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  Calculated Justice




  M A Comley




  Prologue




  The freshly cut grass silenced the man’s footsteps. From behind the large blossoming shrub, he observed the woman inside the house, playing with her child. Crouched and ready to pounce, he glanced up at the sky as the darkening clouds sucked the light from the area. Damn! It’s going to piss down soon. His pulse quickened when he realised that the woman had noticed the impending change in the weather, too. Fearing she was about to close the bi-fold doors to the kitchen, he scanned the area behind the prickly bush, searching for a clear path he could take to the house without alerting the woman to his presence.




  The blonde woman gathered the child’s toys from the patio and rushed back into the kitchen just as the heavens opened. Bypassing his original plan, he bolted for the door while her back was turned and she was preoccupied with her child. He grabbed her from behind and placed his hand over her mouth, muffling her screams. He leaned forward and twisted her head so she was looking at him. “Be quiet, and I promise not to hurt the kid. Scream, and I’ll snap its fragile neck, then I’ll do the same to you. You hear me?”




  Tears quickly filled her wide eyes, and she nodded.




  He released his hand and moved to stand alongside the child sitting in the highchair next to the table.




  Her shaking hands entwined and clutched at her chest. “Please, please don’t hurt us. If it’s money you’re after, I don’t keep any in the house.”




  “It’s not. It’s you I’m after. You and the kid,” he replied, revelling in the fear he’d struck in the woman.




  “I... I don’t understand.”




  “You will. Now, you, me, and the sprog, are going to take a nice ride in your car. I’ll carry the kid just in case you get any idea of causing a scene outside.”




  She gasped. “I won’t. I promise. Please don’t hurt him. He’s all I have.”




  The man looked around and laughed. “Really? You live in a mansion the size of ten football pitches, and you have the gall to say that?”




  “Material things don’t matter to me. All I care about is our safety, Jackson’s safety.”




  He snorted. “What type of frigging name is that for a kid? He’ll detest being teased at school for you lumbering him with that.”




  The woman fell silent. She looked confused but said nothing.




  Good, at least she knows her place. I’m going to have fun with her.




  She turned and looked over her shoulder towards the manicured garden.




  “Don’t even think about running, lady.”




  Shocked, she jerked her head around to face him. “I wasn’t, I swear. I was going to close the door before we left.”




  He laughed wildly. “Want to secure the place, do you? What? To prevent anything untoward happening? I think it’s too late for that, love.”




  “No... I mean, yes,” her voice faltered.




  “Right, I’ll tell you what we’re going to do. We’re going to go upstairs and pack a bag—see how considerate I am?”




  She nodded, her gaze flicking between him and her child.




  “It’s for my benefit. Don’t relish living with the smell of your kid’s dirty nappies filling the hideout for the next few days.”




  “Few days?”




  “You have ten minutes, no more, to get a bag packed for the kid. You might want to chuck a change of clothes in for yourself, too. Nothing fancy, you won’t need it where you’re going.” He laughed again.




  The woman shuddered, closing her eyes in despair as he mocked her.




  You ain’t seen nothing yet, love. Just you wait and see what I’ve got lined up for you. “Is he still on the breast?”




  “Sorry?”




  He tutted. “You’re not stupid. Is he still getting milk from your tits, bitch, or is he on formula milk by now?”




  “No, from me. I’m feeding him.”




  He contemplated her answer and thought about where he intended keeping her once they arrived at their destination. “Well, that’s going to have to change.”




  She gasped and fresh tears welled up in her eyes. “Please, don’t. Jackson needs his mother’s milk.”




  “Jackson gets what I tell him to have. You got that?”




  “Yes. I don’t want to argue—”




  “Then don’t. Any more crap like that, and I’ll end the kid’s life here and now. Am I making myself clear?”




  “Yes, I’m sorry. The thing is, I don’t have any formula in the house. We’ll have to stop off and buy some.”




  Quick as a flash, he took a step forward, encroaching into her personal space, and snarled, “Let’s get one thing straight from the outset, lady. I give the fucking orders, all right?”




  Her breath caught on a sob. “Yes... I’m sorry. Forgive me.” She wiped away the tears trickling in a steady flow from her eyes. He could tell she was trying but failing to remain strong.




  He stepped away again. “You’re forgiven, for now. Get a move on. You’ve got eight minutes and counting to get yourself sorted.”




  Hesitating, she waited for him to nod his approval before she ran from the room with him close behind her. The woman entered the second door on the right at the top of the stairs. She dithered, appeared to be in a flap, and almost barged into him as he stood in the doorway. “Slow down. What do you want?”




  “An overnight bag from the main bedroom.”




  He stood aside, and she squeezed past him, her breasts brushing against his broad chest as she moved into the hallway. Her cheeks flushed. He stifled a laugh as his groin reacted to the incident. Oh, yes, you’re definitely going to have fun with her, boy! He followed her into the walk-in dressing room just in case it turned out to be some kind of panic room; he never could tell with rich folks, not that he’d ever done such a thing before.




  She tried to reach the bag on the top shelf but was too short. He tutted and grudgingly yanked the bag off the shelf, letting it drop to the floor with a thud. She paused for a second, and he tapped his watch, which prompted her to retrieve the bag and start sifting through her underwear drawer. She looked his way. “How many days?”




  He hunched his shoulders up until they reached his ears. “One, two, ten. It all depends on how valuable you are to your hubby. Does he love you, Bethany Hardy?”




  “Of course he does.”




  His shoulders dropped again. “Then maybe just pack for a day or two.” He smiled and winked at her.




  She continued to throw undies, T-shirts, and jeans into the bag. “The idea was to pack enough nappies and change of clothing for the kid, not you, but then that sums you women up nicely, doesn’t it? Selfish to the core. We’ll test that selfishness over the coming days. I can assure you of that.”




  “I’m not. I care for my child. I always put him first.”




  He held up his hand. “Get on with it, woman. Your acts have refuted your words already.”




  Bethany tipped the bag’s contents onto the floor and stomped out of the room and down the hallway into the nursery, where she filled the bag with her child’s things. With the bag full to bursting, she held it in both hands in front of her. “I’m done.”




  He chuckled inside. “What, nothing for you?”




  “No. My baby comes first, every time.”




  He swallowed a nasty retort and pushed the woman ahead of him as they made their way down the sweeping curved staircase and back into the kitchen, where the child had started to cry. She threw the bag on the floor and rushed to comfort him.




  “We haven’t got time for that. Grab the kid, and let’s go.”




  Bethany lifted the crying child from the highchair, smoothed back his hair, and kissed both his cheeks.




  He picked up the bag she’d just packed and held out his hand. “The keys to your car?”




  “They’re hanging up over there.”




  “Right, we’ve wasted too much time already. Stick the kid in the car seat, and then I want you to drive. Be natural when you leave the house. React normally to the neighbours if you see any, and no one will get hurt. You do anything to raise their suspicions, and you have my word that the kid will get hurt, a life-changing injury. You have my word on that, okay?”




  “I’ll do as you say, I promise. There’s no need to hurt us.”




  “Make sure you remain compliant, too, or else...” he warned as they left the house.




  He put the woman’s bag in the rear of the fancy Mercedes sports car and stood next to her as she strapped in the child, who had, thankfully, stopped crying. “Okay, get in. Put a smile on your face as we drive away.”




  “Where are we going?”




  “Less questions. I’ll give you the directions once we’re out of here.”




  As they fastened their seatbelts, the old lady in a grand house opposite appeared on her doorstep and looked up and down the road before her eyes settled on them. He hid his face behind his hand when they drove past her gate. Bethany smiled and waved at the woman. He jabbed her in the thigh with his fist. “Just drive.”




  “Where to?”




  Once they were out of sight of the old woman, he dropped his hand and pointed for her to turn right at the bottom of the road. “Get onto the motorway. Head towards Brighton.”




  “I have a satnav if it helps.”




  “It doesn’t. And that’s the last time you treat me like a fucking idiot. Got that?”




  “I was just saying if you don’t know the area, it will help us find the easiest route.”




  “Yeah, and the software is traceable by the police, too.” His words caused a certain amount of panic to rise up within him. You are a bloody idiot. You can’t take her car. It’s probably got a tracker installed. His eyes darted the length of the street, which was relatively quiet for this time of day. Up ahead, a woman was getting out of another car. “Pull up behind that car,” he ordered.




  Confused, she glanced his way. “Why?”




  He inhaled a deep breath. “Do it!” He slapped the dashboard, making her jump. The child started to cry in the back again. “Jesus Christ, doesn’t it ever shut the fuck up?”




  “Yes, but he’s scared. We both are.”




  “Pull up, now. Turn off the engine and give me the keys.” Once Bethany had handed him the keys, he left the vehicle and approached the woman. Her smile disappeared as he strode towards her. Her mouth opened, but his fist silenced her scream. She dropped to the ground. He dragged her onto the pavement then beckoned urgently for Bethany to join him. He snatched the keys from the woman’s hand and pressed the key fob to open the Orion’s doors. “Get in. I’ll get the kid and the bag.”




  “We’ll need his car seat, too.”




  “We don’t have time. I’ll hold him.”




  “You can’t do that,” she screeched.




  His glare warned her to keep quiet. She climbed into the driver’s seat. He retrieved the bag from the back and removed the child from the car seat. Then he dumped the bag in the Orion’s boot and hopped in the passenger seat. She looked at him aghast.




  “Don’t even say it,” he warned.




  She closed her eyes as if in prayer then started the car and pulled away from the scene.




  He glanced over his shoulder. Sloppy, boy. Very sloppy. Not what I intended at all.




  CHAPTER ONE




  Lorne managed to throw a quick cup of coffee and a slice of toast down her throat before she set off for the station. She felt exhausted after the unexpected exploits that had disrupted her weekend. When Tony asked for her help with a simple erection project in the paddock, she’d jumped at the chance to get her hands dirty once again, but neither of them had anticipated that the garden shed would take the whole weekend to put up. The weather had done everything it could to hamper their efforts, and by the time Sunday evening arrived, they both resembled waterlogged scarecrows and ached in every muscle imaginable. It was then that she’d reminded herself she was getting too old for such jobs. While the presence of mind and enthusiasm were still there in full strength, her ability to carry out such chores was dwindling rapidly. Lorne was approaching her forty-fifth birthday, but after the punishing weekend, she felt more like a woman on the verge of retirement.




  Katy was getting out of her car when Lorne pulled into the car park at the station. She noted the green tinge to Katy’s complexion, and her heart went out to her partner.




  “Are you all right? Not morning sickness again?” Lorne asked, rushing to help steady her friend.




  Katy leaned against the car and inhaled a few large breaths. “I’m not sure how long I can cope with feeling this shit all the time, Lorne. When does it wear off? Any idea?”




  “Sorry, sweetie, that’s like asking me how long the Fourth Bridge is going to take to paint; everyone’s experience is different. Why don’t you ask Sean for some time off? You’ve been pushing yourself too hard lately. That’s not good for either you or the baby.”




  “I hate to give in, but I fear you’re right. The lethargy is overwhelming me. If I feel like this now, how the hell am I going to cope once the baby arrives?”




  “I thought AJ and you had agreed that he was the one who was going to take care of the child. Has that changed?”




  “No, we’re still working along those lines. But I’ll still be expected to do my share, won’t I? I’m seriously having doubts about whether I’m cut out to be a mother at all.”




  Lorne placed both hands on Katy’s arms. “Now you listen to me, young lady. You’re going to be a superb mother. Things may look a little grim right now, but that’ll change once you’ve held the little one in your arms—that much I can guarantee.”




  Katy sighed heavily. “I’ll have to take your word on that. I think I’ll call by and see Sean, all the same. That is if we haven’t got a new case to deal with first thing.”




  “Even if we have, I can gather all the info on it while you sort things out with Sean.”




  “Deal. Hey, you’re not looking your usual bright self, either. Are you okay?”




  “Yeah, nothing a few cups of coffee won’t put right.”




  “Ugh... I’m off the stuff at the moment. Doc’s advice, plus I heave at the smell of roasted coffee beans.”




  “I think I was the same when I carried Charlie,” Lorne said.




  Lorne wished Katy luck then stepped into the incident room while her partner went on her mission to see the chief inspector.




  AJ glanced up when she walked in. “Katy’s here, looking peaky, though. She’s gone to have a word with Sean. How is she at home?”




  “Fidgety. She’s struggling to keep food down most of the time. I’m concerned about both of them. Is this natural, Lorne? Do you think I should whisk her off to the doctor? Every time I suggest it, she snaps my head off.”




  Lorne rubbed his arm. “Bear with her, love. Her body is going through all sorts of changes right now. She loves you. Just keep telling yourself that.”




  He still looked down in the mouth, no matter what comfort he found in her words. “I’ll be glad when the nine months gestation period is up, never mind how Katy feels.”




  Lorne laughed at the words he’d used, as if he were referring to a wild animal. “It’ll be worth it in the end. Right, I’ll just grab a coffee. Can I get you one?”




  “That’ll be great, thanks.”




  Lorne returned, carrying two cups of coffee. She handed AJ his cup and asked, “Any new cases come in?”




  “Surprisingly, no. Very quiet weekend.”




  “Ugh... I know what that means. Prepare ourselves to be inundated later on.”




  The door to the incident room opened, and Lorne was perturbed to see a thunderous-looking Sean accompanying Katy into the room.




  “Lorne, in my office if you will, immediately,” he ordered sternly and left the room.




  Katy avoided eye contact with Lorne as she rushed after her boss. Lorne swallowed nervously as she trotted along the hallway to his office. Sean’s secretary smiled when she walked into the room. Lorne mouthed, “Is he all right?”




  The secretary shrugged then began tapping the keyboard on her computer.




  Lorne felt a large knot tighten her insides. Shit! What have I done wrong now?




  Sean Roberts strode purposefully across his office and threw himself in his chair. She quietly closed the door behind her then tentatively joined him at his desk, waiting to be asked to take a seat.




  “Well? Don’t stand on ceremony for me, Lorne. Park your rear.”




  She half-smiled at him, sat down, and placed her hands in her lap like a nervous schoolgirl. “Good weekend, sir?”




  “Yes. I haven’t asked you in here to exchange pleasantries, Sergeant,” he admonished swiftly.




  “Sorry.”




  “There’s no need.” He let out a sigh and said, “What are we going to do with you?”




  She frowned until her forehead began to ache. “What have I done wrong?” She wracked her tired brain and couldn’t figure out what he was referring to. She hadn’t stepped out of line in months, not to her knowledge anyway.




  His face cracked into a smile. “I love winding you up. It gets easier as you get older.”




  Her hand covered her chest in relief. “You’re sick. Has anyone ever told you that?”




  “Plenty of times.” He chuckled. “Right, back to business now my fun is over. As you’re aware, Katy isn’t feeling in the best of health at present. While I’m sympathetic to her condition, I do have a department to run and—”




  Lorne gasped. “You’re not going to sack her?”




  “If you’ll let me finish. No, I’m not sacking her—”




  “You’re demoting her then?”




  He heaved another frustrated sigh, raised an eyebrow, and reclined in his chair. “Why don’t you have a conversation with yourself? That might satisfy your need to establish the facts.”




  Lorne opened then shut her mouth and pretended to zip her lips.




  “As I was saying, Katy isn’t doing too well at the moment and wanted my advice on how to proceed with her pregnancy and working full time. The last thing I want is to lose her, so we’ve come to an agreement that she will stand down from her role as inspector and become a sergeant again.”




  Lorne’s eyes almost fell onto the desk. “Crap, does that mean an outsider will be joining the team? You made this decision just this morning?” she asked in disbelief.




  “No, I don’t have anyone else in mind. I was hoping to persuade you to take on the role, permanently if need be. Also, no, Katy and I have discussed the issue several times over the past few weeks.”




  “Whoa... and none of you thought to tell me about this? I don’t know whether to feel surprised or hurt by your admission, Sean.”




  “That’s not really answering my question, Lorne, is it? Will you become the team’s Inspector again?”




  She crossed her arms and chewed her lip before she answered. “You know I have to run this past Tony before I accept the position. This has come as a bombshell, sir, totally unexpected to me.”




  “I understand your need to discuss this with Tony. What do you think he’ll say?”




  She blew out a breath that puffed out her cheeks. “Hard to tell. I think he’ll be thrilled and hesitant at the same time. His business is still in its infancy but doing well at the moment. I’d like to be around to give him a hand with that and running the home and kennel, although Charlie is doing a fab job there, too...”




  “Sounds to me you’re searching for a reason to back out of the promotion on offer, Sergeant.”




  “No, not in the slightest, merely stating facts. We made a pact when we got married. Although, I must admit I did enjoy filling in for Katy a few months back when her dad was ill.”




  “So? When can I expect a definitive answer? Tomorrow?”




  “Jeez... no pressure on your part, of course. As a matter of interest, what would happen if I turned you down?”




  He shrugged. “The post has to be filled. If you decline, then I’ll have a surplus of sergeants on the team, and one of you will have to be transferred to another department. On the other hand, this scenario makes perfect sense. All it means is that you and Katy will be swapping roles.”




  “Okay. Can you give me twenty-four hours?”




  “Of course. I’m sure Tony will be the first to congratulate you on your new role as inspector.”




  “Yes, you’re probably right. I just don’t feel comfortable about going back on my word to him. That’s all. What about Katy? If she’s feeling rough—I hate to say it—but won’t that affect her ability to work full time? A sergeant’s role isn’t really any easier than an inspector’s, is it?”




  “I agree. The team are great at covering each other’s backs, though. If she needs to take it easy now and again, I’m sure AJ or Karen will be willing to fill her shoes and accompany you when you need to go out and about. Mind you, after that last case we cracked together, I might even be tempted to tag along for the odd ride, too.”




  “Christ, if ever there was an incentive for me to turn down the promotion, you just did a fab job at presenting it.” She grinned.




  “Cheeky mare. I must get on. Let me know first thing either way tomorrow, okay?”




  Lorne stood and walked towards the door. “You’ve got it.”




  When Lorne returned to the incident room, Katy had obviously filled the rest of the team in on the meeting she’d had with Roberts. They were all looking at her expectantly, awaiting her announcement. “Don’t look at me like that, you lot. I have to chat about this with Tony first.”




  Katy marched into her office and threw over her shoulder, “That’s a yes then. Drinks are on Lorne after work.”




  “Now wait just a minute. I haven’t agreed, and I certainly won’t be in Tony’s good books if I turn up late tonight,” she objected. But the thrill of being an inspector again sent an unexpected shiver down her spine. She shook her head and sat down at her sergeant’s desk. Every now and again, she glanced over at her old office and savoured the memories it evoked. She smiled as Pete’s face appeared in her mind. He was nodding, giving her the go-ahead to accept the challenge. She’d been fortunate enough to have worked alongside two great partners over the years. She hoped Katy could hang in there and not give in to being a full-time mum. Does this mean I’ve already accepted the role? She knew she had. She was confident that Tony would back her decision one hundred percent, too. She knew he would call her a numpty for not accepting the role on the spot, but there was a method to Lorne’s madness—she needed to keep her boss on his toes from the word go to prevent him from taking her for granted again. Although, to be fair, that had taken place under the leadership of their previous superintendent. Lorne refused to go back to those days, and she couldn’t really see the same turmoil being thrown at her while Anne White, the new super, was in charge. She liked and admired the woman, who seemed to reciprocate Lorne’s feelings.




  The morning dragged by as Lorne tied up loose ends to several small cases the team had successfully concluded in the last few weeks. Nothing major had needed their attention for over a week, which had given them a much-needed breather.




  Lorne looked up from her computer screen and watched Katy make yet another trip to the loo. Her heart sank when Katy returned, pale-faced and with damp hair. Lorne didn’t envy her partner in the least.




  Just before lunch, Lorne insisted they should get some fresh air and go to the local park to eat their sandwiches for a change. However, that idea flew out the window when AJ answered a call at his desk and signalled that it was a significant call.




  Lorne waited anxiously until he hung up. “What is it? Sounded bloody serious, AJ.”




  “That was a friend of a friend who thought I should know about an incident that he’d heard about.”




  “Get to the point, AJ!” Katy snapped. “Sorry. Go on.”




  AJ looked down at his notes. “Well, it would appear that the wife and son of a very wealthy businessman have gone missing.”




  Lorne and Katy glanced at each other and frowned before Katy replied, “What does that have to do with us? We’re not a missing persons team. We’re a murder squad.”




  “I know. This guy owes me a few favours; he said that something doesn’t feel right concerning the case and thought he would bring it to my attention.”




  “A few favours, eh?” Lorne queried. She turned to Katy. “No harm in checking it out, I guess. It’s not as if we’re inundated with cases right now.”




  Katy snorted and shook her head. Her eyes glinted when she said, “You speak for yourself. My desk is in fear of collapsing under the strain of the amount of shitty paperwork piled on it. Still, that won’t be my problem after today. I’m willing to leave that for the new DI to deal with when she takes over tomorrow.”




  “Huh! Well, that aside, I’m thinking we should check this out.”




  “Then I’m willing to go with your intuition on this one. What’s the address, AJ?”




  He handed Katy the slip of paper, then Lorne and Katy collected their jackets and left the station. During the short drive into the heart of London, Katy rubbed her tummy. “I think you should take the lead on this one.” 




  “Still feeling icky? I don’t mind.”




  “Yeah. Thanks, partner,” Katy replied, smiling gratefully.




  They took the lift up to Mr. Lance Hardy’s penthouse office, where Lorne showed the young redhead sitting at the tempered-glass desk her warrant card, and asked to speak to Mr. Hardy. The PA seemed surprised to see them and walked into the office behind her. She returned a few moments later and instructed Lorne and Katy to follow her.




  Lance Hardy looked up from his paperwork and motioned for them to take a seat. Lorne guessed the man was in his mid-to-late thirties; he had strikingly handsome features, and the cut of his suit screamed that he was a very wealthy man. His surroundings, a penthouse office overlooking the financial quarter of London, also emphasised his status. “How can I help you?” he asked, somewhat offhand.




  Lorne looked him straight in the eye. “We hear that your wife and child have gone missing.”




  He seemed agitated by the news and slammed his gold pen on the desk. “Who told you?”




  “Does it matter?”




  “Yes. I thought if I came running to the police, it would put my family in further jeopardy.”




  “I see. So how were you going to deal with the situation alone? Furthermore, how is it possible for you to deal with their disappearance while sitting behind your desk, Mr. Hardy?” Lorne knew she sounded harsh, but to her, the man’s actions and demeanour made no sense at all.




  “Because, if I don’t go about my daily business, Sergeant, my wife will have nothing left to come home to.”




  “Really? You’re putting materialistic things before your family’s well-being?”




  “No, that’s not what I said. In my line of business, if I take a single day off, I could lose millions. In the current economic climate, that option really isn’t available to me at present.”




  Lorne’s pulse raced. Is this guy for real? I’ve met some pretty heartless men over the years, but he’s got to be the top of the pile. “Okay, in that case, you’re guilty of putting your business before your family’s needs. I apologise for not comprehending that in the first instance.”




  He fell back against his plush, leather-padded chair and ran a hand through his short brown hair. “I’m sorry if that’s how it came across to you, Sergeant. It wasn’t my intention. What I’m trying to say is, I fear my wife and son have been kidnapped, and I suppose I’ve been in a quandary ever since. Should I go to the police or not? If I do, would the kidnapper end their lives? I’m sure you’ve encountered this kind of stalemate before numerous times.”




  Lorne could tell he was just trying to justify his workaholic behaviour. “Actually, no.”




  His mouth twisted. “Then I’m sorry if I’m coming across as being a heartless bastard. I love my wife and child. Every waking moment, I think of them. Every damn hour I spend in this office, over a hundred hours a week, is so their lives are the best they can possibly be.”




  “Really? And how does your wife feel about that level of neglect, Mr. Hardy?”




  “Neglect? Are you crazy? Have you not listened to a word I’ve said? Everything I do is for them.”




  Katy nudged her knee against Lorne’s, and she took the hint to come at the man from a different angle. “How do you know your wife has been kidnapped? Couldn’t she have just taken your child and left?”




  He tutted and sighed heavily. “No! My wife loves me. I love my wife and son more than life itself—she knows that. Bethany would never just up and leave. Besides, all her clothes are still at the house. Would someone intent on walking out on their partner truly leave without packing a suitcase?”




  “So, you’re telling us that nothing is missing from your home at all?”




  “No. I’m telling you that my wife and child are missing from my home.”




  “Apart from them?” Lorne asked impatiently.




  “Now that you mention it, there was something suspicious I found in our bedroom.”




  Lorne’s interest piqued. “Such as?”




  “I found a pile of my wife’s clothes on the floor in our dressing room. That struck me as odd.”




  “Is your wife usually house-proud? Is that what you’re saying?”




  “Yes, extremely.”




  “If no suitcases are missing, what about a vanity case, overnight bag, something like that?”




  He shook his head. “I’m not sure. Not that I’ve noticed, but then Bethany takes care of that side of things.”
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