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VERTIGO 
KAREN HERBERT 

ABOUT THE BOOK  
Eric Steyn, a public investigator, vanishes one night after Friday 
drinks. His body is never found. One year on, his colleagues discover 
his files. Was Eric’s disappearance related to the government inquiry 
he was working on, or to something more sinister? His workmate, 
Frances Geller, still mourning the recent death of her brother, has a 
theory. She thinks Eric uncovered corruption on a massive scale and 
that someone in power had him killed. So Frances does what she 
does best – poring through government files and tallying up 
numbers. But her nemesis, the Assistant Director of Homelessness 
Strategies, Dr Duncan Wolf, seems determined to stop her.  
  
Thrust into a dizzying conspiracy, Frances begins to wonder who she 
can trust – and what government machinations might have to do 
with the death of her brother. With twists and turns at every corner, 
this is a must-read for mystery fans from the bestselling author 
of The River Mouth. 

ABOUT THE AUTHOR  
Karen spent her childhood in Geraldton on the midwest coast of 
Australia, before moving to Perth to study at the University of 
Western Australia, where she completed a Bachelor of Commerce 
and a Master of Science in Applied Psychology. She has worked at 
senior level in a range of industries and is a graduate member of the 
Australian Institute of Company Directors.  She is the author of The 
River Mouth and The Cast Aways of Harewood Hall (Fremantle 
Press). 

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 
1. Why is this novel called Vertigo? 
2. What is Ménière's disease? Do you think it has an effect on 

the way Frances goes about solving the mystery of Eric’s 
disappearance?  

3. Do you think that this disability is central to her identity? 
4. ‘I love data. I love spreadsheets. Give me an Excel workbook 

full of numbers and I’ll be quiet for hours.’ (p. 107) Frances isn’t your typical hero – but what 
white-collar qualities does she bring to the detective genre? 

5. What connections might be drawn between Eric’s disappearance and the death of Frances’s 
brother Matt?   

6. Who is to blame for what happens to Matt? 
7. What do you think this novel is saying about people in power and their treatment of the 

disadvantaged? 
8. Why does a man like Graham Griffiths have skin in the game? 
9. What difference does this treatment make to everyone, even if it only affects a section of 

society? 
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10. Do you see Frances’s investigation as ideological as well as personal? 
11. When reflecting on Eric’s suspicions, Frances comments, ‘There’s something deeply satisfying 

about pinging a self-important bureaucrat for ripping off the state while he’s enforcing the 
rules for everyone else.’ (p. 11) What do you think she sees as the role of the public servant 
in relation to government? 

12. Do you think we need people to monitor the small aberrations as well as much larger abuses 
of power? 

13. Frances goes to visit her dad and hears various opinions about the kind of people who live in 
‘The White Palace’ (p. 95). What does Frances learn from this, and how does it help her 
investigation? 

14. Why do you think the author has chosen to end this novel where it does? 

 

INTERVIEW WITH THE AUTHOR 
 
 
The themes in this book are social and political ones. Why did you choose to focus on homelessness 
and disadvantage?    
 
Homelessness is one of the major factors that drive other forms of disadvantage. When a person doesn’t have 
a home, they don’t have a safe place to sleep, to keep their food fresh, to get themselves ready for work or 
school. Children who experience homelessness are more likely to been born prematurely, to experience 
chronic disease and developmental delay, and to disengage from school. They are less likely to receive 
appropriate health care. About ten thousand people are homeless in Western Australia. A fifth of these people 
are children.  
 
The public and not-for-profit sectors are doing some great work in providing low-cost housing. But too often, I 
hear people say things like there are plenty of homes available or some people prefer to live on the streets. I 
suspect that if, like Frances, they took a closer look, they’d see that it is not that simple. Imagine the difference 
we could make in those two thousand children’s lives if they could grow up with a roof over their heads.  
 
What are your thoughts about Frances’s theory that the quiet, routine ‘rip-offs’ are more common than 
the bigger schemes Eric went after? 
I think they are both right, and that it happens across all industries. (In Western Australia, we have a long 
history of audacious gold stealing!) And you don’t have to do anything particularly innovative or clever to get 
away with it. After years of public sector investigations and working in the corporate sector, it still amazes me 
how some organisations lack basic controls to prevent fraud from happening. At least they keep Frances and 
her colleagues in a job! 
 
Frances suffers from Ménière's disease, commonly known as vertigo. What was your inspiration for 
writing this aspect into her character? 
I have had Ménière's disease since I was twenty-one. It is an inner ear disorder that causes tinnitus, nausea, 
vomiting, dizziness and quite violent attacks of vertigo (sometimes called drop attacks, because you can 
spontaneously drop to the ground). I wanted to see how a character would handle investigating a suspected 
murder while dealing with a chronic illness, so Ménière's disease seemed like an obvious place to start. 
 
What writing challenges did this novel present you with? 
I thought that writing about Ménière's disease would be easy. After all, I have first-hand experience, so I could 
just write about what I knew. It turned out it wasn’t that simple. Describing drop attacks and the persistent 
seasickness was a bit too visceral at times. It has given me a whole new admiration for people who write from 
an own-voices perspective, especially when they revisit trauma in the process. 
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What’s next for Karen Herbert? 

Fremantle Press has accepted my fourth book, Sixty-Five Roses, for publication. In the opening chapter, 
transplant surgeon Dr Gabriel Beaufort – charming, brilliant, and adored by his critically ill patients – is found 
dead at the Ghost Walk. From the fourth-floor window of the university hospital, Ruby Rose Gillespie watches 
the forensic team and listens to the gossip on the ward. She remembers her surgery five years ago, when Dr 
Beaufort cut open her chest and replaced her failing lungs with a new pair, and the relationship that 
blossomed between them afterwards. 

As she recovers from the infection that put her in hospital on the night of the murder, Ruby revisits the 
passage of their relationship, from their childhood, university life and reconnection when Ruby joined the lung 
transplant list. She finds a clue to Gabriel’s death in her own house, delves into the hidden parts of his life, 
and discovers the secrets behind his success. She realises she might have the key to solving how he died. 

As Ruby approaches the fifth anniversary of her transplant, her life is again in crisis, and she makes it her 
mission to find out who killed Gabriel, while protecting her own fragile identity and borrowed lungs. 

 
  


