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You never forget the first time you meet President Bettie English, or as I knew her back then, private investigator Bettie English. It was before she became President of the British Private Eye Federation and it was before she became the most famous private eye in the United Kingdom.

Still, she was just as striking, impressive and unforgettable even back then. 

In a way, she became famous and popular and wonderful and nothing has changed for me since that night. I learnt a few lessons and saved lives, but I am not the person she thought she was looking for that night.

She was looking for private eye Nelson Cricketts former police officer responsible for smashing criminal drug gangs wide open days before anyone else could. I was the most decorated police officer in London and I was headhunted from Sydney to Seoul to Cairo for my expertise in breaking drug gangs.

I saved so many lives once by catching drug dealers and taking hundreds of kilograms of illegal drugs off the streets.

But that, let me tell you, was a long, long time ago. 

I guess both of us have changed a lot over the years. 

You see the moment before I met her, I was doing exactly what all normal down-on-their-luck detectives did. I was leaning against the icy coldness of my apartment office window staring out into the darkness. The chill of the cheap, single-panelled glass was so cold, I was almost concerned it was going to give me freezer burn. Not that it would have mattered much, I like to think I’ve grown customised to the sheer coldness of the world.

Much less my office. 

Before my wife left me last week (stupid hag), she called my office “where Christmas goes to die” and I completely disagree. In amongst all the freezing darkness with screwed up newspaper, takeaway containers filled with mould and rat droppings littering the broken wooden floor. There were still hints of Christmas here.

In the middle of my office before the nice red, blue and golden Christmas fairy lights had exploded, stood a rather impressive Christmas tree if I do say so myself. Its cheap plastic branches might be sun-bleached white with small piles of fake white pine needles littering the floor but it was still somewhat cheerful.

I had even brushed all the shattered baby blue, green and bloody red baubles off to one corner. I’m certain the rats smashed into the Christmas tree when I wasn’t here one night and that caused everything to smash, so there was some Christmas joy here. 

And my office was nothing but perfect because it stunk of bourbon. There wasn’t a better, more Christmassy smell than that, was there?

The rich choking aroma of cheap bourbon just made me smile because Christmas might have been for losers but I had my bourbon for company. I didn’t need a damn hag of a wife to be happy or any friends or any other drinking pals. I just needed my bourbon. 

I saw a small little red Fiat pull up outside, briefly illuminating the pitch-black darkness. A car door opened and a tall woman stepped out of it. 

She might have been looking at me for a brief instant but then the car turned off and the entire street was plunged back into darkness. 

I shook my head and simply went back to enjoy the wonderful warming, choking aroma of my bourbon-filled office. All whilst I kept watching the darkness in case something happened. 

My warm breath steamed up the glass like a boiling kettle and I noticed how my breath started to form thick columns of vapour. The temperature was dropping in my office that was for sure but I didn’t care. That only meant that I needed to drink more and more bourbon. 

That was how I stayed warm these days. 

You might ask why I didn’t simply put the heating on, why didn’t I move away from the icy coldness of the damn cheap window or why I didn’t do a lot of things differently. Maybe you’re right to question, maybe you’re right to question a lot of my choices but it really doesn’t matter now. 

Outside in the icy darkness, I knew there was technically a narrow dirt road that ran outside past all the other tall concrete blocks of flats with black rusty balconies. I couldn’t see it tonight though because there were never any lights in this part of town.

The local council had cut off power to the district a few months ago because no one paid their bills, all the workers got attacked and mugged and this was simply a dangerous part of town. So we had no power so that’s why I didn’t put the heating on and I only had a few tealights scattered around my dead Christmas-themed office. 

“Hello Nelson,” a woman said behind me.

I jumped and slipped on a pile of screwed-up newspapers. Instantly falling on my ass. 

I tried to get up but I couldn’t. I could only focus on the blinding white light of an extremely powerful torch in my face. 

A headache corkscrewed across my forehead. My heart pounded and then I noticed the woman (the only part of her I could see) was holding out a Christmas-themed travel mug of piping hot black coffee.

I took it from her, my hands shaking and I downed it. The burning hot liquid warmed my insides and I gasped as something tasted off about it. 

I was no stranger to the bitterness of ground coffee and the slight creaminess of milk, but there were other favours here too. There was peppermint, wonderful vanilla and something else too.

And as my world went black I realised I had no idea who the woman was. 
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The awful, foul, disgusting aroma of rich mulled wine with strong hints of oranges, cloves and cinnamon sticks clawed at my throat as I felt the stink coat the back of my throat and my lungs. 

I started to cough and I forced open my eyes. 

The blinding white flickering light of a 6-foot tall Christmas tree shone back at me. I could see the outline of a tall, thin woman with long raven black hair in a dark trench coat in the edge of my vision, but I couldn’t help but focus on the Christmas tree. 

It took me a few seconds to realise why I was looking at it so much. It wasn’t a nice Christmas tree because it was normal. It wasn’t bleached white by the sun, it wasn’t shattered and smashed or beat up. It was normal and loved.

Something I hadn’t felt for a long, long time. 

In fact, a lot of things felt wrong about this room. It was warm for starters, there was no chill or bite to the icy air like I was used to the past few years. This room had heating and that concerned me more than I wanted to admit. 

It meant that this woman had taken me from my office and now she had me exactly where she wanted me. And I didn’t know where that was in the slightest.

I saw the woman flick a switch and instead of blinking white spotlights exploded in my face, blue, red and copper Christmas fairy lights lit up the entire small, box-like room.

I hissed in disappointment at the sheer ugliness of the damn room. There were rows upon rows of Christmas lights illuminating the entire room in a silly Christmassy glow. If I had a bottle of bourbon I would have smashed it at the damn lights. 

Well, I would have drank it first. There’s no way in hell I’m wasting my bourbon on some dumb Christmas lights. 

“I’m glad you’re wake,” the woman said.

The sheer kindness and how soft the words were surprised me more than I expected. The woman sounded very young but there was no fear, no concern and nothing negative in her words. No one had ever treated me that way before. 

Normally people berated, shouted or groaned at me. They were always saying I should drink less, be better and be a better detective considering all the work I did to shatter criminal drug gangs.

This woman didn’t have any of that edge.

The woman stepped forward and her beautiful, elegant face was perfectly illuminated by the red, blue and copper Christmas lights. Her brown eyes were seductively soft and alluring and her smile, her smile was something else.

It was unnaturally kind. 

I went to move expecting to be chained or something but I wasn’t. 

It was only now I was realising I was sitting on a perfectly warm and comfortable wooden chair. 

“Why haven’t you chained me?” I asked. 

The woman laughed. “My name is Bettie English, private eye. I need your help but chaining you will not get you to help me at all,”

“But kidnapping me will?” I asked.

I didn’t even care about the damn answer. I didn’t want to be involved with yet another private eye and I did not want to be away from my bourbon. My office was cold, dead and the opposite of Christmas but Christmas was for stupid people. 

I did not want to get to know Bettie English. She was a stranger and clearly awful for daring to steal me away from my bourbon. 

I stood up and went towards the wooden door behind me.

“You can always leave but I doubt even you would allow twenty kilograms of cocaine to go onto the streets,” Bettie said. 

I stopped for a moment. I didn’t dare look at Bettie because she just had to be wrong. That was a lot of coke but it wasn’t unheard of in Kent. It was normal to hear and stop those shipments at least ten times a year. 

I took another step away. “Call the police. I can’t help you,”

“You are Detective Inspector Nelson,” Bettie said with too much kindness. “You were a great detective, you stopped more drugs than any other detective in Kent Police. You saved a lot of lives and a lot of families. Do you want that happening again?”

I just looked at her and I wanted to shout, scream and protest. I didn’t understand how the hell someone as young as her could possibly understand the impact drugs had on individuals, families and entire communities. 

Yet the sheer amount of compassion, love and dedication to her cause made me stop. Don’t get me wrong, I wanted my bourbon, but I at least wanted to hear her out for now.

“What are you talking about?” I asked.

Bettie whipped out a red folder from underneath her trench coat and brought it over to me.

“Look,” she said showing me the file. “Two weeks ago I was hired to find Sammuel Cavanaugh by his best friend after Sammuel and his parents went missing one night,”

I nodded. I was amazed at her investigative skills. She had interviewed friends, family members and even teachers. I was surprised the teachers were actually useful and the bosses were the parents worked at the bar at night were useful too. 

“I managed to find out that the Cavanaughs were living far beyond their means but there was no paper trail, no signs of criminal activity in the home or neighbourhood or anything obvious,”

“How old are you?” I asked.

“My age doesn’t matter but in case you’re wondering, I became a private eye six months ago,” 

It took everything I had for my mouth not to drop open. Part of me wanted to congratulate her because she had to be one of the most incredible young women I
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