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No one crossed the notorious Declan O’Donnell. No one except, it seems, his mistress, Anita Madison. And although she feared for her life, all Anita had to do now was hide until the morning. Then she would be free.

Hardly inconspicuous, Anita left her flat on Castle Boulevard for the last time and made her way onto the tree-lined streets of The Park Estate. Although she may have looked a little out of place in this affluent suburb, a tall young woman with exotic long, black hair, Anita never dressed tackily. She was a true professional—a hard-working woman, smart, confident, and ruthless.

It was 9.00 pm on the summer solstice. Darkness would have been an advantage, but night wouldn’t fall for at least another hour. And this year, Britain’s longest day was the warmest on record, with clear blue skies and a hint of a summer that no one believed would really come. It had certainly been Anita’s longest day; even the beautiful outro of a blackbird from the branches of a sycamore tree, did little to calm her nerves.

The client she’d serviced earlier at the Hilton would be her last. The money she’d saved over the last couple of years, without Declan’s knowledge, while also skimming off a percentage of his fortune, and more recently claiming what was rightfully hers from her brother, Javed, meant she could live a comfortable life, far away from Nottingham.

***

‘Just get it done no matter what,’ Bill Patterson had demanded on the phone. ‘The stonemason’s coming in the morning. That fireplace needs to be sealed and ready for him. Got it?’

‘Yep, got it.’ Colin Webster (Col) was not happy about having to work on a Friday night. And the fact that it was his wife’s birthday didn’t help. Carol wasn’t impressed! But the money was too good to turn down; even Carol couldn’t argue with that. Actually, that wasn’t true. The couple seemed to argue about anything lately. Not that the job was difficult—a simple wall partition to hide the old fireplace and recent plumbing from the floor above. No, it was just a pain in the arse. Saturday morning was all about football for Col and his lad, and even though the season was long finished, the Bobbersmill Bombers under 14s had done so well that season, they had earned a place in an unofficial summer league of the surrounding districts. And this meant they’d often have to travel out of town. Tomorrow was a 9.00 am kick off in Chesterfield, a good hour’s drive, so Col and Shaun, his thirteen-year-old son, would need to be up and out early.

The partition would be lined with steel sheeting, then fortified the next morning by a wall of hand-placed stone. Col had purposely done all the cutting earlier to limit the noise going into the night. While working outside in the driveway, he’d noticed a neighbour across the street trying to catch his eye. Prolonging the inevitable complaint, he continued his work without making eye contact. On the very last cut, his fears were confirmed when he noticed the man standing at the gate.

‘Excuse me, do you know what time it is?’ the man asked when Col turned off the grinder.

‘Sure,’ Col said, glancing at his watch. ‘It’s nine o’clock, me owd.’

‘Exactly,’ the man said, ‘a little late to be operating power tools, don’t you think?’

‘You’re absolutely right, and I’m sorry. Good news, though. I’ve finished cutting now, so I shunt be ere too much longer.’

‘I’ll be complaining to the owner when next I see him. My mother is very sick, and we can’t be doing with all this noise.’ His ex-boarding school accent was a far cry from Col’s Nottingham slang.

‘Ah, mek sure ya do. Ta rah then.’ Col lifted the last sheet of 6 mm-thick steel and carefully guided it through the front door.

***

Like many buildings in The Park, the Chambers Hine Coach House was a remnant of the Industrial Revolution that swept through the Midlands and the North of England in the 18th century. Surprisingly, the building was spared when the main house, built by Thomas Hine Chambers in 1830, was demolished in 1936 and redeveloped.

But none of this was on Anita’s mind as she approached the skip outside the property. The gate to the courtyard was open. A white van stood in the driveway. There was radio music coming from inside the house. This was confirmed when Anita heard the familiar jingle of Radio Trent.

***

Col was placing one of the sheets of steel on the timber frame when he heard the front door open. Expecting to see the neighbour once more, probably here to complain about the radio, he was surprised to find a beautiful young woman, a bloody model perhaps, standing in the doorway.

‘Can I help ya, duck?’

‘Who the hell are you?’ Her accent wasn’t as posh as His Lordship across the street, but it was refined. She certainly wasn’t a Hyson Green girl.

‘I’m Col. Are you the owner?’

The young woman nodded. ‘What are you doing here?’

‘I’m almost done.’ Col stepped back and waved his hand like a magician revealing his handy work. ‘I’ve just got these last pieces to put on, then I’m out of here.’

‘Can you go now, please?’

Col shook his head. ‘I’ve got strict orders to make sure this is finished before I leave. You’ve got Les Lane coming in the morning to do the stonework.’

An impatient sigh suggested she didn’t know who the famous stonemason was. ‘Just finish up, then get out, okay?’ She turned away and headed for the stairs.

‘Alright, duck. And I’ll lock the door behind me. Good night,’ Col called after her.

True to his word, Col finished the work quickly and packed his tools into the van. Checking his watch, it was 10.30 pm—too late for him and Carol to go out now; in fact, she’d probably be in bed. Should he go home or have a quick pint in The Old General before last orders? First, he needed to lock the front door, so he dropped the latch and was about to close it when he paused and glanced at the staircase leading up to the master bedroom.

***

Lying in the king-sized bed, listening, Anita hoped the builder had packed up and gone. She wasn’t too concerned about Declan. He wouldn’t even suspect anything. Would he? She’d been smart, only taking small amounts. The way she’d executed her plan meant she’d be long gone before he realised things weren’t right. No, her biggest worry was her brother, Javed. She’d pretty much cleaned him out, and it was likely that, Javed being Javed, the family son and heir, had already noticed his zero bank balance. At least though, unlike Declan, he had no knowledge of her hiding place. Tomorrow morning this would all be behind her. The first-class flight enroute to Bali would be the beginning of her new life.

A creak in the floorboards just outside the bedroom door startled her. It was a familiar sound because she had initiated the same reaction from the ancient timber when she’d crossed the landing earlier. Loosened from years of use, the tarnished brass doorknob rattled slightly as someone grasped it from the other side. Turning, it grated, and the door creaked with a little more protest than the floorboard.

Realising it was impossible to hide, Anita attempted to sit up, but before she could, her attacker was on top of her. Strong hands grasped her neck, squeezing hard. She tried to fight back, but her assailant was too heavy and too strong.

The assault was quick, thorough, silent, and final. When the hands slowly released, Anita’s staring eyes remained fixed on her killer.
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Thirty years later

‘Bloody ‘ell.’

‘What?’

‘It looks like a …’ Mick Smith squinted into the darkness. ‘Like an Egyptian mummy.’

Christopher Collins patiently nudged the smaller man to one side so he could look. Adopting the same squint, he peered into the thickly insulated cavity of lagged pipes. Gradually, the shape that Mick had described revealed itself through the darkness. It was standing wedged between a series of pipes of varying thicknesses. Mick was right; it did look like an Egyptian mummy. Human shape, average height. Only it was wrapped in the same dusty pink fibreglass insulation that covered the inside of the sealed space.

‘What do you reckon it is, Mister Collins?’

Christopher reached in and prodded the thing with an outstretched finger. The air inside was warm and dry. The thing was hard to the touch. ‘A mannequin perhaps … put there as a joke.’

‘Some joke. It’s thirty years since anyone’s been inside here,’ Mick said, vying over Christopher’s shoulder.

Christopher stepped back and rubbed his hands on his corduroy trousers. ‘Get the rest of this down so we can get it out.’

‘Okay,’ Mick said, replacing his goggles and lifting the sledgehammer.

Christopher watched as the builder demolished the rest of the stone, the same stone that Ellie liked and wanted to keep, but council rules were council rules. Since the last renovation in the mid-nineties, the Chambers Hine Coach House on Cavendish Crescent had become a Grade II-listed building. It had taken Christopher eighteen months to convince the Nottinghamshire County Council that his vision to restore the building to its former glory, while installing the modern luxuries, was the right thing to do. Even for a partner of one of Nottingham’s most prestigious law firms, Christopher had found it tedious dealing with the bureaucracy of the local council.

When the final plans were at last approved, they weren’t exactly the vision the young solicitor had originally hoped for—but close enough. Unfortunately for Ellie, this meant removing the stone wall and the utility cavity that it enshrined, which would not only reclaim about three feet of the room, but also reveal the original fireplace.

Christopher stepped outside for a smoke and listened as Mick went about his business. Bang, bang, bang!

It was mid-November, and the winter bully was slowly taking hold. Christopher and Ellie had hoped to be in their new home by Christmas, but because of the council’s lack of haste, this was looking very unlikely now.

Ellie would be furious if she knew Christopher was smoking. But it wasn’t a habit; it’s not like he was a full-time smoker—more of an opportunist. The cigarette was cadged from Mick. As he drew heavily on the unfiltered roll-up, he noticed the strange man across the street watching him from over his fence. Christopher waved, but the man frowned and ducked out of sight.

Funny old sod, Christopher thought.

The banging and the sound of stone crumbling to the floor continued for a little while longer. By the time Christopher had finished his smoke, Mick appeared carrying a sheet of thin steel with a layer of thick insulation on one side.

‘Where’s the lad, Mick?’ Christopher asked. ‘Should you be doing this on your own?’

‘Ahh,’ Mick grunted as he threw the sheet into a freshly emptied skip. ‘He an’t turned up agen. Lazy little shit. That’s it now; he’s done.’

‘Oh dear.’

‘Ya just can’t get good help nowadays, Mister Collins.’

‘Must be hard. How long do you think before you’ll have the rest of the wall down?’

‘I’ll just need to move all the rubble first. Here, do you know that wall was built by Les Lane? The Les Lane?’

‘I do. But unfortunately, it had to go.’

Mick retrieved a wheelbarrow that was leaning against the outside wall and he disappeared with it back into the house.

Christopher climbed into his Range Rover and checked the messages on his phone. He should really have been at work. There was no real reason he had to be at The Coach House, but he’d taken a few weeks off to oversee the renovation. His brothers weren’t too happy, but he was sure Collins, Collins and Collins would survive without their youngest partner for a little longer.

Moments later, Mick was back pushing the barrow fully laden with stone pieces. Christopher marvelled as he watched the strong little man negotiate a plank that led into the open-ended skip, dump the stone and then return to the house.

This routine lasted for about an hour. Then the banging started again, only this time it was different—more of a metallic sound. Once again, Mick appeared, this time carrying another sheet of steel. After another hour, the skip was laden with what were the remains of the cavity wall.

‘Do ya want to come an av a look, Mister Collins?’ Mick asked, tapping on the Rover’s window.

Christopher climbed eagerly out of the car and followed Mick back into the house.

‘Wow!’ It wasn’t the extra space that caused this response, or the Victorian stone fireplace that was now visible. It was the mummy. Still suspended between the pipes that hung from the bedroom suite above, down to the cellar below, the entombed figure stood upright and proud.

‘Can we get it out?’ Christopher asked.

‘Yeah, should be easy enough.’ Mick put on his gloves, took hold of the object by the shoulders and carefully prized it out from between the pipes. As he did so, a sheet of dust fell from the ceiling above it. ‘I think you might be right,’ Mick said. ‘It feels hard, rigid. A dummy, I reckon. Tint evy or owt.’

‘But what on earth would it be doing in there all this time?’

‘Buggered if I know,’ Mick said, lifting out the object and placing it on the floor.

The two men stood silently for a few moments, peering down at the figure, until Mick said, ‘Should I unwrap it?’

Christopher was having second thoughts. What if this wasn’t a dummy? What if it were a dead body? His mind raced at the implications of finding a body behind the wall of his new house, and the more he thought about it, the more questions arose. If this was just a dummy, why was it hidden behind the wall for over thirty years? Fortunately, his legal mind took precedence over his common sense. ‘I think we need to call the police.’

‘The police? What for?’ Mick asked in surprise.

‘This could be a crime scene.’

‘Eh?’

Christopher retrieved his mobile from his pocket and dialled 999.

PC Kahn and WPC Childers arrived twenty minutes later. From the body language and tone of her voice, it wasn’t apparent whether WPC Childers had more authority than the younger male PC, or just more confidence.

‘I’ll get you both to step back, please, Sir,’ Childers said after Christopher had explained the situation. She knelt and prodded the object. ‘It’s hard … and it’s been in there for about thirty years, you reckon?’ Her question was directed at Mick.

‘That’s when the wall was built.’

‘Could anyone have been inside since it was built—maintenance, repair?’

‘I doubt it,’ Mick said. ‘It wa’ covered in stone.’

PC Kahn squatted by his partner’s side. ‘What do you reckon? Shall we call it in?’

‘What, and tell them we’ve found the Marks and Spencer mannequin that mysteriously disappeared in 1996?’ Childers looked up at Mick and said, ‘Do you have a knife?’

Mick nodded and, with his usual industrious flair, he produced a Stanley knife from his tool belt, handing it to the WPC.

Childers extended the sharp blade, glanced at her partner, then carefully inserted the knife into the dusty fibreglass towards the top of the head. The soft material was easy to cut. Childers put down the knife and gently peeled back an itchy layer.

The two constables suddenly jumped to their feet. Mick drew away in shock, while Christopher stood in silence, already mentally battling the bureaucratic shit fight that would follow.

With a piece of the two-inch-thick insulation peeled back, revealed inside the cocoon was a face. And although the skin was a dark brown leather texture, the eye sockets sunken and the cheek bones taught and drawn, it was obvious that the face once belonged to a beautiful young woman with long black hair.
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Even though I am tall for a fourteen year old, I am still too short to reach the accelerator. The enormous truck is hurtling along a dimly lit highway. The huge steering wheel turns easily in my hands, but the vehicle remains straight as if locked on its path of destiny. It is the same dream I’ve been having since I was a teenager, but it is the first time I am reliving that terrible night from the truck driver’s perspective. Suddenly, a loud explosion causes the cab of the semi-trailer to jolt violently to one side and skid across the tarmac. The accident report will state that the front passenger-side tyre blew out, causing the truck to jackknife. Within seconds, I am almost thrown out of the driver’s seat as the cab crashes across the central reservation. The headlights of the oncoming traffic are almost blinding, but thankfully, most of the cars veer right, all except, that is, for one. The 1990 Toyota Camry slows almost to a stop but remains in the centre lane.

And then it’s gone.

As usual, I awake with a jolt, but this time darkness remains, and I sit there for a moment, my mind racing in time with my elevated heart rate. Even though I was five miles away when the accident happened, I’d witnessed it now from every angle in my recurring dreams. If Mum were still alive, she would have assured me it wasn’t my fault.

But of course, it was!

It was me who was the arrogant, selfish teenager, who had just scored the winning goal of the under-15s AFL Grand Final. It was me who had missed the team bus back while losing my virginity to a cheerleader in the ladies’ toilets, and it was me who had laid the guilt on knowing that Mum was petrified of driving at night.

Slowly, realising I was sitting upright, strapped to a chair, the constant drone brought my mind back to the present. I was wearing an eyepatch and earplugs. When I removed them, the cabin was dull except for the screen in the back of the seat in front of me, where an icon of an aeroplane hovered over the Middle East.

It’s not that I’m tight, although some of my friends would disagree. It’s just that I’ve never been used to having money, so I’ve always been careful. ‘If not business class, at least fly premium economy,’ Jenny, my fiancée, had said when I was booking my flight to the UK. Now sitting in economy, with a bloke in the next seat snoring and taking advantage of the limited space between us, I was kind of regretting my stubbornness. Don’t get me wrong, there was nothing wrong with Qantas economy on a long-haul flight—the seats weren’t too bad, food and service okay, and lots of movies to watch. It’s just that I got a glimpse of business class while boarding, and then of premium economy while making my way to steerage towards the back of the plane.

It’s not like I couldn’t afford it now. My situation had improved considerably since being promoted to detective inspector and placed in charge of the X murders. Scotty Stephens, the saviour of the Gold Coast (the media’s words, not mine), cracking the case and bringing down a ring of corruption. Then later, after quitting the Queensland Police, becoming a private detective and being involved in a few high-profile cases, my bank account was looking pretty good lately. Even the prospect of getting married and building a new house did little to dent the bank balance too much.

The guy next to me suddenly gave out an enormous snort and spasmed at the same time. That was it. I’d had enough. An elbow to the ribs was warranted.

‘What the fuck!’ he yelled, rising in his seat, eyepatch still in place.

‘Mate, you’re snoring.’

‘No, I wasn’t!’ He lifted the patch from his eyes and stared at me through tired, angry eyes.

‘Elvis … you were bloody snoring, trust me.’

Elvis exhaled loudly, pulled the patch back down over his eyes, and attempted to turn away from me with a fastened seat belt.

I had to smile. Elvis’ snoring had been a big part of my life over the last twenty years. Best mates since pre-school, long-time housemates, surfers, footy fanatics (AFL), and drinking partners, we were living the dream.

All that had changed, though, during a series of events over the last eighteen months. Elvis, Tetley (our little pommy mate) and I were the ‘Three Amigos’ of Kirra Beach, on the southern end of the Gold Coast, Australia. But over time, I’d gradually rejected the bachelor lifestyle, wanting more perhaps. ‘Be careful what you wish for, Scotty,’ my mother always used to say. Well, I’ve never been much of a believer in positive thinking, but things changed, and not necessarily for the better. Tetley and his family left for a prolonged trip back to the UK (more on that later), while Elvis, God bless him, went through some difficult times. He owned his own accountancy firm. Apparently, there was a discrepancy with his largest account (some mining corporation), and he was sued. Financially, he almost lost everything, but what was more distressing was his mental health. Depression saw him return to Melbourne to his parents and put up the house for sale that we had shared for the last twenty years. Things could have gone completely belly up after I purchased the house from him and then lost it to fire the very same day I’d signed the contract.

But they didn’t.

Thankfully, everything turned out alright. Elvis finally got his act together, fought the lawsuit, and won, returned to Queensland, and fell in love with the architect, Cassie, who had designed the new house. You couldn’t write this stuff.

For me, life was going well. With the insurance pay out, I decided to build a new house on the old site. My on-off girlfriend, Detective Inspector Jenny Radford, was buying the house next to mine (I was building a duplex) until out of the blue she proposed to me. After years of not knowing where my life was going, I accepted her proposal, which meant we would move into the new house together. And to top it all off, Elvis and Cassie purchased the house next door. Told you, you couldn’t write it.

So, it was all happy days … until I get a call from Tetley in the UK, telling me his dad, Col, had been arrested for murder. WTF!

So, there I was on a plane, forty-thousand feet somewhere between Australia and England. Elvis had insisted on joining me, which I had no problem with at all. The ‘Three Amigos’ reunited; I just wish the occasion was under better circumstances.

Tetley had arranged to meet us at Heathrow Airport. Then he would drive us the two and a half hours north from London to his hometown of Nottingham.

Although I was yet to see the official police report, Tetley had filled me in on the basic details of the arrest via email earlier in the week and I’d learned as much as I could from the media reports. Colin Anthony Webster (aka Col … Tetley’s dad) was arrested a week ago and charged with the murder of Janita Sharma in 1996. So, the arrest was the product of a cold case—a killing that took place thirty years ago. The discovery of a young woman’s mummified body prompted the investigation during a recent house renovation. Apparently, Col was working at the house the night the young woman went missing. A witness claims to have seen the victim enter the house, and then Col leaving the property alone later that evening. And that was pretty much all I had to go on. Of course, I had lots of questions, and I was hoping I’d be able to get my hands on the official police report once I arrived in Nottingham. There was apprehension on my part, though. I wasn’t a copper anymore, and even if I was, I had no jurisdiction in a foreign land. I was a licensed private detective, of course, but my licence was issued in Australia. How would the poms react to an Aussie detective poking his nose into their business? Time would tell.

A twenty-five-hour flight, broken only by a two-hour stop in Dubai Airport, is a bloody long time. I spent it watching a couple of Marvel movies, surprising myself with a much-needed nap, playing a few rounds of solitaire on my phone, and staring out of the window. Elvis seemed to sleep most of the way. When breakfast had been served and the captain finally announced our descent into Heathrow Airport, I felt somewhat excited. As we were crossing the English Channel, I’d noticed a gradual buildup of cloud. By the time we reached the South Coast of England, all I could see beneath us was a thick blanket of dishwater grey.
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I have to say, I wasn’t as impressed with Heathrow Airport as I thought I would be. Underwhelming to say the least. Apparently, there was no gate allocation, so we had to sit on the plane for forty-five minutes, then disembark on the tarmac and ride a bus to the terminal. It was early spring but as cold as any Melbourne winter day. I was grateful for Tetley’s advice to bring a coat, but now, wearing my only puffer, I was wondering if it was enough as we made our way to the bus through wind-swept rain. A firsthand view behind the scenes followed this at one of the world’s busiest airports. The bus took us to the back door, or should I say, where the bins were kept. Welcome to England! Once we were inside, things didn’t get much better. The terminal was undergoing renovation. Brisbane Airport this was not. Then, something dawned on me. Bloody hell! I’d been in the UK for less than an hour and I was already acting like a whinging pom. Bloody hell!

It took another hour to pass through customs. I wasn’t sure if it was the inquisitive mind of a novice traveller or my detective awareness, but although my body was feeling a little tired after the long trip, my brain was switched on. I was watching everything, noticing, observing. After the initial shock of the weather, followed by the underwhelming entry through the backdoor, my next observation was the people who worked there, and I realised how multicultural England had become.

‘You alright, bud?’ Elvis asked after we’d collected our cases from the carousel and were heading for the final queue.

‘Yeah, you?’

‘I will be once we get out of here.’

‘Me too.’

After one last scan of our passports and being regarded by the final gatekeeper, we trundled along a dim corridor and through to a typical airport arrivals terminal.

We both spotted him right away. How could we have missed him? He was literally standing at the top of the ramp, blocking the way for the other weary passengers.

When he saw us, Tetley dashed forward and threw his arms around us. ‘I can’t believe you two are here!’ he cried. ‘Thanks so much for coming.’

We hugged like reunited brothers. And that’s exactly what we were. I know Elvis and I were experiencing the same feelings; we were both so happy to see our little mate for the first time in two years.

‘Bloody hell,’ I said, stepping back to inspect him. ‘You’ve put on some weight, youth.’ My early launch into the English banter and my attempt at the Nottingham accent that I’d picked up from him over the years, wasn’t missed. The inadvertent cringe on my part was in anticipation of the barrage of return fire, but it never came, and I realised straight away that Tetley had changed.

‘Come on, let’s get you out of here,’ he said, helping us with the cases.

A mid-sized hire car was parked in a multi-storey car park not too far away.

Tetley said very little as he negotiated the drive out of the airport complex.

Elvis, on the other hand, was in overdrive. ‘So how have you been, mate?’ Not waiting for a reply. ‘Sorry to hear about, Col, but this is all one big mistake. Scotty’ll sort it out. How’s your mum? Have we got far to go? How long will it take to get to Nottingham?’

‘Elvis … for fuck’s sake,’ I said. ‘Calm down, mate. Give the lad a chance to answer.’

Tetley smiled, but I could tell he was hurting. The reason I could tell was because I’d witnessed no other emotions from him other than joy, playfulness and confidence. The dark rings under his eyes, in place of the usual laugh lines, and the disengaging eyes told me he was scared.

From the passenger seat, I placed a reassuring hand on his shoulder as he drove. ‘It’s going to be alright, mate. Col’s going to be fine, and before you know it, we’ll all be back in Kirra living it up.’

Tetley nodded and offered that same brave smile.

‘Seriously, mate …’ I squeezed his shoulder. ‘… I’ll do everything in my power to help.’

‘Cheers, lad.’

‘Yeah, so now cheer up, you miserable little bastard!’ Elvis said. ‘The ‘Three Amigos’ are back together and in fucking England, can you believe?’

The banter was sometimes harsh, but it was exactly what Tetley needed. I mean, he was the king of the art as far as we were concerned. This time the smile spread into a familiar, cheeky grin. ‘You’re right. Everything’s going to be just fine.’ He was putting on a brave face, and I loved him for it. ‘So, you’ve lost a bit of weight, Elv. Orders of the new girlfriend?’

‘I’ve lost it. Looks like you found it, podgy!’

‘And what about you, Scotty?’ Tetley said, turning his attention to me. ‘Getting married?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Finally sold out. We always knew he’d be the first to go, didn’t we, Elv?’

‘Yep. Ken-keen Scotty.’

‘What do you mean, sold out?’ I said, turning in my seat, knowing exactly what they meant. It had been an ongoing joke for years. Who would be the first to split up the group?

‘You owe us both fifty bucks,’ Elvis said.

‘Seriously?’ There was a vague recollection of us all sitting in the man shed one night, drinking heavily after agreeing that whoever was to get engaged first would pay the other two fifty dollars each.

We fell into silence as three brains suddenly shared the same emotion as the vision of our beloved man shed entered our minds. Not just a part of the house that was destroyed in the fire, it was a massive part of our lives. A part that was gone forever.

‘So, I bet Kirra’s changed since I’ve been away,’ Tetley said, breaking the silence.

‘My bloody oath,’ Elvis said. I was happy for him to do the talking. ‘Building’s going up everywhere.’

‘And the house has gone,’ Tetley said, bringing us all back down.

I noticed signs of panic in his eyes. There was one thing that I hadn’t found the courage to tell him yet, and that was that his beloved classic Vespa was no more. It was destroyed by the Wasps bikey gang during the Tarnished case, when I’d ridden it down to their clubhouse for a service, while secretly nosing around looking for their leader, Mick Brennan. I’d need to find the right time to tell him.

The silence returned as we followed the signs to the M1 North.
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Eager to reach our destination, we resisted the temptation of stopping at one of the large motorway service stations for a break, and drove straight through. During the two-and-a-half-hour trip, and after some light banter, Tetley filled us in on the latest news about the case. Col was being held at Lincoln Prison on remand. He’d been charged with the unlawful killing of twenty-three-year-old Janita Sharma in June 1996. After a brief hearing, he was detained without bail and awaited trial.

‘This is complete bollocks,’ Elvis said. ‘Anyone who knows Col would know he wouldn’t harm a fly.’

‘I know,’ Tetley said. The sadness returned to his eyes.

‘What does the brief say?’ I asked.

Tetley sighed and remained focused on the road ahead. ‘He reckons it’s not looking good. The witness has testified that he saw Dad leave the building an hour or so after the victim arrived. He was the only other person on the premises. The builder—Dad’s boss at the time—testified that it was Dad who sealed the wall, and the stonemason and his apprentice agree that it was completely sealed by the time they arrived early the next morning.’

‘So basically, all we have is the word of the witness. What do we know about him?’

‘Not a lot. Middle-aged. He’s lived in the house across the street all his life.’

‘I’m gonna need to get a list of names: the witness, the builder, stonemason, and anyone else involved with the build or who may have had access to the property, the owner, the victim’s family and friends. Will that be possible?’

A remnant of the mischievous grin I knew and loved appeared across Tetley’s face. ‘Shouldn’t be a problem.’

‘What?’

‘What?’

‘I know that look.’

‘What look?’

‘That bloody look. What’s going on?’ From experience, I associated that smirk with the many past, I know something you don’t know, situations.

‘You’ll see.’

Another silent interlude followed. The first sign for Nottingham appeared up ahead—forty miles. Surprisingly, to us green Aussies at least, the M1 was the same as the M1 between Brisbane and the Gold Coast. I’d somehow expected it to be much bigger, much busier, and although there was plenty of traffic, it wasn’t that much different from home.

‘How’s your mum holding up?’ I asked, breaking another silence.

‘As well as can be expected. As you know she’s been sick, and this obviously hasn’t helped.’

The family trip was only supposed to last a month, but soon after they arrived in the UK, Tetley’s mum, Carol, fell ill and was diagnosed with bowel cancer. Medical advice had warned against travelling back to Australia at that time and suggested undergoing immediate surgery to remove the tumour, followed by a course of chemotherapy. Being with her sister, Jen, was also a factor in her decision to stay on in the UK and have the treatment there. That was two years ago. The good news is that since the treatment, Carol is in remission. The bad news is that Colin’s arrest has affected her recovery.

We exited the motorway at Junction 25 towards a place called Sandiacre. The scenery immediately changed from grey concrete to a typical English village.

‘Not be long now,’ Tetley said.

Checking my Apple watch, which had automatically adjusted to the local time, it was 12.15 pm.

The drive to Bobbersmill took another twenty minutes, during which we got our first view of the surrounding Nottingham suburbs. Although it was spring, people still seemed to be dressed for winter. The sky was still overcast and grey, and short drifts of fine rain caused the car’s windscreen wipers to remain on intermittent.

Finally, we pulled onto a street where the houses were all the same. Mostly in rows of four, two storeys, they were white rendered with black slate roofs. Each had a small garden out front, wooden waist-high gates, and privet hedges, but the thing I noticed the most was the number of cars parked either side of the narrow road. Tetley had to drive in a snake fashion to avoid them.

‘Here we are. Home sweet home,’ Tetley said, pulling up at the kerb.

The houses were in blocks of two, with only a narrow passage between each block.

‘This is Aunty Jen and Uncle John’s place. They’ve been kind enough to let us stay with them since Mum got sick,’ Tetley said.

As we climbed out of the car, a familiar face greeted us. ‘Scotty, Elvis!’ Carol came rushing out of the front gate and threw her arms around us. ‘It’s so good to see you both.’

A familiar face, yes, but different in many ways. Carol had lost an awful lot of weight, and the crew cut hairstyle did little to enhance her appearance. She looked older, thinner and more fragile, but her warmth was still apparent.

‘Ay up, duck!’ Elvis exclaimed, initiating his first attempt at the Nottingham greeting.

‘G’day, Carol.’ I couldn’t help myself.

‘I can’t believe you guys are here. Thank you so much for coming,’ Carol said. ‘Come on in, come on in.’ She shepherded us up the pathway and into the house, leaving Tetley to retrieve the cases from the car.

We entered a small hallway with stairs directly in front of us. To our right was a closed door and a short passage. There was a radiator along one wall with a push bike leaning up against it. At the end of the passage, there was an open door to the kitchen. Beyond that was another open door to the garden out the back.

Carol’s sister, Jen, and her husband, John, were avid travellers and had set off for a three-month cruise of the Caribbean.

‘It’s obviously not like what we’re used to on the Gold Coast but there’s plenty of room,’ Carol said, showing us through the closed door that led into a small room crammed with oversized furniture—an enormous floral, three-piece suite; a glass coffee table; and a flat screen TV standing in one corner on top of a wooden chest.

‘I suppose you want a cup of tea,’ Carol said. ‘And I’ve got biscuits.’

‘My bloody oath,’ Elvis said.

Since meeting Tetley on our very first day at Palm Beach Currumbin High School and becoming firm friends, the Websters had instilled in Elvis and myself an appreciation of the finer things in the English culture: black tea (PG Tips) with milk and sugar, digestive biscuits (for dunking in our tea), Yorkshire puddings, bangers and mash, and fish and chips with mushy peas and vinegar.

Tetley came bounding into the house. ‘Are you gonna help me wi’ these cases or what?’ His face flushed from exertion.

‘You boys get settled in your room while I put the kettle on, eh?’

‘Thanks, Carol,’ I said, giving her one more hug. We didn’t mention the reason we were there, and I was glad of that. There would be plenty of time for talk later, no doubt.

It was a bit of a struggle to get the cases up the narrow stairway, but we soon found ourselves standing in a small bedroom at the back of the house. The disappointment on my face must have been apparent.

‘Sorry, lads, you’ll have to share,’ Tetley said, reading my expression.

Two single beds side by side with a small bedside table in between them, an old hand-painted sky-blue gloss wardrobe and what looked like an IKEA chest of drawers left little else room in the small space.

‘But …’ I was struggling to find the words. ‘You know as much as anyone how much he snores.’

Tetley grinned, and in his best Aussie accent, he said, ‘Bugger!’
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A dinner plate stacked high with chocolate digestives was the centrepiece of the circular dining table, around which four of us sat, each with a mug of tea in hand. On the bench was a dozen packets of Tim Tams and a couple of jars of Vegemite, that Elvis and I had brought from Australia as gifts. The Tim Tams would be saved for a special occasion.

Tetley reached over and took a biscuit.

‘Hey, I wanted that one,’ Elvis complained.

‘They’re all the same, ya knob!’ was Tetley’s reply.

‘But I wanted that one.’

Tetley crammed the whole biscuit into his mouth, chewed it and then opened his mouth so that Elvis could see the churning chocolate inside. ‘Still want it now?’

To an outsider, my mates’ interaction may have appeared as childish or nonsensical, but at that moment it was much more than just playful banter; it was proof that the Tetley we knew and loved was still in there. Even though he was hurting, he was still there, and it was our job to nurture and protect him, to nurse him back to normal. Elvis had skilfully initiated the therapy that our old mate needed, and I was glad to be witness to the beginning of his revival.

While the banter continued, I glanced over at Carol and realised that she was staring at me, solemn faced and oblivious to anything else.

‘He didn’t do it, you know, Scotty?’ she said when our eyes met.

As if realising their behaviour was out of line and suddenly remembering why we were there, Tetley and Elvis fell into silence.

‘I know he didn’t, Carol,’ I said, placing my hand over hers.

‘He’d never hurt anyone. Not my Col.’

‘I know.’ It’s all I could think of to say.

‘I dread to think of him sitting in that prison cell.’ She lowered her eyes to the table. ‘He should be here with me. We’ve never once been apart in over forty years.’

I wanted to reassure her, tell her that everything was going to be alright, but I couldn’t find the words, so I squeezed her hand.

‘You will help us, won’t you, Scotty?’

‘Of course I will. That’s why I’m here.’

Like a dam bursting its wall, tears suddenly rolled down her face, and she sobbed. ‘Thank you.’ Producing a scrunched-up tissue from the cuff of her cardigan, she blew her nose. ‘Thank you so much for coming. We really appreciate it.’

‘That we do,’ piped in Tetley. ‘Dad was ecstatic when I told him you were coming.’

All eyes were on me now, as if I were about to deliver the opening statement for the defence, something I’d prepared after my initial findings. But the truth was, there were no initial findings yet. The only thing I knew about the case was the information I’d found online, and what Tetley had told me earlier on the phone and had updated during the drive up from London, which wasn’t much.

‘We can’t get in to see Dad until Monday,’ Tetley said. Today was Thursday.

‘Did you get everything I asked for?’ I asked Tetley.

‘Yep.’ He jumped up from the table, disappeared into the hallway, then came back momentarily carrying a large, thin rectangle box. After placing it on the floor, he tore it open to reveal a whiteboard inside.

Elvis and I munched on the biscuits, dunking them in our tea, as we watched Tetley assemble the board on its stand. Then, from his pockets he produced a strip of Blu Tack and half a dozen whiteboard markers, the chunky kind—four black, one red and one blue.

‘What’s that for, Scotty?’ Asked Carol, nursing her tea in both hands.

‘I want to set up an incident room.’ It was old school, I know, but it was how I worked. Adding the details of the case in a visual form helped me keep tabs of what was happening, and then adding information to the board as it came to light helped me reassess, to ruminate and to move forward. ‘Is there anywhere private that we can put it? Somewhere quiet and out of the way?’ I asked.

‘You can have this room,’ Carol said. The dining room was at the back of the house. It was similar in size to the front room but less cluttered.

‘Perfect, thank you!’

While Tetley and Elvis moved the table and chairs back towards the wall, I placed the whiteboard by the window and put the pens and the Blu Tack on the little ledge at the bottom of the board. From there, I got my first view of the back garden. It was terraced with a patio and steps leading down to a narrow strip of lawn the same width as the house. The three sides were bordered by a tall privet hedge. There was still no sign of the sun, or even the sky, but at least the rain had stopped.

Next, I set up my laptop on the dining room table and was thankful to Elvis for remembering we needed an adapter for the cumbersome UK power points. Once everything was set up, I asked everyone to take a seat.

‘Okay.’ I needed to choose my next words carefully. ‘So, I think it’ll be best if we can keep people out of this room while I’m here.’

There were nods of agreement.

‘And I think that should include you, Carol.’

‘Me …? Whatever for?’

‘Well, there might be information displayed on the board that could be upsetting, or a bit sensitive.’

‘Oh, I see.’

‘This goes for you guys, too, if you don’t mind,’ I said, directing my attention to Tetley and Elvis.

In unison, they shrugged and said, ‘Sure.’

‘Carol, could I borrow a photograph of Col?’

‘Yes, love, of course.’ She backed out of the room, and I heard
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