.

She wondered how Natalie was coping since she had lost her job. She had heard Natalie now worked for the government. Less pay. Less status. How would that feel, she wondered.

‘I can’t leave. I have to finish this job for Col Bloom.’

‘Well, finish it. But I think you need to stay away from that fucker Jones. He sounds like a deadshit. And stay away from Owen, while you’re at it.’

‘Howard Greene is a misnomer,’ she said. ‘More like Hubris Greed.’ She thought for a moment. ‘No. Hubris, Delusion, Misogyny and Greed.’

‘I want my wife back,’ said Rob. ‘The cheerful, confident one. The one who tells funny stories, and makes stupid jokes, and then worries that she has offended someone. The one who calls out a farce when she sees it.’ He rolled on his side to face her. His hand moved down to her breast. He entwined his legs in hers.

Maybe Viv should ring Natalie, see if she was prepared to have a coffee with her, to tell Viv what life was like on the other side of Howard Greene. It was beyond time to check that Natalie was okay. And to apologise. On behalf of the firm.

‘I’m sorry,’ Viv said. She ran her hand across the undulations of Rob’s chest, down his back and bottom, and the secret nest of hair in the small of his back, then opened her pyjama shirt to feel his skin against hers. She buried her nose in the dip between his pecs and inhaled. 
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The next day, Viv wagged work. She rarely took sick days, but figured if work made her behave as irrationally as she had the day before, it was warranted. Sure, Craig might find out, and say she couldn’t hack the pressure. But who gave a fuck.

She kept Sam home too. They watched Playschool together, and acted out the bear hunt song. They chatted to Kevin. Kevin’s twin was also in the bowl. Sam wondered how he got there. Was it god? Could Sam have a twin too? Then he’d have someone to play with who liked ‘life savers’. Like the Jedi have in Star Wars. Pretending to fight with a light sabre, Sam showed her what he and his twin would do, all the while with a little frown on his face, to denote what a serious business it was. Pshhh. Pshhh.

She rang Ralph at the garden centre to ask him to take the foxglove out of the flower pots. It was too late. The truck had already delivered them. Panic rose in her throat. She made herself breathe through it. Made a cup of tea. Poured Sam a glass of milk and gave him a biscuit, talked him out of sharing it with Kevin.

The foxglove were little more than seedlings, hidden by the other plants, designed to spurt up and flower in a few weeks’ time. She’d make sure she raised it with Anne after dance school. Prod her to get rid of them.

She rang Natalie and asked her out for a coffee.
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VIV

Viv stood as Natalise approached the table. She was nervous because she was, by association at least, responsible for Natalie’s professional demise. Would Natalie be angry? Bitter? Also, the cancer. Should she mention it?

Natalie looked normal, even well. It had been months since Owen’s PowerPoint presentation marking Natalie’s involuntary departure from Howard Greene. Natalie looked younger. Fitter. She had a kind of glow.

‘You look so well,’ Viv said, and then wanted to swallow her words because maybe she sounded surprised.

Natalie smiled. ‘I am well,’ she said. ‘They got it early. Chopped it out, zapped me. It was all done in eight weeks. Just regular check-ups now. I just had one actually. So maybe my appearance is just relief.’

‘You look younger,’ said Viv.

‘Do I?’ said Natalie. ‘Thanks. I swim now. Lost weight. That might be it.’

Viv didn’t know what subject to broach next. She knew Natalie had a job with the government. It paid a lot less than Howard Greene. Should she mention it? Or would Natalie interpret that as a slight? A reference to the crime Howard Greene had committed against her. 

‘How’s Harry?’ asked Viv, referring to Natalie’s son.

‘Beanpole,’ said Natalie. ‘He’s left me for dead.’

Viv frowned. Was that a joke?

Natalie seemed oblivious. She held up an outstretched hand and pointed with her other hand to the distance between the end of her index finger and thumb. ‘This much taller than me this morning. And we were the same height last Christmas. How are yours?’

‘Determined,’ said Viv. ‘Who would have thought a three-year-old would have such strong views. On such a wide range of topics. He made me draw a T Rex the other day. I thought it was the best drawing I’d ever done but he threw a tantrum because it had the wrong number of fingers. Two instead of three. Or three instead of two. I forget which.’

Natalie laughed. ‘Well, they go from that to being almost completely silent. Harry just grunts at me. Like this.’ She grunted. ‘Did you have a good day, darling?’ She grunted.

‘Something to look forward to then,’ said Viv.

‘They’re pretty gorgeous when they’re three,’ said Natalie.

‘Completely gorgeous,’ said Viv. ‘I could eat him.’

‘And in their own grunty way, they’re pretty gorgeous when they’re fourteen. Kind of like an ugly swan. Not much happening on the surface but there’s a lot going on underneath. He struggled when I was sick but grunted his way through it. Caught him crying one afternoon. Nearly broke me.’

Their table was near the counter, in the midst of the cacophony of the coffee culture: people lining up to order takeaways, the clatter of cups, the drone of the conversations ordering, the same instruction of where to swipe the card. The coffee machine they were sitting near hissed. 

Viv decided she may as well just address the subject directly. ‘I’m so sorry we did that to you,’ she said.

‘Did what?’ Natalie asked.

‘I thought it was appalling that we made you redundant. After twenty-one years.’ She left out the bit about the cancer and the single motherdom.

‘It wasn’t great at the time. I was pretty pissed off. But actually, my life’s much better now,’ Natalie said.

‘Really?’ said Viv in disbelief. Was she just saying that to make Viv feel better?

‘There’s quite a lot of brainwashing in the firm,’ Natalie said. ‘It’s like a cult. You think about it. You can have three meals a day at work, which just means that you are there fourteen hours, and don’t have time for anything else. Like scientology, there are levels to attain, and you’re happy for a few months with the glow of having achieved it, but then another level is dangled in front of you, with the message that your life will be complete if you get there. You get there and, voila, there’s another level which would make it even better. Until you get to partner, I suppose,’ Natalie added.

‘No, when you get to partner there are a whole lot of new levels. And it’s a struggle to stay on the level you’re on. Like a game of snakes and ladders. Lots of snakes. Not many ladders.’

The coffee machine beside them emitted the high-pitch grinding noise of a new cache of coffee. The coffee cups were clattering.

 ‘And it’s funny,’ Natalie said. ‘It takes a few months once you get out, but you wake up one morning and realise that all the stuff which you thought was important, actually isn’t. Most people haven’t heard of Howard Greene. Even those who have heard of it find it completely inexplicable that you would devote fourteen hours a day, six or seven days a week, for what? You try to tell them what you do, and they think it sounds mind-numbingly boring. But the thing most inexplicable to them is that you allow work to colonise your mind. People who you wouldn’t bother to speak to normally become the centre of your existence.’ Natalie stroked her coffee cup. ‘I suppose it helped that I was grateful to wake up each morning and realise I was alive. That probably accelerated the epiphany for me.’

‘Doesn’t working in the law do something for you?’ Viv asked. ‘Isn’t it important knowing you play a part in keeping the cogs of justice turning?’

Natalie gave a spurt of laughter. ‘Cogs of justice. Or cogs of capitalism?’

‘Probably a bit of both,’ said Viv, sheepish. It probably was a bit over the top to look for a higher calling in what they did. But it was part of what drove her.

‘Don’t get me wrong,’ said Natalie. ‘I love being a lawyer. I love that we nurture the structure that keeps a peaceful society chugging along. I just like having a job which doesn’t consume the entire space between my ears. I like being able to enjoy that peaceful society.’

They stopped speaking while the whir of the coffee grinder and the hiss of the steam wand drowned quiet conversation. When it abated Natalie said, ‘Are you all right?’

‘Me?’ said Viv. ‘Why?’

 ‘You just look a bit’—Natalie paused, trying to find a tactful way to say something—‘tired,’ she said at last.

‘Do you mean haggard?’ Viv asked.

‘I didn’t say that,’ said Natalie. ‘Maybe I mean stressed. Full of nervous energy. Taut. Wired. As if you still haven’t decided whether the adrenalin is telling you to fight or flee.’

‘Yeah. Well. I feel like I’m under siege sometimes.’ Viv paused. ‘All the time at the moment.’ Viv had never admitted that to anyone at work. She had always been concerned about giving the impression that all was fine in the heady heights of the law firm.

Natalie reached across and put her hand on Viv’s. Viv felt a bit teary. Funny, in Viv’s mind she had come to comfort Natalie but it had somehow been reversed.

‘I can’t just give up, though,’ said Viv. ‘I’ve worked so hard for it. I don’t want it to be an easy win for them, just bullying me out of the job.’

‘Don’t give up,’ said Natalie. ‘Maybe knowing that it’s not a disaster if you do have to go will give you enough strength to tell them to go fuck themselves. You are so good for that place. All the young lawyers think you’re amazing.’

‘Do they?’ That surprised Viv.

‘Of course. If you can do it, maybe they can too.’

Perhaps Viv needed to do what she was good at, stick with the client who valued her, and resist Philip’s attempts to take it away from her. She would ignore the fuckers. And not be afraid of what might happen. Focus on what she had. Not what she couldn’t have. Not on Gavin Jones.

Natalie looked at her watch. ‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘I have to go.’ They hugged. A long one. Natalie squeezed her. ‘You look after yourself, Viv. Don’t let them colonise your head,’ Natalie whispered. ‘A three-year-old’s outrage that you drew a dinosaur with the wrong number of fingers will be the thing you remember later.’ 
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RUTH

Ruth ran into Viv in the kitchen when she was making her morning cup of tea.

‘What’s up?’ Ruth asked. ‘Didn’t see you yesterday.’

Viv grimaced.

‘What’s up?’ Ruth repeated.

Viv said, ‘Got a moment?’ They walked together to Ruth’s office and closed the door. Viv’s left foot was back to its jiggling best.

‘I think I’m on the way out,’ Viv said.

‘Of what?’ Ruth asked.

‘The firm.’

Ruth looked up, too quickly. ‘What happened?’

‘They gave me twos.’

It took Ruth a few minutes to understand what Viv was talking about. Viv described the performance appraisal. The walk-out, the slammed door. The insurgent inside Ruth cheered when she heard that.

But Ruth needed to be constructive. She leaned forward in disbelief. ‘You got a two for team because you brought in a client?’ How could bringing in a big new client result in a two of any kind, let alone for team? It made no sense to Ruth. If it was Craig or Philip who’d brought in a new client, they would never stop hearing about it, in meetings, in emails. 

‘It’s Gavin Jones. He’s effectively sacked me.’

When she described the bonfire which was Gavin’s theft of Viv’s work of genius, Viv seemed strangely calm. The left foot had stopped jiggling. Ruth was feeling more outrage than Viv. Ruth figured it was pointless stoking the fire. Best to let the calm reign.

‘That’s so bad, Viv,’ she said. ‘He’s a terrible person. What are you going to do?’

‘Concentrate on Fast Rail. And I need to think about life after Howard Greene. Maybe I should jump before they push me.’

Ruth recoiled. That would be a terrible outcome. For Howard Greene. But she could see that, for Viv, it made perfect sense. There must be a way to fix this. Roscoe was omnipotent so she would talk to him. Make him see how nuts this outcome would be.

‘Don’t do anything yet. I’ll talk to Roscoe,’ Ruth said, searching for ways the wrong could be righted at the source. ‘Have you thought about talking to Gloria?’

Viv put her head on one side. ‘Maybe,’ she said. ‘Worth a shot, I guess.’ She stood to go, pausing at the door. ‘Have you heard about the dinner Gavin’s hosting? To celebrate his genius at putting together the board submission. Anne, his wife, says the lawyers were invited.’

Ruth shook her head.

Viv waved and left.

 Odd that Philip hadn’t mentioned the board submission, or that he’d been invited to a dinner to celebrate. It was another thing he’d send firm-wide emails about.
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Ruth sent Roscoe an email: Philip has given Viv ratings (or marks or whatever you call them) of two. Two of them. She’s devastated, talking about leaving. That would be bad. Can we talk?

She waited for a response. A day passed but none came.

She rang Roscoe and left a message. He didn’t return her call.

Ruth hoped she could keep the promise she’d made to Viv. Roscoe was ghosting her. It felt ominous.


[image: Image]


‘What’s up, Ruthie?’ asked Jack when she got home and poured a very large glass of wine.

‘What do you mean?’

‘You seem a bit stressed. Even more than usual.’

‘I think my firm might be harbouring some misogynists,’ Ruth said.

‘Really? No shit. You’ve never said that before.’ Jack had inherited Bill’s penchant for sarcasm.

‘It’s really bad,’ Ruth said.

‘Remember Dad used to call you Boadicea and warn me to watch out, because you were getting out your metal helmet and your sword?’

‘It takes a lot of energy being Boadicea,’ said Ruth. ‘At the moment I’d rather just be a lush.’
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PHILIP

Viv took the day after her appraisal off, which was not like her. She had a mad obsession with work: would soldier on through the apocalypse. Philip hoped that Owen and Craig hadn’t overdone Viv’s performance appraisal. She couldn’t leave. Not yet. He hadn’t yet secured Fast Rail.

He sent her an email. Asked her out for a drink.

Philip bought a bottle of champagne, Louis Roederer, vintage, four hundred bucks, which he put on the firm credit card. It was, after all, an investment in the firm’s future.

Viv asked how Margo was.

He was confused for a moment before he remembered he’d used Margo as an excuse not to go to the performance appraisal. ‘She’ll be all right,’ he said. ‘Tripped over, jogging. Hurt her hip. Like an old lady.’

The wine arrived. Philip poured them each a glass and raised his for a toast. ‘To your brilliant career.’

She raised her glass in response. ‘Such as it is,’ she said.

‘What’s up?’ he said.

‘I assume you heard about my appraisal?’

 ‘Did it go okay?’ He kept his tone mild, as if he had no reason to think there was a problem.

‘Nope. I think it’s fair to say, it didn’t.’

‘What happened?’

‘Did you know Owen gave me two ratings of two?’

‘Oh, mate. That’s harsh. What was he thinking? Can’t trust him with anything.’ Philip shook his head. He looked her in the eye, with his head slightly at an angle, while he reached out and lightly touched her upper left arm, just briefly, so it couldn’t be construed as creepy, but as an act of empathy.

‘Over that fuckhead Gavin Jones.’

Philip shook his head, as if in disbelief.

Viv hesitated, as if she was weighing up whether she should tell him something.

He waited, and relaxed his body so that he would seem receptive to information, no matter how unpleasant or difficult it was.

‘Actually, I did what you suggested, and made some overtures to Anne,’ she said.

Anne? Who was Anne? Keep smiling. It would come out.

‘Gavin’s wife.’

Ah! That’s right. He did suggest that she cosy up to Gavin’s wife. Weeks before. Not seriously, of course. Usually, it would take more nudging than one mention to get somebody to use up their private time to chase down a client target, especially one as lacklustre and irrelevant as Gavin’s wife.

‘She wasn’t too bad, actually. A bit oppressed. But quite nice. Our children get on very well.’

Philip effected his delighted face. ‘Great work. Nice to know that children can be useful.’ He laughed.

 Viv didn’t. She kept going. ‘Anyway, Anne put her foot in it. Told me that Gavin finished his submission to Minerallic for the Holy Grail project. It’s gone to the board. She also told me that Gavin took my name off the competition strategy. Is attributing it to himself. Little fucker stole it.’

Philip was so surprised, he said, without thinking, ‘The submission for Holy Grail has gone to the board?’ He immediately regretted saying that. He should not have revealed to her that he didn’t know. That was a mistake.

‘Apparently. He’s having a dinner to celebrate. She seemed to think the lawyers have been invited. Don’t you think it’s weird that we didn’t know about it? That you don’t know about it?’

Weird all right, Philip thought. A more accurate word would be disastrous. But he couldn’t tell her that. Everything had to look like part of a plan. Philip needed time to think that information through, to consider what it meant. In the meantime, he had to show Viv that he was a supporter, that he had nothing to do with the appraisal. ‘I’ll have a word with Owen about the way he handled your appraisal,’ said Philip. ‘Sounds like he was way too brutal and self-interested.’

‘Thanks,’ said Viv. ‘Actually, I was pretty upset by it. And Anne told me about the Holy Grail thing that same afternoon. Bad day.’

She was talking about her feelings. But in the past tense. The emotion was gone. He said, ‘I know how those bad days can go. They can make you feel really low. Still you’re so good at just getting on with it. The women in the office really look up to you, because you seem so together all the time.’

‘Not really. You’d be amazed how untogether I was after that conversation with Anne.’

 ‘I wouldn’t believe it,’ he said, but he was curious. Was she going to tell a tale of emotional collapse?

Philip poured her another glass. Viv stared into her champagne, then gazed into his eyes. She was about to reveal something. ‘To tell you the truth,’ she said, ‘I’ve had a gutful.’

‘What’s that mean?’

‘Can’t stand much more of this. Feels like a daily onslaught. Gavin Jones. Owen. Craig. Fast Rail. I can’t do anything right.’ Her eyes moved back to the glass, as if the champagne would offer deliverance. ‘I think I have to leave. This place is turning me nuts. Literally.’

He hid his alarm by focusing on her assertion of madness. He had to talk her out of it. ‘You? Nuts? Don’t be ridiculous. You’re the sanest person I know.’

She shook her head.

‘Try me,’ he coaxed.

‘No, I’m embarrassed.’

‘Anybody hurt?’

‘No.’

‘Any criminal offence committed?’

She had to think about that. ‘No, I suppose not.’

‘Go on then. What are you worried about?’

She took a large mouthful of champagne. The bottle was almost finished.

‘Well, you know how you have revenge fantasies?’ she said.

‘Oh. Yes. When Craig whinges about not getting a first-class flight to Singapore to give a paper, I imagine getting out a pistol and shooting him.’

‘Well, I had this really detailed one about Gavin Jones. It was super complicated and involved sending him a poisonous plant, then delivering some chocolates, with the plant residue in it. You know how those plans seem foolproof when you’re awake at two am?’ 

‘Oh yes. Perfect.’ Philip slapped his knee. This was going to be spectacular. He could feel it.

‘Well, I was so pissed off when Anne told me about Gavin taking the credit for my strategy paper’—she paused and took a slug of champagne—‘I went to the garden centre and bought him two pots of poisonous flowers. Foxglove. Had them delivered to his house. Gift from Simon Blatt’s wife.’

Philip covered his astonishment with a loud burst of admiring laughter. ‘You didn’t!’

‘Yep. I saw a cartoon once in the New Yorker of a man carrying a cactus in a pot with the caption Say it with flowers. Good advice.’

Philip was, literally, speechless. What a strange phenomenon that a person would expose a fact like that about themselves. She said it to absolve herself from sin. Like a confessional. As if by speaking it out loud, she’d be separated from the act. Was it an attempt to neuter the evil? To normalise it; by making a joke of it?

And it was even more amazing that she was capable of it.

‘Did you send over the chocolates?’ he asked.

‘No. Of course not.’

‘How did the revenge fantasy work then? Were you going to wipe out the whole family on poisonous chocolates?’

‘God. No.’ She was actually offended by this suggestion. ‘No. Anne’s a diabetic, and doesn’t eat chocolate. And the chocolates would be labelled alcoholic, so the children wouldn’t be allowed to eat them.’

 ‘Faarck. Some plan!’

‘Foolproof, I reckon, if you were inclined to actually do it. Think about it. Nobody seems to get convicted of murder by poisoning. It’s never in the news, though it must happen and just be impossible to detect. Or prove.’

Philip reverted to flattery. ‘Attention to detail. That’s your talent.’

‘Well, take some comfort from the fact that I didn’t go through with it,’ Viv ruminated, gazing into her glass.

Philip could see she was worried about being evil. Or appearing evil. ‘You never were going to go through with it. I know that. You’re a good person. You’re being hard on yourself, thinking that incident indicates you’re mad.’

‘Well, it’s true that I’m not cut out for murder. Actually, it’s just very embarrassing. Can’t believe I told you.’ She shook her head and shivered as if to shake it away.

‘What’s foxglove anyway?’ asked Philip.

‘Digitalis. Agatha Christie liked it for murdering characters. And it’s still used as the basis for some heart drugs: good for heart patients; bad for healthy hearts.’ She stared moodily into the middle distance and took her last slug of champagne. The bottle was finished. ‘Well, anyway,’ she said, ‘after that, I decided it would be best if I stayed away from Gavin Jones and Minerallic. Concentrate on Col Bloom. Fast Rail. They like me.’

Ah. So that’s why she wasn’t concerned by Gavin. She had decided to have nothing more to do with him. He picked up his suit coat. ‘Margo will be at me if I get home after eleven,’ he said.

Viv staggered a bit, so he poured her into a cab. Thought about getting into it with her, and diverting them both to the Sheraton, but decided against it. Too complicated. And she was right. She was nuts. Sleeping with a mad woman was likely to backfire, add another layer of unnecessary complexity. Philip was careful about who he had sexual relations with, especially at work. 

‘Thanks, Philip. Nice to have a mate in this place,’ Viv slurred. ‘Means a lot.’
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VIV

A week after the performance appraisal, just after dance class, Viv invited herself to Anne’s house.

She examined the pots at the front steps when she arrived. They were spectacular. Ralph had excelled. ‘What beautiful pots,’ she said to Anne.

‘Yes,’ said Anne. ‘Sue Blatt sent them. Not sure why.’

‘Well, they’re lovely.’ She peered into one of the pots. ‘Isn’t that foxglove?’ she said.

‘What?’ Anne stood beside her, looking at the plant while Spot the puppy bounced around her ankles. That dog adored Anne. And the children adored Spot. He was a sweet little fellow. Definitely more personality than a goldfish, although that was a low bar.

‘There.’ Viv pointed at it, a stalk of leaves.

‘I don’t know. Is it?’ Anne said.

‘It’s very poisonous. Maybe you should take it out.’

‘Isn’t foxglove famous for its glorious flowers?’ Anne said.

 ‘That and killing people,’ Viv said. ‘Aren’t you worried about the kids?’

‘All gardens have poisonous plants,’ said Anne. ‘The girls can’t reach it. And nor can Spot. There’s a locked gate between here and the back garden. Want a cup of tea?’

Viv couldn’t argue with either of those propositions. Anne’s lack of concern worried Viv, but if she kept the gate closed, wouldn’t that be enough?

Anne’s house was recently renovated, fresh and open, kitchen opening out to a large green flat play space with a cubby house in the corner. Viv’s favourite room was Anne’s sitting room, because of the large bookcase, which covered a wall and had a ladder to climb to the top. The books were filed by subject area and were in alphabetical order, by author.

Viv pointed to a book on Anne’s shelves called Inside the Third Reich. ‘Who was the author?’ Viv asked.

Anne’s eyes lit up as she took the book from the shelf and handed it to Viv. ‘A journalist who was in the crowd when Hitler met Mussolini. He describes the body language and then tells you what they discussed, which he got from the German’s notes of the meeting. It’s amazing. You should read it.’

Viv asked some more questions, and found Anne to be a motherlode of information about books. It was as if Viv had inadvertently turned on a tap. Together, she and Anne embarked on a history of post-war Europe.

Viv had given up on Gavin. She actively avoided him. But she was surprised that she looked forward to the cups of tea with Gavin’s wife on Wednesday afternoons after dance school, and the play dates on Saturday afternoons while Gavin played golf.

 Three weeks went by. She checked the pots at the front and the gate each time. The foxglove flourished. The gate was always locked.

Viv’s anxiety abated.
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Viv supposed she should do as Ruth suggested. It would be no skin off her nose, and it might come to something. She dialled Gloria’s number and asked her out for a coffee.

The first coffee went so well, Viv put a note in her diary to take Gloria out every week or two ‘ just to catch up’. Gloria was best taken in small doses, but was usually free for a chat and coffee as a slow start on Friday mornings. She called Viv ‘sweetums’, and reached across the table to touch Viv’s arm when she wanted to emphasise a point.

It was hard going, cultivating Gloria. Like having a conversation with a quiz show on television, all flashing lights and bonhomie, but no emotional interaction.

And they had very different lives. Gloria talked about the blind dates she went on. And her collection of vibrators. Viv smiled and nodded to hide her discombobulation. (Gloria seemed to assume that every female had a small collection of vibrators in a bedside drawer, and that it was appropriate to have a discussion about them with someone she barely knew. Viv had never even seen a vibrator. There had been no need. She met Rob when they were both at university. He reliably responded to stimulus as slight as a raised eyebrow.)

Gloria talked about the other lawyers she worked with. She described the lawyers from Barlows, Simon Blatt’s firm, as ‘absolutely fantastic’. Owen, she said, was a clever man but a bit of a dick. ‘What’s with the hair?’ she asked. ‘Hasn’t someone spoken to him? Told him it’s best to go bald gracefully?’ 

‘And how are you going, sweetums?’ Gloria asked at the end of half an hour talking about her sex life and her work life. ‘I love hearing about your kids. They sound so funny.’

Viv told her one or two funny things Ruby and Sam had done, or attributed to Ruby and Sam amusing stories other people told her about their children, or talked about how incompetent she was as a mother. ‘I never remember what costume Ruby needs for ballet.’

Then Gloria said, ‘Do you have plenty of work on?’

Viv knew this was the point at which she should ask Gloria for work, but she couldn’t bring herself to do it. Instead, she said, ‘Oh yes, I’m pretty busy, actually, doing the Fast Rail project. Big job. Very interesting.’ And she tried to think of something to say about it that would make her sound cutting edge and impressive. It was hard. When she tried to say she was great at something, it was waylaid on the way out of her mouth by some sort of boasting monitor she was sure her mother had programmed into her, and came out all constricted, in a soft monotone, with her eyes downcast.

It was pointless, anyway, Viv talking about herself. Gloria’s eyes glazed over and she talked about her own work again, how important it was, how much everyone in Minerallic relied on her, or how one or other of her colleagues was an absolute dick or really dumb. It never seemed to occur to Gloria that she could give Viv some of that work.

Gloria mentioned Gavin rarely. When Viv asked after him, Gloria gave a quick, empty answer, like ‘He’s great’, before changing the topic back to herself.
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One week in the middle of August, Gloria couldn’t do coffee on Friday. ‘We’re off on a long weekend for our legal team retreat,’ she explained.

The next time they met, Gloria spoke for twenty-five minutes about how fabulous the weekend had been. The whole Minerallic legal team went to a five-star golfing retreat, which was truly fabulous, and Barlows, who sponsored the weekend, gave some really interesting talks, and then, for dinner, Simon Blatt brought a whole case of Grange Hermitage from his own cellar. Eight hundred dollars a bottle. ‘It was wonderful,’ said Gloria. ‘But I got so embarrassingly drunk … Simon Blatt is such a lovely guy, do you know him?’

Viv put on her ‘Gosh, you’re so lucky’ face to hide her dismay. ‘Barlows paid for the whole weekend, did they?’ she asked, and tried to look impressed.

‘The whole thing: accommodation, food, golf. Even massages.’ Gloria laughed. ‘Minerallic is cost-cutting and would only ever send us somewhere, like, three star’—she rolled her eyes—‘not like you law firms who always get to go somewhere awesome. So Gavin put the wood on them to take us five star and Barlows jumped at it, apparently. I suppose we do have a bit of work coming up that they’re keen to get. Still, it was very generous of them.’

Viv was dismayed, but she arranged her expression into what she hoped was detached interest.

‘Genius,’ Gloria went on without drawing breath. ‘You’ve got to give Gavin credit for having the chutzpah to ask. No idea, though, how he’s going to explain it to head office when we have to declare it on the gifts and entertainment register.’

 Indeed, thought Viv. It had the rank stench of corruption. Like Blatt was bribing Gavin for work. It would have cost Barlows at least seventy-five thousand dollars. They would only spend that kind of money if they were sure they would get a lot of work out of Minerallic. But instead Viv said, ‘Barlows are really ahead of the curve then,’ reverting to corporate speak to hide her discomfort.

And Gloria said, ‘I’d really like to give you some work, sweetums. I feel so bad about it because I know you’re amazing. But Gavin has absolutely forbidden it. He really doesn’t like you. Says we have to send all our competition work to Simon Blatt. I’ve done my best. Sorry. What have you done to Gavin to make him hate you so much?’

Viv didn’t know how to respond to that. She blinked, sat forward and grimaced. She worried that, with the shock of it being expressed so bluntly, she might weep or say something embarrassing. It would be best to shrug, she thought, be seen to literally shake it off.

Gloria paused and the expression on her face changed, as if she had made a decision. Leaning forward, she said, ‘Who am I kidding? Stupid question. We all know why Gavin doesn’t like you. You’re the wrong gender. He sees himself as a fucking prince, sent to the earth to lord it over all of us. Sees women as being put on earth to worship him.’ She rolled her eyes again.

Viv had to consciously close her mouth. How long had Gloria known this? She wondered whether she should keep her mouth shut, then thought, fuck it, she had nothing to lose. Viv also leaned forward and said, ‘And we do all the work. To make him look good. He knew nothing about Holy Grail. Mined me for information then passed it off as his own.’ Viv winced. Had she said too much? 

‘Yeah,’ said Gloria. ‘I know. I’ve seen the board papers. Your strategy paper has been rebadged as a work of Gavin’s genius.’

Gloria smiled an acknowledgment, picked up one of the little paper packets filled with sugar in the middle of the table, and turned it up and down to feel the sugar moving inside. ‘Still, what can we do about it? He has all the power. Christ knows, I’m never going to dislodge him from head of legal.’ She turned the packet of sugar upside down. ‘Not for want of trying, mind you. I did tell the CEO that the competition strategy was devised by you. Not him.’ She laughed. ‘Boy, when Gavin finds out about that, will he be pissed.’ She slouched back in her chair, crossed her legs. ‘Won’t be enough though, you know. The CEO won’t believe what a duplicitous little shit he is.’ She paused and stared out the window. ‘Maybe someone should kill him.’ Gloria laughed again. ‘One of the girls at work might. He dumped her after they shagged at the retreat. Maybe I should suggest it to her.’

Viv was rendered speechless by Gloria’s thought processes, and the extent to which they mirrored her own.
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RUTH

Ruth meant to check on Viv, but each day she was waylaid. Brian’s case had come to trial, and Ruth was working frantically, around the clock. It was a blur of talking to the barristers about what they would say to the judge, supervising junior lawyers, soothing Brian, soothing the people Brian had to soothe, reassuring witnesses. Home at midnight, up at five, back to work. Ruth felt like an anxious octopus, her tentacles trying to clasp everything at once while portraying calm control. The tentacles had to clasp, but they had to appear to do so slowly, with an absence of panic. There was no moment to spare for Viv. Roscoe returned her call. Eventually. It was three weeks after she’d sent him the email.

‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘Got caught up. There has been a lot of blowback about the performance appraisals.’ He paused. ‘The twos,’ he added.

‘Nooo,’ said Ruth sarcastically.

Roscoe grunted an assent.

Ruth said, ‘That was a completely predictable outcome.’

 ‘Not to HR,’ Roscoe said. ‘They still don’t understand why everyone is so upset.’

‘Then they don’t understand the beasts they are dealing with. If it’s measured, we lawyers will focus on it. You can’t put people who have their First Class Honours degrees framed on their walls and their grade point averages from university twenty years ago implanted in their brains, and expect them not to take profound offence about a mark of two out of five.’

‘It’s not a mark, Ruth. It’s a rating,’ Roscoe said. It was his acerbic observations that endeared him to Ruth. ‘Or is it a mark, not a rating? I forget.’

‘Whatever it is, and whatever that means, it was a supremely stupid idea.’

‘Anyway,’ said Roscoe, ‘we are working up an apology and an explanation. There’ll be a national partners’ meeting. By video conference. To deliver the apology. Will that satisfy Viv?’

‘Are you going to redo the appraisal process?’

Roscoe said they weren’t, that enough time had been wasted on it already.

‘If you are doing your restructure—your reshapings or whatever you call them—based on those ratings-not-marks, an apology will be meaningless,’ Ruth said.

‘Point taken,’ said Roscoe.

‘Anyway, it wasn’t just that. Philip is positioning to replace Viv with someone else.’

‘Is that right?’ Roscoe said. ‘I’ve got Viv’s performance appraisal in front of me. Philip didn’t do it. Owen and Craig did.’

‘Philip wasn’t in the room when the message was delivered,’ said Ruth. ‘But nothing happens up here without Philip being all over it.’

 ‘You’re not being a bit paranoid, are you, Ruth?’

Ruth suppressed an urge to hang up. ‘Roscoe, Philip is lining Viv up so that he can take over Fast Rail after she is kicked out of the firm. He’s gaming you.’

Ruth knew then that the conversation was futile. It was beyond Roscoe’s comprehension that he could be gamed. With the silver spoon and the rose-coloured glasses came the knowledge deep within Roscoe’s bones that his instincts were right about people, and that no person would dare to double-cross him; indeed, that it wasn’t possible to fool him because he was all-seeing, all-knowing, omniscient. There was a touch of god about Roscoe.

So when Roscoe responded, ‘What do you mean?’ in his mildest tone, Ruth knew he was humouring her.

‘The sole reason for giving her twos was to create the impression with you that she’s hopeless. It will take you a year to act on it. But Philip has planted the seeds. And during that year, he will undermine her enough to take over Fast Rail. And get himself a hefty bonus in the process,’ Ruth said.

‘That won’t happen if she’s as good as you say. She just has to stay the course,’ said Roscoe. ‘Back herself.’

‘Easy to say, Roscoe. She’s the only woman up here, and they basically told her she’s not a team player—code for they don’t like her—and think she’s hopeless. What impact does that have on a young woman, do you think?’

Roscoe harrumphed.

Ruth knew that harrumph well. He was refusing to engage. Was he even capable of empathising with Viv? Ruth wasn’t sure. Roscoe wasn’t a bad person. It’s just there was an entire colour spectrum he could not see. Maybe the best she could do was plant the ideas and hope that Roscoe remembered them for long enough to work them through his subconscious. 

‘Anyway,’ Ruth said, ‘Viv seems to be travelling okay. I’m hoping my counselling worked and that she’s focusing on the good things: doing work she likes; staying away from Gavin Jones; showering Fast Rail with love.’

‘Gavin has no faith in her,’ said Roscoe. ‘That much was obvious from the partners’ conference.’

‘Gavin Jones is a prick,’ said Ruth.

‘Really?’ said Roscoe, his voice laden with doubt. ‘Seemed like a nice guy to me. A really good operator.’

Ruth rolled her eyes. She put the phone on speaker and stood, energy driving her upright. There was a bird hovering in the air outside, dark grey, with a wing-span as long as her arm. It drifted up and gracefully down on the breeze, watching the river and parks below.

Roscoe droned on, his clipped patrician tone in teacher mode. ‘Don’t take this the wrong way, Ruth, but you seem to be looking for conspiracy everywhere. If Gavin Jones is the biggest fee-maker in the Brisbane office, and he’s Philip’s client, and Gavin doesn’t like Viv, isn’t it perfectly reasonable for Philip to express concern about Viv? To get someone else who Gavin does like?’

‘Did you see Gavin talking to any women?’ Ruth asked.

‘He brought two along with him didn’t he? Those girls who work for him?’

‘Girls? Gloria is about thirty-five. And there’s a big difference between having women working for you and treating them as equals,’ Ruth said. ‘Bringing an entourage makes you look even more important.’ The other woman Gavin had brought in his entourage, Ruth thought, little gorgeous blonde Amy, was a Gavin devotee. Ruth stayed silent about that. 

‘You’re starting to sound like Germaine Greer,’ said Roscoe. ‘One of those hairy-legged feminists.’

‘Darl,’ said Ruth, ‘nothing wrong with Germaine Greer. Are you coming up to Brisbane?’ she asked. ‘To see for yourself? Because you need to.’

Roscoe harrumphed again, a tired, resigned grunt. ‘I’ll see what I can do.’

She’d heard that before. He was stalling. ‘You need to talk to these people. In depth. I’m telling you. If this all turns to shit, it’ll be on you.’

She hung up before he could respond.

‘Geri,’ she yelled, ‘what’s this bird?’

Geri came into Ruth’s office and they stood together at the glass, arms crossed as they watched it. Geri had a smile of wonder playing around her mouth. ‘Peregrine falcon,’ she said, standing nose to the window, looking up. ‘See,’ she pointed skyward, ‘there’s its mate.’

Ruth wondered sometimes if Geri understood more about the world than any of them.
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Ruth couldn’t do it anymore that day; she couldn’t keep banging on the wall of indifference and wilful blindness. She went home even though it was only six pm. Jack was in the sitting room having beers with half a dozen of his mates, as he referred to them collectively, regardless of gender.

‘Hello, Ruth,’ they said as she threw her keys on the kitchen bench. 

 ‘Who wants stir-fry?’ Ruth asked.

‘You don’t have to do that, Mum,’ said Jack. ‘We’ll just get a pizza. Aren’t you really busy?’

She cooked for them over their objections, put a wok laden with stir-fry veg and noodles in the middle of the table, and listened as Jack and his mates ribbed one another in between a shouty, laughy, sweary conversation about climate change and aggressive US foreign policy.

The kids will be all right, Ruth mused. Then she felt a bit teary when she thought how much Bill would like to be sitting there with them so she excused herself and went to bed.
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ANNE

Gavin arrived home at nine, stinking of red wine, and staggered straight to the fridge for a beer before sitting down on the sofa in front of the TV. He got out his mobile and with the fuzzy concentration of the inebriated, picked out a contact and pressed the green button.

‘Simon. Mate,’ he slurred, ‘how’s it going?’ Gavin looked at Anne and shooed her away.

She picked up Spot and moved to the kitchen, behind the wall where Gavin couldn’t see her. Spot nuzzled at her face.

‘Mate,’ he said, ‘I was wondering if you could do me a favour.’

Anne couldn’t hear what Simon was saying on the other end of the phone, but he was being obliging. Non-committal but obliging.

‘It’s fucking Gloria, mate,’ Gavin slurred on. ‘She needs to go. She’s just created a giant cluster-fuck at work. Was wondering …’ Gavin trailed off without finishing the sentence. He paused, then said, ‘It would really help me out, mate, if you offered her a job.’

 Anne rolled her eyes. It obviously hadn’t occurred to Gavin in the blur of booze that he hadn’t given Gloria the greatest reference. She wondered what Gloria had done wrong.

Simon spoke for a long time, then Gavin said, ‘Yeah. Yeah. I get it, yeah. Can’t give you the full details. Appreciate it, mate. Yep. Let’s talk more tomorrow. Yep. I agree. More than one way to skin a cat.’

She heard him stagger up the hall and close the door to the study. It was going to be a long night. Would it be uppers? Or downers? She hoped the latter. At least he’d fall asleep.

He came out ten minutes later. Nope. Uppers. He was tense and wired. And still very drunk. Even more angry. He collapsed into the sofa, arm’s length from the cast-iron and glass coffee table.

Sensing that someone might play with him, Spot leapt on the sofa and put his little face up against Gavin’s, yapping and licking.

‘Fuck off,’ said Gavin, swiping him away.

Not to be deterred, Spot bounced back and yapped again. It was time to play.

‘Where’s the remote?’ Gavin yelled.

Anne tensed. ‘The remote doesn’t work at the moment,’ she yelled from the kitchen, trying to sound casual. Spot had chewed it into a non-workable state. Anne had hoped to replace it before Gavin noticed. It was still lying on the coffee table right in front of him.

Gavin found it and held it up to his eyes so he could focus on it. ‘Fuck,’ he said.

Spot yelped again and bounced around the sofa, nipping at Gavin’s fingers and forearms, hoping to goad him into play.

 ‘Fuck!’ Gavin shouted. ‘He bit me!’

Anne stepped back into the sitting room to see Gavin swipe at Spot. With force. Spot, a small ball of black fluff, was briefly airborne before he hit the coffee table. Hard. He yelped in pain. He’d connected with the glass corner, sharp, intransigent. Spot struggled to get up to slink away but before he got a chance, Gavin swiped roughly at him with his foot. Gavin hadn’t taken his boots off. With a thunk, Spot hit a sharp decorative edge of the cast-iron leg.

Spot was silenced, a little furry heap.

Gavin staggered off to the bathroom.

Anne gathered up the little pile of black fluff. He whimpered, his brown eyes pleading with her. She felt a bone in his torso crunch in her hand.

She wrapped Spot in a hand towel, just his nose and his eyes wide with surprise and fear poking out of it, grabbed the keys and went to the car, googling emergency vet clinics on her phone. There was one down the western freeway, fifteen minutes’ drive away this late at night. There was blood bubbling from Spot’s mouth.

‘What happened?’ the young vet asked.

‘Hit by a car,’ Anne sobbed.

The vet didn’t believe her. He looked her in the eye. ‘We’ll have to put him down, I’m sorry,’ the vet said. ‘It’s a punctured lung.’

Anne held Spot’s tiny paw as the life slipped from him. She made it out to the car, drove out of the carpark, parked in the street, and wailed. For her dog. For her marriage. For Grace and Hannah.

When she got home, Gavin was asleep. He must have taken an Endone. She stared at him while he slept, his mouth open, saliva dribbling out. What a desperate, unhappy, violent man. Where was this going to end? How would it end? 

She slept on the sofa.

[image: Image]

The morning after Spot died passed in polite, distant silence. Anne was so repulsed, she couldn’t bring herself to speak to Gavin. It was all she could do to stop herself from visibly recoiling when he walked into a room.

Gavin didn’t even notice. He was preoccupied with the need to get to work. There was something gnawing at him, something about work, that he was desperate to get to.

Anne told the girls Spot was at the vet because he had taken ill the night before. He’d be home in a few days.

The girls seemed happy enough with that explanation … for now.

Hannah said, ‘When Spot comes home, we’ll have a welcome home party for him and make him a special cake.’ She and Grace had a detailed discussion about what would be in the cake and what Spot’s favourite foods were.

Anne knew it was a delaying tactic; that she couldn’t explain away Spot’s absence for more than two days. But she couldn’t bring herself to tell them their puppy was dead or explain how it happened.

While they were at school, Anne tidied up Spot’s things—the chewed-on toys, his bed—emptied his water bowl, and put them in the laundry cupboard. She wept. She couldn’t stop. In a few weeks, he’d become her little companion in the house, poking his wet nose into everything she did before collapsing into slumber as near to her as he could get.

 The incident the night before played on a continuous loop inside her head. It was partly an accident, she reasoned. If Spot hadn’t hit the corner of the coffee table when Gavin had pushed him away, he would have trotted off to wreak his playful havoc elsewhere. That wasn’t deliberate. Gavin was drunk and hyped up from amphetamines.

Then she remembered the follow-up kick. Anger rose into her throat. One thing was for certain, Gavin was spiralling. Good Gavin was making fewer and fewer appearances. She tried to focus on Good Gavin. What did he look like? What was good about him? She struggled to remember.

There seemed to be something about work that was troubling him. He didn’t like talking about it. When she asked, it was as if she were questioning his masculinity, his capacity to provide. Anne wondered if she had it in her to sit down with her husband, suppress her anger, and try to show him that whatever was worrying him, they could get through it together.

Then she thought about Spot, the pleading desperation in his brown eyes as the life slipped away from him. The fury reappeared with fear of what Gavin might do next. If he could do that to a gorgeous puppy, what was he capable of? Was Charlie right? Were she and the girls in danger?

That night, Gavin came home in a new car, a green shiny German sports thing. They hadn’t discussed it. He just drove it into the garage, a deep throaty throb. He walked in, and said, delight in his tone, ‘Who wants to see my new car?’

They went for a drive. ‘Lucky you girls are so little,’ he said as they crammed into the back, so small it barely qualified as two seats.

‘What happened to the BMW?’ Anne said.

 ‘I’m going to keep it. We can sell your Camry if you like.’

He had a broad grin. This thing had brought him joy. That was good, she supposed. But the joy would be fleeting, and he’d be looking for the next thing.

Anne wondered how she should broach his mood swings. She decided to leave it until after dinner when the girls were asleep, but he stayed in his study with the door closed until eleven. She was already in bed when he came in.

‘You haven’t asked about Spot,’ she said in the dark.

‘I heard you tell the girls he was at the vet,’ he said, nonchalant.

‘He’s dead.’

Gavin was silent.

Anne wondered if he’d forgotten his altercation with the dog, if he had been that drunk.

Then he said, ‘I told you that coffee table was dangerous.’

She wasn’t going to let him deflect this. ‘Spot’s lung was punctured. From his broken ribs.’

Gavin rose on an elbow. ‘Are you trying to blame me for this?’

She could just make his face out in the gloom. ‘You threw him at the coffee table,’ she said. ‘He was a puppy and you threw him at a coffee table.’

‘Don’t put this on me.’ There was loathing in his tone. ‘It bit me. It chewed up the remote. You got a dog and failed to control it.’ He paused. ‘And I didn’t throw it. I pushed it away. To stop it biting me.’

Where would she start? Explain there was a big difference between the nip of a puppy which wanted to play and a dog bite?

They lay there in silence for a minute before he said, ‘I’m sick of this bullshit,’ as he got out of bed. He must be going to sleep in the study.

 The one thing she stewed about as she lay awake through the night was the absolute lack of remorse; his certainty that blame lay anywhere but with him. And the lack of sorrow that a creature had died; the absence of regret that he might have had a part to play in that death.

Gavin left for work before she got out of bed. She heard the roar of the engine starting. The throb as the car idled while the garage door went up.

She felt relief that he’d gone, and foreboding.
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That evening, Anne knocked on Gavin’s study door after she’d put the girls to bed. ‘We need to talk,’ she said through the door, half-expecting a rebuff.

He did come out—there was that—but he was hyped up, bristling with aggressive energy.

She made him a cup of tea, and one for herself. ‘I’m worried about us,’ she said.

He pushed his mug away.

She concentrated on breathing slowly. If she was calm, it might soothe him. ‘Maybe there’s something at work that’s worrying you?’ She wanted to break through the defensive barrier he had established about his work life; make him understand that she didn’t care if he got a different job—what he would think of as a lesser job, lower down the status tree—in fact she would prefer that to living with someone who was waging a pitched battle every day at work, which spilled into their home.

‘What makes you say that?’ His jaw was set, his face blank. He was blocking.

 She may as well get specific. ‘You mentioned Gloria the other night when you were on the phone. Is she causing a problem for you?’

He looked away. ‘She’s just an evil bitch trying to undermine me. That problem should be solved soon. Blatty and I are working on it.’ He turned back to look at her. ‘I’m handling it. I handle my work.’ By putting the emphasis on the ‘I’, he implied that she did not.

In this moment, he was seeking to establish he was superior to her? How dare he. The flame burning at low ebb within her flared up. Before she could tamp down the irritation in her tone, she said, ‘But you’re not really handling it, are you, Gavin?’

He looked at her, eyes wide. Was that fear? ‘What are you talking about?’

She was losing control now. She didn’t care. She retorted, ‘If you need to take uppers and downers to get through the day, you’re not really handling it.’

He stared at her, his eyes narrowing as he absorbed what she said. ‘Have you been spying on me?’ he said.

There was no retreating. ‘I found prescription drugs, Gavin. In my house. When there is no prescription for them. That worries me.’

He scowled and looked away.

‘Endone is really addictive, Gavin.’ She took a breath, trying to calm herself. ‘I’m here to help you, not to fight you.’

Gavin wouldn’t look at her. He stood and moved in the direction of his study. ‘It’s none of your fucking business,’ he spat out.

Anne stood as well. She made herself cross her arms, to contain her anger. ‘It is my business, Gavin. It’s my house too. And when your behaviour starts to affect me and the girls, that’s my business!’ She realised she was shouting but she didn’t care. There was a freedom in it. 

He turned then, and stepped towards her. ‘You’re fucking lucky to have me. Look at this house.’ There was spit flying out of his mouth.

Anne’s arms uncrossed. She pointed at his chest. Close up. ‘You killed my dog, Gavin. I don’t feel lucky at all.’

‘You ungrateful bitch.’ His eyes glazed over. Then he punched the wall. Put a hole in it, right above her head.

After he punched the wall, there was some sort of melee she could only partly recall. She remembered being so engulfed in fury, she swung at him, connected with his forearm, which he had raised to block her punch. She remembered the look on his face, and the fear she felt when she saw his mouth drawn back in naked anger. That’s when she had fallen down, and somehow banged and scraped her cheek.

When Anne came to, she was on their bed and Gavin had brought her a glass of water.

‘You clumsy thing,’ he said with a saccharine edge to his voice as he hugged her stiffly. ‘You fell over, so bad it knocked you out.’

Maybe she did. She shouldn’t have provoked him.

He was nursing his hand, which was bleeding.

Anne stood up shakily and went to the bathroom to get a bandage for it. She glimpsed her reflection in the mirror. It was shocking. Her face swollen and red. An oozing graze.

Gavin walked past the bathroom door, saw her nursing her face, and then abruptly left the house. Slamming the door to the garage, he screeched off in his new car.

 She needed to talk to someone, to make sure it was all right, that the fear inside her was irrational, that she was safe in her home, her sanctuary.

It was as if Charlie had been expecting, and dreading, her call. ‘Has he hurt you?’ he asked.

She couldn’t help it. She wept.

Charlie said nothing. She thought they’d been disconnected. Then he said, ‘Annie. I’m coming out to Australia. I’ll be there in two weeks. Will you be all right until then?’

‘Yes,’ she sobbed. ‘You don’t have to.’

But her brother meant it. She could hear clicking and his breathing as he looked online for flights.

‘I can get a flight to Sydney,’ Charlie said, ‘on Monday week. I’d better go see Moira, then fly up to you. Is that okay?’

‘Thanks, Charlie,’ she whispered.
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Gavin returned home after she’d gone to bed, and got in beside her. He smelled of beer. She wanted to leave the room and sleep on the sofa, but was worried that if she moved, he’d wake and it would start again. So she shrank to the edge of the mattress, and listened to Gavin snoring all night. Her chest was tight with fear. What would she do? Could she leave? But where would she go? She had no money. There was no way he’d give her any.

And there was the immediate future. Her face ached when she lay on it. There’d be a bruise. There was a red shadow of blood on the pillow. There’d be a scab. Did she have enough foundation? She was pretty sure there was some pimple concealer in the bathroom cupboard. Or that tinted zinc cream, which was like sludge.

 When Gavin woke and left for his morning run, she spent twenty minutes in the bathroom. The bruise was coming out and the graze was a scrape across her cheek and her chin. The zinc cream was thick and it covered the bruising, provided nobody looked too closely.

When Anne heard him coming through the door, she moved to the kitchen and made his breakfast. They both avoided eye contact.

The girls got up. She feigned cheer, a high playful voice.

Hannah said, ‘Mummy, why are you wearing makeup? Are you going out?’

‘No, I just wanted to look pretty for you,’ Anne said.

Gavin looked at her. A smile played around his thin lips.

Was he trying to be kind? Thank her for hiding what had actually happened? She looked away. ‘Come on,’ she said to the girls. ‘Get in the car. You’ll be late for school.’

Viv was bringing Sam and Ruby to play that afternoon. Should she put her off? No. She wanted to see Viv. She needed a friendly face. A touch of normal.
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VIV

They were fifteen minutes early. Ruby pranced through the open door straight into Anne’s house. ‘I’m here!’ she announced.

Sam trotted after Ruby. Viv followed the children into the kitchen, expecting to find Anne in her usual spot folding washing or cooking dinner. But the kitchen was empty. Grace and Hannah skipped in, squealing, and lured Ruby and Sam into the cubby house in the garden.

Viv felt a little uncomfortable walking into an empty house, as if she had invaded a private space. ‘Annie?’ she yelled. ‘Hope you don’t mind but the children just barged in. Shall I put the jug on?’

‘Won’t be a minute,’ said Anne from the bowels of the house. ‘Yes. Please put the jug on. I made a cake.’

It was five minutes before Anne appeared. She was wearing makeup. Thick makeup.

‘Are you going out?’ asked Viv. ‘Sorry, we can leave if you like.’

‘No. No,’ said Anne, looking sideways at Viv. ‘Just wanted to look my best for you.’

 ‘And of course it’s so important to look your best for me,’ said Viv, smiling. As she moved around the bench to get a better look at the children in the cubby house, Viv saw Anne’s face in a blur before Anne turned away.

‘What’s that on your face?’ asked Viv. She wondered if Anne had had something burned off, the common affliction for Australians who, as children, had spent too much time in the sun. The shadow under the makeup looked like a bruise or a scab. ‘Been to the dermatologist?’

Anne’s eyes welled with tears. And then Viv realised that the left side of Anne’s face was swollen and bruised. Under the sludge of foundation, there was a scrape down her cheek.

‘Jesus, Annie. What’s happened?’

‘Nothing. Just fell over on the path last night. Tripped. Stupid of me.’ She sniffed, shook her head, and with her hand, brushed the subject away.

‘Looks like you bumped your head. Do you need me to take you to the doctor?’

‘No, no. I’ll be all right.’ Anne clattered about in the kitchen, sprinkling icing sugar on a cake, which had already been iced, chattering about dance class.

Viv didn’t know what to do. She couldn’t just ask, ‘Did Gavin do this to you?’ That was a big accusation. She had no evidence. All she had was her conviction that Gavin was a nasty prick. That didn’t make him a wife beater.

‘My brother Charlie is coming from America,’ said Anne.

Maybe her brother would sort it out. Viv could leave an awkward subject alone, for now.

 But it looked bad. Really bad. As she left, Viv said, ‘If you ever need anything, anything at all, please know that you can call me. Anytime. I mean it.’

Anne teared up. Viv was not a hugger, but she made an exception. ‘Thanks,’ said Anne. ‘It’s good to have you around.’

Who’d have thought that Viv would be friends with Gavin’s wife? It had snuck up on her. And now she felt responsible but didn’t know what to do.

The brother would sort it out. That’s what families were for.
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ANNE

Anne didn’t know how to greet her brother. Moira had taught them that displaying affection was not proper. ‘Only common people kiss in public, darling. And movie stars.’

Charlie dropped his bag, put his face into her neck, wrapped his arms around her, and lifted Anne up. ‘Hello, little sis. Are you all right?’

She thought she might cry. A person was here to care for her. She mustn’t cry. He would think her life was far worse than it actually was. Charlie had come such a long way. She hoped she hadn’t made a lot of fuss about nothing.

Anne hoped the scab and bruising had faded sufficiently to be covered by makeup. Now that he was here, she didn’t want it to look too bad.

Charlie didn’t say anything about it.

Grace and Hannah leapt up and down. ‘Uncle Charlie, Uncle Charlie.’

He picked them up, one in each arm. ‘Who are these people?’ he asked.

 ‘We’re Grace and Hannah.’

‘No. You’re too big to be Grace and Hannah.’

‘We are. We are.’

When they got home, Anne made them a cup of tea. They sat at the kitchen table, Hannah on Charlie’s knee, enveloped by him, playing with the kaleidoscope he had given her. ‘See, if you look through it, you can see a magic pattern,’ Charlie said. ‘And when you move it, like this …’

Hannah gasped. ‘The pattern moves. Mummy, it’s magic.’

The little girls trotted off to play.

As soon as the children were out of earshot, Charlie launched into problem-solving mode. ‘Can we get Gavin out of the house?’ he said.

‘He won’t leave. It’s his house. Why would he leave?’

‘So, you have to go,’ Charlie said.

Anne felt a surge of panic. She had dreamed of leaving Gavin, but now that it was upon her, the obstacles seemed insurmountable. She had no money, and no way to get any money. They would starve. Gavin would deprive them of support until she returned home. Then he would punish her further.

‘We need to get you a house,’ Charlie said.

‘I can’t afford it.’

‘How much money do you have?’

‘At the moment, $24.63. Today’s Wednesday. So, by the end of today, there should be $460 in our joint account.’

‘You must have some money. What about a credit card?’

‘He would cancel it. Only has a two-thousand-dollar limit anyway.’

‘Don’t you have access to his salary? In a joint account?’

‘No.’

 ‘Mum and I could pay your rent. For a while.’

‘I can’t take your money, Charlie. I won’t be able to pay it back. It’ll take years to get anything out of Gavin. He’ll fight it, and starve us until we return.’

‘Can you get a job?’

‘I could try. I haven’t worked for more than seven years.’

‘So, you’re a prisoner.’

Anne said nothing. Charlie had swooped in to solve her problems, and spoke as if it should be easy. She wished he hadn’t come. He blamed her for getting into this place, and thought she was a coward for staying. She could see that.

Charlie said, ‘Janet cleaned me out before she left. It pissed me off at the time, but it never occurred to me to block her from access to our money. How could someone think like that?’

Anne got up to put the kettle on again. ‘Would you like something to eat? I could scramble some eggs.’

‘This house must be worth a bit. We could sell it,’ said Charlie.

‘There’s a mortgage.’

‘But you must have at least two hundred and fifty grand. The money from Dad.’

‘Gavin put it on the mortgage. He buys a lot of stuff and I’m not sure how he came out of the global financial crisis. The mortgage over the house was also security for some shares he bought.’

‘You don’t know how much is owing on the house?’

She shrugged. ‘All the statements are sent to him at his work.’

‘Does he know you want to leave?’

Did she want to leave? Or was it just a fantasy she’d had at those times when Gavin was being really difficult? It would be better for everyone if she stuck it out until the girls finished school.

 Anyway, he was her husband. She’d promised to stick by him. And he had problems that were engulfing him. She had an obligation to help him solve them.

Since he’d hit her, Gavin had been muted, almost sorry. He’d stayed away from home, which in itself was an apology … of sorts. They were working towards a permanent ceasefire of the kind Moira had with their dad. That worked. Not all marriages could be perfect. And anyway, it wouldn’t be safe to leave. Not for her. Not for the girls. Gavin had shown what he was capable of.

‘No,’ she said.

Charlie was staring at her cheek. She turned her head so he couldn’t see it.

‘It’s really bad, Annie,’ he said. ‘You know that. You’re not safe.’

Charlie filled his mouth with scrambled egg. ‘I have to rent a place,’ he said. ‘You could move in there with me. I’ll be in Brisbane for six months.’

‘Do you really want to live with a five-year-old and a seven-year-old? You’ll want to rethink that in a couple of days.’

On cue, the sounds of Peppa Pig reverberated through the house.

It’s not so bad, Anne thought. She’d keep Gavin calm. Get him to see a mental health professional. And it was best for the girls to stay in this house, and to have a father. It would only get worse if she tried to leave. Gavin would be remorseless if she humiliated him by leaving.
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ANNE

Wednesday the twenty-sixth of September was an ordinary day for Gavin at first. He woke up, had a run, a shower, breakfast, and left for work.

He was a bit late home, a faint whiff of beer on his breath. But he was cheerful and full of energy. In the twilight, he let Grace and Hannah drag him off to look at a surprise they had for him in their cubby house. From the kitchen, Anne heard happy squealing and giggling. She liked it when he played with the girls. She felt a glimmer of hope.

At six thirty, the four of them had spaghetti bolognaise. Then Gavin worked in his study, while Anne put the girls to bed, cleaned up the dinner and, while she watched Law & Order, folded the washing. So far, so normal.

Then it changed—but slowly, as if in slow motion. At nine thirty, Gavin complained to Anne of a headache and nausea. By ten, he was vomiting.

Anne gave him an anti-nausea patch to go under his tongue. It helped, but not much. The bouts of vomiting became slightly less frequent, so he was able to doze off between them. Could it be food poisoning, she asked him. He didn’t think so. He hadn’t eaten anything dodgy. 

Anne fell asleep on the sofa. She woke at one thirty, and checked to see if he was all right. He wasn’t in bed. The ensuite door was shut. She couldn’t open it. It didn’t have a lock, but it was jammed, with something heavy against it.

She pushed, hard, with her shoulder, which made his body slide on the vomit on the floor.

Gavin was limp and yellow tinged, chin on chest, mouth agape, orifices evacuated. Was he breathing? She couldn’t tell. She thought she could feel a faint pulse.

Her mind flooded, a thousand thoughts firing all at once. He wouldn’t die, would he? Anne tried to be calm, breathe. Ambulance. He had to go to hospital.

It seemed to take forever to fire up her phone. Her fingers were shaking and she got the passcode wrong. Three times. She got through to triple zero. The person on the end of the phone asked her if she knew how to do mouth-to-mouth resuscitation while she waited for help to come. Anne wiped the vomit from around his mouth and blew, listened, pumped his heart, the memory of how to do it dredged up from some childhood lesson.

His mouth was open and limp, his eyes wide and unseeing. He looked so helpless.

The front door must have been unlocked, because suddenly the paramedics appeared beside her, gently moving her aside. They worked on him briefly on the bathroom floor. Got some pads from a bag, put them on his chest, yelled clear.

There was no convulsing, no lurching of the body.

 At one fifty, despite the dearth of signs of life, they packed him into the ambulance. ‘You coming, love?’ asked the older paramedic.

‘I can’t,’ she said. ‘The children. They’re too small.’

‘We’ll take him to Royal Brisbane,’ the paramedic said, touching her arm.

Anne stood on the street, watching the red and blue lights disappear around the corner. She felt nothing. Nothing at all. The nothingness was almost palpable, a big empty space.

The neighbours, woken by the siren, were on the street dressed in an odd assortment of pyjamas and clothes they’d thrown on. They were anxious to help, but she said no. The little girls. How confused they would be if they woke to find strangers in the house.
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Anne didn’t get to the hospital until two-thirty. She first had to rouse Charlie, and he had driven from Wilston to Rosalie to look after the girls as they slept. The hospital rang on her mobile while she was in the cab, to tell her they weren’t able to resuscitate him.

She felt a surge of shock run through her, and then there was nothing to feel, just a series of actions she had to execute, urgently. ‘I’m on my way now. I’ll be five minutes,’ she said.

‘We’ll have someone meet you in emergency,’ the nurse said.

‘Thank you.’ She looked out the cab window at the city lights whizzing past, and wondered about the girls, who no longer had a father.

When she arrived at the Royal Brisbane, a nurse, sixtyish, bosomy, round open face, dropped the linen she was carrying on a desk and took Anne to the bed where he’d been parked behind a curtain, out of the way. She pulled the curtain. 

Anne wondered why Gavin looked so different. Was it his jaw? While he lived, even when he was asleep, his jaw was always tense, grinding. Now that it had slackened, he looked softer, gentle, perhaps even kind.

She wanted to take a photo, for the girls. She wanted them to remember their father as a kind man.

The photo taken, Anne looked around her at the cold linoleum floor, the green curtain around the hospital bed. There was a lot to do, a lot of people to tell. But it was almost three am. They would all be asleep. Except for Charlie, who would be waiting for her call.

He picked up straight away.

‘He’s dead.’ She sobbed as she said it, a loud involuntary noise that surprised even her, triggered by the word ‘dead’ and the name it gave to a heavy reality.

‘Shall I come to the hospital?’ asked Charlie.

‘No.’ Anne stood, squeezed her shoulder-blades together, drew back the curtain and looked down the silent linoleum corridor, glary in the fluorescent light. ‘I’ll be all right. I’ll come home now. You can’t leave the girls.’

The round-faced nurse found her, called her dear, rubbed her upper arm and rang for a taxi.

When she was finally in bed, Anne lay awake. A different future was before them. The funeral, then a long, Gavinless unknown.

The police arrived early, at seven. Two in uniform asked in hushed voices about the chronology of the day before, while a team in white overalls searched the house, the garden, just routine they said because Gavin had no history of heart disease and was only thirty-nine. 

When the police finally left, she and Charlie made the phone calls, starting with Gavin’s parents and Moira, their mother. (‘What? Oh my goodness. I’ll be there this afternoon.’)

Anne fed the girls their breakfast and explained that their father had died, and Hannah asked, while she ate her toast, ‘But when will Daddy be back?’

‘He’s not coming back,’ Grace said to Hannah. ‘He’s dead. Like Spot.’

‘Maybe he’s taking Spot for a run,’ said Hannah.

’What did he die of?’ asked Grace.

Anne didn’t know what to say.

People started coming over: first a trickle, then, as flights arrived, a stream. The flowers arrived, two or three bunches at a time, and the phone rang and rang. An undertaker materialised to have a hushed conversation in the sitting room.

Anne noticed, with detached curiosity, that some people wept, especially when they saw the girls. She had a feeling that they were expecting her to weep too, but there was so much to do. Bustle and keep going—that seemed important.
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RUTH

Six fifty-six am. Gavin Jones’s funeral would take a big chunk of time out of the middle of the day, so Ruth wanted to get some work done early, before the chaos began.

She needed a coffee. The coffee at funerals was always like floodwater, dirty brown of uncertain provenance. In the building’s vast foyer, ceiling five stories high, she took a flat white to the granite bench strewn with newspapers and magazines. On the front page of the Courier Mail was the erstwhile State Minister for Projects, his vast girth and puce jowly face photographed while taking out his garbage bin. His mouth was slightly ajar, his eyes wide as he was caught by the camera. Ruth skimmed the story. Some scandal about brown paper bags of money. Already they were talking gaol terms. Hmmph, thought Ruth. So much for Philip’s contacts in the highest levels of government.

Ruth flicked to the classifieds. Gavin’s funeral notice was near the back page, larger than the other notices, framed with a thick black border. Jones, Gavin, much loved father of Grace and Hannah, husband of Anne, and much missed employee of Minerallic. Ten thirty am St John’s Cathedral. No flowers by request. They suggested a donation to the Heart Foundation. 

‘Early start, Ruth?’ It was Viv.

Ruth pointed to the newspaper. ‘He’s in the paper.’

‘Really?’ Viv abandoned her bulging and slightly battered wheeled bag, cabin size, which she used for a briefcase, and lunged for the paper. ‘What are they saying?’

‘Nothing exciting. Just a funeral notice.’

‘Oh.’ Viv put her finger on the notice. ‘That’s odd, that Minerallic is listed among the mourners. Is that an American thing?’

‘Maybe they’re paying for the funeral. And the notice.’

‘Or maybe he was particularly treasured.’ Viv raised an eyebrow to indicate sarcastic doubt.

Ruth’s name was called from the coffee bar. ‘That’s my vegemite toast. I’ll see you later.’

‘Should we walk up to St John’s together?’

‘I expect we’ll be compelled to. Philip will be organising a posse. You know what he’ll be thinking: united front, united in grief,’ Ruth said.
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It was a bright clear day, temperate. The jacaranda trees were dripping their lilac flowers. The parks were green.

Ruth approached the church with trepidation. The last funeral she’d been to was Bill’s, fifteen months ago, and it was still very raw. She worried that this event would prise off the thin scab she’d grown over the wound.

 Two little girls. A bereft wife. It would be a tear spinner. Ruth dug in her voluminous handbag for tissues, and put them near the top. She hoped that she would be able to control herself. It would be embarrassing to display more distress than the immediate family.

The organist played a nondescript dirge. Grey people murmured softly as they bunched together in the pews.

Gavin was in a lily-festooned coffin, just in front of the altar.

The cathedral was filling fast. As the Howard Greene contingent, twenty-three strong, tried not to create a bottleneck at the entrance, Philip, jaw set, scurried off to perform some reconnaissance. His anxiety levels were only evident in the irritation in his voice: funereally low, but spitting words. Those late to the meeting place he’d identified in the foyer of their building had delayed them so much that they risked not finding an appropriate seat in the church.

Margo, Philip’s wife, met them outside. Her cheekbones were high, her manner regal, her lips pursed. Philip found a space for six of them, far enough down the nave to not disturb family members and personal friends, directly behind the Minerallic legal team but in front of the other corporate and legal types. He herded Ruth and Viv with Craig and Owen into the pew, then sat at the end with Margo.

Ruth realised too late that the pew was empty for a reason. It was directly in front of the ex-Minister for Projects, the man featured on the front page of the Courier Mail that morning. The ex-Minister tapped Philip on the shoulder. They exchanged a sombre greeting, Philip clasping the ex-Minister’s shoulder. The ex-Minister then leaned towards Craig who, with irk-filled reluctance, limply shook the man’s hand. Perhaps Philip hadn’t read that morning’s paper, Ruth thought, but Craig certainly had. 

By the time the organ signalled the beginning of the service, there was standing room only. The cathedral was filled mostly with lawyers and corporate types, a sea of sober grey. Barlows’ contingent was bigger even than Howard Greene’s, prompting Carlo to lean into Ruth’s ear to say, ‘Comforting to see the competition honouring our Gavin.’

In the front pew, Ruth could see the back of Anne’s black jacket, shiny at the seams with ironing and age. She glimpsed the fair heads of two little girls, one either side of Anne. They were flanked by a man with a volume of grey curly hair, and at the other end of the pew, a tiny but glamorous looking woman in her seventies, hauteur in her cheekbones and neck. The man and woman looked vaguely familiar.

A purple and gold-frocked minister with apexed headgear stood at the lectern. Ruth’s knowledge of church rites and costumes, at its height thirty years before when her mother had dragged her to Christmas and Easter services at the Anglican church, was now hazy, but the man looked important. Grim, but important. He rolled his R’s with guttural solemnity as he spoke of the Rrrresurrection of Chrrrrist the Father Almighty, the maker of Heaven and Earth. In the cathedral with the purple and gold and the grey suits and the organ and the lilies, it was a grand occasion, brimming with the importance of the man in the box.

The eulogy was delivered in a Texan drawl by Minerallic’s global corporate counsel, John Lee. He was a tall man with shiny white American teeth and a sallow complexion, fresh from a warm Houston autumn spent in air-conditioned comfort. He delivered a strangely antiseptic eulogy. The only pathos, with a slight nod to Anne, was a short tribute to Gavin the family man. 

It was a surprisingly unemotional event. Ruth wept slightly, more out of habit than sadness. Perhaps it was because the eulogy was delivered by a work colleague.

Blake’s ‘Jerusalem’ was sung by the aging choir, and then it was all over.

‘Minerallic puts on a posh funeral,’ Viv whispered to Ruth, as they watched the frocked men, brandishing brass rods, follow Gavin’s coffin out of the cathedral.

Ruth wiped away some stray tears, which had leaked out when she saw the two little girls walk out of the church, each holding a hand of their mother. She nodded, looking around to ensure nobody had heard Viv’s remark.

Anne stood in the receiving line outside the church with Gavin’s aged and bowed parents, shaking hands with hundreds of people they’d probably never heard of, much less met.

‘Thanks for the casserole,’ said Anne to Viv, as she held her hand for a moment longer than usual. ‘First one we received.’

When Viv advanced for a quick, stiff hug, the smallest of Anne’s two little girls jumped up and down beside Viv and tugged on her dress. Viv turned, leaning down to pick up the child to cuddle her.

Hannah held Viv’s cheeks between two tiny hands and said earnestly, ‘Is Ruby here? Is Sammy?’

‘No,’ said Viv. ‘Ruby had to go to kinder, but we’re going to have you and Gracie over for a play very soon.’

‘Next week?’

‘Yes, whenever your mummy says is okay.’

‘My daddy died,’ said the little girl.

 ‘I know, sweetheart. That’s very sad. We’re very sad.’

‘Yes,’ said the little girl matter-of-factly. ‘Everyone says they’re very sad, even Uncle Charlie. I think we’ll be all right. Mummy says we’ll be all right.’

As they moved away, Ruth said to Viv, ‘Adorable child.’

Viv nodded, with a grimace to withhold tears.

‘Was that the Howard Greene kitchen casserole?’ Ruth asked.

‘No,’ said Viv. ‘I delivered one of my own the day he died.’

‘Why didn’t you tell Philip you’d already delivered a casserole?’ Ruth asked.

‘Because it’s none of his business,’ said Viv. ‘He’s very fucking weird. It’s like he treats bereavement as a marketing opportunity.’

Indeed, thought Ruth.

The little girls were taken to one side by the man with the mass of grey curly hair. He did look familiar: something about the way his eyes crinkled behind his glasses, and the neat olive features. Of course, Ruth suddenly thought. It was Charlie Diamond; anarchic Charlie Diamond. He was a medical student at the residential college next door to hers at university. She remembered him quivering with curious energy, leaping from one idea to the next.

Charlie had been Bill’s friend more than hers. For five years, the three of them were inseparable. Bill was the nucleus around which Charlie and Ruth had revolved. Charlie graduated and went to America, so they hadn’t seen one another for almost a quarter of a century. Here he was again, looking considerably neater, despite the still abundant curly hair, in a navy-blue corduroy blazer and a light blue shirt, new and ironed, but open-necked, no tie. He would have analysed what attire was usually required at a funeral, and compared it to what was necessary. To wear black would be ridiculous; a tie in this heat, stupid. The occasion called for quiet, neat respectability, and that’s what he delivered, without embellishment. 

Charlie must have been part of Anne’s or Gavin’s family, the uncle Hannah had mentioned. She remembered Charlie had a younger sister. Blonde. Very quiet and compliant, unlike Charlie. Perhaps it was Anne.

Ruth looked at the tiny, elegant woman beside Charlie, her hair a lacquered silver bouffant, greeting the departing guests as if she were the Queen. That was certainly Moira, Charlie’s mother. The grand but antiseptic funeral did have a distinct Moira-esque flavour about it.

Odd, how people drift in and out of one’s life, fading and re-emerging. Twenty, even fifteen years ago, Ruth would’ve thought it serendipitous and bounded up to Charlie to exclaim about it, and excitedly reconnect. But now, in middle age, she saw it as part of the rhythm of life, and knew that, while she’d have a conversation to see what had transpired with him in those twenty-three years, it was likely that, separated as they were not only by time but also by divergent careers, spouses, children, tragedies, successes and countries, the brief connection between them all those years ago would seem frail and delicate, a wisp of a thing, easily severed again.

She moved quickly past Charlie so that he didn’t see her, resolving to speak to him after she’d completed her Howard Greene duties at ‘this important client event’, as Philip had referred to it that morning.
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 Gavin’s wake was held in a restaurant in the city. Despite a directive from Philip, there were soft mumblings about the cause of death even among the Howard Greene partners.

‘Any heart trouble before?’ ‘Imagine being struck down like that.’ ‘He looked reasonably fit.’ ‘So young. Only thirty-nine.’ ‘And such tiny children.’ ‘A tragedy.’ ‘Terrible.’ ‘Yes, awful.’ ‘That poor woman.’ ‘And his poor parents, having a son cut down like that in the prime of life.’ ‘You would never recover.’ ‘No. Awful.’ ‘I wonder what they’ll do at Minerallic, without him.’ ‘It will be hard to find a replacement worthy of him—big shoes to fill.’

The function was divided into three geographic parts: the flock of lawyers near the door, trying (unsuccessfully) not to look as though they were at a work function; the family, huddled and forlorn, in a corner near the entry to the kitchen; and between them the Minerallic people.

Ruth and Viv, more by default than design, focused their attentions on Gloria and Amy in the Minerallic contingent. Amy’s eyes were red, and she clutched a damp tissue in her left hand. In the right, she held a cup of tea. She sniffed regularly during the conversation and held the sodden tissue from time to time to the tip of her nose. Tiny, blonde and curvaceous, she looked tragically gorgeous.

Ruth tried to maintain a conversation with Amy, but after expressing sympathy and compliments about the great man Gavin was, which elicited only tears, a nod and some action with the sodden tissue at the end of Amy’s nose, Ruth ran out of things to say. Poor Amy was very distressed. It was hard to know how to comfort her. Ruth offered Amy a fresh tissue from the supply in her bag.

‘Amy’s very upset about Gavin,’ Ruth whispered to Viv.

 ‘I know,’ said Viv. ‘Bit weird. Maybe she has post-traumatic stress disorder or something. She’s like a leaking tap.’ Viv paused. ‘Maybe she’s the one.’

‘What?’ said Ruth.

Viv whispered in Ruth’s ear, ‘Gloria said Gavin was shagging one of the girls at work. But he dumped her.’

Before Ruth could close her mouth, Viv said, ‘There’s Gloria. Come on. Let’s give her our condolences.’

Gloria, as Gavin’s most obvious successor, was surrounded by Philip and senior partners of major law firms. She was in black—her size fourteen bust squeezed into a size ten suit—brightened with some ornately patterned stockings (bows in a vertical line up the back), red and black vertiginous shoes, and the ubiquitous red silk flower, the same colour as her lipstick, just above her left breast. Gloria was trying not to look as though she was enjoying the attention, but her funereal air was sometimes punctuated by a toss of her mane and a loud laugh.

She was reluctant to be distracted from her conversation with Philip, a person she perceived—correctly, Ruth surmised—as higher in the firmament than Ruth. But when she saw Viv, Gloria threw her arms out and they exchanged a vast sad embrace.

‘I hope you’re okay,’ said Viv.

‘We’re coping,’ said Gloria.

‘You must miss him terribly.’

‘Oh, it’s awful. Really, really awful.’

‘So sad.’

Viv was capable of being disingenuously sad. Ruth was glad about that, for Viv’s sake.

 After half an hour with the Minerallic legal team, Ruth could do no more to register her presence and sympathy. She looked for Charlie. Eventually, she found him tucked away in an alcove, in subdued conversation with Anne and six or seven other people who looked like members of the extended family.

Charlie was obviously older than Anne, perhaps by a decade. Anne was very pale—pink even, blotchy. Her features had softened with the weight in her face. Charlie, in contrast, was still slim and fit. He’d been a cyclist at university, and by the look of him, he remained in good shape.

During what seemed to be a lull in Charlie’s conversation, Ruth approached hesitantly from behind, so she didn’t disturb the family circle. She touched him gently on the elbow, which was bent at a right angle to hold a cup of tea. ‘Charlie?’ she said.

He turned his head. There was a moment while he processed Ruth’s face through his memory bank. ‘Ruth?’ he said, in a tone slightly elevated above the muted tones of the wake. His eyes crinkled and his face lit up in the way she remembered he used to react when he saw something he was delighted by. ‘How are you? What are you doing here? I didn’t know you knew Gavin. Anne never said.’ He turned to hug her with his free arm.

‘Oh. He was a client of my firm. A pretty important one.’ Ruth felt awkward, and hoped she wasn’t intruding. ‘He’ll be sorely missed,’ she added more softly, stepping back slightly to draw him away so that Anne couldn’t hear.

Charlie looked into her face, eyebrows raised in surprise. His eyes scrunched again. ‘It’s wonderful for Anne to see such a turn-out. Makes her feel he was important. And valued. Odd though, that she has no idea who most of them are.’

‘It’s a terrible tragedy,’ said Ruth.

 ‘Yes. Inexplicable. I can’t believe you’re here.’ He put his arm around her again. ‘Hey, mate,’ he said. ‘Sorry to hear about Bill. And that I couldn’t make it out to the funeral. I was in the US.’

‘I didn’t expect you to. And thanks.’

‘How are you coping?’

‘Oh, you know. Comme ci, comme ça. I’m in Brisbane.’ She laughed, and so did he.

There was an awkward silence. Ruth wondered how she could extricate herself. Clearly, he wanted to go back to his sister. Should she start a conversation about the hiatus of twenty-three years?

Anne approached Charlie. ‘Do you know where Grace and Hannah are?’ She looked around with a mild air of panic. In the sea of adults, it was difficult to see two tiny girls. Finally, they found them. A girl of eighteen or so sat with them in an alcove: Hannah, the five-year-old, on her knee; Grace, seven, close into her side.

‘The girls are being very brave,’ Ruth said to Anne.

‘They’re pretty tired. We should probably think about going.’

‘I can take them, while you stay here,’ said Charlie. ‘Do you remember Ruth?’

Anne looked blankly at Ruth. ‘Oh. Yes,’ she said vaguely and, with a faint smile, held out her hand.

‘I was a friend of Charlie’s at university. It was some time ago. I’d be surprised if you did remember me. We used to hang out at your place and eat your mother’s leftovers.’

‘Yes, of course,’ said Anne. There was a faint glimmer of recognition.

‘I’m now with Howard Greene. Your husband was a great client and friend of the firm. He was very highly regarded. We don’t know what we’ll do without him.’ Ruth was embarrassed. To cover her discomfort, she defaulted to formal business speak, something she had been bemused by when people spoke to her about Bill. 

‘Thanks,’ said Anne. ‘You’re very kind. Everybody has been very kind.’ She had the air of an automaton, as if she were pushing well-rehearsed words of thanks out through a thick, carefully constructed barrier. She turned to Charlie. ‘I think I’d like to go home too. Do you think anyone will mind?’

‘No, of course not,’ said Charlie.

‘I don’t know what the protocol is.’ She smiled weakly. ‘Is it like a wedding; nobody can leave before we do?’

‘No. I think you can do what you like,’ Ruth said. ‘Everybody here wants what’s best for you.’ Ruth regretted saying that as the words came out of her mouth. ‘In the circumstances,’ she added, only making it worse.

‘Yes. In the circumstances,’ Anne said.

Ruth grimaced at Charlie. ‘Let’s catch up soon.’ She handed him her card. ‘Take care,’ she said to Anne.

Philip approached. With smug satisfaction, he was towing John Lee, the global general counsel of Minerallic. Philip introduced Ruth to John Lee and, without drawing breath, discharged a barrage of flattery: for Gavin, for John Lee, for the quality of the funeral. ‘Oh well, we’ll certainly miss Gavin steering the ship down under,’ said Lee. ‘We’ll need a lot of guidance from our legal counsel until we figure out how to handle it.’

‘Couldn’t agree more,’ said Philip. ‘We’re here to help.’ He smiled at someone over Ruth’s right shoulder and steered John Lee away.

 Viv materialised beside Ruth, alarm flashing across her face. ‘Gloria thinks there’s going to be a police investigation.’

‘Really?’ Ruth wondered whether Anne already knew. Maybe that was why she left. Maybe Anne’s repetition of the word ‘circumstances’ was loaded with meaning.
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ANNE

The period from death to funeral was a maelstrom—in slow motion—of relations, planning, visits with funeral directors, receipt of flowers, cards, casseroles.

The morning Gavin died, Moira swooped in from Sydney, armed with her strident voice, rounded vowels and a large packet of jellybeans for the girls. She took over. Loved a crisis, did Moira. It gave her a chance to impose bombastic order.

Finally, Moira could control Gavin, something she’d never been able to do while he lived. Nobody had the energy to challenge her. She assumed command, unopposed, in Anne’s name. She negotiated with Minerallic for the funeral arrangements and resolved it so that Minerallic paid for the grand cathedral affair she choreographed. Anne heard her say to the Minerallic people on the telephone, ‘It’s what Anne wants,’ about things as disparate as the flowers and the type of sandwiches at the wake; when in fact Anne had no opinion about them.

Gavin’s parents, quiet and grey and sad, didn’t stand a chance against Moira. The fact that they were Presbyterian didn’t concern Moira at all. The Anglican cathedral was bigger, she said. She meant that an Anglican service was more fitting for a son-in-law of hers. Gavin’s mother made Gavin’s father cups of tea and a fruitcake. Gavin’s father sat in a chair and stared at the television, while the fallout from the death of his son happened around him. 

It was easier for Anne to let her mother do what she wanted: it would happen anyway, and it was better for everybody if it happened without the unpleasantness of a confrontation. When her myriad of other stratagems failed (belligerence, aggression, sarcasm, taunting, wheedling, false charm), Moira resorted to martyrdom. ‘You never like what I do,’ she would say, as if that in itself was a crime of unspeakable hideousness. And nobody could fight that. Except for Gavin. Gavin had fought it, with his own brand of passive resistance delivered with dark contempt, and he had won. To combat him, Moira had tried aggression, then wheedling with Anne, but had finally succumbed to Gavin’s superior force. While Gavin lived, Anne visited Moira in Sydney twice a year with the girls, but Moira never came to Brisbane. ‘Too busy,’ she said. Anne admired Gavin for that, at least. That was why Moira fought for control of Gavin’s funeral with particular vigour and strong, barely concealed, satisfaction.

As Moira took over, Anne was able to subside into the safe zone within herself, and hold the girls close and wait for the consequences of Gavin’s death—what it would mean for their lives—to manifest.

Thank god Charlie was here.

It was peculiar, the funeral. All those people Anne didn’t know, saying nice things about a person she didn’t recognise.

Moira thought it wonderful, especially the eulogy by John Lee, who clearly knew Gavin only slightly. ‘Such a lovely funeral,’ Moira said again and again as she bustled around the wake, graciously accepting sympathy. 

Then, after the funeral, Moira disappeared back to Sydney, and the casseroles and flowers stopped coming. There was a void. The world returned to whatever it was doing before, and left the family to its own devices.

‘Make sure you respond to every card and letter. In writing. Handwriting,’ Moira demanded before she left. ‘You can use that paper I bought you with the black margin.’

So, Anne had to read the cards and letters. She was grateful for them; for the time and emotion people put into writing to her about her husband. She would keep them for the girls. But the letters followed a formula, the underlying philosophy of which was that they must speak of the dead man as a loving hero.

Some of them were so wrong, they were funny; describing Gavin as a man always ready with a kind word or deed for someone less fortunate, a great man who loved his family and a highly intelligent and empathetic man whom I admired enormously.

In light of the falseness of those messages, she wondered if those that described his life at work in laudatory tones were true. From a work colleague she had never heard of: We’ll miss him terribly, but we are sure you will miss him more.

If missing someone meant noticing his absence, then she did miss him. His absence was palpable in the minutiae of their lives. She was numb, waiting to see how it would feel to be engulfed by the wave of grief she expected. She tensed herself to stand firm when it hit, and wondered what it would leave when it drained away. Would she be a stronger person, wiser, more independent? Free?

 Anne had to be loyal to him. That felt important.

Now that Moira was back in Sydney, Anne was going to have to openly take charge, on her own. She would have to relearn how to make decisions. She still worried that even a simple decision of hers would be caustically criticised.

The bank account was low, because the weekly top-up didn’t happen. Minerallic didn’t pay his salary. They sent her a message saying they were working on a payout. But what would she live on in the meantime? What would happen with the mortgage payments? Who would pay them now that Gavin’s money had stopped?

Would she have to get a job? She hadn’t worked for seven years. Where would she start? Would the credit card still operate now he was dead? She resolved to ring the bank. She had to find his will. It was somewhere in Gavin’s study, she was sure, but her forays in there only uncovered her own will.

A few days after the funeral, Simon Blatt rang to tell her he had Gavin’s will. He arranged a time to see her with a probate lawyer. Anne was surprised that Simon Blatt had a will of Gavin’s. When they bought the house in Brisbane, she and Gavin had made wills together, at the suggestion of the bank. Why the new one? What was different?
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The Monday after Gavin’s funeral, Anne figured it was time to normalise their new life. She started by taking the girls back to school and kinder.

A blue sedan was outside the house after she’d dropped the girls off. There was a woman at the front door. Anne hoped it wasn’t someone pushing religion.

 ‘Didn’t mean to startle you,’ the woman said, when Anne made her way from the garage through the house and opened the front door. The woman’s voice was husky. She was so fit, her cheeks were hollowed out. She flashed a badge. ‘Detective Messer,’ she said. ‘Just wanted to have a chat.’

Anne moved aside to let the woman into the house. It was reflex. She’d had nothing to do with the police, ever, but had been brought up to trust them. Maybe this detective would tell her what the outcome of the autopsy was.

‘The police have already searched the house,’ Anne said. ‘I’m not sure what they took.’

‘That’s okay. We’re working through that,’ Messer said. ‘We’re waiting on the outcome of the toxicology from the autopsy so I’m here to make some general enquiries.’ Messer paused. Anne must have looked like a rabbit in the headlights. Because that’s the way she felt when she heard the word ‘toxicology’. ‘For the coroner,’ Messer added, as if that would be reassuring.

Maybe it was just routine then, Anne thought.

They sat at the kitchen table. Anne joined her hands on the table so they wouldn’t shake. ‘Sorry for your loss,’ the detective said.

Anne tried to smile in acknowledgment, but could barely turn the edges of her mouth up. ‘Thanks,’ she said.

‘Must be hard with two kids,’ Messer said. ‘Little girls, aren’t they? How are they travelling?’

‘They’re okay. I don’t think they really understand.’

Messer looked around the kitchen, sizing it up. It was a mess. Anne hadn’t sorted out the breakfast things. It would have been better if the police had given her some warning of their visit.

 ‘Beautiful house,’ Messer said.

‘Thanks,’ said Anne.

‘Just renovated?’ Messer said.

‘Finished a year ago,’ Anne said. ‘Actually, two.’ She wanted to be accurate about it. Didn’t want to be accused of lying.

‘Must be hard without your husband,’ said Messer.

She’d come here to question Anne about her marriage then. Should Anne give her a cup of tea? That might prolong the visit, but she needed to do something. Sitting here as this woman bored into her soul made her feel like a sitting duck. All those analogies of rabbits and ducks, she thought: cute animals waiting to be shot. Spot flashed into her head, the blood bubbling out of his mouth. She worried her hands would shake if she picked up a tea cup and saucer. And that would make her look guilty, like she was trying to hide something.

‘Yes,’ Anne said. ‘Working through it.’ Why did she say that? She tried to calm down. Breathe.

‘Tell me about your husband,’ said Messer. ‘What was he like?’

How to answer that? She couldn’t say: he so desperately wanted to be accepted into the cool crowd of boys, he neglected us. She couldn’t say: I’m pretty sure he must have been bashed up behind the toilets at school and has been playing catch up ever since. She couldn’t say: I wanted to leave him, because I was worried about the escalation of violence.

Anne started to cry. Just a bit of leakage from the eyes at first. Then she had to get up to find a tissue.

‘I’m so sorry,’ said Messer. ‘You have support here? Family?’

Anne explained that she had great support, that her mother had just gone back to Sydney and that her brother … She realised as she was talking that the fact Charlie had only arrived in Brisbane three weeks before Gavin had died would make him look bad. So she fudged it. ‘My brother lives nearby,’ she said. 

Messer nodded with an empathetic frown on her face. She was thinking behind that frown. The detective was planning her questions. Anne recognised a fellow traveller. Anne had planned every conversation she had with Gavin.

‘According to his Outlook calendar, the last meeting your husband had—the afternoon before he died—was with someone called “BB”. Do you know who that could be?’ Messer asked.

Anne frowned as she thought through all the people they knew and who she had heard him talk about. ‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘No idea.’ That, at least, was true. ‘I didn’t have much to do with people he worked with,’ she added.

Messer must have already visited Gavin’s work if she knew what was in his Outlook calendar. Anne wondered if she should be reassured by that. The police weren’t just investigating her.

‘Any problems in your husband’s life?’ Messer asked.

Anne must have looked confused so Messer added softly, ‘Like, say, money problems?’

Anne could tell the truth on this one because she had no idea. ‘I don’t think he had money problems. He handled all the money. I think we were okay. He had a well-paid job.’

Messer took out her notebook and scribbled something down. Oh dear. What was noteworthy about that statement?

‘Wasn’t a gambler?’ Messer asked.

‘No. I’ve never seen him gamble.’ She paused again because it was important she told the truth, then added, ‘Except for, you know, Melbourne Cup.’

 ‘Any issues with drugs or alcohol?’ Messer was looking at her intently. Would she describe it as a problem? The pills Gavin had in his study weren’t legal without a prescription. When they’d searched the house, the police had spent a long time in his study. Maybe they’d found them? Anne hadn’t checked.

‘Gavin did drink sometimes, but I wouldn’t call it a problem,’ she said.

Messer asked her some questions to pin her down on amounts.

‘And drugs?’ Messer asked.

‘The only ones I know about are these,’ she said. She stood and led Messer into the study, opened the top drawer. It was messed up. The pills were missing.

‘Did the police take them in the search?’ Anne said.

Messer nodded. Anne was annoyed. Messer had asked Anne a question she knew the answer to. It could only have been to trip her up.

‘Well, you know as much as I do then,’ Anne said.

‘Where did he get them?’ Messer asked.

‘No idea,’ replied Anne.

Messer fired off more questions: when and how often he took them; how many?

Anne gave monosyllabic responses until finally, unable to contain her irritation, she said, ‘Look, I don’t know, okay? I only found them recently.’

‘So you took no action,’ Messer said. The statement was loaded with judgment.

Anne looked Messer in the eye. ‘I took no action,’ she said. Was that a lie? She was going to get into a mess if she continued answering questions.

Messer said nothing, but was waiting for an explanation.

 Anne said, ‘There’s never a good time to tell your husband you’ve been spying on him.’ But she did tell him. And he had accused her of spying. She felt foreboding. She was out of her depth.

Messer nodded and turned to go back to the kitchen, where she picked up her satchel. She was just about to put her notebook in it when she said, as if it had just occurred to her, ‘Gavin didn’t have any conflict with anyone?’

A wide open question. Where would she start? Conflict with herself? That could precipitate a barrage of questions she didn’t want to answer, so Anne said, ‘Well, he had a very high-powered job. He was a lawyer. They deal in conflict.’

Messer leapt on that, asking for names.

Anne was able to give her the names of organisations where, she assumed, he must have dealt with conflict. That law firm of Viv’s.

It would give the detective enough to get on with so she would leave Anne alone. She hoped.
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The meeting about Gavin’s will was in Simon Blatt’s office in the city. He and his probate lawyer—a man, sixtyish, called Reg—sat her down and gave her a cup of tea.

‘How are you, Anne?’ asked Simon warmly, with a paternal rub of her shoulder.

Simon had an envelope in front of him, out of which he pulled an official-looking light blue document. Gavin’s new will. Simon put his elbows on the table in front of him, clasped his hands and radiated concern. That made her uneasy. What was in this new document? When was it made?

 ‘Don’t worry,’ Simon said. ‘Gavin has left everything to you and the girls. I’m the executor. I need to gather together all the assets and transfer them to you. Which is why I wanted to talk to you. Get a handle on what those assets might be.’

‘I’ve got no idea,’ Anne said. ‘The house is in my name, but I think there’s a mortgage. Can we work out how much we owe on it?’

Simon Blatt’s face clouded over. ‘You don’t know?’ he asked.

‘No. Gavin handled all of that. His financial statements and stuff will all be at work. They aren’t at home.’

Simon’s eyebrows jerked up in involuntary surprise. He seemed to realise he was staring at her and looked down to take a note.

‘How do I pay for food?’ Anne asked.

Simon looked nonplussed. ‘What do you mean?’ he asked.

‘I don’t have access to Gavin’s bank account. And the allowance he paid me hasn’t happened this month. I don’t have any money.’

Simon opened his mouth, then closed it. Then he opened it again. ‘So sorry, Anne. Give me your bank account details. I’ll transfer some money to keep you going. You can pay me back when we sort it out.’

Anne almost cried. She stood to go.

‘One more thing,’ Simon said. ‘The Porsche he just bought. It’s leased. I think it would be best to return it at the end of the month. You okay with that?’

‘Yes,’ said Anne. ‘I can’t drive it anyway. The girls don’t fit in it.’ She was glad. It was a stupid car; a reckless display of hubris and extravagance.

 When she got home, she checked her account. Simon had paid five thousand dollars into it. That was more than Gavin had ever paid into her account in one amount.

This time, she did cry.

[image: Image]

The news got no better over the next few days. The house was in Anne’s name, but so was the mortgage. Gavin had taken an extra mortgage over the house before the global financial crisis to buy shares. He had bought the shares in his own name and then mortgaged them too, to buy more. Then, in 2008, when the share market dropped like a stone, so did the value of the shares, and the bank had made him sell them. There had been enough from that to pay out the debt on the shares—the debt in his name—but the mortgage on the house in Anne’s name, nearly the full value of the house, remained.

The $250,000 her father left her, which Gavin had used years ago to pay down the mortgage on the house, was gone.

Minerallic was working on a payout figure. And there was a life insurance policy.

But it was going to take months to sort the mess out. Who would pay the mortgage in the meantime? Could she afford to stay in the house?
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VIV

Grace and Hannah had already skipped through the door, Hannah yelling, ‘Ruby, it’s me. I’m here!’ Before adding for the sake of completeness, ‘Gracie’s here too.’

‘Cup of tea? Or shall we move straight to a glass of wine?’ Viv asked after she had enveloped Anne with a hug. It was Sunday afternoon, three pm, the first opportunity after the funeral to have Grace and Hannah over for a play.

Since the funeral, where she heard that the police were investigating, Viv’s fretting had reached a crescendo. Gavin’s death had all the attributes of foxglove poisoning. Viv first feared, and then convinced herself the police must have somehow figured that out. If they had, Anne would be in the frame for Gavin’s murder. Viv’s pressing focus was on saving Anne without incriminating herself. Viv’s murder plan had included a defence, a reasonable doubt about culpability. Viv was going to have to impart that defence to Anne. This afternoon.

Rob took the kids outside for a game of soccer in the garden, his calm tone escalating in tension as his instructions were ignored. ‘No, Ruby, you kick the ball. It’s rugby where they run with it. We’re playing soccer. Sam, stand in front of the goal. No, you have to face this way. This is where the ball will come from.’ 

‘I need a glass of wine,’ said Anne. ‘No, I need a bottle. Could hardly drink with my mother here. She watches every drop with the eye of a hawk. Mum has this special look she gets on her face, like this.’ Anne pursed her lips and screwed up her nose.

Viv laughed. ‘My mother does that. The cat’s bum mouth. We should introduce them.’

Anne sighed. ‘I shouldn’t speak ill of Moira. Don’t know how I could have coped without her. And Charlie. It’s been a nightmare.’

Viv was relieved to see Anne; to see she was still functioning. She was paler than usual, with dark rings under her eyes. ‘Have you slept at all?’

‘Not much. I might fall asleep on your sofa.’

‘You can do that. You can stay the night if you like, a joint sleepover with the girls. Drink as much as you like.’

Anne said nothing. She took a glug of wine, leaned back and closed her eyes. ‘God, I needed that,’ she said. ‘Just when I thought it couldn’t get any worse, just when I was absorbing the news that my husband’s dead, the police turned up.’

‘I heard. You poor thing.’

‘It’s horrendous.’

‘What are the police saying?’

‘Not much. A posse of people in white head-to-toe spacesuits took the house apart. God, they left a mess. Then this detective who looks like a female footy player turned up and asked me piercing questions about my marriage.’ Anne rolled her eyes.

Viv swallowed. This was bad. ‘Should you get a lawyer?’

 Anne looked at Viv, perplexed. ‘Why would I do that? I’ll just look guilty. Besides, I can’t afford it. I’d have to explain to Simon Blatt why I need even more money.’

‘Simon Blatt? What’s he got to do with it?’

‘He is the executor of Gavin’s will.’

‘I didn’t know they were such close friends.’

‘Gavin’s had a man crush on him for months. Simon’s been very kind actually. He gave me some money of his own. To tide me over until the probate is sorted out.’

Viv was surprised. She’d never thought of Simon Blatt as capable of empathy and kindness. And why was he the executor of Gavin’s will?

Anne stared into her glass of wine. ‘I have nothing, Viv. No job. No husband. No—what’s the word—autonomy, no independence. I still have to go to a man and beg for money.’ She paused while she wiped her eyes, and took another slug of wine. ‘That’s not quite true. I do have a house with a mortgage on it for nearly its whole value, and no means of paying it back.’

Viv wept too, in solidarity.

From the garden came an ear-piercing squeal. ‘A goal, a goal, we scored a goal. How many points did we score, Daddy?’

And then Rob’s deadpan voice, ‘That was an own goal. You scored one point for the other team. Next time, you have to try to kick it down the other end.’

‘And two gorgeous children,’ said Viv.

‘And two completely gorgeous children,’ Anne agreed. ‘Oh. And I forgot the brand-new Porsche, which was delivered the day before Gavin died. But Simon Blatt is going to get rid of that before the next lease payment is due. I should be grateful for his money smarts, I suppose.’

 Viv shook her head and wiped her eyes. She didn’t know what to say. She wanted to assuage Anne’s fury, to direct her into a more constructive place. The money issue was a long-term problem. Anne had a much bigger, more immediate, problem. ‘Have you thought about what you’re going to say to the police if you’re questioned further?’

Anne didn’t say anything.

Viv inhaled and dived in. ‘You know how I was worried about the foxglove plants in your garden?’

Anne was concentrating on putting some cheese on a biscuit.

Viv pressed on. ‘This may be a long shot, but I’ve been wondering whether he could have ingested some foxglove inadvertently. It causes heart failure.’

Anne still said nothing. She was staring at Viv dully, as if her mind were elsewhere.

Viv persisted. ‘And I thought maybe the girls put some foxglove leaves in those cups of tea they make, you know when they’re pranking?’

Anne said, incredulous, ‘You think the girls poisoned him?’

‘Not deliberately, obviously. It’s just that Ruby and Hannah were collecting leaves from the garden to put in their cups of tea, and tried to convince Rob to drink it. I just wonder, you know …’ She trailed off.

‘Would that even be possible, to deliver enough poison in a cold cup of tea?’

‘They use water from the hot tap. If they left it standing all day, who knows?’

‘Maybe I should google it,’ said Anne.

‘I don’t think that’s a good idea. The police might be able to get your search history. Unless you go to a library or something.’ Viv had been worrying about her own googling. She’d deleted her search history. Would that be enough? It had been more than three months ago. Would they go that far back? The police would have to suspect her first. 

Anne was silent as she sipped the wine. Presently, she changed the subject to the girl’s ballet class and her worries about continuing to pay the fees. Then Rob came in and barbecued some steak, which they had with baked potatoes, and they finished another bottle of wine.

Viv wondered if Anne had killed her husband. She wondered if Anne realised that Viv had just handed her a defence. Would Anne use it? It would mean pinning it on the girls. Not great. But all Anne had to create was a reasonable doubt. For the jury.

Viv shuddered. What had she unleashed? She wished she could go back in time and stop the delivery of those stupid pots of plants.
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RUTH

At five thirty pm, the day after the funeral, Ruth’s mobile rang.

‘Hey, Ruthie. How about that drink?’ It took Ruth a moment to register it was Charlie. He hadn’t changed. He would assume that, even after a hiatus of more than twenty years, they would just resume the last conversation where they’d left off.

A drink with Charlie? Ruth had a lot of work to do. But Bill loved Charlie. He would urge her to go. ‘C’mon,’ he would have said. ‘It’s Charlie. We don’t see him much. You can make an exception.’

‘Love to, Charlie,’ she said. ‘Where will we meet?’

Charlie refused to come to the city. ‘Too full of suits. Had enough of them at the funeral. I don’t know how you can stand it. Most of them seem to have a pole wedged up their arse. Can’t think why. Such boring jobs. No offence, Ruthie. Where do you live? Let’s go to West End then. That’s near you, isn’t it? Lots of bars there.’

They met at a tiny bar in West End—shadowy, leather sofas, the bar itself one long piece of ancient wood. The wall behind it was covered in dark shelving, which featured, among other things, an array of ten or fifteen bespoke Australian gins. 

Charlie explained that he was in Brisbane for six months on a cross between a sabbatical and visiting research scientist at the Queensland Institute of Medical Research. He’d only been there for three weeks when Gavin had, as he put it, ‘suddenly kicked it’.

‘You and Anne aren’t at all alike,’ said Ruth.

‘No, she’s the good one. Perfectly behaved from birth. Got snared by our mother after her disappointment with me. And then Annie married the Gavster, probably to escape Moira.’ He grimaced. ‘Out of the frying pan into the fire,’ he said gloomily.

Ruth said nothing.

Charlie put the palm of his hand against his forehead. ‘Are we allowed to speak ill of the dead once the wake’s over? Talking about him as if he were Christ almighty is really pissing me off. What is it about the newly dead, that you can’t say a bad thing about them? Or the truth? What a nasty little turd he turned out to be. Even Mum was going on and on about how sad it’s going to be without Gavin. And she couldn’t stand him.’

‘Really?’ Ruth was surprised by that. Gavin ticked boxes that appealed to Moira: short back and sides, well-heeled, exercised power.

‘No. It was a fight for control over my sister. Which the Gavster won. Hands down. Got to give him that. Not many people can beat Moira.’

‘Well, she never had much control over you.’

‘You reckon? Why do you think I pissed off to America? Needed to get some space between us. I wouldn’t have bothered with medicine if it weren’t for her. Would’ve done physics.’ He gazed briefly into space. ‘Still. Didn’t turn out too badly. Got to thank her for that.’ He sipped his gin. 

Ruth remembered Moira as formidable. Despite her diminutive size, she fired a punch, loaded with judgment—usually pejorative—when it came to Charlie and his friends. She was big on table manners. It had been fine by Ruth—Ruth’s own mother could happily have written a lengthy tome on the subject—but Bill had found Moira insufferable. And incomprehensible. ‘Who cares where the knife goes between mouthfuls?’ he’d asked.

While they were at Sydney University—all three of them at residential colleges—Charlie, Bill and Ruth needed supplementary feeding and looked to Charlie’s mum’s double-sided refrigerator to provide it.

They took elaborate steps to avoid Moira. The food in the fridge was always excellent and plentiful—Moira was a fabulous cook and believed in leftovers—so they would hide in the bushes around the corner until Moira went out, as she did most days, just before lunch. Her preferred option was luncheon at the Harbour Club, an institution neither Ruth nor Bill had ever heard of before meeting Charlie. They gathered it was a ladies’ club on Elizabeth Street in the city, which featured well-polished silver and chintz sofas.

Then, the scruffy three would slink through the back door, empty the fridge, drink some of Charlie’s fathers’ beers and then scuttle out when they heard Moira’s key in the lock.

Charlie was an exotic creature, because of the grand house in Woollahra his parents and baby sister lived in, and the fact that his father was some kind of heart surgeon who was never home. But Charlie certainly didn’t look exotic. At university, he was the scruffiest of the three of them. He wore stubbies and a ripped T-shirt mostly, thongs in summer and an ancient pair of tennis shoes in winter. His hair grew outward into a greasy halo of thick curls, until, bi-annually, his mother’s nagging caused him to get a short back and sides. 

‘Charles!’ Moira would say in as close to a gravelly baritone as a five-foot two-inch female could muster. ‘What are you wearing?’

‘Don’t embarrass me in front of my friends, Mum,’ Charlie would say, his mouth full.

‘Charles! I don’t know how your friends can be seen in public with you.’ And then she would look at Ruth and Bill, purse her lips and, with a sniff so eloquent words were redundant, make it clear that, in her view, Ruth’s and Bill’s standards of dress were as bad as Charlie’s. Unfair, Ruth always thought. At least their T-shirts didn’t have holes in them.

Anne must have been ten years younger than Charlie. She was so small and perfect then, with a blonde bob and a school uniform that seemed to go down to her ankles. She hung around them, eager to be with her brother.

Charlie always let Anne into their conversations; he tousled her hair, helped with her homework. ‘My little sister,’ he called her. ‘The smart one.’

Ruth wondered what had happened in Anne’s life that had turned her into the mousy person she’d met at the funeral. Moira was a difficult mother to please, but it didn’t explain Anne’s beigeness. It was as if she were trying to merge into the background.

Charlie had studied medicine at university, as required by his mother, but instead of practising as a doctor, he had done a PhD. He was some kind of academic, Ruth thought, but she wasn’t exactly sure of the details. ‘What is it that you do again?’ 

‘Research. Nuclear medicine.’ Charlie had always been dismissive of his achievements. Never talked about himself. ‘What’s happening with you, Ruthie? Terrible that the Billster kicked it.’

‘Terrible,’ Ruth agreed. She drooped with the desolation that hit her from time to time, right in the solar plexus. Bill would have loved to be there, drinking gin with his oldest mate. And his girl.

They reminisced about Bill, exchanging stories, until they decided to go for a curry. Ruth knew of a place nearby, with plastic tablecloths, fake candles powered by batteries and a CD on shuffle of melancholic Indian music. By the end of the bottle of red, they were both teary.

‘Sorry,’ said Ruth. ‘I think I’m a bit drunk. Haven’t been properly drunk since Bill died. Except once, accidentally, at the partners’ conference. I do miss him though. Quite a lot. The truth is, I’m struggling a bit. There’s a big empty space where he’s supposed to be. Even cleaning my teeth is lonely.’

Charlie reached out and covered the hand she wasn’t rubbing her nose with. He wiped his eyes. ‘I was always a bit jealous of Bill.’

‘Why’s that?’

‘Well … he had you.’

Ruth tried to smile. He was going to make her cry even more.

‘You were so feisty. We could get you riled up just by making a few well targeted remarks about Germaine Greer. You always bit. Always good for entertainment when we got bored.’

 ‘You were jealous of Bill because he had somebody to tease?’ she asked.

‘Well. You were always such a good sport about being teased. No, I was jealous of him because he had a best friend he had sex with. Remember when we had that job coaching Annie’s soccer team when she was little? One of the kids once asked us who our best friends were. I assumed he would say it was me. I was going to say it was him. But you know how Bill would take a question like that really seriously, put his head on one side and apply all of his gravitas as if it were a matter worthy of profound consideration. Then, he told this kid you were his best friend. And I realised, of course, he was right.’

Did Bill really say that? Ruth wondered. Yes, that was Bill. It would have been a very serious discussion with a tribe of eight-year-olds. Ruth wept. She was leaking like Amy. It must have been the gins. She wished she could stop. It was embarrassing.

‘He loved you too, you know. He wanted to be like you in a way,’ she said.

‘What way?’

‘You know. Quick and clever.’

‘Well,’ said Charlie. ‘He wasn’t exactly dumb.’

No. Bill wasn’t dumb. He was kind and gentle, and gave every topic grave consideration, no matter how trivial.

‘Did you marry?’ Ruth asked.

‘Yes. An American. She turned out to be a bit like Moira.’ He grimaced. ‘Can’t escape her.’

‘Children?’

‘Yes. A boy and a girl. Both at college in the States. Good people. Too good for me. What about you?’

 She told him about Jack, who had arrived accidentally, blessedly, because after him no more babies came, despite medical intervention.

They gazed into their empty wine glasses. Ruth focused on not crying. The glass was thick, robust. She wondered what would happen if she threw it on the floor. It would probably bounce. Charlie fiddled with the stem of his glass. Then Ruth said, ‘I’d better go home. We could have a drink at my flat, if you like. Jack should be home. You could say hello. He looks a lot like Bill did when we were at university.’

They stood. Ruth concentrated very hard on walking in a straight line. And not weeping. It took a long time, scrabbling about in her bag, to find her security thingummy to get into the apartment building. Charlie had his arm around her shoulders. She hoped he didn’t expect to have sex. That would be weird, given what he’d just said about Bill. He was very gorgeous, though. Always had been. Always had girls flinging themselves at him, despite the holes in his clothes.

Jack wasn’t home. Ruth and Charlie sat on the sofa, at opposite ends at first, until Charlie leaned across and put his hand on her head. ‘You all right, Ruthie?’ he asked.

At six am Ruth woke up to the sun burning in the window, feeling like a camel had kicked her in the head and then peed in her mouth.

Last night returned to her in staccato frames. Bill. Sofa. Smooching. Fumbling. Really? Slowly, she looked to her right. Oh no.

There lay Charlie, in bed beside her. He was watching her, as if he had been waiting for her to wake up. He looked like a naughty boy, sheet pulled up to his chin. All she could see were crinkly eyes and a lot of curly hair. 

‘Whoops,’ he said.

She covered her eyes with her hand. ‘Whoops,’ she agreed.

They shared a guilty but awkward laugh.
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Ruth made coffee while Charlie was at the kitchen bench reading out loud things that amused him from a New Yorker which had been lying around. Ruth silently willed him to keep his voice down as Jack appeared, fully dressed. This was the Jack who never got out of bed before ten if he didn’t have a lecture, and he certainly never appeared in anything other than jocks when he first emerged from his bedroom for the day. He had even made some attempt to smooth down his usually scruffy hair.

Ruth withered inside, but managed to say, ‘Jack, this is a friend of Bill’s from university. Charlie, this is Jack.’

Charlie, bless him, stood and shook Jack’s hand.

He had to look up at Jack who, at six foot one, was imposing. The hours at the gym were paying off, Ruth noted.

‘He was the best man in the world, your father,’ Charlie said. ‘And you look just like him. Although he didn’t comb his hair in the mornings.’

Jack was unsmiling but polite, and he and Charlie had a stilted conversation that involved Charlie asking a series of questions about International Relations, interspersed with an anecdote about one of Bill’s naughtier moments in the chemistry lab at university, which involved an explosion and lots of giggling.

‘Funny,’ said Ruth. ‘Bill always attributed that event to you, Charlie.’

 Charlie left, after gripping Jack’s left bicep with his right hand for what seemed like minutes. Ruth saw Charlie to the door and, as he gave her a cheery kiss on her cheek, he whispered so Jack couldn’t hear, ‘He was protecting you. He’s magnificent. Just like Bill.’

After Charlie had gone, Jack looked at his mother with a bemused raised eyebrow. ‘Jeez, Mum.’

‘I’m sorry,’ Ruth said, reddening.

‘You don’t have to be sorry. It’ll just take a bit of getting used to, my mum playing it hot with some random bloke.’

‘Not that random. I knew him at university. So did Bill,’ said Ruth.

She tried to call it off, before it began, by agreeing to go out with Charlie for another drink the following night. She explained to Charlie they couldn’t do this, it was too early. Felt too much like betrayal: of Bill and of Jack, and of her marriage.

And Charlie said, taking her hand, ‘I get that you feel guilty, Ruthie. We don’t have to sleep together again. I’m just glad to have someone in this town I can talk to. But I really don’t think that Bill would judge you badly for it.’ He paused and stroked her fingers. ‘You have to live your life, you know. Seeing other people wouldn’t mean you didn’t love Bill.’

He made her cry. Again.

They had two gins, some tapas, a bottle of red, and then went back to his place. ‘Why don’t you come and look at my etchings?’ he’d said.

‘Do you think we’ll ever have sex while sober?’ she asked the next morning. ‘We could try now,’ he said. ‘To see what it’s like.’

It was quite fun, really. She missed Bill, but sex with Charlie was different: more mercurial, unexpected. Perhaps it was because she and Bill had moved in a pattern. It wasn’t without fervour, but they had a comforting groove, because they knew so intimately the undulations of each other’s bodies and passions. 

Charlie would suddenly open a curtain, so that they could look at the moon, or turn on his music system to listen to a song he just remembered, or get up to make them a cup of tea, or, mid-passion, start a conversation about politics, or a film he had seen. She found it disconcerting, but it made her laugh.

It would be all right, Ruth thought, to continue with this for a month or two. It was meaningless for both of them, and put a temporary patch over the gaping chasm caused by the absence of Bill, which included an absence, she now realised, of what had been plentiful sex.

She just had to keep an emotional distance, so that it didn’t get messy. She was determined not to let it get complicated.

It occurred to Ruth that Charlie had made no mention of a police investigation into Gavin’s death. Maybe Gloria had got that wrong.
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RUTH

For Howard Greene, Gavin Jones passed on, quite literally. Each day after his funeral, his relevance to the firm appreciably diminished. When a lawyer worked on a file of Gavin’s, or saw an email Gavin wrote, there was occasionally a brief twinge of sorrow that life was so ephemeral, but the truth was they thought about him less every day.

A week to the day after Gavin’s funeral, Ruth made the mistake of taking a call from a mobile phone number she didn’t recognise.

‘Ruth!’ Philip said in his ebullient way. His sentences often ended in an exclamation mark, especially when he wanted to cajole somebody into something they didn’t want to do. ‘Do you have fifteen minutes?’

‘What for?’

‘There’s a police officer in reception!’

‘The police? You’re kidding. What do they want?’ This was a startling event. The police did not visit Howard Greene.

 ‘Don’t know. Wants to talk to the partner in charge, but I can’t do it. They pulled me out of a meeting I have to go back into. Could you talk to them? Find out what it’s about?’

Ruth rolled her eyes and sighed. ‘Really, Philip?’

‘Yep. I just know you’d be the best person to deal with them in that calm efficient way you have. No fuss.’

Ruth sighed again. She was busy. But if she didn’t do it, who would? Carlo was out of the office, and Owen would get all officious and self-important, and provide information without understanding the law relating to legal professional privilege. ‘Certainly. And thanks, Philip,’ she said drily.

‘My pleasure, Ruth. Glad to be of service.’ He was charming in a repulsive cutesy way. Ruth made a note to check to see if Philip really was busy, or whether he was just slipping her a difficult job. Again.

There was only one person in reception, a woman in her thirties, swarthy, very laundered but not in uniform. The short sleeves of her white shirt were too tight to encase her biceps, but had a deep straight crease ironed into them. Her hair was tied back in a bun, so tight it pulled at her scalp. That, with the muscles, and an aura of permanent disgruntlement, gave her a mildly pugilistic air. She looked uncomfortable in their glamorous reception: too working class, too disdainful of the riches of this new environment.

As Ruth walked towards the woman, she stood and held out her hand. ‘Detective Sergeant Messer.’ Her voice was rasping and hoarse, as if she’d been belting out hard-core karaoke at three am. Not likely though, was it? Those biceps indicated an early morning exercise regime. The hoarse voice must be a permanent fixture.

 Ruth took her to a small meeting room. Messer spoke with minimal movement of her mouth—almost mumbling, though she was authoritative in tone—and few words. ‘It’s about a client of your firm. Gavin Jones. Routine enquiry.’

Ruth felt a rush of alarm. And a tumble of questions. What was a police detective doing at Howard Greene? Investigating the relationship between Howard Greene and its biggest client? Oh dear. This could be ugly. And why had Charlie not mentioned a police investigation? Surely he would know.

Ruth tried to exude a calm she did not feel. ‘Is there something suspicious about the death?’ Ruth asked.

‘We investigate all unusual deaths. The deceased was a young healthy man with no history of heart disease. This is just a routine enquiry. For the inquest.’

That, thought Ruth, must be a lie. Why would a detective bother coming to an organisation this remotely connected with a dead man if it were a routine inquiry? The woman clearly thought Gavin might have been murdered. Ruth’s gut curled into a hard iced ball.

And Messer must have some information that had led her to Howard Greene. Ruth needed time to absorb the horror of this possibility: that in the immaculate tower in which she conducted her working life, in the hushed grey corridors so far above the grubby street, passion could erupt so violently someone was killed. It was unthinkable. She’d have to give her brain the space to tick over and around it, before she could work out what action she should take.

Ruth swallowed. She decided not to confront the detective with questions. For the time being, she was likely to extract more if she didn’t react. ‘How can we help?’ Ruth asked.

 ‘We’re trying to get a picture of who the deceased worked with: whether there was any person who might have a grudge against him. We understand the deceased was a client of your firm’s. Any of them get nasty, on a personal level?’

Ruth’s instincts were to divorce Howard Greene from emotions. ‘Well, our client is his employer, Minerallic. They were never Gavin’s personal files.’

‘But they could get personal.’ It didn’t seem to be a question.

‘I suppose so. But it’s unlikely.’

‘We would like to look at some of those files.’

Ruth needed to divert her, so that she could work out what to do. She crossed her arms, concentrating on remaining still, on quelling the consternation welling within her. She reverted to the law, the structure of logic that informed the resolution of big problems. The firm owed a duty of confidence to Minerallic, so she said firmly, ‘Well, I’m afraid you can’t. There’s an issue of legal professional privilege. We won’t be able to give you access to the files.’

Messer frowned. She pulled a spiral notepad and a pencil out of her satchel. ‘I need a list of the people he worked with here,’ she said.

Ruth kept her face calm to hide the alarm she felt. Telling the staff they had to talk to the police in relation to an investigation into the death of a client? It would cause uproar, and rumours that would reverberate around the city. ‘I can’t say, off the top of my head. It would be a long list. We have a lot of Minerallic files. It will take a week or two to put together.’

‘Do you know if any of his files involved people who might have been upset by something he did?’ the detective persisted. Messer was very focused on whether or not people liked Gavin, which was laughable, really. 

Ruth wanted to say, ‘Nobody liked Gavin. With the possible exception of Philip, but even that was about money.’ Instead, Ruth kept it clinical. Tried to explain the lack of emotion in commercial law. ‘I’ve no idea. But even if they were upset by Gavin’s actions, it wouldn’t be personal. We run purely commercial matters. It’s not about the people.’

‘I heard that he could be a difficult person to deal with.’

‘I think you will find that he was one of our best clients.’ Ruth delivered what she hoped was an icy glare. This woman needed to be repelled.

‘I mean nasty. Not just with your people. With anyone. Maybe someone didn’t like his aggressive attitude.’

‘I can’t imagine that would be enough to kill him. That’s a normal part of doing business. Anyway, I don’t know that he was anything out of the ordinary when it came to aggression.’

Messer studied her notebook, as if making sure she was asking the questions she needed answers to. ‘Does anyone here in your firm have the initials BB?’

Ruth raised an eyebrow.

Messer recognised that as a request for more information and said, ‘Gavin had a meeting with someone he called BB the afternoon before he died.’

All members of staff used initials to identify them but BB was an odd combination. Ruth tried to think of some names which would fit. Someone Brown maybe. She drew a blank. The only person she could think of even with a surname starting with B was Simon Blatt and he was at a different firm. ‘Can’t think of anyone,’ Ruth said. ‘I’ll ask internally.’

 Messer moved on. ‘What sort of matters did your firm have for Gavin Jones?’

‘I really can’t say. If you want information like that, you’re going to have to put it in writing, so that we can consider your request. I doubt we can disclose it.’

Messer pulled out a sheaf of paper. ‘It seems that your firm does a lot of work acting for Minerallic in court matters.’

‘Yes.’

‘Big cases too. This one was for one hundred and twenty-five million dollars.’

‘Mmm.’

‘Must keep you busy?’

Ruth didn’t answer.

‘Worth a lot of money to your firm?’ Messer continued to sort through the paper, unperturbed by the silence.

‘I can’t comment. I know nothing about the files, and little of Mr Jones’s professional practice.’

Messer looked up. They locked eyes. Combative.

‘Who sent you to us, if you don’t mind me asking?’ Ruth asked.

Messer frowned at her as if weighing up whether to say. ‘Several people. Gavin’s wife mentioned your involvement. And there was someone from Minerallic.’

‘Gloria?’ Ruth asked.

Messer grimaced and diverted the conversation on a different tangent. She said, her tone calm, ‘I’ll get your list of staff in a week then, shall I?’

‘As soon as I can get it to you. If I can get it to you.’

They stood up and Ruth walked the detective to the lift well. She pushed the button to call it, to make sure the detective got into it.

 They shook hands as the lift arrived.

‘I’ll be hearing from you then,’ Messer said.

Ruth mounted the fire stairs to return to her office and walked, preoccupied, past Geraldine’s desk.

‘Everything all right?’ Geri asked.

‘Yes. No problem.’ Ruth stood at the window of her office, arms crossed, staring at six kayakers under the Storey Bridge. The light in Brisbane was so clear, tiny details in the view were distinct—the leaves, ripples in the river.

One question refused to leave her mind. Why did Messer come to Howard Greene? The one thing that distinguished Howard Greene, a commercial law firm, from others was that all their files were about money, and any suggestion of feelings were broken down by analysis so that it could be translated into dollars. Sacked unfairly? Then quantify the compensation. Suffered a life-threatening injury at the hands of a negligent doctor? Worth a couple of million bucks. There was no room for sadness or anger or distress or violence thirty-nine floors above the street. Those things were unthinkable, abhorrent.

Someone must have told Messer that Howard Greene was the law firm that dealt with Gavin. Who would have done that? Gloria? Or Amy? Why would they do that?

And Messer had said that Anne Jones sent her over. Yet Charlie hadn’t mentioned any police involvement.

After five minutes, Ruth sat at her computer and did a search on the staff database for anyone with the initials BB. Nothing.

‘Geri!’ she yelled. ‘Anyone here got some variation on the initials BB? Can you do an advanced search?’

 ‘Sure!’ Geri yelled back.

Ruth picked up the telephone. The first person she rang was Roscoe. There was a long silence after she broke the news. ‘Ooof,’ he finally said. It was as close to swearing as Roscoe got, unless things were catastrophic. He’d sworn when Bill died. That was the only time Ruth had noticed. ‘Do you want me to come up there?’

‘I’ll let you know how we go,’ Ruth said.

‘Thank god you’re there. Do the police think someone at Howard Greene had something to do with it?’

‘Don’t think so. They seem to be looking for signs of a disgruntled person on the files.’

‘They don’t know much about commercial law then,’ said Roscoe.

‘My thoughts exactly,’ said Ruth. ‘Although Gavin was a pretty unpleasant character.’

‘You keep saying that,’ Roscoe said.

‘Because it’s true, Roscoe. Because it’s true.’

The second person she rang was Philip. He answered straight away. Apparently, his meeting was over. ‘Ruth,’ he said, his voice filled with warmth. ‘How did you go with the constabulary?’

‘They seem to think Gavin Jones was murdered.’

There was a long pause.

Ruth waited for an exclamation registering some strong emotion. Surprise? Fear? Foreboding? Confusion? But there was nothing. She could hear Philip breathing.

Finally, he said, ‘Murdered? How? By whom?’

Philip handled startling and appalling news better than Ruth did. A part of her admired him for it. Still, she thought, explosive reactions weren’t Philip’s thing. And Ruth herself had concentrated on appearing calm before DS Messer. Maybe he was just very good at hiding panic. 

‘They’re being rather coy about how at the moment. Clearly, they don’t know by whom. The detective wouldn’t even say the word. But she does want to see the files, and wants the name of every person here who dealt with him.’

Anyone else would have speculated whether it was true and who could have done it. Philip only focused on the two loves of his life: the firm and his largest client. ‘They think it was someone at Howard Greene?’

‘Not necessarily, I don’t think. I understand that they’re looking more at people who could be identified from the files—disgruntled people suing and people he may have offended.’

‘They want to see the files?’

‘Yes.’

‘You didn’t give them access?’ Now there was a hint of panic in his voice.

The suggestion that she would allow a stranger to look at a client’s files irritated Ruth. ‘No, of course not. But I agreed to look into whether we could provide a list of our people who dealt with him, and to ask Minerallic about access to the files.’

‘Have they spoken with anyone else? Anyone from Minerallic?’

‘I think they must have. She said someone from Minerallic referred her to us.’

‘Who?’ Philip was outraged. And angry.

‘Messer didn’t say,’ Ruth said.

‘I’d better ring John Lee,’ Philip said.
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 Geri came in. ‘Nobody in Howard Greene has initials with two B’s in them, in any combination.’

Ruth nodded. That was a relief.

Her landline rang. It was Philip again.

‘I think we’ll be able to get some work in relation to this,’ he said. ‘Paying work.’

Whoa. The police had started a murder investigation, apparently including an investigation of his own law firm, and Philip had deftly transformed it into a chance to bill a client? Even if Ruth had thought of it, she wouldn’t have had the gumption to suggest it. Yet somehow Philip, with a wave of his magic wand, had made it seem like he was the man on the spot to help Minerallic with an unfortunate problem.

Philip called a meeting of partners to discuss the police investigation. He ran it, and did all the talking, paraphrasing what Ruth had told him and relating it as if he had been at the meeting with DS Messer.

As she watched him, it occurred to Ruth that all of Philip’s appearances were scripted, using information he had mined in preparatory conversations with others, and adopted as his own. Ruth was now an extra, playing a functionary in a drama in which Philip starred.

When Philip explained they were giving a list of Howard Greene staff to the police, there was a collective squirm and murmur in the room as the significance of being interviewed by the police for a murder sank in.

The last item on Philip’s agenda was a client function for Minerallic, which he was planning while John Lee was still in the country.

 Viv scoffed, ‘What do we tell them we are celebrating?’ It was the first contribution she had made to the conversation.

Philip frowned, sallow and dour.

Viv mumbled, ‘Sorry,’ and folded into her chair.

The energy zone around Viv was drained of lustre. She was dejected, saggy, her face pale with anxiety.

Ruth made a mental note to check on her. See what was troubling her.

Craig said loudly, ‘I think a client function is an excellent idea. We just have to make it clear that it’s an act of … what do you call it?’

‘Empathy?’ suggested Ruth. From the corner of her eye, she could see Carlo straining in the corner to contain a snort of laughter.

‘That’s it.’

Philip picked up his pen. ‘It’ll give us an opportunity to show our support during this difficult time, and also to gain some intelligence … about the visit from the police.’

Philip then made his usual short speech about how the firm was privileged to act for Minerallic, a truly great client, even by global standards. And how the fact that the police had come to them was a reflection of the close relationship the firm had with Minerallic. Howard Greene would not disappoint Minerallic in this, its hour of need.

After the meeting, Viv and Carlo stopped by Ruth’s office. Viv sat on the desk, while Carlo wandered around Ruth’s office scrunching up pieces of paper.

‘What’s all this about then?’ Viv asked. ‘Do you think the police actually have anything?’

 ‘They must have something, or they wouldn’t be bothering,’ said Ruth. ‘It might just be for the inquest.’

‘You have obviously never been involved in an inquest,’ said Carlo. ‘The coppers approach those in a very lackadaisical manner. To be turning up here so soon after the death means there’s something to investigate.’

‘I wonder what they have,’ said Viv. ‘And why they’ve come to us.’

‘They obviously think some killer clue is hidden in the files,’ Ruth said.

Ruth’s computer dinged, and she was briefly distracted by her screen. When she turned around again, Viv had gone.
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RUTH

Ruth didn’t usually do lunch on work days—she couldn’t spare the time—but Charlie insisted. When Ruth demurred, he wheedled. ‘Come on, Ruthie. I’m already in town. You don’t get many chances like this.’

‘Like what?’

‘To have lunch with me.’

Ruth needed, in any case, to speak to Charlie about the visit from Detective Messer.

When she arrived at the restaurant, Charlie was sitting outside in the dappled shade, legs crossed, reading The Monthly, a liberal current affairs magazine. She examined him for a moment, before he noticed she was there.

He sat confidently, looking as if he were the benevolent leader of an esoteric corner of the world. In that way, he reminded her of Bill. He was full of purposeful energy.

Ruth touched him lightly on the shoulder in greeting, and Charlie’s face lit up, his eyes scrunching at their corners, and he stood to kiss her on the cheek.

 They both sat down, and he handed her a menu. While they studied it, he said, ‘Bit awkward, really, this middle-aged romance thing.’

Ruth felt like a giant church bell had clanged inside her, not of joy but of warning. She kept her eyes on the menu. ‘Are we having a romance?’ she asked, cautious. She beat back the rising sense of guilt that had plagued her since that first drunken night together, the night after Gavin’s funeral.

It both surprised and concerned Ruth that Charlie had used the word ‘romance’. It would be a very bad thing for him to feel attached to her. She didn’t want an entanglement that she would have to extricate herself from. She didn’t have the energy to expend on another person’s emotional needs.

‘It’s either romance or a series of casual shags. I’m happy either way,’ said Charlie.

‘Are those the only choices?’ said Ruth, relieved.

Charlie studied the menu. ‘What the fuck is Bangalow pork?’

‘There’s a new trend among the more fashionable cafés to give you a brief biography of the livestock you’re about to eat. A bit like saying it’s a stay-at-home mother of three from Mosman. Tells a life story in a place name. Bangalow means rolling, sweet smelling, emerald green hills with views to Byron Bay and quite good shopping, if memory serves. Although, presumably, the pigs don’t see much of that. The general idea is that they spent a short but happy life frolicking in verdant splendour, nowhere near an abattoir, and died happy, overlooking the ocean.’

‘Ha,’ said Charlie.

Ruth waited until the meal was served before asking how Anne was.

‘Not great,’ said Charlie. ‘The police came to visit.’

 ‘Oh really?’ said Ruth, reassured he had raised it. Admitted it. ‘They visited us too.’

‘They must think Gavin was murdered. They’re still waiting for the toxicology report. At least that’s what the police are telling us. They must have some suspicion that there’s an issue or they wouldn’t be harassing Annie like this. Not that I tell her that.’ Charlie toyed with his glass. ‘They’ve contacted you as well, have they? That’s good. At least they aren’t focusing solely on poor Annie.’ For a man discussing a police investigation into the murder of his brother-in-law, Charlie was strangely cool. Maybe he’d exhausted the turmoil. Or maybe he was very good at hiding stress.

‘Poor Annie,’ Ruth repeated. Then she had a little exploratory dig. ‘This must be very distressing for her. And for you.’

‘She’s beside herself,’ Charlie said. ‘I’m trying to hold it together. You know’—he rolled his eyes as he smiled at Ruth—‘being the male rock impervious to emotion.’

Ruth didn’t know what to say. She reached over and touched his forearm.

Charlie shrugged his shoulders, as if to shake away a bad thought. ‘What are they looking for at your firm, then?’ Charlie said.

‘Enemies, as far as I can tell. They think they’ll leap out of our files. Seems like a long shot to me.’

‘I imagine Gavin would have collected a few enemies,’ said Charlie.

‘Oh really?’

‘Gavin was the sort of person who thought having a lot of enemies was a sign of success. Didn’t like women much either. If they showed a bit of lip, anyway.’

 ‘Why’s that?’

‘Maybe not right to say he didn’t like them. He had views about the place and function of women. He kept Anne on a pretty tight leash. Wanted her at home. No kid of his would be brought up by some childcare centre or, as he so charmingly expressed it, a half-wit nanny.’

‘He did have a certain turn of phrase,’ said Ruth, remembering the partners’ conference. ‘Does Anne not like being at home with the kids?’

‘She dotes on them. Just feels a bit trapped.’

‘Yes. Funny how a mother’s love for her children is equated in the public mind with how much time she spends with them.’

‘I bet Gavin wouldn’t have kept his views about women to himself when he was at work. He liked expressing his opinions.’

‘About women being at home with the children?’

‘Yeah.’

‘I’m not sure he would spread that around,’ Ruth said. ‘Tricky these days to say those things at work. In the law anyway. Too many women. Clever women. You don’t want to piss them off. Women with children who work are exploitable, and great employees. They don’t insist on promotion, they work hard and they’re easy to trample. If trampling is your thing.’ She thought of Viv, punished for not complying with the formula.

Charlie frowned, but said nothing.

‘What’s Anne going to do now?’ Ruth asked. ‘Will she have to go back to work?’

‘Not sure. There’s a giant mortgage over the house. No idea how she’s going to pay it off. She hasn’t worked for seven years. Librarian. Master’s in history. Never going to earn much.’

‘He must’ve had some assets somewhere,’ said Ruth.

 ‘They’re looking.’

‘Anne doesn’t know what they are?’

Charlie shook his head. ‘He kept all their financial affairs to himself.’

Wow, thought Ruth.

Charlie grimaced.

‘Who’s the executor of his estate?’ Ruth asked.

‘Some lawyer called Simon Blatt.’

Ruth withheld her surprise. Gavin was obviously closer to Simon Blatt than anybody at Howard Greene realised. ‘Right, well presumably Simon’s all over it,’ was all she said. Ruth felt she should probably add something positive about the dead. ‘Gavin was very highly regarded at work. Our firm had a very good relationship with him.’

‘Yes, you said that at the funeral. Funny, you never really know how people do at work.’

‘Speaking of which, I suppose I’d better get a hurry on,’ said Ruth. ‘I have a mountain of work to get through myself.’

‘Why don’t you come over for morning tea on Sunday? To Anne’s. You can tell her how highly regarded Gavin was.’

‘Oh right.’ Was this, Ruth wondered, a ‘meet the family’ morning tea, or a ‘share information about the police investigation of the dead husband’ morning tea. If it was the former, Ruth wasn’t going.

‘Does Annie know? About us?’ she asked.

‘About the middle-aged romance?’ Charlie laughed. ‘No, there are limits on what I tell my little sister, and who I have casual shags with is one of them. Don’t worry. I wouldn’t do that to you. Can I drop you back at work?’

 ‘Sure.’ They walked down the footpath to a vivid green 911 Porsche. As they approached it beeped and blinked at them.

‘Is this your car?’ said Ruth in disbelief.

‘Gav’s. It was delivered the week before he died. Annie thought I should take it out for a spin.’

‘Sad he didn’t get to enjoy it.’

The car made a purring noise, like a self-satisfied cat.
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Ruth found herself at Gavin Jones’s house on Sunday afternoon armed with a hamper filled with cheese and chocolates and condiments, and some pink cupcakes she’d sourced from a French baker. Ruth wasn’t sure what small girls liked to eat, but figured if it was sweet and fluffy, someone would eat it.

The house was on the side of a hill, white weatherboard, wide verandahs open to the breeze, striped shadow on the wooden floorboards dappled by the shadows of rustling leaves.

There were two large pots full of plants just inside the gate, on either side of the stairs, a profusion of tall thin stems awash with deep purple flowers.

Ruth climbed the stairs and knocked. There was a pounding of small feet on wooden floors; squeals of excitement, a woman’s voice admonishing children not to open the door. Anne answered it. She wore what Ruth could only describe as a shapeless floral frock with a pair of well-trodden sandals. She needed a haircut.

Odd, though, that Anne, whose hair was a vivid and obviously natural blonde, failed to take advantage of a feature that most women would kill for. Perhaps she was depressed. Wouldn’t be surprising, given her recent bereavement.

 The littlest girl was leaping about behind Anne, while the older one stood by quietly, watching.

‘Come in,’ said Anne.

‘Hello, hello,’ said the small girl, jumping up and down.

‘Go and show Ruth where Uncle Charlie is, girls. Sorry,’ she added to Ruth. ‘Hannah’s a bit excited. We haven’t had very many visitors since the funeral.’

Hannah took Ruth by the hand. ‘You must be very old, if you were Uncle Charlie’s friend when he had brown hair.’

‘I am quite old,’ Ruth agreed.

‘Have you brought some cakes for afternoon tea?’

‘I have. Do you like cake?’

‘Yes. We only like homemade cakes though. Are those homemade?’

‘I’m not sure,’ said Ruth, studying them. ‘It was quite an expensive shop.’

‘Are you too busy to cook?’

‘Yes. I suppose I am. I work a lot.’

‘Mummy said you would be too busy to cook.’

‘Well, she’s right. I cook sometimes, but I never cook cakes. If I cooked cakes, I would get enormously fat.’

‘Oh. Don’t you live with anyone?’

‘I live with my big boy, Jack. But I don’t make him cake.’

‘Are you a spinster?’

Ruth thought about that. She and Bill never got around to getting married. ‘Yes, I suppose I am.’

‘Mummy’s like a spinster now, but because Daddy died, she’s called a window.’ She paused for this information to sink in, then added, for the sake of completeness, ‘Uncle Charlie is a divorcee.’

 ‘Oh,’ said Ruth.

‘There are a lot of different words for not having a husband.’

‘Uncle Charlie had a wife,’ said Grace.

Hannah ignored her. ‘I wonder why Mummy is called a window. Is it because you can see what’s inside her now? All the worry?’

Charlie wandered up. ‘Thank you, Hannah, for helping Ruth.’

‘That’s all right. We were just talking about her being a spinster,’ said Hannah.

‘Why don’t you put the cakes in the kitchen?’ Charlie grinned at Ruth above Hannah’s head.

‘Okay.’ Hannah took the box of cupcakes and trotted off, slightly chubby with a faint trace of the toddler tummy beneath her pink shorts and blue blouse.

‘That child has an amazing vocabulary,’ said Ruth.

‘Chutzpah and vocabulary. Terrible combination.’

‘I’m sure she must be some kind of genius,’ Ruth said.

‘No doubt,’ said Charlie drily. ‘Gifted.’

‘Every person knows a child who’s a genius. They are usually related to it,’ said Ruth. ‘She seems to have taken the death of her father in her stride.’

‘I don’t think she quite understands. She asked Anne whether he’ll be dead for long. Grace isn’t coping as well. She tries to explain it to Hannah and gets upset. We all do, actually, when we hear that optimistic little voice put a happy spin on it.’

Anne materialised again, rubbing her hands together and looking about as if the furniture would provide her with an appropriate thing to say. She wasn’t like Charlie. Without his easy charm, Anne was like a frightened rabbit. Funny, Ruth thought, how siblings can be so different.

 Eventually Anne asked, as if granted inspiration, ‘Would you like a cup of tea? Or coffee,’ she added as an afterthought.

‘Tea would be lovely.’ Ruth handed Anne the hamper. ‘Sorry, I didn’t stretch to cooking a meal. I thought this might be useful.’

‘Oh, thank you. Hampers are obviously the latest thing. It’s the third one we’ve received in the last few weeks.’

Anne took the hamper away to the kitchen. Ruth and Charlie sat down. They were in a large room in the back of the house. Ceiling to floor glass and wood sliding doors opened to the garden, which had been terraced into the side of the hill. There was a paved area big enough for an outdoor table, a cane sofa and armchairs, and tracts of open space. It gleamed, spotless. A pool was on one side, and more lawn with a little plastic house and a sandpit was on the other.

Charlie winked at her, but they didn’t speak.

‘You have a lovely house,’ said Ruth, when Anne returned with the tray.

‘Thanks. We just finished the renovation six months ago. Got rid of the builders finally. And we were just starting to enjoy it …’ She bent her head to pour the tea.

At every turn in this conversation there was a cloud. Gavin’s absence permeated everything. Gavin had been there one day, and was gone forever the next. Ruth knew how that felt to those left behind. She wondered if she should raise it; their common affliction of being, as Hannah called it, a window. She decided not to. Presumably Charlie had told Anne.

Anne said nothing, just sipped her tea while she stared vacantly at a spot a foot from her nose. To fill the gap, Charlie and Ruth talked about past friends and acquaintances, as if they barely knew one another, and were reconnecting after twenty years apart. At length, the conversation drifted into silence. Charlie said gently, ‘Annie, Ruth knew Gavin from work.’ 

‘Yes,’ said Anne. ‘You were at the funeral.’

‘He was very highly regarded.’ Ruth winced. She kept saying that.

Charlie smirked.

‘Ruth’s law firm have had the police around as well, asking questions,’ Charlie said to Anne.

‘Detective Messer?’ asked Anne.

Ruth nodded. ‘Swarthy, but clever. Looks like an athlete.’

‘A sadist if you ask me,’ said Anne. ‘I don’t know why the police keep persecuting us.’

Ruth considered whether she should broach the subject directly, and thought she may as well. ‘Do we know if he was killed?’ she asked. ‘The police are being rather coy about that.’

‘I assume they think so. Why else would Detective Messer be such a regular visitor?’ said Charlie.

‘It’s ridiculous.’ Anne’s upper lip curled in anger, and blotches of crimson appeared on her neck.

‘They’re not accusing you, Annie,’ said Charlie.

‘But why would anybody want to kill Gavin? It’s ludicrous,’ said Ruth.

Anne gazed into her cup of tea. ‘It looked like he just had a vomiting bug. I thought he was complaining like he did when he got the flu. He was always like that when he was sick. I didn’t know what to do with the girls if I took him to the hospital, so I left calling the ambulance longer than I should have.’

‘You can’t blame yourself, Annie,’ said Charlie. ‘The normal reaction would be to assume it was a twenty-four-hour virus.’

 ‘That’s right. Youngish, healthy man,’ said Ruth. ‘It’d be the last thing you’d think of.’

‘I suppose eventually we’ll get the toxicology report. And we’ll know what he died from. Then this can stop.’ Anne’s foot jiggled up and down, like a metronome on speed. It caused her entire body to shake as she glared at Ruth. Anger focused all her energy into the wrongfulness of having the police enquire into the death of her husband.

‘What do the police want from your law firm?’ Anne asked Ruth.

Ruth looked at Anne speculatively, while she weighed up how she should answer that. Should she tell the truth or give a non-answer? Clearly, Charlie had invited her over to tell them what she knew of Detective Messer’s enquiries. There was no secret in that, and poor Anne needed to know.

‘She wants to know what was going on with the Minerallic files. Whether Gavin had any enemies.’

‘And did he?’

‘Not that I know of. But I haven’t looked at the files.’

‘Well, it’s good to know they’re focusing on suspects other than us, Annie.’ Charlie spoke in a soft undertone.

Anne crossed her arms and turned her face away. ‘He didn’t talk much about work. But there were some crazies. Some person had been dismissed from Minerallic and sued for—what’s it called? Wrongful dismissal. And there were the environmental activists.’

Silence. Ruth couldn’t tell them what was in the files, even if she knew. The only way out of it was to change the subject. ‘Hannah,’ said Ruth, ‘is that your cubby house? Can I see inside?’

 The cubby house had a plastic tea set and other signs of juvenile domesticity within. Ruth and Hannah spent a pleasant five minutes touring it, while Hannah described its many attributes. The older girl, Grace, hung back: interested, but too shy to engage in the conversation. After that, it seemed decent to leave.

‘I’ll head off too,’ said Charlie. He grabbed his keys and got into an ancient maroon Corolla which was parked in front of Ruth’s car.

‘Not sure this is quite the standard I expect from my lover,’ said Ruth. ‘What happened to the Porsche?’

‘Simon Blatt couldn’t get rid of it fast enough. Said Anne couldn’t afford it. True. Nor could she use it given the lack of a decent back seat. Indecent haste, though, I thought, given it was the last thing Gavin acquired.’

He followed her home. When they were ensconced in bed, Charlie said, ‘I’m sorry. Anne’s angry. I thought it would help for her to know that the police are questioning lots of people. That there might be something in those files. I’m worried about her. They obviously think there was something wrong with the way he died. It’s the easy way out, to blame the wife.’

‘I know. I’m sorry that I can’t help you.’

He gave her a pleading look. ‘Nothing?’

She wasn’t going to betray her professional obligations for anyone. Not even for Charlie. They’d been drummed into her, become a part of her. And with a police investigation going on it felt more important than ever to stick with the rules, which had been devised over centuries by people far wiser than Ruth.
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RUTH

DS Messer was back She hadn’t bothered to make an appointment.

Ruth was tempted to send a message to Messer that she was too busy to see her, but curiosity overwhelmed reticence and, after making her wait for fifteen minutes, Ruth went down to reception. The detective looked up from a pamphlet about the firm’s dispute resolution practice. ‘Impressive. Big fights. What do you call them? Disputes?’

‘Yes, we specialise in big stuff. Big clients. Big matters.’

‘Have to be big to afford it.’ Was she hoping to provoke?

‘Precisely.’ That was indeed the point of Big Law. To attract Big Clients.

Messer put the pamphlet back on the console.

‘Can I help you?’ asked Ruth. ‘You received the list of people, I assume?’ Ruth had sent the list of staff to Messer the day before. Philip and Ruth had made the list dauntingly long, sixty-two names, everyone in the firm who’d so much as brushed against Gavin, so that it would take the police weeks to interview them all. (Ruth was a master at apparent cooperation, fulsome help.)

 Messer hadn’t responded. No staff member had been interviewed. There had been no search warrant.

‘Yes, thanks.’ Messer was dismissive, as if she hadn’t looked at it, and had forgotten she had it. ‘Do you want to talk here?’ She waved her hand at the reception area. A couple of clients were taking a desultory interest.

‘Will it take long?’

‘Well, I came to give you some further details on the Jones case. You might like some privacy.’

Ruth moved them into a meeting room.

‘I wanted to notify you that we’re now looking at possible murder,’ Messer said.

Even though Ruth had expected it, the news still shocked her. She felt it in the bottom of her gut, as if someone had dropped a cast-iron block inside her. And that wasn’t just because of the confirmation that Gavin had probably been murdered, and all that might mean for Anne and Charlie. There was also the question of why DS Messer was so interested in Howard Greene.

Ruth felt dread. This firm, which she’d grown up in, had an ownership interest in, was implicated in some way in a murder.

‘Oh, that’s terrible,’ Ruth said. ‘What do you think happened?’

‘Unclear. The toxicology is ongoing and will take a couple more weeks. We found some drugs in his system.’

‘What sort of drugs?’

‘Prescription. And, when not prescribed, recreational.’

Ruth was silent for moment while she looked at Detective Messer, in the hope that she would keep talking.

Messer returned her gaze benignly. She was not going to offer more information.

Presently Ruth asked, ‘Why are you telling me?’

 ‘I thought it might give you some clues.’

‘Clues? About taking drugs? In a corporate law firm?’

Messer didn’t say anything, just looked at her with one slightly raised eyebrow.

Ruth felt a twinge of embarrassment. Messer was right. It was ludicrous to suggest that drugs, licit and illicit, weren’t prevalent in law firms. It was one of the many revelations Ruth had when she was in law firm management. Just after some of the bigger clients introduced random drug and alcohol testing, there were a couple of embarrassing incidents when lawyers had gone to a meeting and been sprung with a surprise test. The clients made a discreet call to the firm, after quietly bundling the offender off their premises. Depending on how valued the employee was, they’d either be quietly sacked or hustled off to rehab. The people who came to the attention of management must have been the tip of the proverbial iceberg.

Ruth wondered if Messer knew that Minerallic probably ran random drug tests of its staff, and whether Gavin had ever been tested.

So Ruth knew she was being disingenuous when she said, ‘I don’t understand, Detective, why you would think that anyone here would have had anything to do with the administration of drugs.’

‘I don’t necessarily. Our enquiries are spread pretty wide at the moment, Ms Dawson. We’re more interested in your files than your people. At the moment.’

‘You can be as interested as you like, Detective. It won’t help. They’re not our files. They’re Minerallic’s files, and Minerallic has legal professional privilege over the contents of them. I’ll take it up with them.’
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Philip appeared in Ruth’s office. Messer had left a full hour before, and Ruth, deliberately, hadn’t called him. As partner in charge, Philip had his tentacles all over the reception area in the firm. News of the detective visiting would have reached his office, Ruth was certain.

Philip said, ‘I’ve been thinking about this police thing. Not good news. About Gavin.’ He looked grim.

‘No. Bit of a surprise. The detective was here again this morning.’

‘Was she?’ said Philip, feigning surprise. ‘What was that about?’

‘She mentioned a toxicology report. It’s a murder investigation.’

Philip was good at inscrutable. He folded his arms and stepped to the window.

Ruth left the silence unfilled.

Eventually he said, very softly, ‘How?’

‘They are doing toxicology tests.’

‘Toxicology,’ said Philip, as if he’d never heard the word before. He savoured it, as a new idea nested within him. ‘So poisoning?’

Ruth wondered why Philip had jumped from toxicology to poisoning. ‘Messer asked me about drugs actually.’

Philip stared at Ruth then out the window, deep in thought.

Eventually, he turned to go. At the door, he said, ‘You’re doing a great job by the way, dealing with the police. Best person here to do it. Couldn’t trust Owen. Or Craig. Or Viv. This requires the gravitas of someone like you. Someone really intelligent.’

Viv walked in at that moment. Philip turned to her. ‘Just saying what an outstanding job Ruth is doing with this Gavin Jones drama,’ Philip said. ‘Isn’t she, Viv? Outstanding.’

 Viv looked uncomfortable. ‘Yes, Ruth always does a great job.’

Philip’s public acclamations of other people’s genius always caused a bit of discomfort. Ruth had the sensation of needing to shake it off, scrub the compliments away, as if an oily substance had been sprayed on her.

[image: Image]

Ruth had no choice now. She had to look at the Minerallic files. Before the police did. If Messer arrived with a search warrant, Howard Greene would be unprepared. Her experience as a lawyer had taught her one overriding principle: be armed with the facts. It was only when you were across all the details that you could work out your next move. You had to know where the land mines were so you could pick a path around them.

But the task of going through the files was daunting. Ruth had no clue what to look for.

She got a list of Minerallic files. There were five hundred and seventeen of them being worked on now. Lord. The sheer volume of paper. And that didn’t include the closed files. Lawyers had to keep files for seven years after work was complete. The files were kept in a thing referred to as ‘archives’. Ruth had no idea where, or even what, that actually was. A shed? A warehouse? When Ruth archived a file, she signed a piece of paper. That was the total quantum of thought she gave to the process.

She approached Sami, the chief operating officer. In Brisbane, he oversaw an entire floor of people who performed the back-office function for the Australian offices of Howard Greene. She asked him where the archived files were kept.

‘Carole Park.’

 Ruth had never heard of Carole Park. She googled it. It was an industrial suburb on the western outskirts of Brisbane: hot, flat, halfway to Ipswich.

‘Big place is it?’ she asked Sami.

‘Big enough. We store about five thousand boxes a year, which are each kept for seven years. You can do the maths.’

‘Clean?’

‘Clean? Why do you need to know that?’

‘My team may need to look at a whole lot of archived files. Confidential enquiry for a client. A lot of files.’

‘The Minerallic files?’

‘Err, possibly. Although I didn’t tell you that.’

‘Clean enough, for a warehouse full of paper. But it’s not designed for reviewing files. You shouldn’t go there. Tell us what you want, and we’ll get it back for you.’

‘Thanks, Sami,’ she said. ‘Once I’ve worked out what we need, I’ll let you know.’
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The decision about the files in archives was taken out of her hands.

Philip called. ‘Spoke to John Lee. The police have been talking to their employees. He’s worried. We should start a review of Gavin’s files right away. He’ll pay, by the way.’

‘Philip, you’re a genius,’ Ruth said, with irony. The idea the firm would be making money out of this made her squirm.

‘Well, we do our best,’ Philip said. ‘It’s all about good service.’

Philip really is a pompous prat, Ruth thought, as she put the phone down. Good service indeed, for a few hundred thousand dollars. Still, it would help with her billings. Never a good look to have a hole in the monthly numbers.

 Her phone rang. It was Philip again.

‘Sorry I hung up,’ she said. ‘I thought we’d finished talking.’

‘I meant to tell you,’ Philip said, ‘John Lee told us not to bother with closed files for the time being. He wants us to focus on the open files.’

Great. That meant they didn’t have to look at the files in Carole Park.
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Ruth and Geri were knee deep in Gavin’s files. He practised law like a doberman on speed. He attacked legal issues with a barely suppressed fury, instructing Howard Greene to send belligerent letters to opponents. It looked to Ruth like futile point scoring, which would do nothing to resolve the matter they were fighting about.

But Gavin didn’t confine his aggression to opponents of Minerallic.

The tone of his emails to the lawyers in the firm was imperious. He demanded that documents be turned around in a ridiculously short time—requests at five pm required that a complicated fifty-page document be delivered by ten the next morning. If it was not delivered by that time, he shot an email of complaint to Philip. This caused considerable grief for the lawyer. There were phone calls, grievances, and then a sycophantic apology from Philip to Gavin.

There were many emails from Philip to Gavin on the files, oozing compliments and obsequiousness, seeking Gavin’s forgiveness for the failings of some underling, and promising that the imaginary crimes committed by them would not be repeated.

Gavin responded, I like to keep my lawyers on their toes.

Indeed, and quite right too, from Philip.

The in-house legal team at Minerallic obviously lived in fear of Gavin, and expected his frequent interference. I’ll need to check that with Gavin, Amy and Gloria frequently emailed, not only for important strategic issues, but for trivialities.

Gavin had strong views on who could work on Minerallic files, and required lengthy CVs. If someone was appointed without Gavin’s permission, that person was sacked and replaced with someone nominated by Gavin.

‘Gavin really was a bit of a prick, wasn’t he?’ said Ruth.

‘As you keep saying,’ said Geri drily.

They had gone through all the open files except one. There it was again: the Holy Grail matter. Ruth made her way to Craig Pralog’s office. He was speaking on the phone while looking out the window at the Storey Bridge, his feet on his desk, legs stretched out before him. When she walked into his office, he put the phone in its cradle.

‘Ruth!’

How nice it would be to have even half that self-belief, Ruth thought. It spilled out of him.

‘Can you point me in the direction of the Holy Grail file?’ she asked. ‘I’m working through the Minerallic files.’

‘You’re not serious. It’s more than a hundred arch lever folders.’

‘’Fraid so.’

‘Well, I’ll see you in a couple of years. What’re you looking for?’

‘To see what the police might be interested in.’

‘There’s nothing there of interest to the police. But I suppose you need to take a quick look. For completeness. To say you’ve done it.’

 He was giving her a directive. What an impertinent little shit. Craig was seven years younger than Ruth. She concealed her irritation. It would be better to have him comfortable and cooperating. ‘Yep,’ she said. ‘Quick look. Purely routine.’

Craig yelled to his secretary, ‘Laura, can you show Ruth where the Holy Grail file is?’ He turned to Ruth. ‘Are you going to do it yourself?’ There was disbelief in his tone. He liked to get minions to do the detailed work.

‘Yes, I am.’

Craig’s secretary guided Ruth to the compactus where the files were stored. It was very neat. The arch lever folders were lined up, row upon row, the labels in precisely the same spot on each spine.

‘That’s a well-kept file,’ said Ruth.

Craig’s secretary smiled at the compliment. Hopefully, she’d be helpful.

It was surprising how quickly you can read an arch lever folder full of paper, after years of practice. There were a hundred and thirteen files. At twenty minutes to read each one, it would take her thirty hours to get through them all. Four days.

It was mind-numbing. A big project, endless meetings, enormous documents. She flicked through most of it, scanning for words that looked unusual. The only notable thing about the file was how little work Philip did. His name barely appeared, except as a cc to emails.

At the end of the fourth day, Ruth finished file one hundred and thirteen. She only had one question for Craig. A yellow post-it note was stuck to a handwritten memo on folder sixty-three. Scrawled on the post-it note were the words: Put on ops file. The memo it was stuck to was a record of a conversation between Craig and Gavin. It was notes of a meeting about a mortgage. 

‘Fabulous file,’ Ruth said to Craig. She wanted him to feel relaxed, like there was nothing she was concerned about. And she wasn’t really concerned. Just mildly curious about this other file, this thing called ‘ops’.

‘Yeah. Billed it like a crazy man,’ Craig said.

Ruth turned to go. At the door of Craig’s office, she said as if she had just remembered something, ‘Can you point me in the direction of that other file on the Holy Grail matter? I’ll have a quick look at that as well. Just to cover the bases.’

‘What other file?’

‘The one about ops? Maybe it means operations?’

Craig looked down, picked up a pen and slowly made a mark on a page in front of him. ‘How did you hear about that?’ he said quietly.

Ruth got the sense she had thrown a dead cat on his desk, and he needed to think about how he should react.

‘It was mentioned on your file.’

‘Really? No, you can’t look at it. It’s classified top secret. Nobody else was supposed to know it exists.’

‘What’s it about?’

‘Operations.’

‘Can you be more specific?’

‘No. Don’t ask me. I’ve signed a confidentiality agreement.’

‘Can I sign one too?’

‘What for? The file’s closed.’

‘Because we’re looking into the death of one of their employees?’

Craig laughed. ‘Forget it. The instructions come straight from Houston. They won’t give a shit. I can tell you there was nothing in there that would indicate why anyone would want to top Gavin Jones anyway.’ 

A secret file. One of the basic principles at the heart of legal practice was that lawyers are keepers of the secrets of their clients. A lawyer who blabs can’t be a lawyer.

There were perfectly legitimate reasons for a file being kept confidential: information that could affect a company’s share price; a celebrity planning a divorce.

And now that Ruth knew that the file was secret, and she couldn’t have access to it, that was enough for her to turn away from it. Anyway, the file was closed, and was thus outside the ambit of what John Lee had told Philip he wanted them to look at. So Ruth didn’t press it. She returned to her office.

Five minutes later, Philip was at her door. ‘How’s the file review going?’

‘All right,’ said Ruth. ‘Actually,’ she added, ‘it’s very boring.’

‘Nothing I can help with?’ Philip asked.

Ruth wondered whether he had spoken to Craig about the secret file and that was why he was in Ruth’s office.




35

RUTH

Around lunchtime on Saturday, Charlie rang Ruth. There were no niceties. His voice sounded tight and far away. ‘Just thought you ought to know, Messer’s here. She wants to take Anne in for questioning.’

Oh no, thought Ruth. On a Saturday afternoon? How were they going to get a lawyer?

‘Tell Anne not to say anything without a lawyer there.’

‘I told her that. She’s worried it will make her seem guilty.’

‘Who cares what the police think? They want her to speak so they can put together a case. Whatever she says will be taped, then picked apart to find discrepancies. It’s the jury she hasn’t met yet that she needs to worry about. You have to get her some proper representation.’

‘Okay. I’ll tell her. If I can.’

‘I’ll find a lawyer. Ask Messer where she’s taking Anne. And don’t tell Messer you’re talking to me.’

She heard Charlie say politely, ‘Excuse me Detective Messer. We were just wondering where you’re taking her. So that we can arrange for a lawyer to meet you there.’

 Ruth could feel Messer’s eyes rolling. ‘Suit yourself. We’re going to Roma Street headquarters.’

Ruth hung up. A criminal lawyer. On a Saturday. She didn’t know any in Brisbane. She rang Carlo, who suggested she ring Bob Swanson: a criminal silk—Senior Counsel. Ruth knew him by reputation. She’d seen him on television. Every time there was a controversial murder in Queensland, or bikie gang raid, Bob seemed to be for the defence.

Ringing him on a Saturday only on the basis that he knew Carlo? Oh well. It was an emergency.

‘Don’t worry,’ Bob said, in reply to her apology. ‘You’d be surprised how often you flash corporate types need the help of a criminal lawyer. Usually, though, it’s because of an errant child on a drug charge. Not some—what did you say?—sister of a distant acquaintance,’ he paused meaningfully, ‘about to be charged with murder. No problem, though. I can help.’

She rang Charlie back so that he could call Bob himself. Bob was lining up a team, including solicitors. It would cost a bomb.

Charlie spoke with exaggerated calm, as if he were describing something so alien that the only way he could comprehend it was to articulate each syllable with slow deliberation. ‘They’ve searched the house. Made a horrible mess. They’re interested in the bushes at the front of the house. A plant called foxglove.’

‘Foxglove? Isn’t that poisonous?’ asked Ruth.

‘Ah. Yes. That’s where digitalis comes from.’

‘Digitalis? What’s that?’

‘It’s a drug used for heart conditions. Sorts out arrhythmia.’

 ‘What’s that?’

‘Irregular heartbeat.’

‘Digitalis must have shown up on the toxicology,’ Charlie said. ‘And then some bright spark looked in the garden.’

They were quiet for a while, both thinking it through.

‘Is it common, digitalis?’

‘Yep. I think all the big drug companies have a medication based on digitalis. Very common. Moira takes it. For her heart.’

‘Moira?’

‘I’ve already asked. She hadn’t been in Brisbane for two years before the Gavster kicked it.’

‘When would he have taken it?’

‘Well, to die of it, he must have got a blast. It kicks in somewhere between two and six hours. If he started feeling sick at nine thirty he could have picked it up if he had something at the end of his work day, somewhere between five and seven thirty.’

‘He could have had something at work then?’

‘Possibly.’

‘But the police think he was poisoned by a plant, not a tablet?’

‘Who knows? I suppose the police have the forensics, but they aren’t telling us. Given their interest in the plants, I can only assume so.’

Ruth snorted. ‘Foxglove bushes? At the front door?’ And she thought, but did not say, what was Anne thinking? Why didn’t she move them when Gavin died? Or at least when the police started sniffing around.

‘I’d be surprised if Annie knew what they were. My sister was never much of a gardener. They were in pots. At the bottom of the front stairs. And she probably wouldn’t have connected them with digitalis.’ 

For someone who wasn’t much of a gardener, she had a lovely garden, Ruth thought.

Charlie seemed to read her mind. ‘She had a landscaper in after the renovation. Perhaps he put them in. I don’t know. Seems irresponsible with small children in the house.’

‘Who’s looking after the girls?’ Ruth asked.

‘Me at the moment. Hopefully she’ll be back tonight.’

‘My aunt always said foxglove would kill the cows, but I thought that was just another manifestation of her madness.’

Charlie didn’t say anything.

‘Would you like me to come over? To help?’

‘Maybe later this afternoon. I’m trying to keep things as normal as possible. To not upset them. I told them Mummy has gone shopping.’

Ruth snorted again. ‘Shopping? In a police car?’

‘Well. It’s the best I could think of.’

‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to laugh. It wasn’t funny. I’m sure you’re doing a wonderful job. She’s very lucky to have you. And so are the girls.’

The only noise Charlie made was ‘Hmm’.

‘Please let me know if I can do anything else.’

‘Great. I’ll ring the solicitor now. Thanks.’ He hung up.

Ruth put her head in her hands.

‘What’s up, Ruthie?’ said Jack. ‘Can’t be that bad.’

‘Have you ever heard of foxglove?’

Jack’s mouth was full. In an unusual blast of domesticity, Ruth had made him a cake. ‘Poisonous plant, isn’t it?’

 Ruth explained what Charlie had just told her. ‘So, do you think Charlie’s sister killed the horrible prick?’

‘No. Surely not.’

If Annie laced Gavin’s food with foxglove, why would she leave the plant in the front garden? None of it made any sense.
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ANNE

Detective Messer was the gruffly silent type, with a permanent frown. Anne wondered what kind of exercise she did. It wouldn’t be golf to get her in that kind of shape. Footy? Martial arts?

At the station, Messer gave her a cup of tea, weak and watery, in a plastic cup. Two plastic cups, one inside the other, for insulation.

Anne hoped she didn’t look as terrified as she felt. It looked bad. Poisonous plants in the garden, a husband dead from them.

But from the point of view of the police, there must be questions, mustn’t there? If she were guilty, why would she leave the poisonous plants in the front garden, waiting to be found?

And there were two small children in the house. Why would she leave poisonous plants in the garden, if she knew what they were? Well, she did. Would they believe that the flowers had been delivered in pots out of the blue one Wednesday morning? Seemed such an unlikely story.

She knew exactly what she did with the card that came with the flowerpots. She gave it to Gavin. His desk in the study was still a mess. She’d have to look for it. The police had searched the house. Perhaps they’d found it. Anne tried to remember what it said. It was signed by Sue Blatt, she remembered that, because she recalled thinking what an odd present it was, two pots of flowering plants. 

And Messer was asking about whether anyone she knew took digitalis. Well, yes, Moira took digitalis for her heart. It made sense not to share that piece of information. She envisaged Moira’s house in Sydney being raided by the police. That wouldn’t go down well.

A lawyer arrived, part of a legal team Charlie and Ruth had put together. She looked so young and fresh-faced.

Messer produced two little plastic snaplock bags with pills in them. ‘These are the pills we found in Gavin’s study,’ she said.

Anne remembered that she wasn’t supposed to say anything, and looked at Messer apologetically.

‘She’s not saying anything, Detective,’ the lawyer said.

Anne had to stay out of gaol. The logical thing, it seemed to her, was to protest her innocence in response to the questions Messer was putting to her. But she decided she would take the legal advice, and say nothing.

‘Make the police tell you what they have. Don’t volunteer information. They’ll use it to hang you later,’ the lawyer said. Anne must have looked alarmed, so she added quickly, ‘Not literally of course. There’s no prospect you will be actually hanged. But they have nothing. You can decide to speak later, when they tell you what they are accusing you of, exactly.’

The lawyer was probably right. Anne remembered what had happened when Messer had asked her a few questions about Gavin’s behaviour and his drug taking. She could end up in a mess.

 Anne wondered how long the police would keep her, if she said nothing. She wondered how the girls were, and how Charlie was coping with a five-year-old and a seven-year-old. If she was arrested or—Christ—convicted of murder, what would happen to the girls? They would have no father, and their mother would be in prison. For his murder. In a few years, they would barely remember Gavin. What would they remember of her? Would she be allowed to see them?

Panic surged within her.

She couldn’t let this happen, not to the girls. She was all they had left. Who’d look after them, if she went to gaol? Would Charlie? Too busy, too self-absorbed. He wouldn’t cope with the tympanitic disruption to his peace, the squealing. What was the alternative? Her mother? Moira bringing up more little girls with her special brand of determined madness?

Those girls needed love, and a little chaos, and some space for Grace’s wafty eccentricity. Anne needed to be with them. To shield them from Moira. Be the buffer. That’s what she’d been doing all their lives. She knew what childhood was like when there were daily assaults on your senses and your soul. The berating. The strident insistence on doing the ‘raight thing’. The girls couldn’t be subjected to that. It was the biggest promise she had made when she became a mother: that she would protect their inner selves.

Viv had been right about the foxglove. Anne remembered what Viv had told her about the girls making tea with the foxglove leaves. That might be a defence. If Anne was to remain silent, she couldn’t raise that idea with the police. But Viv could. Blaming the girls for the death of their father would be a terrible thing to do to them. But so would their mother being imprisoned. 

Viv would know what to do. And she wouldn’t take any crap from Moira.
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Anne rang Viv in the car on the way home.

‘You’ve what?’ Viv said. ‘Been taken in for questioning? Jesus, Annie. We’re coming over now. Rob, we’ve got to go to Anne’s,’ she yelled as she hung up.

Twenty minutes later Charlie answered the doorbell. ‘Good lord,’ he said. ‘It’s Batman.’

Sam said in his stentorian tone, ‘I not Batman. I dwessed like Batman.’

‘Sorry,’ said Charlie. ‘Of course. Should have realised. You look so much like the real Batman, I made a mistake.’

Ruby skipped past Charlie through the house to the garden. ‘I’m here!’ she announced.

Grace and Hannah squealed.

‘Thanks for coming,’ Anne said. ‘The police didn’t keep me once they figured out I wasn’t going to say anything.’

Viv enveloped Anne. ‘Are you all right?’ she whispered in Anne’s ear.

Anne gripped back. ‘Thanks for coming. I’m fine. Just worried about the kids.’

‘Don’t worry. We’ll make sure they’re okay. If anything happens.’

Ruth was there too. Viv saw Ruth brush against Charlie in the kitchen, touching his arm, a moment of familiar intimacy. Viv’s head swung like a whip to Anne, with her eyebrows raised.

 Anne shrugged.

‘Really?’ whispered Viv. ‘Well, blow me down.’

Jack—Ruth’s son, a handsome young man—played soccer with the children on the lawn, and succumbed to Sam’s robust physical attentions, which involved a lot of tackling around Jack’s knees.

Charlie offered Rob a beer, and opened a bottle of red. It was quite the party. ‘Come on, Annie. You need this,’ he said, handing her a filled glass.

‘Yes, I do.’

Anne watched the conversation, this weird camaraderie of a collection of people brought together by the death of a man most of them detested.

Rob and Charlie talked science and academia. The three girls lured Sam into a game that involved a lot of yelping from inside the cubby house.

The light faded. Charlie opened another bottle of wine, and two beers for him and Rob.

Viv and Anne took the dirty plates into the kitchen to stack the dishwasher. Anne’s hand shook as she put a cup on the island bench. ‘What if I’m charged?’ she said.

Viv put her hand over Anne’s. ‘Don’t worry about the girls. We’ll sort something out,’ Viv said. ‘If we need to. And I’m sure we won’t.’

‘Thanks. Means a lot.’ Anne wiped her eyes with her index finger. ‘You might need to mention to the police your theory about the children’s cups of tea. I can’t, the lawyer told me to stay quiet.’

Viv startled, looking like she’d been hit in the stomach. ‘Yes, of course. I can do that.’

 ‘I think we should leave it for a while. See how things pan out. I’m worried about blaming the girls.’

‘Okay. Well, let me know. Any time.’

‘And …’ said Anne. She wasn’t sure how to broach it.

‘What?’ said Viv, reaching out a hand to touch Anne’s forearm.

‘I’m surprised that the police haven’t asked about Gloria,’ she said.

Viv went pale, her face taut. She knew something. ‘What about Gloria?’

‘Gavin was having some issue with her just before he died. At work.’

Viv nodded slowly. She was thinking it through.

Anne decided to leave it there.
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RUTH

Philip arranged drinks for John Lee and the Minerallic staff.  ‘Very informal, just a little get-together to show solidarity with some close friends at a difficult time,’ he explained.

Ruth saw Amy standing alone, looking pallid except for the end of her nose, which was crimson. She ground a tissue with her left hand and held a large glass of wine in her right.

Maybe Viv was right. Maybe Amy and Gavin had been sleeping together.

Ruth approached her and said, ‘It’s lovely to see you again,’ then made light chatter, skirting around controversy. When she had mined all she could from American politics without causing offence or expressing an opinion, and there was an uncomfortable hiatus, Ruth thought she might as well broach the visit from Messer. She approached it obliquely. ‘How are things at work?’ she asked.

Amy looked around to see if anyone was near, then moved Ruth into a corner, away from the crowd. ‘Terrible,’ she whispered. ‘The police have been.’

 ‘Really? Same for us.’

‘Yes,’ said Amy. ‘We know. I can’t imagine anyone killing Gavin. But that must be what they think.’ Amy’s eyes were watering again.

‘It’s certainly strange. Nobody bore a grudge against him at Minerallic?’

‘Oh no. Not like that.’

‘Like what?’ Ruth asked.

‘Enough to kill him.’

Again Amy looked around to ensure they were out of eavesdropping range. ‘They want to look at our files,’ Amy said, her voice so low Ruth had to lean in. ‘But we don’t keep paper files. They’d have to crawl through the computers. We’re hoping they can look at yours instead.’

‘What about the other law firms that act for Minerallic?’

‘Howard Greene gets the stuff where someone might be really pissed off. People getting sacked. The litigation. Gavin’s files were mostly with Howard Greene. Except for the property stuff and competition.’

‘Oh?’

‘Gavin was sending the competition work to Barlows.’

Interesting. Ruth wondered if Viv knew that. ‘Have the police visited Barlows?’ Ruth asked.

‘I don’t think so.’

So, Ruth thought, Gloria must have sent the police to Howard Greene, just to make it easier for them, so they wouldn’t have to supervise a bunch of policemen diving into their computers. Or as a distraction. Away from Minerallic.

‘You think Gavin’s death might have had something to do with his work?’

 ‘What else would it be,’ Amy said, ‘except someone unhappy with Gavin’s way of doing things? Professionally, I mean. Someone who didn’t really know him, but blamed him for whatever was happening in court.’

Amy’s eyes were watering again. She was so sad. Ruth wondered what pretty little Amy saw in weedy, married Gavin.

Craig oiled up to them.

Ruth took it as her cue to leave.

[image: Image]

Early in the morning after the Howard Greene drinks for Minerallic, Ruth’s phone rang. ‘Ruth,’ said a tentative voice, ‘it’s Amy here. Amy Smith. From Minerallic.’

‘Oh, hello, Amy,’ said Ruth, thinking of Viv’s analogy of the leaking tap.

‘I wondered if we could meet for coffee.’

‘Certainly. What a good idea,’ said Ruth, calling up her calendar for the following week.

‘Now?’ said Amy. ‘If you’re free. I’m in the city near your office.’

Oh dear. The quaver in Amy’s voice had a desperate tone. This would not be good. Ruth pulled some tissues out of the box on her desk and shoved them into her bag. ‘I’ll meet you at the Bean in five, shall I?’ she said.

Ruth had a sense of foreboding. As she got older, she’d noticed that people wanted to tell her their worst secrets, their sad tales of immorality and distress. Affairs featured highly in these conversations: tales of clandestine love carried out in hotel rooms, or late at night after office drinks. She didn’t know why people wanted to tell her these stories. Perhaps it was because she was in a marriage-like relationship for so long. Or perhaps they thought she looked like a mother confessor. 

Usually, they wanted to tell her of some horrible unresolvable complication: a girl pregnant at the same time as the wife; a gay lover of a man with four children. The quagmires that otherwise apparently intelligent adults managed to make of their personal lives always surprised Ruth.

Once, salacious information had caused her great excitement. That excitement dissipated in her late thirties and, by her early forties, had gone altogether as she realised that people do strange things, sometimes out of self-interest, but mostly as a consequence of bad luck, poor judgment and lust. And Ruth learned that if she talked about a sensational affair with others, it was likely to be misinterpreted and spread in an inaccurate and damaging way, which would only compound the sadness it caused. So, if someone confided in her, she accepted the information with resignation, tried to help as best she could, and filed it away in the vault in her head where she kept all the secrets. Most of the helping seemed to be in the listening—as if by telling her, their story became less dreadful, more normal.

Perhaps Ruth’s lack of interest in scandal was the reason why people chose her to confide in. That and her reputation as the wise older partner. She mused on this while watching Amy sip nervously on a coffee, a precursor, it seemed, to her burdening Ruth with a terrible secret. Ruth hoped the secret wasn’t a confession of murder. If she wasn’t Amy’s lawyer—and she wasn’t and never could be—that wasn’t something that legally she could keep in the vault. She could be compelled to give evidence on it.

 ‘I know that you must have noticed that I’ve been upset lately.’ Amy’s eyes welled with tears.

Ruth handed over a tissue. ‘Not at all.’

‘Well, I have been. It’s just that it’s been so hard.’ More leaking.

Ruth kept her empathetic but otherwise incurious face on.

‘I don’t know how to say this,’ said Amy, dabbing. ‘It’s just that … Gavin and I … well … oh, this is so hard.’

‘Did you have a relationship?’ ventured Ruth.

There was a look of panic on Amy’s face. ‘Is that what people think?’

‘No. It’s just that … you’re so upset.’

‘Well, we did briefly. But that was ages ago. On the team retreat.’ Amy paused. ‘I don’t know why I just told you that. That’s not why I’m here.’

So that’s how Amy and Gavin got together. It was Ruth’s observation that team retreats, with their customary method of bringing teams together with a combination of alcohol and silly games, often took the bonding process too far.

Ruth said nothing. More was likely to emerge if she left a gap in the conversation for Amy to fill.

‘I was worried,’ Amy continued, ‘about what was happening on one of the matters I was running with Gavin. And Howard Greene. I heard you might be reviewing all the files, and I wanted to talk to you before you did it.’

‘Which matter?’

‘Holy Grail.’

Oh. Right. There it was again.

‘What are you concerned about?’

‘Well, I’ve been appointed to implement our anti-corruption policy in Brisbane. I was doing information sessions for senior management. Then I told Gavin I should do an audit of Holy Grail. Just routine, part of the policy. I sent out a request for documents, an email. 

‘Straight away, Gavin told me to stop working on it. It just didn’t seem right. Then, I heard he was telling people that I’m a hopeless lawyer. He took me off all the interesting files I had, and put me on procurement. Lowly boring work. Form filling.’ Amy paused. ‘He was a bit of a shit, actually. I couldn’t understand it. We were so close. And then suddenly not. I was enemy number one.’ She wiped her eyes with the sodden tissue.

‘I know I made a mistake on the team retreat, but he was quite vindictive,’ Amy went on. ‘I was looking for another job, but I got the sense that he had spread rumours about me. Three times I was on the verge of getting a job. All that needed to happen was reference checking. Then they would lose interest and hire someone else. I realised I was stuck. To tell you the truth, I’m also worried about his wife. What if she found out about us? What if she killed him? What if it’s all my fault? What happens if I have to give evidence?’

Ruth wondered how much she should, as the psychologists say, unpack this. She decided to fix on the sexual peccadillo first. It would give her a chance to ruminate on the corruption allegations. ‘Why do you think you made a mistake on the team retreat?’ she asked.

‘Well, because I shouldn’t have …’

‘But there were two of you there. Why was it your fault? He was your boss.’

‘I made a mistake, though.’ Amy was determined to self-flagellate.

 ‘I don’t know what your personal circumstances are, Amy, but it sounds to me like the biggest mistake you made was to trust Gavin. It sounds to me like he was not a very nice person: he was married; he was taking advantage of somebody junior to him at work. Just because you feel bad about what happened on that team retreat does not mean that Gavin could persecute you for it. And I assume from what you’re telling me that you didn’t murder him.’

Amy’s eyes widened. ‘Oh god no. The police wouldn’t think that, would they? I hadn’t considered …’

‘Did you tell the police you slept with him?’

‘No.’ Amy was alarmed now and she gazed out the window and worked the tissue with her fingers.

Ruth leaned forward and touched her wrist. ‘Amy, you’re not responsible for this man’s death. Stop blaming yourself for it.’

Amy turned to look at her, biting her lip, her large eyes filling again with tears.

‘Okay?’ Ruth said firmly.

‘But what about his wife?’

‘What about her?’

‘What if I made her do it?’

‘How could you have made her do it?’

‘Well, if she found out about us. Me and Gavin. The affair.’

‘Gavin was the one who was married to her. And, anyway, we don’t know who did it. And even if she did murder him because he had an affair with you, that doesn’t mean you made her do it. It couldn’t possibly mean that. Do you even know if she knew about the affair?’

‘No.’

‘So, you agree that if he was murdered, it wasn’t your fault?’

 ‘Yes.’

Ruth took a slug of coffee. Now was the time to swing back to the corruption allegations. She felt some trepidation. Was Amy trying to tell her Howard Greene was implicated? ‘So the Holy Grail file. Do you have any idea why they didn’t want you to look at it?’

‘No. It was just odd. My audit job was to look at any file I chose to look at.’ Amy paused and looked around to make sure nobody was listening. ‘And then I heard Gavin talking on the phone about a property of the Minister for Projects in Darra, which somebody had to buy. He said, “Well, somebody has to buy it from him. It won’t cost them anything. We’re paying. They get a house for free.” Then when he saw me he stopped and hung up.’

The Minister for Projects was the jowly man whom Philip had invited to the lunch for Fast Rail, the man who had been on the front page of the Courier Mail putting out his garbage bin.

‘You mean the former Minister for Projects?’ Ruth said.

‘The guy who was Minister at the time,’ Amy said.

‘Was Gavin talking to someone from Howard Greene?’

‘I think it was Philip,’ said Amy. She leaned forward and dropped her voice to a whisper. ‘I didn’t trust Gavin. I realised after the way he treated me that he was a terrible person.’

Ruth said nothing.

‘I’m not the only one who thought so,’ said Amy. ‘Gloria hated him too.’

‘Did she?’ said Ruth.

‘Yeah,’ Amy said. ‘Gloria is like a dog with a bone. She was convinced Gavin was an idiot, trying to take the credit for other people’s work. She’d told the CEO.’

 Amy looked at the wall behind Ruth. ‘She couldn’t get the CEO interested. He thought she was just being a jealous bitch. That she wanted Gavin’s job.’ Amy rolled her eyes. ‘The men always stick together, don’t they?’

Amy seemed unaware that she had just opened Gloria up to investigation. Ruth wondered if Messer was on to it. The vault in Ruth’s head was filling up with secrets. She was going to have to take a few quiet moments to sort through them. Now she returned to the reason Amy had sought her out. ‘What do you think the next step should be?’ Ruth asked. ‘From me, I mean.’

Amy seemed surprised by this question. ‘Oh,’ she said, ‘you should look at the Holy Grail file. Depending on what you find, we should decide what to do.’

Ruth had already looked at the Holy Grail file. There was nothing to report. Except for the fact that there was another secret file. Which was confidential. Which meant she couldn’t tell Amy it existed.

The ‘we’ in Amy’s proposed course of action sentence concerned Ruth. Amy was in no state to solve crimes. And this wasn’t an instruction from a client. Amy was telling her this as a disgruntled employee and a concerned citizen.

Whatever action Ruth took, she wasn’t going to do it with Amy. ‘Let me think about it, Amy,’ Ruth finally said.

There was one more thing Amy could help with, one more gap in the information available to Ruth that Amy could fill. ‘Oh Amy,’ Ruth said. ‘You’ve got random drug and alcohol testing at Minerallic, haven’t you?’

Amy looked startled. ‘Yes. Why?’

‘How random are they?’

 ‘Random. But they ring you from a particular meeting room on level 18 between two and five pm. So if you’ve been to lunch, or had a big night, you don’t answer the phone. You leave straight away for an urgent meeting for the rest of the afternoon.’

‘Did Gavin do that?’

‘Well, put it this way. It would’ve been very embarrassing as a manager to have any of his staff sprung, so he was the one who alerted us to the work around. I wouldn’t know if he ever had to take advantage of it himself. Why do you ask?’

‘Just wondering.’

That explained how Gavin had passed under the drugs radar at Minerallic.

Ruth spent the next ten minutes soothing Amy. It worked. The weeping eased. Amy had unburdened herself and was lighter for it. Ruth put her hand on Amy’s and said, ‘Thanks for talking to me, Amy. I hope you’re okay.’

‘I feel much better about it,’ said Amy. ‘Thanks, Ruth.’

That was one good outcome from the conversation … because Ruth felt much worse.
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As Charlie snored softly beside her, Ruth rotated from back to side to stomach trying to find sleep. The list of suspects in Gavin’s murder was expanding. The list of crimes was expanding. They’d started with murder. And now there was a stench of corruption. It was threatening to engulf Howard Greene. It was threatening to engulf Ruth.

She needed to shrink those lists, one by one. She’d start with those closest to her. If she could exclude Charlie from involvement in Gavin’s murder, she’d feel better, like she was on more certain ground. 

She waited until they were sitting together at breakfast. ‘Charlie?’ said Ruth.

‘Hmm?’ he replied. He had a mouth full of fruit, a cup of coffee in one hand and the Sydney Morning Herald in the other.

‘You said you arrived in Brisbane three weeks before Gavin died?’

‘Hmm,’ Charlie said, without looking up.

‘Why did you come? It’s such a long way.’

Charlie put the coffee and the paper down, looking at her over his glasses. ‘My sister rang me several times over a period of months. Her husband had been violent. And it was escalating.’

Ruth hadn’t expected that. She knew Gavin was a mendacious little twerp, but it hadn’t occurred to her that he was violent. ‘He hit her?’

‘Yes,’ said Charlie, his face set cold, his voice precise. He folded his arms in front of him and leaned back in his chair. ‘Several times. He also killed the dog.’ He paused. ‘Actually, it was only a few months old. It was a puppy.’

Ruth recoiled. Her hand went up to her mouth. ‘That’s awful,’ she said. ‘Poor Anne. She must have been terrified.’ Ruth focused on Charlie. ‘So what did you do?’

‘I came out here to try to convince her to leave him.’

‘Was she going to leave him?’

‘She had no money. She couldn’t. Or at least she thought she couldn’t.’

‘Have you visited Moira since you’ve been in Australia?’

‘Yes. I spent a few days with her.’

 ‘Before Gavin died.’

‘Yes.’

Ruth was conscious that it must feel like she was cross-examining him. Because, she admitted to herself, she was. All these doubts welling within her about Charlie and his sister were coming out. He wasn’t enjoying it. Charlie had stiffened, his voice was formal. Oh well, Ruth thought, she may as well press on. The damage had probably been done. ‘Did Anne know Gavin was sleeping with women at his work?’

‘No idea. Probably. She may have been relieved.’

Ruth nodded. She had a choice now. She could ask Charlie whether he killed Gavin, or helped his sister kill Gavin. Or she could leave it.

He was glaring at her, unsmiling, daring her to ask him.

If he answered no, she probably wouldn’t believe him. A denial wouldn’t assuage the doubt. If he said yes, what would she do then? It would be an admission which would be admissible in a court. If Messer asked her, she couldn’t lie.

Ruth stood. ‘Would you like another cup of coffee?’ she asked.

‘No, thanks,’ said Charlie.

Something had broken between them. Charlie looked at his watch and said, ‘I have to go.’

‘See you,’ said Ruth.

Charlie, Ruth supposed as she watched him leave, knew the question Ruth hadn’t asked, and didn’t want to have anything more to do with her. There could be two explanations for that. The first was that he was offended that she would suspect him. The second was that he killed Gavin and didn’t want to be subject to her scrutiny.

 Far from clarifying things and reducing the suspects, she was now more uncertain than ever about Charlie’s culpability. Ruth slumped over the dregs of her coffee. She felt drained.

It might be the end of her relationship with Charlie. She could see that, even if Charlie had nothing to do with Gavin’s death, just the fact she had suspected him might be enough to terminate the trust they needed for the affair to last.

She hoped that Jack wouldn’t wake up and find his mother in this desolate state. Ruth felt very alone. And bad as losing Charlie would be, it wasn’t just losing a lover that upset her. It was discombobulating, this accumulation of suspects, of crimes. She felt like the truths upon which her life was built, which had always seemed so dependable, were softening beneath her. She’d heard that happened in earthquakes: rock turned to liquid; ground that had been solid turned to mud and could no longer support houses, bridges, trees. Everything she thought was immoveable in her life—Bill, the firm—was disappearing. She needed to think rationally, work her way methodically through the disorder to turn it back to order and restore the solid ground. She needed to break the issues down.

Ruth finished her coffee.

Amy had said that her firm might be involved in corruption. Howard Greene, her firm, where Ruth had learned how to be a lawyer; the place she’d always thought of as the bastion of ethical conduct.

That was the allegation she needed to deal with next.

She stood, squared her shoulders, had a shower, dressed in the poweriest of her power suits and the pointiest of her pointy high heels, applied the crimsonest of her pink lipsticks, gave herself an encouraging smile in the mirror, and drove to work.
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RUTH

Ruth replayed her conversation with Amy over and over. She made herself breathe slowly, to break the problem down.

To work out whether Minerallic or Howard Greene was corrupt, Ruth needed to look at the secret file. Could Ruth look at it when she’d been told it was confidential?

Lawyers may be keepers of secrets, but they can’t be party to a crime. There was a line. A lawyer’s job is to advise on what to do about a crime, not actively engage in one.

Minerallic might have come to Craig and said, ‘We think our company has been involved in corruption, can you tell us how to fix it?’ If Craig had investigated what people in Minerallic had done, and advised Minerallic that it was or wasn’t a crime, and how Minerallic should make it right, that was completely legitimate. It was also good reason for the file to be secret, and Ruth would have no business looking at it.

But if Craig had been involved in committing the crime itself, as an active participant, then Ruth and all of the other three hundred and fifty partners in Howard Greene might be implicated in that crime. It would be incumbent on her to do something about it. To make it right. In those circumstances, the extent to which the file was secret was highly problematic. 

Ruth decided she would look at the secret file. She could lose her right to be a lawyer by doing it, but if she did it alone, nobody else would know. And nobody else’s professional future would be at risk.
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First, she had to find this secret file. For that, she needed someone who could work some magic with the firm’s computer databases.

‘Geri, I need to find a Minerallic file that has something to do with operations. Can you have a look in the system?’

‘Leave it with me,’ said Geri.

Two and a half hours later, Geri bustled in, officious and triumphant. ‘I think I’ve found what you’re looking for.’ She put a pile of papers on the desk in front of Ruth. ‘Would that file be called Operations?’

Ruth nodded. ‘But I’ve seen no file of that name,’ she said.

‘It isn’t a separate file at all for billing. It was billed as part of the Holy Grail file.’ Geri pointed to a printout of the invoices sent on the Holy Grail file. Nearly five hundred thousand dollars had been billed under the heading Operations, but that was dwarfed by the total of three million which had been billed for all the other work on the file.

‘So if it’s part of Holy Grail, why haven’t I seen the documents?’ Ruth said.

‘That’s the clever thing. They billed it on Holy Grail but created a different file for the paper, also called Operations. It was sent to archives a fortnight ago. Six boxes of stuff.’

‘Six boxes. That’s pretty big,’ said Ruth.

 ‘But get this, not one cent has been billed on the file called Operations. Zero.’ Geri showed her the financial printouts. ‘Nothing charged. And it was open for nearly a year. No lawyer would do all that work for nothing.’ Geri’s eyeballs drifted upward. ‘Especially not Craig.’

Ruth grinned. ‘But the paper file was closed just when Philip told me not to look at closed files. You’ve missed your calling, Geri. You should work in forensics for Detective Messer. You’re a genius.’

Now Ruth had to examine six boxes in archives. The usual process was to make a formal request for the file to be retrieved and delivered to her office. But what if Craig was alerted to the request?

There was no alternative but for Ruth to go to the archives warehouse to have a look at the file herself.

‘Are you going to look at it?’ Geri said.

Ruth said nothing. Grimaced.

‘In the warehouse?’ Geri could read Ruth’s mind.

‘I’m coming too,’ Geri said. ‘You can’t do it alone. And I’m not a lawyer. So I won’t know what I’m looking at.’

Ruth laughed. Secretaries had access to the same information as the lawyers. Nobody gave it a second thought. There was a belief in the legal profession that secretaries were conduits through which information ran but did not stick. The profession relied on the steadfast loyalty of these women who were grossly underpaid and assumed they wouldn’t understand what they were looking at.

Geri was right. This was a job for two people. Ruth didn’t fancy rootling about in a dusty warehouse alone. And there would be lifting to do, for which two sets of arms were required.

 ‘Thank god for you, Geri,’ Ruth said. She wanted to hug her.

Geri grimaced and said, ‘Yes, well, if you went on your own you wouldn’t be able to find the boxes.’

Ruth ignored that. ‘We are going to have to get our jeans on—we’ll go in the morning,’ Ruth said.
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Ruth went to Sami, the office manager. ‘I’m afraid we are going to have to go to archives and have a look.’

‘No. Better that I bring the files to you,’ Sami said.

‘No. Really, Sami, that’s not going to be very practical. There’s a lot of paper, most of which we can probably take a quick look at and put back. I think it would be best if we went out there. Can you come with us to show us how to do it—you rather than one of your people? We just need you to point us in the right direction so we can find the files.’

Sami frowned. ‘Okay.’

‘Tomorrow?’

Sami said, ‘I’ll meet you there at midday.’

‘Meet me where? I have no idea where it is.’

Sami wrote an address on a post-it note, along with his telephone number. ‘Call me if you have a problem finding it.’
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It was raining with subtropical conviction. There was a barrage, a curtain, of water. The gutter was a brown torrent littered with discarded plastic bags. During the five-metre bolt from the car to the front door of the warehouse, Geri and Ruth were drenched.

‘Oh well,’ said Ruth. ‘At least we won’t get hot in there.’

 The warehouse was built in the eighties, crudely constructed of Besser blocks, nondescript. The street was sparsely populated—there were at least a hundred metres to the nearest neighbours.

‘I bet you’re the first partner ever to venture out here,’ said Geri. ‘Not up to the usual standard of glamour you expect.’

The door opened with a push. At the front left corner of the warehouse, just inside the entrance, was an office with a window rattler air-conditioner plugged into the wall. The rain roared on the corrugated iron roof.

The office smelled musty. Inside, on a desk against a wall, were three computers and a cheap inkjet printer. Four chairs on wheels, leftovers from the firm’s fit-out before last, were scattered along the bench. A stack of boxes waiting to be sorted lined the other wall.

In front of them were shelves, stretching the length of the warehouse, one hundred metres long, three metres high, stacked with boxes. Each box had a twenty-four-figure number stuck to it.

Sami was sitting down in front of one of the computers. ‘Do you have archive numbers for the files you’re looking for?’ he asked, dispensing with any greeting.

‘Some,’ Ruth said. She didn’t want to tell him which file she was looking for.

‘Can you show me how to find a file with that?’ Geri asked, pointing to the computer.

Sami logged on and showed Geri how to do a basic search. When he stood, Geri sat down in his chair straight away, before he had logged off. Sensible, thought Ruth. Geri wouldn’t want to log on herself and leave a trace of the file search they were about to do.

 Sami opened one of the drawers in the office. In it were ten head lamps. ‘You might need one of these. It can get gloomy in the aisles between the high shelving.’

‘Excellent,’ said Ruth, fixing one on her head and looking for her reflection in the glass window.

‘I had one for running in the early mornings,’ said Sami. ‘I thought it would be a good thing for the staff in here.’

Sami gave them a tour of the aisles and explained how to find a file.

Ruth eyed the high shelves. ‘How will we get boxes down from up there?’ She pointed to the top shelf.

He showed them how to use the wheeled staircases that rolled up the aisles, each of which had a box lowering device down one side, operated with a switch. When he ran out of things to say, Sami looked at his watch. ‘Think you can manage if I go back to the office?’

‘Sure. You go. Thanks, Sami,’ said Ruth.

‘I’ll leave a set of keys with you. And I’ll lock the door after me when I leave.’

Craig’s archived file was on the top shelf of aisle six. Each box had an enormous red sticker that read: Confidential. May only be removed with the written permission of Craig Pralog.

Ruth reached into her bag and pulled out her Canon camera.

‘Lucky we have the stair-lifter,’ said Geri.
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Craig’s secret file revealed a lot. About Minerallic and Craig. And the ex-Minister for Projects.

The Minister had asked people in Minerallic for money. This was during the period the ex-Minister was supposed to be considering whether the mine should go ahead at all and, if it did, whether the one billion dollar railway from the mine to the coast should get any government funding. And the people who received these requests from the ex-Minister—Ruth recognised names very high up in management of Minerallic—went to Gavin. Gavin went to Craig. Gavin asked Craig to help him with imaginative ways to give the ex-Minister the money he sought, so that it couldn’t be traced. That, in anyone’s language, was corruption. It looked like bribery, which carried a pretty hefty gaol term—not just for the ex-Minister, but also for the person who handed over the money. 

Ruth wondered if Philip invited the Minister to lunch with Fast Rail to facilitate the same greasing of palms. She shuddered. That beetroot face, that enormous girth, that self-satisfied air of entitlement.

Gavin had been very imaginative. Anne, under her maiden name Anne Diamond, had bought a house from the ex-Minister. The house was in Darra, one of Brisbane’s most dejected suburbs. Ruth looked on her phone at a street view of the house on Google Maps. It was a fibro two-bedroom house in need of a coat of paint, not far from a cement factory. Anne paid one point five two million dollars for it, nine hundred thousand for the house itself and six hundred and twenty thousand dollars for the contents which, according to the transfer documents, included a collection of art and furniture. There was no way the house was worth anything like that.

Ruth wondered if Anne knew that she owned a house in Darra.

Then there were mortgages over properties owned by the Minister’s adult children. The money was lent by a man who was selling the mining lease to Minerallic. There were other property deals too, for people Ruth hadn’t heard of, in African countries she could barely place on a map. 

‘This is dynamite. Howard Greene would get a public flogging if this got out,’ said Geri.

Ruth felt sick. It would be more than a public flogging. The ex-Minister would go to gaol. So would the people who arranged for him to have the money. Which is where, frankly, they deserved to be. It was corruption on a grand scale. Anne would also be in gaol, unless she could prove she knew nothing about it.

‘What do we do with this paper?’ said Geri. ‘There’s so much of it. Do we try to put it in the car and go to a copying place?’

‘Let’s photograph as much as we can,’ said Ruth.
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The roar of rain on the roof eased to discrete wet plops.

Night fell. Presumably anyway. There were no windows, and the fluorescent lighting didn’t penetrate the walls of boxes. ‘These head lamps are a good thing,’ said Geri.

In the gloom, they could hear scuffling. A dark rat shape scurried across the aisle. They could faintly hear the traffic on the Logan Motorway.

‘I’m glad you’re here, Geri,’ said Ruth, after a rat argument, involving a lot of screeching, made her grip Geri’s forearm.

It was tedious work. At eight pm, they finished photographing the sixth box. Ruth said, ‘I’m starving and my back hurts. I think we’ve had enough. We can come back tomorrow if we need to.’

‘Good,’ said Geri. ‘The camera battery’s going flat anyway.’

They started to return boxes to the shelf. Thank god for the electronic lifter thingy. Geri stood on the top stair of the lifter. The second last box was back on the shelf. Ruth reached down to pick up the final box. 

Bzzzzz. Thunk. The fluorescent lights extinguished. Beyond the paltry arc of their miners’ lights, they were enveloped by black. ‘What’s happened?’ Geri whispered.

Ruth heard a scratching of a key searching for a lock, then the squeak and bang of someone opening the warehouse door. ‘Come down softly.’ Ruth held Geri’s hand until she was on the floor, then reached up to her forehead to switch off Geri’s light. Still holding Geri’s hand, Ruth turned off her own.

Ruth pushed the stair-lifter, very gently, to the other side of the aisle and a couple of metres down. Thank god for the rubber wheels, and what she could only assume was Sami’s instruction that the equipment be meticulously oiled.

Grasping one end of the last box, Ruth guided Geri’s hand to the gap in the cardboard that posed as a handle on its other end, so that in the blackness they were connected by the box. Ruth crept down the aisle, steering both of them to the back wall of the warehouse. They sidled along it for about several metres.

Feeling for an empty space in a bottom shelf, they left the box slightly out from the bottom edge so they could find it again. Ruth whispered to Geri to stay there, near the box. Ruth crept across the aisles until she found the middle one, which had a line of sight, through the darkness, to the front door.

Two darkly clad figures were inside the warehouse. Each had a torch, so two arcs of torchlight erratically illuminated cones of space. One figure closed the door. Another held an archive box, loosely, with a hand through the hole in one side, the box hanging down at an angle. The box was empty, or nearly empty.

 ‘No electricity. No light. No CCTV footage,’ said a man. It sounded like Craig Pralog. The other man remained silent.

The pair moved away from the door. Their torches lit aisles as they walked past. Powerful as their torches were, the beams didn’t reach the end of the aisle. Ruth returned to Geri. They flattened themselves against the shelving, holding hands. Geri’s fingernails ate into Ruth’s palms.

The shorter man, rotund, flashed his torch at the numbers at the end of each line of shelves, then said, ‘It’s down here.’ His voice was rough with age, and had a nasal, whispering quality, as if he had never quite recovered from a case of enlarged adenoids as a child. Ruth couldn’t be sure, but thought it might be Ron, the utilities man at Howard Greene.

The men went down the aisle Ruth and Geri had just left, where the secret file was. Ruth, holding Geri’s hand and feeling along the shelves, found a gap low down. She curled into the space, which was big enough for them both to sit, knees to chin, facing one another. Ruth tried not to think about the rats.

They heard the men’s footsteps. ‘It’s up there,’ said Ron. The men were ten or fifteen metres up the third aisle over.

‘Get that stair-lifter. That one just there.’ That voice, the imperious way the order was delivered: it was definitely Craig.

Ruth ran through a list in her mind of everything that could go wrong. She had an urgent need to sneeze. There was a missing box. What if Craig counted them and realised? What if he became suspicious about the proximity of the lifter to his file?

She and Geri must have left footprints in the dust on the floor. That concern dissipated as she heard the two men tramp back and forth.

‘Take down those boxes,’ Craig said.

 ‘What are we going to do with them?’

‘Where’s the easiest place to hide a whole lot of boxes?’ Craig was patronisingly smug.

No response.

‘Among a million other boxes. Trick I learned when I was a student. Hid the books on the recommended reading list. That way, I was the only one who got a high distinction.’ He chuckled.

He really is a turd, thought Ruth. How do we find these people, and then promote them to partnership?

‘We just need to find a space to put them. Ron, see if you can find a gap. Different aisle, fairly high up, out of a line of sight. But in the same year, so that it’s not destroyed any time soon. Did you bring those labels? We’ll relabel them, with a dummy file number.’

‘Yes,’ said Ron.

Ruth heard him open his nearly empty box, pull out some paper, and walk down the aisle.

Geri tensed even more.

Ruth folded her hand around Geri’s wrist to calm her. If either of them moved, they would make a noise. Better to remain completely still. With her other hand, she patted Geri, feeling for the camera. She found it in Geri’s pocket and placed it on the floor, then pushed it a few inches under the shelf.

What would she say if they were discovered? How could she explain why two women, including a partner, were crouched in a small dark rat-infested space?

Go on the attack? She could try: ‘Why are you here, Craig? You scared the living daylights out of us.’ Someone was dead, so the negotiating techniques one exercised in business might not work so well in this situation. No. It would be better to keep hiding and hope like hell they weren’t spotted. 

Was it Craig who killed Gavin? Were the contents of the secret file enough to warrant murder? She struggled to think of how involvement in corruption might be motive enough. Could Gavin have blackmailed Craig? Unlikely. Not when Gavin was even more culpable of the crime than Craig was.

Ron walked up the aisle Ruth and Geri were in. His torchlight swooped to and fro, from the floor in front of him up the wall of boxes. There was a scuffling of vermin. A screech.

Ron’s progress up the aisle was slow. He was a plodder, Ron. Dependable. ‘You need to ring Ron,’ was the refrain when globes started to flicker or when something had to be moved or labelled. He never complained. He never laughed. Ruth couldn’t recall seeing him smile. But he seemed content.

Ruth had always made a point of talking to Ron when they were in the lift together. She asked him about his day, or what his plans were for the weekend. She hoped he remembered the trolley incident in the carpark on her first morning in the Brisbane office.

Ron walked past Ruth and Geri. If she reached out, Ruth could have touched his grey pants. They held their breath. His torch was directed up to the top shelves. It dropped down again to light the floor ahead of him only after he was past them. Ruth exhaled.

Six metres after them, Ron stopped, his light fixed at a point high on the other side of the aisle. He must have found a big enough gap for six boxes, if he did a bit of shuffling. He looked around, flashing down the aisle past them. What was he looking for? A stair-lifter. There was one in their aisle. Ruth and Geri were between him and it. Ruth held her breath as he retraced his steps. 

The floor just near them lit up with a strong beam from Ron’s torch.

Ruth, facing Ron now that he was making his way towards the back wall of the warehouse, shrank further into the shelving.

But his torchlight caught her, first in the periphery of the arc. Then a pause, a double take. And the light swung back. Ron gasped.

Ruth was lit first and then slowly Geri. Geri’s mouth was ajar, her eyes wide in alarm. Ruth couldn’t see Ron’s face behind the glare. She brought her right index finger to her lips and shook her head, praying that he’d remember her picking up the papers from the floor of the carpark when he was nearly run over. The torch was trained on her for only thirty seconds, but it seemed like eons. She could almost feel the cogs of Ron’s brain turning over—clunk, whir, clunk—as he weighed up his options.

‘Found a spot yet, Ron?’ said Craig, the feudal lord speaking to a serf. ‘We need to move quickly.’

Ruth was sure it was the arrogance in Craig’s tone that galvanised Ron. ‘Yep, Mr Pralog. Just need to adjust some boxes to make a bit more room. Getting a stair-lifter to do it.’

Ron trudged past Ruth and Geri with heavy footfalls, almost stamping. ‘Give me a few minutes. Then I’ll find a trolley for you, for those boxes.’

Ron banged and clattered and scraped the stair-lifter along the aisle, past the two women, and past the gap he had first found. Ruth wondered what he was doing when she heard him shout, over the noise, ‘It’s three aisles over, about nine metres from the front. I’ll tell you when I’ve got the trolley in the right spot.’

 This was a machine that Geri had moved with barely a squeak. Oh Ron, you darling.

Ruth grabbed Geri’s hand. They moved out of the space, scuttled towards the back wall, and hurried along it to the second last aisle. There, in the dark, they were as far from Craig as they could be.

Ron transferred the boxes to Craig’s barked directions. Ron called out the new file number loudly, and then repeated it even more loudly.

‘Thanks,’ said Craig with some irritation. ‘No need to shout. I got it.’

Craig kept up a running patter that combined self-congratulation and orders. ‘No chance anyone will find these files. Ron, you’d better change the records at the firm. Show the file only had one box not five, or whatever it was.’

Six, thought Ruth, glad of Craig’s lack of care for detail. His certainty in himself overwhelmed any fear he might make a mistake.

Finally, Craig and Ron left, empty-handed.

‘Good night’s work,’ she heard Craig say as they opened the door. ‘Thanks, mate. We’ve done crucial work tonight, securing that information. Important not to tell anyone about this, not even your mailroom colleagues, Ron.’ In Craig’s mind, he was giving an inspirational speech to the troops, comparable to Henry V at Agincourt.

‘You don’t have to worry about me,’ said Ron, his tone flat and nasal. ‘I’ve kept information confidential for thirty-three years.’

‘We’d better get the electricity turned back on,’ said Craig.

Ron grunted and disappeared through the door.

 Ruth and Geri sat in the dark on the office chairs for fifteen minutes, waiting for their pulse-rates to slow and their breathing to return to normal. Ruth needed to be calm, so she could think rationally.

‘That was a lot worse than playing hide-and-seek with my brothers in the shed,’ said Geri. ‘Thank god I didn’t giggle like I used to then.’ She held her head in her hands.

Ruth retrieved the camera from under the shelf where she had pushed it. They went through the final box. Even more corrupt transactions. Then they put it with the other five, in the place Ron had found.

‘You go,’ said Ruth. ‘Open the door a bit and look outside. Make sure nobody’s moving around out there. Or keeping watch. I’ll be there in a sec. I’m just going to do a final check.’

They left, using the keys Sami had given them to lock up. The street was deserted, except for a couple of cars parked further up, and the ground was wet, the haggard trees audibly dripping. They walked quickly to Ruth’s car and started the drive back to the city.

Ruth carefully observed the speed limit. The sixth time she checked the rear-view mirror, she stopped herself. Too much crime fiction.
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RUTH

The day after the archives incident, Ruth asked to meet Charlie and Anne at Anne’s house. It was the first time she had seen Charlie since her cross-examination of him.

He was cool. Distant. No kissing. Not even a hug. Just a ‘Hi.’

Ruth got straight to it. ‘Anne,’ she said, ‘do you own any property in Brisbane?’

Anne looked surprised. ‘No, why would you ask that?’

‘Did Gavin ever suggest to you that you should buy a house? An investment property? In your own name?’

Anne shook her head.

Ruth pushed a copy of the title deed for the property in Darra across the table. ‘Don’t get too excited. In fact, it’s bad news. It was probably part of a corrupt deal.’

Anne exhaled. ‘Are you saying Gavin was corrupt?’

‘Maybe. You bought the house from the ex-Minister for Projects.’

‘Oh my god,’ said Anne. ‘I keep thinking it can’t get any worse, and then we find another bucket of shit hidden in a dark corner.’

 ‘I need you to be sure about what happens next. You can tell me anything, and it will stay in the vault.’

They looked confused.

‘I mean I won’t tell anyone,’ she explained. ‘Unless you agree that I should. I’ll only take this further if you’re sure you want to.’

They were sure.

‘It’s going to get rough, when this gets out. You will need a lawyer. Luckily I suppose you already have one. Sorry about this.’

‘It needs to come out,’ said Anne.

Charlie escorted Ruth to the door. ‘Can you give us some warning before you tell the police?’ he asked.

‘Yes,’ said Ruth. ‘Of course. I just have to work out how I do it. It will destroy my law firm.’

‘Do you think it’s connected to Gavin’s murder?’ Charlie asked.

Ruth watched him. He was distressed.

‘Don’t know,’ Ruth said. ‘I can’t work out what the connection would be. There’s something missing.’

‘What are you going to do?’

She didn’t know. It was a jumbled mess. ‘One step at a time, my friend,’ said Ruth.

‘Am I?’

‘What?’

‘Your friend.’ Charlie’s pleading look was almost endearing. Or pathetic.

‘You’ll always be my friend.’

‘Special friend?’ Now he looked impish. That was more like it.

‘Let’s give it a few more weeks. See what happens. What’s Messer up to?’

‘Don’t know,’ said Charlie. ‘Radio silence.’

 ‘Hang in there.’

‘Thanks. For everything.’ He leaned down and kissed her.

She moved her face so that he got her cheek and gave him a long hug. ‘One step at a time,’ she said.
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Back at the office, Ruth felt like she was under bombardment.

Messer called. She wanted to interview the staff on the list, all sixty-two of them, and had decided it would be simplest to interview everyone in a meeting room at the Howard Greene office, one at a time. Ruth stalled, asking for a few days to arrange it.

First, she had to tell Roscoe. About the secret file.

‘Ruthie,’ he said, ebullient.

‘I’ve got some bad news,’ she told him.

‘What?’ he said, his voice filled with foreboding. The last time she’d said that to him was when Bill had died.

Geri stood in front of Ruth, listening to the call, her arms crossed. She’d had a haircut recently, so short it made her look severe. Misleading.

‘Craig,’ Ruth said. ‘He’s gone rogue.’

Roscoe was silent for a while. Then he said, ‘How bad?’

‘Bad.’ She gave him a truncated version of the secret file, and what she’d found in it. ‘I’ll send you the documents,’ she said. Bad photos of the documents, she explained, taken in poor light in a warehouse at night.

One thing about Roscoe—the thing clients loved about him—was that when he took responsibility for a problem, he would, without any fuss, take the steps necessary to solve it. Ruth wished he’d done that with the Viv issue. The crucial first step he’d missed with Viv was to recognise that there had been a problem. 

‘Where’s the file now?’ Roscoe asked.

‘In the archives. Where Craig left them.’

‘We should probably let Sami know he should change the locks. And not to let anybody in while we figure out what to do. I’ll do that. You’ve got enough to get on with.’

Roscoe paused. ‘What are you doing,’ he asked, ‘with Philip and Craig?’

‘Avoiding them.’

‘I’ll fly up. I can’t get there until early next week. In the meantime, I’ll get some people to go through your photos of the documents. We’ll need an action plan. Figure out what our obligations are to report it.’

‘Yep,’ said Ruth. ‘We can’t sit on them. Oh, by the way, the police are going to be here next week. Interviewing staff. About Gavin Jones’s murder.’

‘Faarck,’ said Roscoe. ‘You all right? Need some help?’

Ruth registered that Roscoe had sworn. It was that bad.

Faarck indeed. ‘I’m okay,’ said Ruth. Was she okay? She wasn’t sure. She just kept dealing with the issues as they were flung in front of her.
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To let Philip and Viv know they were on the interview list, Ruth sent a mass email and included them in it.

Fifteen minutes later, Viv dropped by. ‘Anything I need to know?’ Viv asked.

 Ruth was preparing to answer when Philip walked by. ‘Anything I need to know,’ he asked, ‘before I speak to your detective? Any news about cause of death?’

‘She’s hardly “my detective”,’ said Ruth. ‘But you probably need to know it looks like the investigation is getting serious. There were recreational drugs in Gavin’s blood test results, and possibly foxglove.’

‘Foxglove?’ Philip raised his eyebrows in surprise.

Viv stiffened.

‘Yes,’ said Ruth. ‘Didn’t you know?’

Ruth was being disingenuous. She had been enigmatic about her conversations with Detective Messer, and she hadn’t even told Philip that she knew Anne and Charlie Diamond.

‘Foxglove? So, they know now that someone poisoned him? That’s terrible.’ Philip looked concerned and distressed.

‘Appalling,’ Ruth agreed. ‘Unbelievable.’

Philip mused on this new information. Then his face lit up, as if he’d remembered something important that had been niggling at the back of his brain. ‘Wasn’t foxglove the plant that you had delivered to Gavin’s house?’ Philip asked Viv.

Viv froze, eyes wide.

‘Sorry. Must have my wires crossed,’ said Philip. He lobbed a screwed up piece of paper into the rubbish bin as he left.

‘What’s he talking about?’ Ruth said. Her voice was very low, almost inaudible.

‘I didn’t kill him,’ Viv said.

‘But you sent him a poisonous plant?’

There was a long pause before Viv answered. It looked like there was a battle going on within her. Finally, she said softly, ‘Yes.’

 Ruth put her elbows on her desk and held her forehead in her hands. ‘Why?’

‘Do you want the long answer? Or the short?’

‘Short. To start.’

‘Okay. Short. Day of my appraisal. The infamous twos. Craig said if I lost the Minerallic work, I’d be in trouble. Then Anne told me Gavin had attributed to himself my competition strategy and removed all evidence from it that it was mine. All on the same day. I lost it.’

‘Lost what?’

‘My temper. My sanity.’

‘So?’

‘I went to a garden centre, bought two pots of flowering plants, including the foxglove. The garden centre delivered them to Gavin’s house. With a card from Sue Blatt.’

‘Then?’

‘The revenge fantasy had me following up with chocolates laced with foxglove.’

Alarm flickered over Ruth’s face. ‘You didn’t.’

‘Ruth. Come on. I’d never do that. That’s as far as it went. I realised how stupid the plan was. I tried to stop the delivery of the foxglove. But it was too late.’

‘You fucking idiot. You could’ve wiped out the whole family. Anyway, weren’t you just ensuring Anne got the blame for the murder? Isn’t she your friend?’

‘I had a plan that involved little girls making pretend cups of tea. You know how they do that? If Anne got arrested, I was going to step in and tell the police that Ruby had made pretend cups of tea with Grace and Hannah, which they had fed to their father.’

 Ruth stared at Viv in disbelief. Planned down to the last improbable detail. And Viv delivered a poisonous plant to Gavin with a card signed by Simon Blatt’s wife? In different circumstances, Ruth would have found that funny.

But what a stupid thing to do. Putting those children at risk.

‘Wouldn’t Anne eat the chocolates?’

‘She’s a diabetic. Doesn’t eat chocolate.’

Ruth had also lain awake at night plotting a revenge murder, that she never intended to carry out, of the truck driver who killed Bill. It was like solving a puzzle, planning the perfect murder. It could be therapeutic, imagining the person who caused you grief being dispatched from the earth, with no consequences. But Ruth had never executed even one tiny step of any of those plans. It terrified her that Viv had visited the garden centre with that in her mind.

You could never really know what people were capable of. This information needed to go to someone equipped to investigate it.

‘You have to tell Messer,’ said Ruth. ‘She’ll probably find out anyway. If she finds out from someone else, that will be really bad for you. You have to tell her first.’

And let the chips fall where they may. If Viv killed Gavin—well, it had to come out. It would be bad for everyone. Howard Greene might not survive it. But the truth had to be exposed.

‘But if I tell Messer,’ said Viv, ‘it’ll be really bad for Anne.’

‘Why?’

‘Because I told Anne. I told her she had a foxglove plant in her garden. I suggested that she destroy it. But she didn’t.’

‘Let me think about it.’ Ruth just wanted the woman out of her office.

 ‘I’m so sorry, Ruth. I swear it went no further than the pot plants.’
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Ruth needed to go for a walk. She looked at her feet. Her stupid shoes, a pair of high heeled sling-backs she’d bought on a whim in Hong Kong. They looked great but were impossible to walk in. Her feet ached if she hobbled to the tearoom. Why did women wear heels and pointy toes? They staggered, feet bound, unable to keep up with men walking. For what?

Ruth drove home, put on her walking shoes, obscured herself beneath her floppy, dotty hat and her huge navy blue-rimmed sunglasses, and headed down the hill to the river. The flame trees were in full scarlet bloom, big blobs of red dotted around the river, which coursed by, wide and greeny-brown.

There was a languid haze over the city. The green and red was overlaid with birdsong and a gentle hum of urban activity. This city was trying to tell her nothing could go awry there. She wished that were true.

From West End she walked beside and over the Brisbane River for kilometres, through parks, along bike tracks, across bridges, past wooden houses on stilts, past high rises, and through the university, with its vast playing fields, its lakes, its squat sandstone.

Had Charlie lied to her, when he said Anne didn’t know about the foxglove? Had Viv lied, and tried to finger Anne for killing her husband? Had Charlie done it, to save his sister from a shitty marriage?

And Gloria? What was that about? Did she want Gavin’s job? She and Viv were very chummy. Did they conspire together?

 Then there was Howard Greene, a firm that was supposed to be a pillar of the legal community. Craig was directly involved in bribing a Minister of the Crown. Did Philip know about that? And what did it mean? There was no obvious connection between corruption and murder. Not when Gavin was as guilty of the corruption as Craig.

Was it Ruth’s duty to reveal, or to conceal?

She knew what Bill would think.

She caught the ferry from the university to West End. Back home three hours after she left, she poured a glass of wine. And then another.

Her phone told her she had missed calls from Charlie, Viv, Roscoe and Detective Messer.

She rang Messer.




40

RUTH

Ruth arranged to meet Detective Messer out of the office, in a neutral place. A lot of Australian city life took place in coffee shops. She wondered where it all happened before the coffee revolution in the eighties. Boozy lunches were in style then, when they were still tax deductible. Maybe office life happened there, with the lubrication of alcohol. She wished she could have a drink now.

Ruth had told Viv she was meeting Messer, to unload and to tell her about Viv’s role in the foxglove plant. Viv could come, Ruth had said. Or not. But the police needed to sort this out and find the truth. That was their function. And Messer would do whatever had to be done, honourably and thoroughly.

Viv had said, ‘Then I’ll come. She should hear it from me.’

If Messer was surprised that they wanted to talk to her, she didn’t show it. Apart from hello, she said nothing, waiting for Ruth and Viv to speak. The silence was not aggressive; she simply left a gap for them to fill.

Viv told Messer what she had done, and that she had tried, and failed, to stop the delivery of the foxglove. It sounded lame. She didn’t tell Messer that she told Anne there were foxglove plants at her front door. 

Messer’s arms were crossed. She didn’t challenge Viv. She listened. Receptive.

Viv finished. ‘Is there anything else you need to know? What’ll happen now?’

Ruth braced, waiting for Messer to ask Viv whether Anne knew there were poisonous plants in the garden.

‘So, you’re telling me that you were responsible for the foxglove in the garden?’ Messer asked.

‘Yes.’

‘But you took no further steps to carry out the rest of your plan?’

‘No.’

‘Which involved chocolate laced with foxglove?’

‘Yes.’

‘Did you think of any other way of delivering digitalis?’

Viv was surprised. ‘No?’

‘What about something simpler, that doesn’t involve cooking. Say, medicine with digitalis in it?’

‘You mean a heart medicine?’

‘Yes.’

‘Well, that wouldn’t work.’

‘Why?’

‘Pharmaceutical drugs have markers in them,’ Viv said. ‘It would be traceable. You couldn’t attribute it to the plant.’

Messer nodded slowly. ‘Precisely,’ she said.

It took a few moments for Ruth to process what Messer was saying; that she was telling them that it wasn’t foxglove that killed Gavin Jones.

 ‘What?’ said Ruth. ‘Charlie and Anne thought you were looking at the foxglove plant.’

‘Mr Jones’s blood results show the marker for a heart medication containing digitalis,’ said Messer.

Ruth and Viv stared at Messer while that sunk in. ‘You mean, it had nothing to do with the plants in the front garden?’ Viv said.

‘I don’t know about that,’ said Messer. ‘All I know was that it wasn’t the plant in the front garden that killed him.’

Viv’s head sunk. She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. ‘So, it looks like somebody slipped him a tablet, with the same drug as the foxglove?’

‘Seems so,’ said Messer.

‘Someone who didn’t know that medication contains markers,’ said Ruth.

‘Possibly. If the person was trying to make it look like the death was caused by the foxglove in the garden.’

‘That would rule out anybody with medical training.’ Ruth felt a rush of relief. Did that mean she could eliminate Charlie from her list of suspects?

‘Possibly. We’re looking for the person who supplies him with recreational drugs. You don’t know anyone with a drug habit? Or a dealer?’

‘What kind of drugs are they?’

‘Prescription. Dexamphetamine, Endone. Available from pharmacies. With a prescription from a doctor. Which makes it harder to trace, because the dealer won’t necessarily have any contact with crims.’

‘It makes sense that if whoever it was had access to pharmaceuticals, they could get a hold of heart medication as well,’ said Ruth.

 ‘Yeah,’ said Messer.

‘Why’re you interested in our files?’ asked Ruth.

‘We got a tip from the Minerallic people that your files are controversial, and there might be grounds for a grudge. He was a nasty piece of work, wasn’t he?’ said Messer.

‘If every prick in or near a law firm was a target for murder, there would be a blood bath, Detective Messer. Ours is a profession known for attracting greedy, manipulative people. But they seem to stay alive. Regrettably, in some cases.’

As she nodded, Messer actually smiled. ‘We’ll need to take a statement from you,’ Messer said to Viv.
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‘Well, it must be a relief for the plant,’ said Viv to Ruth when they got back to the office, ‘to be let off the hook.’

‘Indeed,’ Ruth said. She was silent about her niggling concerns. Charlie’s degree in medicine surely meant he would know that prescription medicines left a marker. Wouldn’t it? Charlie had told her Moira was on a digitalis drug. Surely he wouldn’t have volunteered that if he had used it. Or suspected Anne had. Surely.

Viv seemed to read her thoughts. ‘I spoke to Anne,’ said Viv. ‘She was convinced it was the plant. Unless she’s really good at lying. I’m glad the plant has been absolved. And that I’m off the hook as well. I didn’t realise how stressed I was about it.’

‘Jesus, Viv.’

‘I know. It’s terrible. I still can’t believe I did it.’

‘What did you think would happen?’

 ‘I only got some plants delivered. From a nursery. There’s no crime in that. I told Anne, hoping that she would destroy them. But, as Anne said when I told her, every garden has poisonous plants in it. Still,’ Viv went on, ‘I pulled myself up. I came to the realisation that if he was having that kind of effect on me, I should stay away from Gavin. And Minerallic.’

Ruth thought it through. Maybe the digitalis in the foxglove and the heart medicine that killed Gavin was a coincidence. Although that seemed unlikely.

‘How did Philip find out that you delivered the foxglove?’ asked Ruth.

‘I told him.’

‘Philip? Why would you tell him?’

‘We were having one of those stupid conversations you have when you’re mildly pissed. He was being all sympathetic. Asked me if I was okay.’

‘When did you tell him? After Messer came visiting?’

‘No, after my appraisal. He was comforting me because Owen was being so horrible.’

‘You mean, before Gavin died?’

‘Yes. Weeks before Gavin died. Just after my performace appraisal.’

They ruminated, staring into the middle distance, like cows chewing cud.

‘Did Philip know what foxglove is?’ Ruth said.

‘He asked me,’ Viv said. ‘I told him it’s the drug used in heart medication.’ She shook her head as the import of that sank in. She shook her head. ‘Surely not,’ she said.

‘Who else would it be?’ Ruth said.

 ‘But wouldn’t he realise drugs have markers in them so that they can be traced?’ said Viv. ‘Wouldn’t he do the research?’

Ruth shook her head. ‘The thing about Philip,’ she said, ‘is he has a very strong faith in his own genius. And he always jumps to the easy solution. He thinks research is beneath him. A job for drones.’

‘How would he make Gavin take the heart medication?’ asked Viv.

‘Don’t know,’ said Ruth. She crossed her arms and sat back in the chair, her chin to one side. ‘Gavin had recreational drugs in his system. Pharmaceutical drugs. Dexamphetamine and Endone. Do you think there’s any possibility that Philip could be his supplier?’

‘Nooo,’ Viv said, her eyes widening in disbelief.

‘Gavin got them from somewhere,’ Ruth said.

They sat in silence, letting their suspicions settle.

‘What should we do now?’ asked Viv. ‘Should we tell Messer?’

‘I think we need a bit more than our gut feelings before we tell Messer. We don’t want police tramping all over the firm if there’s nothing here to find. And there won’t be anything to find, if Philip gets wind of it. Let’s have a look first, and then we’ll think about Messer.’

‘What are we going to do?’

‘Where’s Philip? Now?’

‘You aren’t going to confront him, are you?’ asked Viv.

‘No. We’re going to search his office.’

‘For what?’ Viv asked.

‘Drugs. Where else would he keep them? His wife would be in charge of his house. This is the only domain he controls.’
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It was one am. Ruth and Viv had gone out for a hamburger, and then come back to the office. The lights were still on, but it was quiet and still.

Viv handed Ruth some plastic gloves from a dispensing box.

Philip’s office door was locked. He was the only person in Howard Greene Brisbane who bothered with a lock. Ruth looked in his secretary’s top drawer and found the key in a box of staplers in the front left corner. Philip was not an imaginative person. Every lawyer in the firm secreted away keys in the same place.

His office was jumbled chaos. No desk top was visible. Paper was piled on the desk, on the chairs, on the window sill, on the floor. Odd that a man who was so meticulous about his appearance was so lax about his office. ‘What a mess,’ said Ruth. ‘I thought my office was bad, but Geri marshals me into a semblance of order every few weeks. He mustn’t let his secretary in here.’

Fortunately, Ruth and Viv weren’t looking for a piece of paper.

Ruth opened his desk drawers. They were unlocked, but only contained used pens, post-it notes and dust. The deep file drawers were filled with ancient marketing files, boxes of pens, half used notepads, and invitations to swanky events at the Art Gallery and Government House, keepsakes of nights of glory.

They checked the tiny wardrobe. Ten or eleven umbrellas, each with a different corporate logo on it, four pairs of shoes, some old socks, a used pair of jocks. Nothing.

‘What are we missing?’ Viv asked.

 Maybe it wasn’t Philip, Ruth thought. Long shot, really, when you think about it. She eyed off the piles of paper. Would he hide packs of pills in those? She thought not.

Viv put her fingers up to her lips. Then Ruth heard it. Footsteps. What the fuck? Who would be there at this time of night?

There was nowhere to hide. The whole floor was lit up like a night-time swim meet. The lights were operated from a central switch near the lift. The wall between Philip’s office and the passageway, like every other wall in Howard Greene, was glass. Ruth and Viv were baboons in a cage in the zoo.

Ruth sat down on the chair facing the computer and removed her plastic gloves. She moved the mouse so the screen lit up. All she could see was a request for log in details. She tilted the monitor away from the hall, so a person walking by would see the glow from the screen, but wouldn’t see what was on it.

Viv got it. She stood beside Ruth, leaned over her and pointed at the screen, as if they were talking about a document.

This ploy would only work if the person walking past wasn’t someone from the firm, who didn’t know they were in Philip’s office, and shouldn’t be.

Who could be there this late? Owen boasted about the weird hours he worked. It wasn’t unknown for him to work all weekend to meet a deadline, including all through the night. Ruth cursed herself. She should have done a quick circuit of the floor to make sure nobody was there, instead of assuming.

The footsteps got closer. The person was slow, whoever it was, and stopped frequently, as if he or she were looking for something.

 ‘Anyone here?’ The voice was male, unfamiliar. ‘Checking the floor. About to turn out the lights.’

Ruth and Viv both exhaled. It was the building’s security man.

‘Just us,’ said Viv.

The man approached. He was wearing a uniform. His keys jangled.

‘Late night, ladies?’

‘Yes. Unfortunately,’ said Ruth. ‘We won’t be long hopefully. Maybe an hour or so.’

‘Turn out the lights as you leave, if you don’t mind.’

‘Shall do. Have a good night.’

They waited until they heard the lift doors ding closed before they relaxed. Viv drooped over the desk. ‘Christ, this fucking cloak and dagger stuff is bad for my heart.’

‘Was that a pun?’ asked Ruth.

‘What? Oh. No.’

They both laughed, out of relief.

Ruth stood and scanned the room, while she tried to calm her breathing. Philip had his own printer, sitting on the desk in the corner. She pulled out the top paper tray.

Empty.

Ruth stood for a while, thinking it through. ‘Did you tell anyone else? About the foxglove plant?’ she asked Viv. ‘Gloria for example?’

Viv, who was staring at the printer, didn’t answer that question. ‘Maybe Philip’s office is too obvious,’ she said.

She had a point, Ruth thought. Maybe like Craig with the secret file, Philip hid the drugs in plain sight. If you were going to hide some contraband in the office in a place where nobody would see it even though they were looking at the place all the time, where would you put it? ‘Where are the drugs kept in this office?’ Ruth asked. ‘Like Panadol?’ 

‘We don’t keep Panadol here. We can’t give the staff any drugs,’ Viv said. ‘We tell them to go to the chemist over the road.’

‘Something that people look at all the time. Like the printer drawer. Something that Philip has access to, but isn’t in a space that he would be associated with. And somewhere nobody else would bother going to.’

‘Behind something?’ Viv asked.

‘Maybe,’ said Ruth.

‘In a bookcase maybe? The library?’

‘Trouble with the library is that people do actually take books out,’ Ruth said. ‘Also, if Philip started going to the library, everyone would suspect he was up to something. He hasn’t opened a legal book in decades.’ Viv huffed a restrained laugh. She sat back down. ‘It would have to be something nobody would ever move. Or look behind. Without Philip’s say so,’ Ruth said.

‘Somewhere Gavin might go too? So Philip doesn’t have to walk around with them?’

They sat opposite one another, arms crossed, frowning.

Viv stood suddenly. ‘Come with me,’ she said.

‘Where?’ asked Ruth.

‘Might be wrong,’ said Viv.

She led Ruth to the lift. They went down to the reception level, the lights turning on with a buzz as their movement was registered.

She led Ruth to the small meeting room. With another pair of plastic gloves she grasped one side of a painting, the John Olsen, the yellow sunburst. ‘Can you lift the other side? Be gentle. It’s my favourite painting. Worth a motza.’ 

‘Is that the Olsen signature in the corner?’ Ruth asked. ‘Why is it here, in the firing line for greasy heads?’

‘That’s what I wanted to know,’ Viv said. ‘Philip refused to have it moved.’

They gently lifted the wire off the hooks in the wall.

And there, taped to the back of the painting, were three snaplock plastic bags.

In them: pills. Dozens of them.

One packet was marked Dex, another Endone. And there was a blister pack of something called Crystodigin.

Viv googled it on her phone. ‘Bingo. Digitalis.’

Six of the tablets from the Crystodigin pack were missing.

Ruth and Viv high-fived one another.

Viv consulted her phone. ‘Six of those tablets would kill Phar Lap,’ she said.

Ruth took some photographs of the drugs with her phone.
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‘Geri,’ Ruth said the next morning when she arrived, bleary-eyed, to work, ‘I’m looking for some connection between Philip and Gavin in the day before he died. On 26 September, or maybe even the day before that. Gavin’s diary said he met someone with the initials “BB”.’

Geri said, ‘I’ll have a look at Philip’s diary.’

Geri was absorbed for the morning, the frown on her face lit up by the screen. After she had gone out for lunch, she came into Ruth’s office with a one-page printout, and an air of triumph. ‘I’ve got something to show you,’ she said. ‘But it’ll make more sense to you if we go out.’ 

Geri led Ruth to the lift and out onto Eagle Street. The lunch rush hour was just subsiding and harried people in suits were heading back to the office. Geri and Ruth crossed the street. It was humid, heat radiating off the bitumen. Ruth regretted the choice of long pants. They were clinging to her legs, and her feet were sticky in her shoes.

Geri led Ruth into a laneway, which fed into another lane which ran parallel to Eagle Street, so narrow that Ruth hadn’t realised it was there. They went down some stairs into a windowless concrete basement. It felt like a bunker. There was nobody there, except for a bearded hipster leaning over a book at the wooden bar in front of a backlit wall of booze.

‘You’re back,’ said the barman to Geri. ‘That was quick.’

Geri ordered a bottle of mineral water and two glasses. At the back of the room, they sat in a semi-circular banquette.

Geri placed the piece of paper on the table in front of her. ‘Philip had nothing in his diary on the afternoon of 26 September,’ she began. ‘And I scanned the documents from the archives warehouse and did a search for any person with a surname starting with B. Nothing.’

All sounds were muted in this place. The walls absorbed noise.

Geri continued. ‘Anyway, then I thought, what if Philip met with a BB at some point in the months since Gavin started at Minerallic? So I went back through his diary looking for all meetings that Philip had with Gavin.

‘Most of those meetings were at the same coffee shop. Regular coffee every week. But then, about a month before the date of the contract for that house in Darra, Philip met Gavin at a place called the Bat Bar.’ Geri pointed to the menu propped up against a napkin holder in the middle of the table. It had a logo on it, in the shape of a bat. And underneath it was a name: The Bat Bar. 

Ruth looked around. The Bat Bar had a cave like ambience. As a venue for a whispered assignation in light starved gloom, the Bat Bar was perfect.

Geri said, ‘BB. It’s not a person. It’s a place.’

‘Geri, you’re a genius,’ said Ruth.

Geri assented by pursing her lips. ‘Here,’ she said as she pushed the page across to Ruth. ‘I printed out the entry from Philip’s calendar.’
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Ruth stood in her office, staring out the window. The pair of peregrine falcons were hovering outside her window, concentrating on the river below as they floated on their vast dark grey wings. Ruth pressed with her nose against the window, twisting her head to see the nest high up the neighbouring building.

If Philip was arrested for the murder of a client, the story would run on the front page of the papers. It could take years for the trial to slowly work its way to a conclusion. While that murder trial hit the front pages day after breathless day, and the evidence of corruption was revealed, Howard Greene would be destroyed. Clients would take their work elsewhere. Partners and staff would leave. In the wreckage of a great law firm, people in Howard Greene who barely knew Philip, who had nothing to do with him, would struggle to stay employed.

 Ruth wasn’t worried so much about losing her own job. She and Bill had earned a lot of money for a lot of years. She and Jack could survive without her working. It was the rest of the firm she worried about. Many would find jobs, but some wouldn’t. Good people like Geri. And Ron.

But what was the alternative? To leave Philip—what was he? A psychopath?—loose in the world, secure in the knowledge that he could kill someone and get away with it?

He might even try to throw the blame onto someone else. Everyone in the firm had access to that meeting room. Even Viv.

One of the falcons swooped down to the river, soared over it and into the mangroves at Kangaroo Point, then abruptly flew to the nest high up in the building next-door. She could just make out an object held by its feet. Looked like a rat.

Ruth knew she didn’t have a choice. Not really.

She toyed with ringing Roscoe. She worried what he would say. His first instinct could well be to save the firm. This, she decided, was a decision she had to make alone, divorced from any thought of the consequences for Howard Greene. She couldn’t be complicit in covering up a murder.

Ruth rang Messer. ‘I’ll meet you at the Bat Bar.’ It was Friday. Roscoe would be in Brisbane on Monday. It would be best to have it done before then.

In the same gloomy banquette, Ruth showed Messer the photographs on her phone of the stash of drugs, and the printouts of Philip’s appointments at the Bat Bar with Gavin months before.

‘BB,’ Ruth said.

Messer nodded slowly, looking around the bar. ‘BB,’ she repeated. ‘Not a person. A place.’

 ‘Is that enough?’ Ruth asked.

Messer grimaced but didn’t answer the question. Instead she said, ‘You realise we’re going to have to get a search warrant on your offices to find these drugs ourselves.’

‘Yes, I realise that. Try not to do it in business hours, if you don’t mind. Five forty-five this evening would be a good time. There’ll be no clients in the office then, and only one receptionist. A whole lot of lawyers will be up at drinks on the floor above, but we’ll have to handle that. Ask to see me, and I will deal with it quietly. Don’t wave your search warrant in front of the receptionist.’

Detective Messer was amused. ‘A lot of demands.’

‘It’s the least you can do, Detective, in exchange for my help. It will destroy my firm, when this gets into the papers. A lot of people will be out of a job. Possibly including me.’

As the detective walked away, Ruth knew she should feel triumphant. She had taken the path of good, in the face of evil. But all she felt was foreboding.
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PHILIP

26 SEPTEMBER

Philip was at his desk. The phone rang. Gavin. Philip picked it up before it diverted to his secretary.

‘Mate,’ said Gavin. He wanted to see Philip for a drink at the Bat Bar this afternoon. Philip shivered, his body trying to shake off a sense of menace. For Gavin, the Bat Bar wasn’t just a meeting place. It was where Gavin discussed things off the record. Gavin obviously wanted to tell him something, or ask him for something under a cloak of secrecy. What could it be? Philip tried to prod Gavin to give him some indication, but Gavin hung up quickly, saying only, ‘See you at four thirty.’

No notes were taken of the meetings in the Bat Bar, and no trace of the fact they had met was left in the electronic DNA of their respective workplaces. That had been agreed the first time they met there, months before.

Philip’s sense of foreboding increased when Gavin walked into the bar five minutes early. Gavin was never early. Philip was already there, of course. He’d allowed himself twenty minutes preparation for this meeting. Even ordered some nibbly bits. 

Philip swallowed as Gavin gave him a hearty backslapping greeting.

‘Mate,’ Gavin said to Philip after they had chatted about the rugby for a couple of minutes, ‘I just wanted to give you a heads up. Management is making me call a competitive pitch process for the Holy Grail matter, now that it’s been approved by the board. I have to ask two law firms to submit their best price, and their credentials for the job. Sorry, mate. New procurement policy. You know how it is.’ Gavin rolled his eyes. ‘I have to justify the big fees. I’ve got accountants crawling all over me. They’re insisting I put all the work out to tender. To see what kind of a deal we can get. Get the fees down. You know what it’s like with those numbers people.’ He held his hands out, palms up, to illustrate he was helpless to influence the process.

Philip put all of his energy into staying relaxed, not reacting. ‘No worries, mate. I get it,’ he said, leaning back in his chair.

‘Appreciate your understanding,’ said Gavin.

‘When’s the formal request coming out?’ asked Philip. He needed to know how advanced this plan was, or whether Gavin was just floating it, to see how Philip would respond. With the information Philip held about Minerallic and the ex-Minister for Projects, he could destroy Gavin and Minerallic. Gavin knew that.

‘Just bedding down the details now,’ Gavin said. ‘Probably in a week or two. Just wanted to give you some advance warning, so you get a good start over the competition.’

‘What sort of information will you be looking for?’ Philip asked.

 ‘Well, I figured you’d be in the winner’s position if you could demonstrate all your knowledge and smarts. So we’ll be asking for detail.’ Gavin listed it. Detail didn’t begin to describe what Gavin was seeking. He wanted summaries of work done to date, how to implement the strategy Viv had put together. It would be over eighty pages. It was a lot to ask for in a pitch process, and would take a few weeks of full-time work to put together. Advice about implementing strategy in a complicated project like Holy Grail was worth a lot of money. This meant Gavin would get it for free. And he could give it to another law firm if Howard Greene didn’t win the pitch. Philip’s sense that he was being set up grew within him, cold tentacles spreading out from his stomach. And Philip would have to convince Viv to do it.

It occurred to Philip that, while he could destroy Gavin by revealing his corrupt relationship with the Minister for Projects, by doing so Philip would also destroy himself. He swallowed. ‘Nothing to worry about, is there, buddy?’ Philip asked.

‘Nah, mate. Should be a formality for you. But you need to make me look good, and give us a good price.’

‘Who’s the other firm?’

‘Look, by rights I shouldn’t tell you, but just confidentially it’s likely to be Barlows. CEO loves ’em.’

Alarm was coursing through Philip like electricity. He sat forward in his seat, but then sat back again. He needed to feign comfort. ‘It’s you who decides?’ asked Philip.

‘Nah, mate. Going formal. Selection committee. New rules. CEO insisted.’ Gavin rolled his eyes again. A selection committee would take the decision out of Gavin’s hands. Gavin wouldn’t say who was on the selection committee. He said it hadn’t been chosen, but he was ‘in there making sure the “right people” got appointed’. 

Philip doubted there was a committee. Gavin’s self-worth came from his power to decide which law firm got the Minerallic legal work. That might seem like a flimsy thing to give a life meaning, but it was enough for Gavin. This could be nothing but a smokescreen for giving the work to Barlows, so that Howard Greene would not blame Gavin. He could then say, after the decision was made, that others were responsible. ‘Sorry, mate,’ he could say. ‘It was out of my hands. I tried to convince them.’ And shrug.

Philip recognised the technique: to appear to be removed from an action that had an unpleasant outcome for a person he wanted to remain close to. It was a strategy Philip had used himself. Many times.

Philip wondered whether he needed to implement the plan he called Armageddon. If news got out that the work would be put to tender, the opportunity would be lost. Philip would have a motive.

Philip needed to divert the conversation while he thought it through. He noticed Gavin’s keys on the table. ‘That a Porsche logo on your key ring?’ he said.

Gavin said, ‘Yeah. Delivered last week.’

Philip stopped himself from jumping back in his seat. ‘New car?’

‘Yep.’ Gavin was almost purring with pleasure.

‘Mate, congratulations, that’s great. Cayenne?’

 ‘Nah. 911. Zoom. Zoom. Don’t want the kids messing it up. No chance of that, because they don’t fit.’ He laughed. ‘Have to get a carpark at work, so I can drive it.’

Philip knew then. Simon Blatt had bought Gavin a car. Gavin had been angling for months, less than subtly, for Philip to buy it. Philip had resisted, by pretending he didn’t understand what Gavin expected. But he could see the appeal of the proposition for Simon Blatt. The lease payments would be a blip against the bonus Blatt would get as a result of pulling in a twenty million dollar job.

Philip’s heart iced over. He needed to buy some time. Think through his options. ‘So it’s just between you and me, is it, this heads up about the tender process?’ said Philip. ‘Give me a few days to float it at work. Get head office acclimatised to the idea?’

‘Yeah. No worries, mate. I’ll keep it to myself until next week. Least I can do, for all the help you’ve given us.’

‘Appreciate it, buddy,’ said Philip. He stayed in the chair as best he could. Handed over the plate of arancini balls so Gavin ate them. Pretended the lime and sodas he was drinking were gin and tonic. He felt sick. But he stayed there, across from Gavin. Smiled. Made small talk with the treacherous prick. After all he had done for him. The risks he had taken.

Philip rose and leaned down to shake the prick’s hand: a super warm, double-handed shake. ‘And, mate,’ said Philip, ‘appreciate your candour. And the opportunity to tender. Really do.’

Gavin smiled. ‘No worries, mate,’ he said. ‘And sorry. You know. About the circumstances.’

Philip smiled back.

‘The tender process and all that,’ Gavin said. ‘I’m sure you’ll have it in the bag.’

 Philip gave Gavin a pat on the top of his shoulder. ‘We’re the best team for the job,’ he said.

Gavin’s smile was more a baring of teeth now. ‘Mate, then you’ve got nothing to worry about.’
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RUTH

When Ruth returned to the office from meeting Messer, adrenalin prevented her from sitting down. She paced, she twitched, she looked out the window without seeing.

Geri brought in a cup of tea. ‘You all right?’ Geri asked.

‘I have to ring Roscoe. Tell him I’m bringing the firm to its knees. The firm might not survive, Geri.’

‘Maybe that’s a good thing, Ruth.’ Geri looked her in the eye.

Ruth nodded. Geri was right. And Roscoe needed enough time to put a disaster management plan in place before the media whiffed the stench of scandal. She picked up the phone. Rang his number. Broke the news.

It occurred to Ruth as she listened to Roscoe’s laboured breath that the more consequential the conversation, the more silence there was in it. But she knew there was no silence in Roscoe’s head. The alarms would be going off as he tried to calm his mind to process what was needed.

‘Why did Philip kill him then?’ Roscoe asked.

‘Looks like Gavin was going to take our work and give it to Barlows.’

 ‘My god,’ Roscoe said. ‘This firm committed crimes for him. And still the prick was going to someone else?’

Roscoe now, finally, agreed with her assessment of Gavin’s character.

She did not say, ‘I told you so.’ Instead she said, ‘You need to implement the disaster management plan, Roscoe. The press will be onto this by tonight.’

Ruth looked at Geri as she said, ‘If you need secretarial assistance, Geri can help. She’s a legend. And she knows the lot. In fact, she figured most of it out.’

Geri gave a smiley grimace. She turned, and went back to her desk.
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That evening at five forty-five pm, Detective Messer arrived at Howard Greene with three uniformed officers. Philip had already gone home.

But Owen was in the office. The news spread around the office like waves from a meteor hitting the Pacific, and washed Owen down to the reception floor within two minutes of the police arriving. He was so flustered, his wig was slightly awry.

He stood over Ruth. ‘What’re they doing here?’

‘Search warrant.’

‘To search what?’

‘The meeting rooms.’

‘Aren’t you going to stop them?’

‘No.’

‘Why not?’

‘They have a search warrant.’

‘Shouldn’t we get legal advice?’

 ‘If you want to get legal advice, be my guest.’

‘What about protected documents?’

‘They aren’t looking for documents. They told me. That’s why Viv and I are here. To make sure they don’t. You can help, if you like.’

Owen scuttled off.

Twenty-five minutes later, Philip arrived. Ruth was surprised to see that Philip owned a pair of thongs. Although perhaps they weren’t his. His heels were hanging over the back of the sole.

Craig was beside him. Well fancy that, thought Ruth. Push Philip’s panic button and he calls Craig.

By the time Philip arrived, the drugs from behind the John Olsen painting were in evidence bags. A man with a huge camera was photographing the room.

Philip did bombast well. He used the old strategy that, when in doubt, it was best to attack. ‘What are you doing?’ he asked Messer.

‘Philip Anderson?’ asked Messer.

Philip said nothing.

Messer showed him the evidence bags full of pills. ‘Are these yours?’

Philip stayed silent. His eyes were narrowed. He was calculating.

‘I would like to ask you some questions,’ Messer said. ‘Shall we do it at the station?’

Philip’s chest inflated. The only sign of agitation was his eyes darting around the room. For a moment, Ruth thought he was going to say no. Then he looked around at the audience of twenty Howard Greene staff, all people he knew, transfixed by the drama playing out before them.

 Philip slumped. Thongs, T-shirt, running shorts. He wasn’t golden anymore. He looked small, and insignificant.

‘Is he under arrest?’ Craig asked.

‘Not at the moment,’ Messer said. She looked around. ‘Do you want to do this here? In front of all these people?’ Messer said. ‘Or down at the station? Your choice.’

Philip pulled out his phone. It looked like he was going to call someone. He pressed some buttons and held it out.

There was something he wanted them all to listen to.
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26 SEPTEMBER

As soon as Philip got out of the Bat Bar, leaving Gavin with the last of the arancini balls, he rang Craig.

‘Yep,’ was all Craig said when he picked up. Philip’s name would have come up on his phone. Arrogant prick.

‘You in the office, mate?’ Philip said.

‘Yep.’

‘Stay there. I’ll be up in a sec.’

Philip was a bit puffed in the lift. He needed to calm down. Breathe. Try to think coolly. But a fire alarm was ringing in his head. If they lost the Holy Grail work and not inconceivably the rest of the Minerallic work, that would be the end of the Brisbane office. Well, certainly the end of Philip’s tenure in the firm. And Craig’s also. Craig had no other work.

Craig was sitting at his desk, his face lit up by his screen. He was responding to some emails.

Philip walked straight in and pushed the heavy glass door closed.

 ‘What’s up?’ Craig said.

‘Just had a drink with Gavin. He’s going to give Holy Grail to Blatt.’

Craig frowned, said nothing.

‘I’m pretty sure Blatt bought him a Porsche.’

‘Faarck,’ said Craig. ‘What a prick.’ He crossed his arms and turned his head at an angle. ‘Why didn’t we think of that? Howard Greene always come last in client development. For a small expenditure we lose out on twenty million bucks. Makes no sense at all.’

Philip didn’t disagree. The ethical considerations were decided by the firm’s board, which had more power than him, and were enforced by the marketing department and a series of authorisations required for spending on business development which he had been trying, without success, to subvert. Frustrating, but one of the many constraints he had successfully worked within for years.

‘And after all we’ve done for him.’ Craig shook his head slowly. ‘Is it because we no longer have any leverage with the Minister?’

‘Frankly, mate, that might have had something to do with it. But I reckon it was the Porsche. He’s a greedy little fuck.’

‘Is there any way we can stop the tender process?’ Craig said.

‘There’s John Lee in Houston. He knows we’re involved. He knows how much work we’ve done. He’ll know it would be stupid to change to a different firm now. Our best bet would be to get rid of Gavin Jones,’ said Philip. ‘But how?’ He looked out the window. ‘Maybe Viv had the right idea,’ he scoffed.

‘What do you mean?’ Craig asked.

‘She was going to kill him.’

‘Say what?’ said Craig, sitting forward.

 Philip told him about Viv’s plan, with eye rolling sarcasm. ‘Stupid woman,’ he finished.

‘Yeah,’ said Craig. ‘They never finish anything.’

That was a startling conclusion to reach from a tale about a woman’s emotional breakdown. Philip wondered what Craig meant. Surely he couldn’t be endorsing Viv’s plan.

‘I’m going to sleep on it,’ Philip said. ‘Let’s talk tomorrow.’
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The following morning, 27 September, Philip got a call from Gloria with the news that Gavin had died. Philip went straight to Craig’s office and pushed the glass door closed.

‘Gavin Jones is dead,’ he said. He had a lump in his chest of foreboding. But also anger. He couldn’t contain the agitation, the accusatory tone.

Craig sat back and crossed his arms. A long exhale came out as a whistle. ‘You’ve got to give her credit,’ Craig said.

‘Who?’

‘Viv,’ said Craig, as if that would be obvious.

For a moment, Philip was confused. Was Craig saying that Viv had carried out her plan? How would Craig know?

‘Did she carry it through?’

Craig rolled his eyes. ‘She doesn’t have the guts to finish anything.’ Philip realised then. Craig was giving Viv credit for the plan she’d come up with. The plan that Craig had to finish for her.

Philip shook his head in disbelief. ‘You killed him?’

Craig leaned further back in his chair and asked a question. ‘Did you tell Viv about the tender? That we were about to lose the Holy Grail project? Because of her?’

‘No, I did not.’ Philip snapped it out.

 Craig stood, looked out the window, legs astride. ‘I think you’ll find you did,’ he said. ‘I think you’ll find that an hysterical woman about to see her career go up in flames imploded and finished off the plan she told you about all those months ago.’ Craig turned to look Philip in the eye. It occurred to Philip that Craig’s face, for all its perfection, was very angled. Hard. A lot of chin. Obstinate.

When it came down to it, there were things that Philip would not do. He had limits, boundaries he would not cross. And now Craig expected Philip to ensure that Viv …

Did Philip have the stomach for this? To ensure Viv was convicted of the murder of Gavin Jones? No, he did not. He would say no. Take back control. He took a breath in.

Craig spoke before he could open his mouth. ‘Because what’s the alternative?’ Craig spoke slowly, deliberately, his arms still crossed. ‘Nobody knows I saw Gavin yesterday evening.’ He put the emphasis on the word ‘I’, and added, ‘After you saw him.’

Philip said nothing while he thought through what Craig was trying to tell him. That statement was incorrect. Philip knew that Craig saw Gavin last night. That seemed to have escaped Craig’s notice. But what Craig was trying to tell Philip was that there would be witnesses to the fact that Philip had met with Gavin the afternoon before.

Craig’s meaning permeated Philip’s consciousness with a low clang. If Viv didn’t go down for Gavin’s murder, Craig would ensure that Philip would.

Craig laughed. ‘You look like you’ve seen a ghost, mate. Look on the bright side. The police are too dumb to go past the foxglove in the garden. If anyone goes down, it’ll be the wife. And anyway, she’ll be able to say it was an accident with the little girls. Wasn’t that Viv’s plan?’ 

Philip looked out the glass wall at the bright clear September day, the cloudless blue sky, the river lapping gently at the yachts tied up at the Botanic Gardens, the cyclists on the bike path at the base of the Kangaroo Point cliffs.

‘Just make sure Viv delivers.’ Craig’s voice had a coarse edge to it.

Craig was right. They had to proceed as if Gavin had died of natural causes. It wouldn’t be an issue. If nothing else, Viv was a smart woman. The plan was foolproof. And if it wasn’t—well, that should be on her.

Philip needed to leave Craig’s office. This—what was it? Submission? Dominance—wasn’t the way it was meant to be. Philip was supposed to be ascendant. He pulled his phone out of his pocket. ‘This thing’s going off this morning,’ he said, tapping it. ‘Had four people ring me to tell me Gavin’s dead. I’d best get around. Tell everyone their favourite client has died.’ He turned to open the glass door. As he grasped the handle, he turned. ‘Where did you get the digitalis heart medication from?’ Philip asked.

‘Same guy who gets me the Dexies and the Endone. Pharmacist I know, who doesn’t earn enough.’

‘And how did you get Gavin to take it?’

Craig was always prepared to describe the minutiae of how he’d scored a win. He was proud of it.

‘Met Gav in the foyer of his building, for a delivery of Dexies. He told me about the fucking tender process. What a prick.’ Craig shook his head in disbelief. ‘I told him that this new drug combats the increased heart rate the Dexies cause, brings kids with ADHD on Ritalin and Dexies down quickly from being wired so they get an easy night’s sleep.’ Craig paused to cast a bemused smile on Philip. ‘I gave him six. Told him it’s a child’s dose so he should take all six at once. If he liked it, I could get him more.’ Craig chuckled, as if he were telling a wry tale and was getting to the moral at the end, the moment in the story when the villain gets his come-uppance. ‘He must have been wired on Dexies already that day. He must have taken all six in the lift to the carpark.’ 

The lump in Philip’s solar plexus iced over. Philip opened the glass door, walked down the corridor. He’d tell Owen first that Gavin had died. Then he’d ring John Lee and offer his condolences. May as well take advantage of the situation.

When he got out of sight of Craig’s office, Philip tapped on his phone. Turned off the recording device and saved Craig’s confession.

Insurance. It’s always best to have insurance. Because Philip was not going to gaol. Not for Craig.
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It was all over in ten minutes. Philip played the recording. Craig swore. Messer took Philip and Craig to Roma Street headquarters.

The lawyers who had gathered to watch the show moved back in the direction of their offices, probably to telephone their mates.

Ruth called out, ‘Hey everyone. Staff meeting in reception in ten minutes. Please don’t call anyone. We owe it to the firm to keep this information controlled.’

The lawyers didn’t owe the firm anything. They knew that. Ruth felt bad for them. Other firms had survived corruption scandals by distancing themselves from the person at the centre of the scandal, as if the person were an aberration rather than a visible symptom of a rotten culture. Howard Greene would have to cauterise Craig from the firm. Fast. Probably wouldn’t be enough, though. Killing a client? The firm wouldn’t recover. The sensible ones would be looking for jobs. Right now.

And then there was the corruption. It would take, by Ruth’s reckoning, maybe twenty minutes before a journalist rang Roscoe.

 Ruth turned. ‘Come on, Viv. Can you help me make some calls?’

Viv draped an arm around Ruth’s shoulders.

They rang Roscoe. ‘Craig’s about to be arrested. For murder,’ Ruth said.

‘Craig?’ Roscoe’s voice was empty; no emotion, no surprise.

‘Yep. Philip fingered him. A recorded confession.’

‘Turns out Craig is Philip 2.0. Philip does have some qualms, it turns out. But Craig doesn’t.’

‘Higher order psychopath,’ Viv said.

‘Jesus,’ said Roscoe. He gathered himself. ‘I’ve got the disaster management people here. I’m waiting for the journos to ring.’

‘Okay,’ said Ruth. ‘We’ve gotta go.’ Owen was hovering in the corridor.

‘I’ll be in Brisbane on Sunday,’ Roscoe said.
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Owen was frowning in distress as he paced outside Ruth’s glass door. Stiff clumps of hair were standing out at right angles from his wig. Ruth hung up on Roscoe and gestured for Owen to come in.

‘What happened? What did the police find?’ His voice broke.

‘Drugs.’ It was Viv who answered him.

Owen looked like he had just seen Satan after a lifetime of believing he was a myth. His face drained of colour.

‘I don’t understand.’ Owen actually admitted he didn’t understand something. The structure upon which he had built his world must have collapsed. Owen put his right hand to his mouth and shook his head. ‘Why? Because Gavin was taking the work to Barlows?’

 ‘No idea,’ said Ruth. ‘But if the Minerallic work was taken away, what would Philip be left with?’

‘Mmm,’ said Owen. For a whole minute he stared out the window, mesmerised by the car lights on the Storey Bridge below.

And then Owen turned to them and said, ‘I’m sorry.’

The apology dropped into the room like a dead bird falling out of the sky.

Ruth answered. ‘What are you sorry for?’

Owen addressed Viv. ‘I’m sorry. I had no idea. That Philip … I knew he was working against you. While pretending to be your friend. He told me that you caused Gavin’s death. Delivered a poisoned plant. That you’re mad.’ Owen looked stricken. ‘I shouldn’t have believed him. It was the easy thing to do. I didn’t question him. Didn’t look past what he told me.’ Owen was seeking absolution.

Viv said, ‘Thanks, Owen. It’s big of you to say that. I appreciate it.’ And then she left the room, her index fingers scraping the inner corners of each of her eyes.
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VIV

It was emblazoned across the news the next morning: TOP LAW FIRM PARTNER ARRESTED FOR MURDER OF CLIENT. Howard Greene teetered. This was just the beginning. The corruption scandal was yet to emerge.

On Monday morning, Roscoe loped into Viv’s office and sat down, his long thin body curled into her visitor chair. He looked exhausted, washed out. Fixing his blue eyes on her, he said, ‘I’m trying to find a way to apologise to you, Viv. I know you got no support, that nobody here believed in you.’

That was wrong. ‘Ruth did,’ she said.

‘I didn’t listen to her,’ Roscoe said. ‘First time in twenty-five years I haven’t done what she told me to do. And look how it turned out.’

Viv didn’t know what to say. She wavered between schadenfreude and pity.

‘Anyway, I’ve rung John Lee,’ Roscoe said. ‘Told him you were the brains behind the competition strategy paper. He’s a great admirer of your work. Told him we could work together to transition you to another firm so that you can continue to do their work.’ 

Viv was stunned. ‘Why did you do that?’

‘I owe it to you. Your career. You’re a fine lawyer. The client needs to know that.’ Like Owen, Roscoe was looking for absolution.

‘But what about Howard Greene?’ Viv said.

‘I’m not sure Howard Greene will survive this, Viv. Certainly my tenure at the firm is over. You’ve got a great career ahead of you. I want to make sure you go well. Least I can do, really.’ Roscoe stared out the window, then shuddered and turned back to focus again on Viv. ‘It won’t be Barlows. I told John Lee about Gavin’s Porsche. That Barlows bought it for him.’ Roscoe grimaced. ‘Had to assure him that there are parts of the legal profession in this country with some honour. Anyway, John Lee and I are now looking at Minerallic finding another firm for you. I’ve got some ideas that I want to work through with you.’

‘It would have to be a firm that Fast Rail was comfortable with,’ Viv said. And she wanted to be assured that they had a compulsory partner education program about ethics.

Roscoe winced. ‘You are quite right.’ He slapped a hand on each knee and stood. ‘I’m on it, Viv. It’s a priority to get you the position you deserve in a good law firm.’

‘I really do appreciate it, Roscoe. Thank you.’

He grimaced. ‘Once again, it’s the least I can do. I’m sorry. You didn’t deserve what happened.’
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After he’d gone, Viv’s phone rang. It was a Brisbane number.

She gave her customary greeting in the forbidding voice she used in the hope it would repel scam callers. ‘Viv Harrison.’

 ‘Hi, Viv,’ said a man’s voice. It was tentative. The man was nervous. ‘It’s Simon Blatt here. We wondered if we could catch up to have a chat with you.’

‘Simon,’ she stated, flatly acknowledging him, ‘who do you mean by “we”?’

‘The chairman of partners and the partner recruitment team. They asked me to call because I told them we know one another.’ He paused. ‘I told them we’re friends.’

Viv said nothing.

‘Sorry, that might have been a bit presumptuous. I also confirmed what they’d already heard: that you’re the best competition lawyer I know and that we need you for the lithium mine.’

It was dark outside. Viv could see herself in the reflection in the glass. She was slouching, bent around the phone at her ear. She inhaled and put her shoulders back, considering what she should say. She could say, ‘Does the chairman of partners know about the fucking Porsche, Simon?’ Then she could say, ‘Do they know about the fucking Grange Hermitage? Have you lot over there heard of the anti-corruption legislation? I wouldn’t touch Barlows with a barge pole. Because I have some fucking self-respect.’ Then she could hang up, gently putting the phone back in the cradle.

The last time she’d said what she was thinking was when she walked out of her performance appraisal. She promised herself she wouldn’t do that again. So instead she said in a calm soft voice, ‘Thanks so much for thinking of me. But I really don’t think I’d be a good fit. And I don’t want to waste your time.’ Then she gently placed the handset in the cradle.

She smiled at her reflection, gave herself a nod of acknowledgment, then gathered up her handbag to go home to Rob and Ruby and Sam, to tell them that it turns out to everyone’s surprise that Mummy is a big fucking deal in the legal expertise department. 

But she wouldn’t swear. Not in front of the children. Because in the pursuit of perfection she was also going to focus on being a fucking good mother.

She allowed herself a little bent-elbow, clenched-fist victory air punch at her reflection, and turned to head to the lift.
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ANNE

Journalises rang Anne when the murder story hit the headlines, wanting her reaction, mining her for quotes laden with emotion to give colour to their stories. She settled on saying to the journalists, ‘Nothing will bring him back.’ They could spin that as they liked.

She suppressed her feelings of relief that Gavin was gone, but she certainly was not going to give the psychopath who did this any sense that his crime was justified. Where would the world end if murder could be justified?

Her girls had no father. She resolved to spend their childhood painting a vision of a good man: his determination (she would leave out the adjective ‘thin-lipped’); his career success (she would omit the words ‘ruthless’ and ‘self-interested’). Anne put the letters she’d received when he died in a painted box so the girls could pore over them to build a picture of a father who was, as the letters described, a kind man, a loving hero.

When Anne thought about it, and she often did, there was a vast empty space where Gavin had been. He was still there, hovering over her decisions. She focused on what he’d been like in the beginning: attentive, charming, considerate. Gentle. 

She documented the girls’ lives in photographs and assiduously sent them to Gavin’s parents. He could live on with them as the white knight, the family man. Their gifted son, ripped from them. Murdered by a monster motivated by greed.

Was it grief? Yes, of sorts. There was a well of sadness, of despondency. Certainty had been stripped away. The lack of safety she had felt at home had spread out like a wave to encompass the whole world. The shining house she lived in—its order, fresh paint and sharp lines—was nothing but a veneer.

Viv was kind, rang her every few days, invited her and the girls over for afternoon jaunts which usually turned into dinner, made gentle enquiries about her well-being. Viv was the only one who probed into the financial mess. ‘How are you going? Do you need any money?’

Anne refused. She needed more concrete help, the kind that would set her up for the long term. ‘I need a job,’ Anne said. ‘But it’s been so long. I don’t know where to start. I’ve been a librarian, but most libraries seem to be cutting back, not hiring.’ A week later, Viv said, over a glass of wine, ‘This project I’m working on, a rail project, needs someone to handle the documents,’ she said. ‘There’ll be mountains of them. They need to be stored and catalogued. Electronically.’

‘Right,’ said Anne.

‘You’d be perfect. You’re a librarian.’

Anne’s immediate reaction was panic. The software would have changed, and it wasn’t what she had done. She’d catalogued books. Surely documents in a project would be different? She knew nothing about big projects. 

‘I was a librarian,’ said Anne. ‘But I haven’t worked for seven years.’

Viv scoffed. ‘You women who haven’t worked for years are all the same. You don’t understand how good you are. Look at you. You ooze competence. Why don’t you come in and have a chat with the project director.’

Anne had nothing to lose, she supposed. And she did need a job. Desperately. She’d got Gavin’s pay-out from Minerallic. She’d paid back Simon Blatt. She’d sold the golf clubs and the sporting memorabilia and whatever else of Gavin’s she could. For a song. Nobody wanted second-hand stuff. The mortgage payments were going to clean her out within a year. She was eyeing off a smaller house.

Anne had a haircut especially for the interview. The stress had at least done some good work on her waistline, so she was able to drag out an old work dress and fit into it.

She met the project director, the gnomish Col Bloom, who looked like he had been put on Earth to eradicate obfuscation and fluff. The project team showed her the state of their databases, which even they admitted were woeful. And they were. Clunky. Disparate. She could feel her resolve building as she looked at it. Their information was in disarray already. It was only going to get worse if someone didn’t bring it to order, catalogue it.

‘I can’t believe I’m excited about the possibilities for cross-referencing,’ Anne said to Viv during the Saturday afternoon play, which as usual had stretched into evening.

 ‘I’m excited you’ll be there,’ said Viv. ‘You’ll be able to play all day with the engineers at work. And with me,’ she added.

And at that point, for the first time, Anne felt elated about entering into the world again.




47

RUTH

Ruth rested her head on Charlie’s shoulder. They were at his flat. Jack didn’t need to know his mother was sleeping with Charlie again.

‘Anne’s got a job,’ Charlie said.

‘Fast Rail?’ Ruth said.

‘How did you know that?’

‘Viv.’

After a period of mutual ruminative silence, Charlie said, ‘What about you? Are you okay? With all of this?’

‘Dunno,’ said Ruth. ‘Soon I won’t have a job. Then what?’

‘You could come to Baltimore.’ The thought had right that moment jumped into his head. She could tell by the way he said it. This was not a proposal of marriage. Or even of a long-term relationship. Thank heaven. He was proposing a short holiday.

Ruth raised her head up so that she could eyeball him, to make sure. ‘Is that a good idea?’ she said.

‘Why don’t you come over for a few weeks? We’ll see how you go, without a job.’

 ‘I’ll have nothing to think about; nothing to occupy me,’ said Ruth. ‘I’m a bit worried. What’ll be left in my head if the lawyer part of me vacates it? What’s the real me? What lies beneath?’

‘Scary,’ said Charlie.

‘Scary,’ Ruth agreed.

She settled back onto his shoulder. ‘I might be a serial killer, in real life.’

Charlie harrumphed. ‘Or you might be Picasso.’

‘Elvis,’ said Ruth. ‘I’m the reincarnation of Elvis. Have you heard me sing?’

‘Nooo,’ said Charlie.
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