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INTRODUCTION
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I flat out love private investigator stories. 

I’m not exactly sure why but I seriously love these stories, because they’re often fun, interesting and light-hearted. Also, they just tackle crime in a slightly different way than police or detective fiction, because police detective fiction is limited or has to follow police rules and regulations. That is brilliant for some stories and I do enjoy police fiction.

However, police fiction can only take place when a crime has been reported or occurred, and that (to some extent) is a dividing line between police and private investigator fiction. 

Since there are only two “real” rules in private investigator fiction, the private eye has to solve the case and be interested in protecting their business. Besides from those two rules, you really can do whatever you want in private investigator fiction to a large extent.

For example, a private eye can be hired to investigate a crime that might have happened and the story is about finding out whether the crime occurred or not. Equally, a private eye could be hired to investigate a crime whether that’s alongside or in conflict with the police depending on the character and author. Or a private eye could investigate something small or big because they’re better equipped to investigate it.

In reality, private eyes mainly just do background checks and no one likes stakeouts because they are just as dull as dishwater. But considering I grew up on TV programmes like Private Eyes, Frankie Drake Mysteries, Shakespeare and Hathaway Private Investigators and so on. I seriously love this subgenre of mystery.

As a result, this volume focuses on a gut-punching, tense and unputdownable series that I flat out love. It is my Bettie English Private Eye Mysteries, which I cannot get enough of because it’s a powerful, stellar, gripping mystery series that might be my favourite series of all time.

Therefore, in this volume, you get to enjoy twenty unputdownable short stories allowing you to explore the wide range of cases, crimes and criminals that Bettie English and her team comes across. Some of the stories are light and sweet and family-centred whereas others are darker and more shocking.

Whilst you might not be able to guess the tone without reading the first few paragraphs, I can promise you all the stories are positive, fun and Bettie English is a brilliant character. 

Also, what I really like about this Starter Collection is that you’ll notice how Bettie changes over the course of the series so far. The first five short stories are before I started writing the novellas and then as the short stories go on, you can see how she changes and grows stronger, more powerful and more determined to help people in more ways than one.

In addition, as a rule of thumb, I don’t actually talk about the inspiration for any of my series very often, because I don’t like to. Yet this series was inspired by my love for the genre and my love for strong female characters. Since it made no sense for me to write about a powerful, rich man because that’s been done to death a thousand times.

So I wanted to write about a lower-middle-class woman that became a private eye to help people, solve crimes and improve lives. Then as the series goes on, she becomes powerful, extremely rich, she gets a boyfriend and she becomes a mother. And some of the series looks at how she deals with all of this, because I strongly, strongly believe that women should and can be powerful, successful and still be mothers, if they want to be.

And because this series is set in the present day, from time to time it allows me to explore more contemporary issues in a fun way that only Bettie English can deliver. 

And if you like this series then you can find all the novels and novellas of the series on all major eBook retailers, you can order the paperback and hardback from online retailers and your local bookstore and library if you request it. As well as you can find an audiobook version narrated by artificial intelligence for most of the books at selected audiobook retailers. 

Or just head on over to https://www.connorwhiteleyfiction.com/bettie-english-private-eye-books

So now we know more about this enthralling series, let’s turn over the page and start reading some stellar stories. 
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CHRISTMAS THEFT
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Walking along the small brown corridor of the university accommodation, Bettie tried to ignore the horrible brown carpet and the smooth bright yellow walls but that was hard. Too hard. Even when she went to this same university here in Canterbury, England a few decades ago, she never could appreciate the university’s design choice.

As she passed more and more wooden doors with their little hotel keypads on the outside, Bettie breathed in the typical smell of university. Weed, and lots of it. She could even see smoke coming out from one of the doors and Bettie coughed as she passed it.

She knew it was normal at university to smoke weed, she never did but she knew basically everyone else did. Yet surely these university students should have more sense to smoke outside and not in their rooms.

Shaking the thoughts away, Bettie kept walking along the corridor, listening to the talking, laughing and even singing in the rooms as she went. That was something she missed about university, the community. Sure Bettie didn’t like the partying aspects of it but she had made some great friends, and she supposed it was a lot easier to make friends back then compared to now.

Bettie looked ahead as she saw lots of wooden doors with dirty glass in the middle coming up ahead. She still had no idea why the university needed to separate the corridor into mini-sections but that was life.

Opening one of the cold wooden doors, Bettie thought about why she was here again after all these years. Being a Private Eye was a great job, she loved it and she loved being available to unofficially break rules time to time.

A wave of unease washed over Bettie as she remembered the panicked text message from her nephew. The text was chaotic and aggressive, he was clearly annoyed but he wasn’t responding to any of Bettie’s texts. So after she had calmed down and realised that the text didn’t mean he was in danger, she actually read it. Her Nephew Sean wanted her to come and see him immediately.

Bettie still felt uneasy about all this yet something she couldn’t understand was why he wanted to hire her. Sure, it was one thing to ask for your aunt to come to your aid, Bettie would have loved this. But Sean wanted, no insisted on hiring her, Bettie just didn’t know why. 

Breathing in another awful breath of weed smoke, she was starting to regret her choice and maybe thought she should have arranged to meet him outside. Bettie shook her head at that idea, she wouldn’t do that. She loved her nephew and she had a feeling there was something he didn’t want her sister to know about.

Just the thought of that made Bettie’s stomach tighten into a knot, she hated the idea of her nephew being in trouble. But the idea of Bettie being the only one who could save him did have a certain ring to it, and it might allow her to get out of her sister’s present this year.

Opening another cold wooden door, Bettie smiled as she walked into the last section of the corridor and smelt the delicious hints of ginger, allspices and cinnamon in the air. They smelt amazing.

At least that made Bettie relax a bit more, she knew her nephew wasn’t smoking weed. 

As she heard the buzz of a room opening she looked straight ahead smiling as she saw her nephew’s little head pop out. Bettie couldn’t believe how well he looked with his smooth young face and longish brown hair parted to the right. 

Sean rushed over and hugged his aunt. Bettie returned the massive hug, she couldn’t remember how long it had been. As Sean led her into his room, Bettie’s eyebrows rose as she realised he hadn’t said a word to her. 

But what was more shocking was how Sean was wearing designer jeans, Bettie had no idea why. Sean was the least fashion conscience person in the world but he... looked good. 

Stepping into Sean’s room, Bettie had to admit it was a lot nicer than she was expecting. She remembered her room was a tiny box room covered in dirty clothes with textbooks littered around.

Sean’s was nothing like that with his small rectangular room with sterile white walls and neatly arranged desk with his laptop, and a pile of neatly folded clothes. Then Bettie looked at his perfectly clean en-suite and she had a quick look in this rarer empty brown wardrobe.

A part of her started to question why her nephew wasn’t asking her to stop, she checked places out on instinct, it was a terrible habit as her mum kept reminding her. But Sean was sitting there on his small blue bed that was tucked into one corner, his foot tapping rapidly.

Bettie smiled and gently sat down next to him, feeling the soft sheets take her weight. 

“You want to talk about it?” Bettie asked, trying to make sure she didn’t sound like an interrogator.

Sean looked at her. “Aunty, I.. I’ve got something to tell you,”

Bettie wanted to say something along the lines of she guessed that by the text. It was better than No Shit Sherlock which was her usual saying and never failed to make Sean laugh. But she behaved herself because she had a feeling Sean wouldn’t laugh at it this time. 

“Okay,” Bettie said.

“And you can’t tell mum please!”

Bettie forced a smile and nodded. 

“I lost a present. I have a boyfriend. Someone robbed me. They threatened me. and-”

Bettie placed a finger on her nephew’s lips and hugged him. She and her sister had had a bet for years about when Sean was going to come out and to who. Bettie smiled as she could feel the plane tickets to Antigua in her hands now. (and at least she didn’t have to pay for her sister to go to Australia)

After a few moments, Sean pulled away. 

“You... you aren’t mad?” 

Bettie's eyes widened as she tried to understand what he was talking about, then she realised.

Trying to be the supportive aunt, Bettie grabbed Sean’s hands.

“Sean, me and ya mum we know you’re gay. It’s fine. We’re both happy about it. And I have to say thank you because you just won me a bet,”

Sean cocked his head and smiled as he knew exactly what his mother and Aunt were like.

“Why would we be mad?” Bettie asked already knowing the answer.

“You know what Dad’s like. He’ll hate me,”

Bettie went to open her mouth but she closed it. There was nothing she could say, only support and love him.

“Me and ya mum will protect you,”

Sean hugged her again.

“Now tell me what happened about this robbery,” Bettie asked.

Sean frowned. “I bought this wonderful present for Harry for Christmas. This special Christmas tree necklace, he’d love it!”

As Sean kept talking over the minor details, Bettie smiled as she realised she had never seen her nephew so happy and smiley about anyone in his life. He was full of life and honestly happy, something she hadn’t seen in a long time. She couldn’t even remember the last time she was full of life.

“Then I told some friends about it. I promise I kept it hidden. I know what people are like. I came back from a lecture. Someone was in here and grabbed the present. They threatened me and Harry if I told anyone,”

Bettie’s eyes narrowed and her voice turned deadly cold. 

“Someone robbed you and threatened you when you walked in on them?”

Sean nodded.

“Who was it?”

Sean stood up and paced around a little bit.

“My friend Danielle next door. She was wearing a mask but I recognised the voice,”

Bettie stood out frowning, how dare this criminal target her nephew. Why the hell would she do it? There was no reason for it, Bettie tried not to scream in rage but she couldn’t let someone threaten her family.

With her eyes narrowing, Bettie asked:

“What does that girl look like?”

Sean closed his eyes. He clearly hadn’t seen Danielle in a little while. 

“She has blond hair, nose piercing, round face, white and... Aunty she has a horrible burn mark on her right hand,”

Bettie nodded. She could work with that, a part of her couldn’t believe that rather vague description was better than the normal ones she got. Maybe her nephew was better at this crime thing than she thought. 

But there was one question still bothering her.

“And why hire me?” 

“I wanted to hire you because I know... mum’s always talking about how tight money is for you. I... I wanted to help,”

As soon as she heard that, Bettie gave him a massive hug. Her sister definitely wasn’t perfect but she did know how to raise great children. 

“You really are such a kind boy. Make you a deal, give me twenty and we’ll call it square,” Bettie said.

Sean smiled and got out his wallet, giving Bettie the money.

As she walked out the small room, Bettie said: “I’ll call you when its done,”

She realised how bad that must have sounded but no one ever threatens her family. No matter who they are.

***
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Walking back into the awful corridor with its horrible brown carpet and bright yellow walls, Bettie turned to the wooden door next to Sean’s room.

The smell of delicious Christmas spices filled the air and the warm heat coming from an overhead vent in the ceiling made Bettie smile a little. 

As she looked at the small keypad in the front, Bettie tried to decide what to do next, she wouldn’t do her normal Private Eye stuff that involved unofficially smashing down doors. She didn’t want Sean to see her doing that nor did Bettie want the university to blame Sean for the damage. 

So she decided to do what she always did in times like this, Bettie knocked on the door three times, surprising at the warm feeling of the door against her hand.

No answer.

She knocked again.

“Danielle House Keeping,” Bettie said.

Still nothing.

Placing her ear against the warm wooden door, Bettie tried to listen out for any sign of her inside but there weren’t any sounds. Bettie took a step back and slipped out a small black device she always carried, a little gift from a black market friend a few years ago. It made electronic keypads a breeze to crack.

She was about to press it against the pad when she heard another buzz of a door opening. Turning around Bettie put the device back in her pocket as she saw a tall, slightly overweight girl walk out of the kitchen covered in flour.

Bettie walked up to her. “Excuse me, I’m looking for Danielle, the library sent me to get her to return a book,”

The girl rolled her eyes. “That sound like her. Always useless ain’t she. She still owns me a score for last Saturday,”

Bettie was starting to get a much better picture of this Danielle girl, she didn’t like her. Not one bit. 

“Do you know where I might find her please? The Librarian won’t be happy without that book,” Bettie said.

“I know that Librarian so moany. Soz girl, Danielle left for the station half an hour ago,”

“Thank you. Merry Christmas,” Bettie said. 

Bettie stormed over. She wasn’t going to let this Danielle person escape with that present. She had no right to do that, and no right to steal from her family!

***
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Bettie knew some things never changed in university towns and thankfully the train station was one of them. As she walked into Canterbury East train station, Bettie smiled as the memories of her getting the train home returned to her. 

Her eyes narrowed on the wide grey platforms with the dirty white pillars that supported an old tiled roof shelter that was over the platforms. It might not have sounded much but Bettie remembered more than enough times of when the shelter provided welcome relief from the rain.

Bettie listened to the talking of parents, students and everyone else as her eyes narrowed on the shop that smelt of rich bitter coffee on the other side of the platform. There weren’t any trains yet but Bettie wasn’t taking any chances. 

As Sean reminded her as they raced down here in her car, Danielle could have grabbed a bus half an hour ago and be on a train already. Yet there was something about Christmas time that made her doubt that, a girl like Danielle wouldn’t be scared or think any retribution would come for her. She wasn’t going to make a quick getaway, she was going to walk down, take her time and enjoy the Christmas markets. 

Looking around, Bettie couldn’t see Sean, which didn’t concern her that much as she had sent him to look in the little subway tunnel that connected the two train platforms but she would be amazed if Danielle would that easy to find.

The heat of strangers pressed against Bettie as the train station got busier and busier with all the students hoping to grab a train home, most of the international students were heading to London for the Eurostar. Bettie so badly wanted to join them and see the continent, she loved Christmas in Paris a few years ago. But she had to focus.

Taking another rich coffee scented breath of the air, Bettie saw a small blond-haired girl with a (horrible) nose piercing a few metres away. There was something familiar about her, Bettie closed her eyes as she tried to remember what Sean had said about her. 

Bettie opened her eyes when she remembered the detail about the burn mark on her right hand, she knew she had to get closer. So gently gliding through the crowd, gently pushing past students deafening themselves with bad music. 

She kept her eyes focused on Danielle.

When Bettie got closer, she noticed Danielle was playing music as she touched her EarPods with her right hand. Bettie smiled as she saw the blistered skin and bright red burn marks. 

Bettie supposed she would normally feel bad for Danielle, she must have been in a terrible accident but in this moment she didn’t care. This Danielle girl had threatened her family, her nephew no less. 

Placing a hand on Danielle’s cold shoulder, Bettie stood next to her. Danielle took out her EarPods and frowned at her.

“What ya problem woman?” Danielle said.

Bettie frowned. “You have something that belongs to my nephew,”

Danielle laughed and looked away.

Bettie stuck her finger in Danielle’s side. 

“Don’t move. I want the item back now or I’m not afraid to... well you can guess,” Bettie said.

She never ever liked using these sorts of tactics but she would do anything for her family. 

Danielle snorted and shook her head.

“That just a finger. Fuck off,” she said.

Bettie couldn’t believe how disrespectful she was being. 

“Give me back the item and I will leave. I won’t report you to the police,”

“Bitch, I got friends in police. My mother’s an officer. So go fuck yourself,” 

Bettie shook her head. “What’s your problem with my nephew? Maybe I can help you,”

Danielle turned to face Bettie.

“That little boy. He ain’t a man. He’s a gay. I wanted him, asked him out, no guy rejects me so yea when he confessed he was a gay. I got pissed. No one rejects this,” Danielle said, pointing to her body.

Bettie tried not to laugh but this was ridiculous. So Bettie tried her ultimate card.

“You might think you’re safe but you aren’t. I can do a quick search on the deep web. Learn all your secrets, learn your passwords, credit card numbers. I can own your identity, I can own you,”

Danielle’s eyes widened. “You won’t. My mum’s a cop bitch, she’ll-”

Bettie smiled. “I wonder how many crimes has she fixed for you. I wonder how will you do without an officer for a mother. I could find all her secrets, get her fired. I’ve done it before,”

Bettie wasn’t lying, she never enjoyed it but she hated dirty cops, thankfully they were always rare. 

Danielle frowned as she took off her black backpack, open it up and gave Bettie a small wrapped up present in the shape of a thin jewellery box.

The sound of the train pulling in almost deafened Bettie as Danielle started to walk away. Bettie grabbed her arm.

“If you bother my nephew again. All my promises will come reality,”

“Fine. Now fuck off!” Danielle said, walking away.

Bettie frowned as she watched that horrible girl walk onto the train and disappear. She really didn’t like making threats but after decades as a Private Eye, Bettie sadly knew it was a needed part of the job. 

Yet she was still telling the truth, if Danielle did come after Sean again. There would be hell to pay.

***
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Stepping outside the train station, Bettie took a deep breath of the fresh Canterbury air with hints of delicious Christmas spices from the markets nearby. She missed the delicious Christmas markets, she missed a lot of things about Canterbury. 

Looking around, Bettie watched the odd taxi drive past as students ran into the station and other students smoked normal cigarettes (thankfully) as they leant against the dirty brick walls of the station. 

As she looked dead ahead Bettie focused on the amazing view for a moment, it wasn’t much compared to other parts of Canterbury, but for a train station it was amazing. 

Her eyes narrowed on the remains of the Roman walls that littered the horizon as it mixed with the urban shops and more white modern buildings. Then in the distance she could only just make out the spire of the cathedral, that amazing cathedral she loved exploring. 

Bettie just stood there for a moment holding the perfectly wrapped gift in her hands, Bettie knew she said she would call Sean when it was done but she just wanted to enjoy those strange moments of peace between the completing of the job and reporting to the client. 

The sound of talking and goodbyes behind her reminded Bettie of all the people she had left behind since her university days. Sure she missed them, she really missed her international friends but she was a completely different woman now. It still didn’t make her loneliness feel any easier.

“Aunty!” Sean shouted behind her.

As soon as she heard Sean, Bettie realised she was never ever alone. She had a family, a nephew and everything she really needed. Of course her sister drove her mad at times but that’s the magical thing about family.

Focusing on Sean with his designer jeans and massive smile, Bettie cocked her head as she realised there was someone attached to his arm. It had to be Harry.

Bettie’s mouth dropped as she focused on Harry, she couldn’t believe how attractive he was, he was honestly like a movie star with his strong jawline and perfect smile. and she knew it sounded awful but she couldn’t exactly understand how Sean landed a guy like that. Even Bettie couldn’t back in the day and she had had tons of comments about her looks.

“Thank you!” Sean said as Bettie passed him in the gift.

Bettie stared at both the boys as she was waiting for some sort of official introduction.

“Sean aren’t you going to introduce us?” Harry said, his voice deep with a slight accent.

“Oh yea sure. Aunt Bettie, this is Harry and...” Sean said before he looked away.

Bettie knew exactly why he didn’t look at her. She had been wondering how long until Sean finally realised it was the Christmas season and he would have to come home. Well, Bettie wanted him to come home and so did her sister.

“Harry, going home for Christmas?” Bettie asked.

Sean looked at her, a puzzled expression on his face.

“No Miss. I’m afraid me and my parents can’t afford it. I...” Harry said. 

Bettie knew he had worked it out and both the boys smiled at each other as they realised what Bettie was doing.

“Come on boys. We’ll go back to the uni, grab your stuff and you can stay with us for the holidays. Grandma won’t mind,”

“Thank you!” both the boys said as they hugged each other and walked off to Bettie’s car.

As Bettie watched the boys both happy and deeply in love, she couldn’t help but smile. That’s all she had ever wanted for Sean and her family, to be happy, safe and loving life. And watching those boys deeply in love, that was all Bettie needed to see.

She had done her job today and that made her feel damn proud. Bettie had helped her nephew, she got paid and she was even a helper in the romance department. Sure her brother-in-law wouldn’t be happy but Bettie never liked him anyway. She could and would handle him like Danielle if the need arose.

Because like as Bettie always said, she would protect her family to the end and do everything to protect them. But at this magical time of year, Bettie knew love would prevail, she would make sure of it.

And she would hope the new year bought some of her love along with lots and lots of business.

But until then, it was a magical time of year. A time for gifting, thieving and sharing but most importantly- family. 

––––––––
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TROUBLE IN CHRISTMAS
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Bettie felt her stomach twist as she looked at her small silver watch and realised her sister Phryne would be meeting her soon. She loved her sister, she really did but Bettie would have preferred to wait a few more days to see her. She had no idea what could be so important her sister would want to see her before Christmas.

As she attempted (but failed) to push those thoughts away, Bettie leant on the cold concrete railings that run along the cold riverbanks with the lustrous green grass under her feet. 

Bettie remembered sailing on the large river below as a child with her family but none of them were into sailing anymore. 

She still loved it here in Rochester, England. As Bettie looked across the large river to the other side, she tried to count all the cars driving into the retail park with the cinema and bingo halls and even a few restaurants. 

Listening to the playing of children in the playground behind her, it bought a few happy memories of her playing with her younger brother a few decades ago but... but that was before he died. 

Bettie still managed to smile as she listened to them laugh, play and live. She just wished her brother would have been like that.

With the freezing wind howling, Bettie tightened her black woolly coat and hoped her sister would come soon, she didn’t want to be in the cold for too long. At least the air smelt amazing with the delicious hints of Christmas cake, mince pies and puddings filling her nose from the Christmas markets inside the castle behind her. She could taste the amazing flavours on her tongue now, she definitely needed to grab a pie at least later on!

Blowing on her cold hands, Bettie tried to figure out what her sister could want so urgently and before Christmas. She knew her sister loved her and Phryne did love seeing her, well she didn’t always act like it. Especially when she said Bettie was being silly for being a Private Eye. 

But from what Bettie remembered Phryne was still doing exactly what she always did. Working, working, looking after Bettie’s amazing nephew Sean and more working. Bettie loved the sound of Phryne’s job, she worked for the Crown Prosecution Service but the details of everyday life hardly interested Bettie. 

She felt a shiver ran down her spine as Bettie struggled to think how she would ever work in an office. She was a woman of action, investigating crimes and hunting down bad guys, she wasn’t the sit down at a chair type of person. 

Hearing the typical tapping of high heels, Bettie took a deep breath and turned to see her beautiful sister walk towards her. Well, walking was an understatement, more like strutting her stuff, with a massive black designer handbag. It was clear Phryne wanted everyone to know she had money and power, if she was on the other side of the river in Strood Phryne wouldn’t have wanted to do that. But Bettie knew her sister wouldn’t care if people saw her as a good target.

As Phryne stood next to her, the two sisters looked out over the river and Bettie tried not to cough or gag at the smell of her sister’s perfume. It was so flowery and strong, Bettie hated it. It was disgusting!

“Phryne,” Bettie said.

“Oh honey, come on now. We’re haven’t seen each other since last Friday. Thanks for bringing Sean home from university and his boyfriend’s nice. Isn’t he?” Phryne said, each word exaggerated and posh. 

Bettie smiled. “Yes they’re both great. How’s my brother-in-law dealing with it?” 

Phryne frowned and Bettie turned to look straight at her sister. Bettie hated to see how sad and wet Phryne’s eyes were, she knew something was very wrong.

“Bettie darling. I... I need your skills,” 

Phryne couldn’t help but smile. “Are you admitting Private Eyes have skills you don’t?”

“Oh honey of course not. I’m still better than you but I need you,”

Bettie rolled her eyes and they both turned back to the river smiling. She knew her sister would never admit she was good at this, but Bettie was going to prove her wrong.

“What’s wrong?” 

“Oh honey, I... think John’s cheating on me,”

Bettie tried not to smile because she knew this was going to happen sooner or later. Her brother-in-law was not exactly the nicest of people in the world, he was a racist, a homophobe and Bettie wasn’t exactly comfortable with Sean living with him now he was out. 

But she was a sister first, she had to be supportive. 

“I’m sorry. How you doing?”

“Honey I didn’t come here for a sister. I wanted you for your skills as a Private Eye. I need my sister later,”

Bettie could respect that. Phryne hardly needed anyone to support her if her jerk of a husband wasn’t having an affair, but Bettie did look forward to proving it. Her stomach relaxed at the idea of getting rid of her brother-in-law.

After the basic questions Bettie always asked she started to understand what was happening and why her sister was so concerned. Her husband was working late at night but friends had seen him in the high street, at restaurants and some of the lies didn’t make perfect sense. And yet there was something eating away at Bettie.

She knew she didn’t like her brother-in-law but she never ever made it clear in front of him or to the rest of the family, except behind closed doors, because Bettie always respected how he had treated her annoying, brilliant sister and Sean. So the idea of him cheating was odd.

“Oh honey, do you think he is... you know cheating on me?”

Bettie wasn’t sure what to say. “As a Private Eye, I don’t like to judge the outcome before I investigate. Did you bring his phone or anything?” 

As Phryne dug through her handbag, Bettie smiled as it wasn’t surprising her sister had bought something of him along. She didn’t quite know (or care to remember) what part of the Prosecution Service Phryne worked in, but it was always a good guess to know Phryne would know what evidence Bettie might need.

After a few moments, Phryne passed Bettie a small black smartphone and smiled. 

“Honey, I stole it!” 

Bettie wasn’t exactly sure why she was so happy about it, then she remembered this was probably the worse thing Phryne had ever done in her life.

Not caring enough to comment on her sister’s theft, Bettie wiped the cold phone, rolled her eyes that it wasn’t password protected and swiped through his calls and texts. 

There was hardly anything remarkable on it. Just a bunch of work things, a few calls to some restaurants and jewellery shops. All in all not very exciting and exactly what Bettie expected from a man who worked in hospitality, she thought he worked in a hotel thing or other. But she didn’t know.

All she did know was how much he boasted about having the chance to talk to film stars and models in London as he got them tickets and whatnot. 

Bettie hardly cared.

As she continued to swipe the cold screen, Bettie checked his GSP data which all phones had and so many people didn’t know about. Then she sighed as that data was about as interesting as watching paint dry. 

Except for one piece of data, Bettie’s eyes narrowed as she saw her brother-in-law had got to somewhere in Chatham, the next town over and... it wasn’t exactly the nicest of areas. 

“Phryne where’s John working now?” 

“Oh honey, he’s been showing someone around the Chatham Dockyard all week. Something about a movie director. I didn’t listen,”

“Director?” Bettie asked.

“Yes some new male one,”

Bettie wanted to roll her eyes as she knew that was another dead end, knowing how homophobic John was Bettie knew he wasn’t seeing the director. Bettie couldn’t understand the mismatched lies, the late working and everything else there was something odd about it.

Bettie just had to find out what.
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Watching her sister walk away with her massive black handbag, Bettie took a deep breath of the Christmas spiced air as she could almost taste the mince pies and delicious puddings. She supposed her sister could just be overreacting and making accusations out of nothing, but she would like to think she knew her sister a little better than that.

So listening to the children playing, laughing and talking on the playground behind her, Bettie got out her warm blue smartphone and dialled a number of an old friend. 

With the phone ringing, Bettie felt a drop of sweat run down her spine as she remembered who she was calling. A very hot attractive man, an old flame but still a very sexy blond cop she used to know.

“Bettie, how ya doing?” a man said, his voice middle age and full of energy. (Something Bettie wished she felt)

“Hi Graham, good thanks. I need a favour?” 

Bettie could hear his disappointment through the phone, she felt bad. She felt bad for a lot of things but now wasn’t the time.

“Glad to hear ya okay. Go on, what ya need?”

Bettie smiled whilst her stomach slowly twisted. She felt bad as she knew Graham would do anything she wanted, Bettie hated to think of herself as using him, she wasn’t. She was simply asking a friend she hadn’t spoken to for years for a favour.

That sounded bad.

Bettie felt bad, she needed to make it up to him. Yet deep down she already knew she was only acting like this because of a whole lot of other issues from the past. Issues she had to fix.

Right now though, she needed to focus on her sister.

“Thanks Graham. Do you still have that friend in John’s company? You know my sister’s husband?”

Bettie heard him chuckle through the phone. 

“Checking out ya own family, Bet. Isn’t that unethical?”

Bettie opened her mouth.

“It’s fine Bet. I still love ya so sure I have that friend. Great guy. Want me to ask him something?”

Bettie paused as the words of love still rang in her ears. As the wonderful Christmas spiced air blew past, she pulled herself together.

“Um yes. What does he know about John’s late night activities lately? And anything odd about the Chatham Dockyard thing?”

“That all Bet?” Graham asked.

“Yes. Thanks Graham. I’ll... I’ll come and see you soon,”

The phone went silent for a moment.

“That’ll be great Bet. At the same place. I’ll call back in a minute with your info,”

Graham hung up.

Pressing her back against the cold concrete railing of the riverbank, Bettie closed her eyes and just listened to the howling of the spiced air and the children playing. She supposed she really had missed Graham but that was years ago. Surely she was over something she had ended, she wasn’t even sure why she ended things. His job? her job? Bettie didn’t know.

Walking off Bettie felt the soft mud move under her weight as she walked along the river bank back to her car, she still wasn’t sure if Graham’s friend would have the information she needed. So she needed to try another angle, and what better angle than her nephew.

Bettie learnt a long time ago that Sean was far more observant than he ever let on.
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Bettie loved the cold rough stone as she ran her fingers across the waist high wall on top of Rochester castle, it was amazing. Bettie had always loved it up here, she was able to look out from miles around. 

Looking at the large river Medway as it rushed past, Bettie smiled as she watched all of it from the up high, the little houses, the cars driving across the bridge. It was all wonderful.

And Bettie finally got to see the Christmas Markets in the Castle grounds, all the rows upon rows of amazing white stalls. Some selling Christmas rubbish, others selling good Christmas decorations and some selling the most amazing food ever. 

As she breathed in the amazing smell of roasted nuts, Bettie could taste their rich crunchy flavours on her tongue. She was going to enjoy the market afterwards that was for sure.

“Aunty!” Sean shouted, his voice young and manly.

Bettie smiled as she turned around and saw her amazing nephew with his perfectly straight brown hair parted to the right and his black designer jeans, as he walked across the smooth stone floor.

He gave her a massive hug and Bettie almost coughed at his strong aftershave, before they both leant on the cold stone wall. Bettie kept smiling for a moment as she actually realised she wasn’t glad to see Sean for him, she was glad to see he was okay and his father hadn’t hit him or anything for being who he wanted to be.

“Where’s Harry?” Bettie asked.

“He’s shopping in the market. He’s actually getting you something, it’ll be a surprise. Why you call?” 

“I don’t need a reason to call my favourite nephew,” 

Sean smiled. “I’m your only nephew and you’re seeing me in a few days for Christmas,”

Knowing there was no delicate way to put his, Bettie knew she just had to tell him straight. Well, a version of the truth anyway.

“How’s dad?” Bettie asked.

Sean frowned a little. “He wasn’t happy if that’s what you’re asking. He doesn’t like Harry but I don’t know if that’s because he’s foreign or gay,”

Bettie nodded, she hadn’t expected anything different. 

“Has he been home at night at all?”

Sean’s eyes narrowed. “Did mum hire you or something as a Private Eye?” 

Bettie playfully hit him. “Yes I’m a very good Private Eye I hope. So has he been home?”

Sean shook his head. “And he’s been deleting his internet searches too but Harry managed to find some search for private hotels with... discretion,”

Bettie wasn’t exactly sure what to ask next, did she ask about Harry’s skills, why Sean was digging about or if there was anything more about the searches? Bettie decided on the question she was getting paid for.

“Anything else about the hotels?”

Sean shook his head. “Sorry Aunty. I still did everything you taught me,”

Bettie’s eyebrows rose, she didn’t think she had taught him anything about being a PI, she hoped not. Phryne would have her head!

Her phone rang. “Thanks I’ll let you get on. Tell Harry I said hi,”

Bettie answered her phone as Sean gave her a quick hug and left.

“Bet I got great news. Interesting gossip at John’s work. Everyone is gossiping about why he was asking about discretion hotels in private,”

“Doesn’t he work on getting whatever the directors or VIPs want?”

“Yea but Bet, he was asking everyone to keep it quiet. It wasn’t work related. Everyone’s gossiping about who he’s having an affair with,”

With the delicious smelling wind picking up, Bettie went silent for a minute as she tried to work out another explanation for what was happening. Now there was some sort of proof of an affair, Bettie didn’t feel good, she felt sick. She hated what this would do to her sister.

“Is there any proof Graham?”

“Na sorry Bet. I tried,”

“I know Graham. Thanks. I’ll call you later,” Bettie said hanging up, she wasn’t sure why she said she’ll call him later. It was more of a reflex rather than a conscientious thought.

Looking out over the castle wall and staring at the stunning beauty around her, Bettie knew there was only one way to settle this once and for all. It was something she never would do normally but it was Christmas, the sun was starting to set and she didn’t want to chase John for the next few days trying to get proof.

She had to go to the source.

She had to talk to John.
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One good thing about keeping John’s phone was all it took to find him was a quick check of his calendar and thankfully he was at an interesting restaurant across the river.

Of all the places John could have gone for a meeting, Bettie couldn’t understand why he wanted to go to the retail park, there were much nicer places to go to.

Inside the Hungry Horse, Bettie looked around, studying all the little brown booths, brown tables and the ugly red, brown and yellow carpet. Bettie never did like the décor but the food was great in here, as were the staff.

Walking straight ahead, Bettie stood at the slightly warm, brown bar that wrapped itself all around the centre of the restaurant with spirits and all the beer on tap neatly arranged. The air smelt thick of alcohol, beer and delicious food. She thought she could even smell rich barbecue sauce from their delicious ribs.

Bettie listened carefully to the people in the restaurant, all she needed was to hear John’s voice and she could find him easily enough. Of course she could just walk around but she wanted to be a little more stealthy than that. Yet all she could hear was the talking about Christmas from spouses and the high pitch talking of young kids with their grandparents.

“Did you like your meals?” a woman said.

“Oh yes it was amazing. Thank you,” John said, his voice smooth and posh like he was still working with high end clients. Bettie hated how fake his voice sounded to her, and she hated how she couldn’t change her voice like that.

As she turned, Bettie walked over to the brown booth in the far corner and sat directly opposite John. She admitted Phryne knew how to pick attractive men, John was quite the looker with his smooth square face and stunning smile. His bright green eyes were great too.

Bettie frowned as she saw John turn around.

“What? Am I not the one you’re looking for?” Bettie asked.

John stared into her eyes. “What?”

“Seriously John. She’s my sister,”

“What are you talking about?”

“The hotel searches. The mismatched lies. The gossip from work,”

John rolled his eyes and placed his face in his hands.

“She actually hired you. Really?” 

Bettie’s eyes narrowed as she realised there wasn’t disappointment or guilt in his voice. There was concern or something like that.

“Does she have a reason to hire me?”

“Come on, I knew I was acting careful but I wanted to surprise her and Sean,” John said smiling. 

He searched his pockets trying to find his phone. Bettie passed it to him.

“Really? Phryne grabbed my phone,”

Bettie smiled. Maybe her sister was more like her than she realised, devilishly light fingered.

John swiped his phone a few times, did a quick Google search and showed Bettie something. Bettie didn’t know what it was at first then she read something about a hotel for four people in Hollywood or somewhere else in Los Angeles.

Bettie looked at Sean indicating she wanted some sort of explanation.

“Bettie, I wanted to take us on Holiday for the new year and until Sean went back to Uni. That new director wants me to help him for a couple of weeks in LA. He’s letting Phryne, Sean and... Harry come to the set and stay if they want,”

Bettie’s eyes narrowed. “Why discretion hotels?”

John leant closer. “Because that’s where all the non-acting VIPs stay. Insider secret there,”

Bettie leant back in her chair as she tried to understand it all. So there was no affair, all this was was one husband trying to surprise his family and give them the trip or experience of a lifetime. 

Her mind switched to think about this as some sort of lie but Bettie knew it was the truth. This was honestly the first time John had been down in Rochester for months, he was too busy in London for his job to come down more often. He was damn good at it so Bettie wasn’t really surprised a client had taken a shining to him.

“Last question, why the Hungry Horse?” Bettie asked. 

John’s eyes widened as if it was a stupid question. 

“Because
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