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Chapter 1​
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Aleksandr Ristevski threw a left cross.

I side-stepped, pitched my foot behind his, and countered with a solid right jab that caught him above the eye.

He tipped back, knocked over my office chair, fell solidly against the far wall, then raised a hand and chuckled.

I dropped my arms to my sides. ‘What the hell was that, Aleksandr? Testing the old man to see if he’s still got it?’

‘I figured your timing’d be off, cunt your size.’ He sprang to his feet in a cocky display of athleticism, put a hand to his temple, and inspected his fingertips. He stood a foot shorter than me and couldn’t have been more than thirty. He styled his hair with a split in the middle and let the rest fall either side of his forehead, and his arms and shoulders carried a lot of muscle. ‘Most pricks your size can’t throw a fucken punch if their life depended on it. How the fuck’d you know to come forward?’

‘My father’s a southpaw.’

We both looked at the remains of my chair. Two black casters lay spread on the carpet like perfectly formed islands, and a crack split the plastic base.

Ristevski dug out a wad of cash from a deep pocket, peeled off six fifty-dollar notes, and held them out between two yellowed fingers. ‘That’s on me. Buy a new one.’

‘Don’t worry about it.’

‘Fucken take it.’

I took the money and placed it in the top drawer of my weathered desk.

He brushed his jacket down and flicked up the sleeves. A swastika stood out amongst the many symbols inked on his right forearm. ‘What are you, one oh five? You gotta be at least fifteen kay gees over me.’

‘Ninety-eight. On a good day.’

He eyed the empty wine bottles on my desk. ‘What about today?’

I shrugged.

Reggie had referred Ristevski to me knowing I’d been down on work since the cancellation of my investigative licence due to ‘excessive violence’ on the job. Ristevski had arrived at my door dressed like a walking Nike advertisement, replete with bright white sneakers and reeking of stale cigarette smoke. He asked if I had cameras anywhere in the flat.

I said I didn’t and invited him in.

He eyed the living room suspiciously before we moved into the second bedroom cum office, where he’d refused to sit. The left cross came immediately after that, a cocky display of one upmanship that, thankfully, backfired in my favour.

‘I think someone’s killed my sister Vanessa,’ he said.

I’d conducted a quick online check, and Ristevski’s name came up on a charter linked to a pro-white group in Victoria, and he’d come under suspicion two years ago for a hit on a rival gang member. Witness testimony proved questionable, and the matter went away. Neither of those facts suggested I should ask Ristevski if he’d been to the police to file a missing person’s report.

He said, ‘My mother hasn’t seen her, and she didn’t answer her phone last week. The last time I talked to her, she said some cunt was callin’ her every night.’

‘Saying what?’

‘’You’re fucking dead. You’ve got bullet holes in you’.’

‘Why do you think someone might be targeting her?’

‘She’s an independent running against the incumbent for McKellar in the next state election. She’s pissed off the Muslims. She’s pissed off the conservatives. If you ask me, I reckon it’s the gun clubs in her constituency.’

‘Why is that?’

‘Because the incumbent’s promisin’ to relax the rules around semi-automatics if he gets re-elected, but Vanessa’s dead against it. She’s got a lot of support, and certain people don’t like her for it.’

‘What sort of people?’

‘The incumbent’s Mick Hallaran. He’s got ties to the KL Gang. That’s where you come in. I need you to tell me if they did something to Vanessa.’

‘That’s not how this works.’

‘Then how does it work?’

‘With very clear stipulations that you’re hiring me to find your sister, and nothing else. You hire me on a retainer and daily expenses. I keep you updated with what I find. If I come across any criminal activity, I go to the police, and I tell you after the fact.’

He clenched his jaw and shifted his weight. ‘You got a piece?’

‘I’m not licenced to carry.’

He scratched the back of his neck. ‘If this is who I think it is, these cunts carry fucken forty-fives and three-fifty-sevens. A good right hook won’t do shit against that.’

‘I see anything like that, I go to the police.’

He eyed me for a moment, then nodded slowly. ‘Okay. You do what you have to do. You gonna help me or what?’

The political angle intrigued me, and Vanessa sounded like the type of idealist I could get behind. The Christchurch massacre had been a little too close to home, third party insurance work brought little in the way of income, and the thought of a high-paying long-term client eased my worries about my daughter’s impending private high school fees. I mentally accepted the challenge of keeping Ristevski at arm’s length and agreed to take it on. I asked for Vanessa’s home and work addresses, phone numbers, and date of birth, then drew up a contract.

He agreed to the seven-hundred-dollar retainer plus daily expenses, and paid four days up front. He signed with a forced scribble and set the wad of cash on the corner of my desk. ‘Text me when you need more. Do not call my number for any reason. Understand?’

‘I need to be able to get in contact with you, Aleksandr. No immediate contact can spell potential delays.’

‘Do not call me. They’re listening.’

‘And they can’t see your texts?’

‘No.’ He held out a hairy hand, and I eventually shrugged and shook it. Two tattooed SS bolts adorned the fleshy meat below his thumb.

A pang of remorse hit me deep in the stomach.
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Chapter 2​
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I found Patricia breastfeeding my goddaughter Ariana in the front living room of my mother’s house. I showed her the gift-wrapped box I’d bought as a baptism gift, and she mouthed a ‘thank you.’ She’d married my cousin Alexei after he ran the bulls in Spain.

Alexei’s mother said the proposal had been a dare.

A large wreath made of pink balloons with the initial ‘A’ sat propped by the television. I walked to the concertina doors, spotted no less than forty relatives and friends drinking toasts to the bella figura in the entertainment area, and retired to a seat in the corner of the back porch.

My sister Justina emerged from the kitchen carrying hand-painted ceramic serving dishes filled with homemade ravioli, platters of mortadella, and prosciutto slices rolled tight like cigars. Exactly twenty-two months younger than me, she stood a head taller than the Southern Italian women around her, exuding a fragile beauty that covered a ferocious independence.

Several tables were joined end-to-end under the entertainment area, and no less than forty relatives drank toasts to the bella figura. Several of my cousins called their kids and heaped their plates with more food than they could possibly eat.

Justina came up the stairs and spotted me. ‘Don’t move, I’ll be back.’ She re-appeared with two glasses and a bottle of Merlot. ‘Holy over-catered baptism, Batman.’

As she unscrewed the lid, I said, ‘How was church?’

‘The priest called Ariana Ellen. Patricia was so pissed.’

She poured a generous slug into each glass, and I picked up my glass. ‘To Catholicism.’

We clinked.

Justina said, ‘To paedophiles.’

I laughed and took a slug.

She did the same. ‘Ever heard of razors?’

I scratched the stubble under my chin. ‘I need to be relatable to my new clientele.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘My licence was cancelled, Just, and I’ve been hired by a right wing, pro-white gang member to find his sister whom he fears has been killed.’

‘Why was your licence cancelled?’

‘A Detective Inspector Ivers reported me for violence in the course of my duties. I had a run in with a psycho armed with a knife on my last job with Reggie. I followed a lead and flew up to Queensland. He tried to throw me off a culvert. I threw him off first. Not before he got me here.’

I pulled down the collar of my shirt and exposed the scar under my right collarbone.

Justina winced. ‘Shit. That looks nasty.’ She dropped her voice. ‘Did you kill him?’

I shook my head. ‘Broke his back. He got extradited back to England and ended up being convicted for three murders. I got the cancellation letter about a month ago.’

‘But it was self-defence, right?’

‘Not according to the CAPI board. I’ve been working ad hoc since then—third-party referrals, whatever I can find, basically. I can appeal, but I don’t know if I will.’

She stared into her glass. ‘You should.’

I said, ‘What do you need me to do?’

She didn’t turn her head. ‘Christ. Trust my detective brother to pick up on the signals. Am I that obvious?’

I made a five-millimetre gap between thumb and forefinger. ‘Little bit.’

‘Let me give you some money.’

‘Don’t be stupid.’

‘Don’t be stubborn.’

‘Don’t be stupid. What’s going on?’

She took a long pull on her wine, sat forward, and rubbed an invisible spot between her eyebrows. ‘Promise you won’t go apeshit?’

I nodded. ‘Okay.’

‘Tim wants a divorce.’

I made a sound.

‘We weren’t good together,’ she continued. ‘I’m a bitch, he’s a self-absorbed prick, and we annoyed the shit out of each other for four years.’

‘Has he filed?’

‘Not yet, but I moved out and found a little flat in Gwynneville. I couldn’t stand to see the smug look on his face anymore. He’s still at the house.’

‘You want me to kick him out?’

‘Fuck. No, Matthew. Just listen. Before we got married, I loaned him thirty-five thousand dollars to put into options.’

‘Shit, Justina.’

‘I know it was stupid, but he promised a return over ten years, and he was already making thousands on stocks. Now he tells me it’s all gone. Which is bullshit because Aidan.... I don’t know if you ever met Aidan? Douchebag financial analyst used to work with Tim? He told me Tim bought a brand-new, silver Audi S4 last week. He can take what he wants, I really don’t care, but that money’s mine and I want it back.’

‘Fair enough. I’ll look into it.’

She blew out some air and some colour came back into her cheeks. ‘Thanks, Matty. Really. Just don’t hurt him, okay?’

‘Why would I do that?’

She raised her eyebrows. ‘Because you’ve never liked him, and I don’t want him coming after me.’

I nodded and took a slug of the wine. ‘Ten four. I won’t lay a finger on him.’

I felt Justina’s eyes on me as I made my excuses to the relatives and left.

***
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After forty-three minutes and two broken Audi S4 headlights, Tim wrote a cheque for thirty-five thousand dollars made out to my sister.
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Chapter 3​
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The next morning, I cleared the decks to have a clear field in opening the case on Vanessa Ristevski. I Googled her, and two main stories from recent years kept re-appearing. The first addressed the red 2019 Tesla she bought in the first months of her political career, and how the media declared the purchase a weak political ploy on Vanessa’s behalf to curry favour with the Greens, and its subsequent trade to a silver Nissan Pathfinder due to the media backlash. This impulsivity hadn’t curried favour from her running mates, which left her to focus on the causes closer to her heart. The second news story featured her very public divorce from her husband some years back, Senior Constable Alistair Seacombe, who retired from the police force under allegations of corruption that went unfounded.

Vanessa, being one of three independents contesting the upcoming Regional Council elections as part of the State election, presented as a stoic pragmatic. Two other, smaller articles referenced harassment from the Southern Guard, an alt right neo-Nazi party founded by a former terrorist organisation in the 80s, who had a habit of stirring grief for new incumbents in the local constituency. Vanessa’s responses played down the drama with a clear line of vision—her promise to uphold gun control laws if elected.

She had all the hallmarks of an underdog with a ground swell behind her, and a broad appeal across most demographics, which made her a target for those scared at the stretch of her influence. Her strong, dark features glared defiantly from various photographs—the openings of local parks, testing the local water supply at the dam, sporting initiatives, and meet-and-greets with local business owners. She knew her best angle and always posed with a proud, straight back with her jaw held firm.

It all looked exhausting.

Einstein said politics was more difficult than physics. I disagreed, because at least with physics you had some rules.

The Liberals had become awash with professional swindlers keeping the captains of industry happy in their towers, greasing the money-making machine in the hope of fattening their already inflated pensions. If what Aleksandr said was true and Vanessa pushed to keep guns out of the hands of hot-headed gang members, then her interests aligned with my moral outlook.

Since the armistice in 1996, following the Port Arthur massacre, where blond-haired, blue-eyed Martin Bryant gunned down a café full of innocents, any gun-related crime remained mostly isolated between drug runners and the odd intergang violence confined to the inner-city suburbs.

I followed a link to Vanessa’s official website, which displayed a countdown to the date of the State Election in three weeks.

Perfectly orchestrated to land at the peak of spring, to take advantage of the perfect weather, while people are in good spirits and happy to get out of the house and cast their ballot.

I found a mobile phone number for her campaign manager, Ursula Monaghan, and placed a call.

After a brief introduction and an explanation of where I fit in, she agreed to meet me first thing Monday morning, and gave me the address of their lobbying headquarters. With Vanessa missing, Ursula had landed in a kind of limbo.

Jade Maxwell became my live-in partner after her house in Erskineville had been damaged in a freak Sydney storm, with almost everything she owned ruined from either wind, rain, and in the most extreme cases, hail. I’d picked up an unrelated case involving insurance fraud, and we’d met through a mutual of the defendant making the counterclaim.

It became very physical very quickly, and as she cut a fine figure in all manner of activewear, she was more than happy to take up residence across the road from a running track by the beach while her insurance covered the repairs on her house.

They delayed the claim, which worked in my favour as I lapped-up the company, realising how much I missed living with someone since divorcing Dee. Work took Jade interstate on various jobs for various media organisations, so we relished our time together, swapping Koontz novels, bingeing bad horror movies, and sharing the occasional Thai meal over a good wine.

Justina texted me thanking me for the cheque and telling me if I ever needed help, she owed me one.

Jade came out of the hallway a little after ten wearing a tee shirt, skin-coloured underwear, and neon pink nail polish. Superficially, she wasn’t my taste at all—a bubbly blonde on the outside who changed outfits three times a day—but her sharp wit and knowledgeable, incisive brain made me hard. One time, I told her she was beautiful, and she said beauty was overrated because it forced her to work twice as hard to be taken seriously.

I couldn’t relate to that in the slightest.

‘Brunch?’

Her eyes widened. ‘Please. And I’m starved.’

‘I can do toast, scrambled eggs, and instant coffee.’

She made a face. ‘Everything sounds delicious except the coffee. How about we go out for one later?’

‘Sounds good.’

She looked around the place, and her gaze fell on the photo of my daughter Alice on the bookshelf in the lounge room. ‘When am I going to meet Alice?’

I got the bread and eggs from the fridge. The bread was old, but it would it be good toasted. ‘I didn’t think you’d be interested.’

‘I know I’m not the mum type but I’m not a complete bitch. She’s got your forehead.’

‘Poor thing.’

‘How old is she?’

‘Fifteen going on thirty.’

‘She’s got gorgeous eyes.’

‘Takes after her mum.’

After we ate, we went across the street to a coffee shop by the basin. As I ordered a strong black for me and a skim latte for Jade, my phone rang.

‘Mr. Kowalski?’

‘Speaking.’

‘This is Dr. Gary Owens. Sorry to call you on a Sunday. Do you have time to talk at the moment?’

‘I do.’

Jade shot me a quizzical look and I mouthed ‘doctor’.

‘The reason you’ve been experiencing so much pain in your groin is due to a strangulated inguinal hernia.’

‘What’s that?’

‘A section of fatty tissue around your small intestines have pushed through a weakened area of your abdominal muscle, which has, over time, clamped down around the tissue, cutting off the blood supply to the small intestine. It’s perfectly operable, however, and I’d like to book you in for surgery as soon as possible.’

‘Is it dangerous?’

Jade shot me a worried glance and collected the coffees from the barista.

‘If left untreated, it can lead to intestinal perforation or become gangrenous,’ Owens continued. ‘That’s why we need to get you into hospital. The surgery is relatively straightforward, and there’s only about an eight percent risk of any complications. You won’t be able to lift anything over five kilos for about six weeks. I’ll send a referral to your preferred hospital, and if you could contact them to organise your admittance, we can get right on it. Did you have any questions?’

‘Not right now, Doc. I appreciate the call and the diagnosis.’

‘Get yourself booked-in next week if you can.’

He hung up, and I rubbed my eyes as a wave of relief washed over me. In the dark recesses of my brain, I’d almost accepted a diagnosis of stage four cancer. I told Jade about the pain I’d experienced for the better part of two years and the doctor’s diagnosis, leaving out the urgency of the matter.

‘Sorry you’ve had so much pain,’ she said. ‘I hate hospitals. I’ve seen too many people go in and never come out. My uncle’s second wife went in for a CT scan, they found a tumour, and she died on the operating table. Shit, sorry. You don’t want to hear that right now. The good news is that it’s treatable. When are you going to book in?’

‘Not right now.’

‘Why?’

‘I can’t put this case on hold after two days.’

‘You can’t refer it to someone you know?’

‘It’s not a good look. I’ve committed.’

And Aleksandr would arrange to have my nuts on a plate. Anyway, I’ve lived with it for this long, so I can go another couple of weeks.

‘Vanessa’s more important,’ I said. ‘And I don’t feel any pain. I’ll be fine.’

As if on cue, pain flared in my groin and I bit the inside of my cheek to distract myself.

If Jade noticed, she was polite and ignored it.

We sipped our coffees back in the flat and lazed around. Jade had a kip around three o’clock, and I spent the remainder of Sunday afternoon Googling Mick Hallaran in anticipation of meeting him in the flesh. His policies aligned to the conservative constituents with money or influence, and many of his followers bought into the right-leaning anti-woke propaganda.

I skimmed a number of articles about a very public stoush he’d been embroiled in with Vanessa, when she alleged Hallaran had been influenced by gun money, thanks to his association with several gun lobbies. She strongly advocated for a new Transparency Project and promised, if elected, to expose so-called ‘dark money’ donated to Hallaran’s party, previously exposed by a whistle-blower and suspected former Hallaran staffer, who subsequently vanished under suspicious circumstances.

We ordered take-away, delivered to my door, and watched a movie together, then Jade collected her laptop and overnight bag, kissed me goodbye, and left for the airport to catch a late flight to her next job in Melbourne.
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I drove into town first thing after a restless night alone, again, in my bed with Jade’s scent on the pillowcases. Vanessa Ristevski’s campaign office sat situated at the top of a nondescript staircase in the once vibrant business district of Wollongong. Three partitions with second-hand desks occupied a single room office space, and the discounted rate per square meter, and grey from carpets to walls, screamed grassroots.

Boxes full of factory-sealed placards with Vanessa’s face sat opened but unpacked on a front table.

A solid woman in her late thirties, in a black pants suit, with red hair and horn-rimmed glasses, quickly got up from a makeshift workstation and held her hand out.

‘You must be Mr. Kowalski. I’m Ursula. Hi.’

I nodded and shook her hand.

‘Welcome to our little corner of the world.’ She smiled. ‘It’s not the Shangri-La but it works for us.’ She indicated a desk chair and took up a seat opposite me. ‘I’d offer a cup of tea, but we ran out yesterday. I was going to do a shop, but....’

She blinked rapidly and took a breath. ‘Have you heard from Vanessa? Is that why you’re here?’

I shook my head. ‘No, I’m sorry.’

‘I don’t know what’s going on. I haven’t heard anything from the police. This just isn’t Vanessa. She never does anything without me knowing about it.’

‘Do you mind if I ask some questions?’

She shook her head.

‘Have you known each other a long time?’

She smiled. ‘Funny story. We actually went to school together and absolutely hated each other. Smiths High. She was this prissy little thing who never had a hair out of place, popular with everyone, and I was the underachieving outsider. We ended up working for different incumbents, and we bumped into each other on a campaign circuit about eight years ago and really bonded. We had more in common than we thought, and realised how much our ideals and passion for politics were so closely aligned. I encouraged her to run as an independent, and she agreed to do it on the proviso I run her campaign. Even though I’d never run a campaign before in my life, I accepted the challenge, and here we are.’

‘When was the last time you saw Vanessa or spoke to her?’

She shut her eyes, whispered, ‘Sorry,’ and crossed to a desk. She dug out a packet of tissues from a handbag, lifted her glasses, and quietly wiped eyes with her back to me. When she regained her composure, she came back and sat down with a sigh.

‘It was the day before our media release with the incumbent. The twelfth. I called her that night to see how she was holding up, She said she was fine, a little nervous, but she sounded confident. We didn’t really say much apart from that.’

‘Did you notice anything else that might have seemed unusual or out of character?’

She shook her head. ‘Vanessa’s good at playing the confidence game. Although she does speak her mind and consequences be damned. I couldn’t do what she does.’

‘Has she personally come under attack?’

‘Not that I know of. Well, there is one thing....’

‘What’s that?’

‘I hate talking out of school, but Vanessa’s been going through a rough patch with her ex-husband, so she’s been all over the place the last couple of weeks.’

‘Alistair Seacombe? Her ex-husband?’

She nodded. ‘He’s been turning up on her doorstep spewing all sorts of bat-shit conspiracy theories about the election and how he doesn’t want her to run.’

‘What did she do?’

‘She told him, as calmly and politely as she could, to get on with his life. They’ve been divorced for four years. Plus, she’s been on the road the last few weeks, and I think sometimes it all just gets a bit too much for her.’

‘Were there any other suspicious people in her life that you were aware of?’

‘The only thing I know, and it’s because Vanessa told me, is that she had calls at night, about a week before the media release. She pretended not to be worried, but I think she was. I saw her crying in her car one afternoon. I didn’t say anything. Maybe I should have. I think we both took advantage of the campaign to keep pushing ahead and put anything personal aside. I heard her talking to her mum on the phone and she sounded really upset. It might be something going on in the family. I know about her brother, so I don’t interfere. She’s happiest when she can get out and meet people. She’s had a good campaign.’

‘Would you happen to have her mum’s phone number?’

Ursula crossed back to the same desk and dug out a phone from her handbag. ‘I’ve got her in my contacts.’

I gave her my number and she texted me the number.

‘Anything else happen out of the ordinary?’

She straightened. ‘Actually, yes. God, I’m so stupid! Her laptop went missing a couple of days ago.’

‘What sort of laptop is it? Can you describe it?’

‘It’s a MacBook Air, about this big?’ She held her hands about 12 inches apart. ‘Rose gold colour. It wasn’t at her house or in her car.’

‘Do you have a key to her place?’

She nodded. ‘I just make sure her beta fish don’t die when she goes to visit her mum in Tempe for a few days. Sometimes she needs to get away from it all, so I clean out her mailbox, put a load of washing on, make sure the dishwasher’s unloaded, that sort of thing.’

I dug out one of my cards from my wallet. ‘If you hear anything else or remember anything, give me a call.’

I went back to my flat with a bit of verve in my blood and wanted to keep some momentum going. I scavenged through each room and found a dust mask, a roll of black rubbish bin liners, and two pairs of hospital-strength latex gloves from the laundry, kitchen, and bathroom respectively. When I’d opened the bottom drawer of the vanity, three bottles of nail polish rolled into view, all different shades of pink.

I closed the drawer and stood there for a few minutes contemplating a possible scenario where I lived in a comfortably compromised position with a wife who spent more time on the road than at home, and I didn’t know how to feel about that.

On the way to Vanessa’s house, a purple Pajero two cars back matched each of my lane changes. When I turned into Vanessa’s street, they slowed down, then revved past me on the inside lane and missed me by less than inch.
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The Yanks call it dumpster diving. I prefer the term ‘refuse archaeology.’

Due to Vanessa’s disappearance occurring within a relatively short timeframe, I had a good chance of retrieving some of her rubbish at her property, with the potential that something could present as game-changing information and help solidify the facts of the case.

With council laws more relaxed around strata complexes, I figured I’d try to get some untainted evidence, and as long as the bins weren’t located within a gated area, it was as good as mine. It wasn’t the proudest moment of a private investigator’s career, however many court settlements came to a head when certain credit card receipts showed suspects names and addresses that matched the suspected whereabouts of philanderers and con men.

Vanessa Ristevski lived in a 1980s, sixteen-unit strata complex positioned at the bottom of a quiet residential cul-de-sac. The ute fit perfectly under the shade of a Stringybark, and as I strolled up the wide driveway, cicadas fell silent amongst the overgrown hydrangeas lining the retaining wall, which ran the entire length of the complex.

The first block contained units one to six. Cockroach carcasses littered the corners of the common area and it reeked of stale cigarettes. The door to unit four didn’t appear to be much different than the others expect for a pink peace sign sticker just below the peephole.

I knocked, waited, and then knocked again.

I stood and listened a little longer than people normally would.

A sound like keys being placed on a glass top table came through the timber but the peephole didn’t go dark. After another minute of silence, I went back downstairs, walked the length of the driveway, and scrutinised the frosted bathroom windows for movement. Each block had four garage doors at the ground level, all numbered with gold and black stickers, and all sat closed.

A carport with four car spots stood empty at rear of the property, and the thrum of traffic echoed off a high, rear, north-facing fence. A row of bins stood against the east-facing wall, each spray painted with a number.

I stuck my head around the wall to check the northern side. A row of clotheslines ran the length of the grassed area, and balconies enjoyed a leafy overview of a main thoroughfare.

I peered up at the second-floor balconies and spotted a pair of black biker boots extended past the edge of one of the balconies. As my eyes adjusted, I saw wafts of intermittent puffs of smoke contrasted against the bright azure sky.

I counted five along.

Vanessa’s balcony.

I returned to my car, tore off a black garbage bag from a roll stashed under the driver’s seat, and pulled two cheap gloves from a small container in the glovebox. Back at the bins, with my eyes scanning all exits, I lifted the lid on the bin marked with a ‘4’.

A black garbage back sat tied with a single knot at the bottom. I leaned in, undid the knot and peeled the bag open. Half a dozen envelopes had been wedged amongst the detritus: one was from a bank; another a newsletter from the local council.

As I placed them in my bag and wrapped it up into a tight bundle, I heard rollers on a metal track, and rounded the rear wall. The fourth door stood open.

A silver Nissan Pathfinder took up most of the allotted space within the garage.

A figure sat in the driver’s seat.

The engine kicked over.

I made a mental note of the registration and stood my ground square to the bonnet.
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