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  SIXTEEN MONTHS AGO




  Owen glanced up as the bell above the door jangled its greeting.




  Ding-a-ling-a-ling.




  Nice. Very traditional. He liked that. None of this modern nee-nar nonsense that some of the shops had on the go when customers walked through the door. Newsagents were awful at it,

  especially on a Sunday morning when hungover people popped in for a paper.




  Wendy half-turned as she led the way into the shop, offering him that wonderful grin of hers. Her green eyes met his for a fraction of a second before she twisted back to look where she was

  going.




  Bloody hell, this was really happening.




  Her slightly wavy black hair bounced across her shoulders as she offered a small giggle as if to indicate that she couldn’t quite believe what they were doing either. As she continued

  inside, Owen wrestled the rain-swelled door back into place, standing directly underneath the heater and enjoying the gust of warm air that was battling the October squall.




  They were too young to be doing this, weren’t they? That’s what everyone thought, even if they didn’t say it. He’d seen it on the faces of their old university friends

  when the news was delivered. On the surface it was all smiles, congratulations, and ‘when’s the engagement party?’ Underneath, it was all ‘they’re only twenty-two, why

  are they getting married?’ Either that, or ‘I’d marry her sharpish too if I was punching above my weight that much.’




  Only Owen’s older brother possessed the guts to say what so many others were surely thinking, taking him aside in their old shared bedroom, nodding towards the stack of well-thumbed

  FHMs in the corner with that laddish smile of his, and asking if Owen was really going to spend the rest of his life sleeping only with Wendy. Or, in his own less-poetic terms,

  ‘but there’s so many women you haven’t shagged yet . . .’




  Despite the heat, Owen shivered as he turned. He was nervous. The whole room was a U-shape of varnished wooden cabinets and glass display cases polished to within millimetres of their existence,

  all surrounded by pristine green carpet. It was all very neat. Very professional. Very . . . not him. He’d never been into a jewellery shop before. Well, Argos, but that didn’t

  count.




  Wendy skipped her way across the floor and was bent over the cabinet directly across from the front door, peering towards the rows of items they probably couldn’t afford. Owen watched her

  and broke into a smile of his own. Sod his stupid brother and those un-shagged women – Wendy was worth it. This was happening and, despite his worries over how much it would all cost, Owen

  was happy.




  On the other side of the counter, a man turned away from a workbench to greet them. He smiled thinly, wiping his hands on his stripy red and white apron, then pushed back the remnants of his

  greying hair, before removing his glasses and allowing them to hang from the chain around his neck. On the bench behind him there were neat rows of tools next to something sparkling that he was

  fixing.




  ‘Can I help you?’ he asked.




  Wendy looked up from the display case, reaching backwards to take Owen’s hand. He could sense the excitement in her voice. ‘We got engaged last weekend and we’re looking for a

  ring.’




  The man’s grin widened, showing off a set of slightly crooked yellowing teeth. He was either full of the joy that comes when two people find their eternal soulmate, or he sensed a sale.

  Owen knew which scenario he believed.




  ‘You’ve come to the right place,’ he said, focusing on Wendy. ‘This is my shop, Sampson’s, and you’ll always receive a personal service here. There’s

  none of the staff merry-go-round you get in the chains, plus I can resize or reset anything on-site. Most of the other local places send their items out to be worked on externally but I always look

  after my customers. You’ll also get the best prices. If there’s something you’ve seen elsewhere, I can work with you to recreate any design.’




  Wendy giggled again, spinning to face Owen and telling him with a raised eyebrow that she’d made her mind up to buy from here. She always liked the local places and personal touch thing.

  He was more of a ‘wherever’s cheapest’ kind of guy.




  ‘I’m Leyton, by the way,’ the shop owner added. ‘Leyton Sampson. Feel free to browse and ask anything you want.’




  He stepped back, holding his arms out in pride to indicate the selection, before glancing sideways at the clock on the wall above him: 11.47. He was presumably eyeing a nice chunky sale before

  midday.




  Wendy removed her hand from Owen’s and pointed at the cabinet in front of her. ‘I’m not really sure what I’m looking for. We’ve not got loads of money but I

  don’t want something big anyway . . .’




  Sampson nodded knowingly. ‘Diamonds are my speciality. I’ve got personal contacts in Botswana. They mine things directly for this shop. I don’t have to deal with middlemen, so

  you won’t find better prices anywhere. Do you mind if I ask how much you’re looking to spend . . . ?’




  Botswana? There was sales spiel and there was taking the piss – this really walked the line. Next, he’d be telling them about a gold-mining expedition to the mountains of

  South America – or wherever it was gold came from. Owen had no idea.




  Sampson tailed off, maintaining eye contact with Wendy, which was probably best considering Owen was staring at his shoes. This was the question he really didn’t want to hear. He hoped for

  something ending in ‘hundred’, not ‘thousand’. It was his own fault: Wendy had been the sensible one, saying that the ring didn’t matter and it was all about the

  commitment to each other; he’d been the one insisting that he could afford whatever she might want and that she should pick something she really liked.




  Wendy pointed towards a ring on the end of the row, with a sparkling rock that was, thankfully, small. ‘I think I’d prefer something understated, like that one.’




  Thank God.




  Seven hundred quid: Owen could just about afford that. All those Saturday morning overtime shifts at the call centre were finally going to seem worth it. He hated that bloody job but it was a

  means to this end. All those people telling him to piss off meant he could actually afford something his girlfriend . . . no, fiancée . . . wanted.




  The truth was that Wendy knew what they could afford and, despite Owen’s bravado at the time of wanting to get the ‘right’ ring, she wasn’t interested in expensive things

  anyway. She’d never gone for designer dresses or shoes, preferring something from the vintage shop on Oxford Road that was wedged between a run-down pub and a tanning place. They were both

  practical, sensible people, knowing the engagement had to be a long one and that finding somewhere to live where they were happy was more important than blowing thousands on a lavish ceremony

  they’d spend a decade paying for. Perhaps that would mean leaving Manchester? This was the city where they’d met at university but now they were in the real world and had to find proper

  jobs.




  Distressingly, they were actually adults.




  Owen’s thoughts drifted as Sampson unlocked the cabinet and began banging on about ‘white gold’. Whatever, mate. You do your thing, keep it to around seven hundred, make Wendy

  smile, and all’s right with the world.




  Owen began peering around, taking in the row of trophies on the wall and trying to figure out what the shop smelled of. It reminded him of when he’d cleaned out the attic at his

  parents’ house a few years ago: dusty and . . . old. This place must have been here for years.




  He wondered what they should do after picking a ring. Go out to celebrate? In typical understated fashion, they could go to the pub on the corner close to their flat. It’d be showing

  football via a dodgy satellite hook-up on a Saturday afternoon – a definite bonus – plus it was where he and Wendy first met, meaning he even had an excuse to suggest it. Of course, as

  soon as they sat down to eat and the match came on, she’d realise his slightly ulterior motive but he would’ve just spent a small fortune on an engagement ring, so should be able to get

  away with it.




  Hmmm . . .




  Oh, balls to the football. He was engaged and happy. They could go home and make their own entertainment.




  As Owen grinned to himself, imagining exactly what entertainment they could come up with, there was a howling squeal of car tyres from the front of the shop. He turned in time to see the front

  door being rammed inwards as the silhouette of a figure burst through, sending the overhead bell into tinkling overdrive.




  Suddenly, the room was spinning. Another man slammed through the door, all dark jacket, jeans and balaclava. Then there was a third man, wearing the exact same get-up. Someone was shouting

  – perhaps all three of them – but the words overlapped each other and Owen was left holding his arms out pathetically. He turned to Wendy but she was already on her knees, both hands on

  the ground, not daring to look up. When had she dropped? Her head tilted slightly towards him, arms trembling as she crumpled into a ball.




  ‘Get down!’




  Owen heard the man’s shout clearly this time but still his legs didn’t obey. What was his body doing? He peered up to see the double barrel of a sawn-off shotgun pointing in his

  face, its owner bellowing a string of threats. He’d never seen a gun before, not a real one.




  He heard the blow before he felt it and the next thing Owen knew, he was on his knees, a throbbing sensation burning through his head. One of the men had whacked him across the temple with the

  butt of the gun. It was only glancing but left him seeing stars as his legs finally gave way and he slumped to the floor, pushing himself up against one of the cabinets.




  The man was shouting again: ‘Look at the floor, not me.’




  Owen blinked away the thudding in his head and tried to focus on Wendy, who was shuffling the short distance towards him. He risked a glance upwards but could see only three sets of heavy boots

  stomping around the shop. Wendy clasped his hand, her freezing fingers wrapping around his. She was staring at the floor, her hair a mess, as she continued to shake.




  Her voice was barely a whisper: ‘Okay?’




  Owen squeezed her fingers to say yes, easing himself closer to the ground as the noise continued around them. This was the type of thing he’d seen on the news but had never really taken

  in. There were always interviews with witnesses who were so stupid, they’d not seen anything happening right in front of them. Only now did Owen understand it was no wonder: they were too

  busy trying to control their bowels.




  The cabinet felt solid behind him and Owen could taste the harsh mustiness of the carpet. He released Wendy’s hand and tilted his head slightly so he could see what was going on. All three

  men were now standing in front of the main counter he and Wendy had been at moments before. They were a similar height, five nine or ten, not fat, not thin, all dressed identically. One had a

  sawn-off shotgun hanging by his side as nonchalantly as if it was a shopping bag, another was pointing his at Leyton Sampson.




  ‘Open it, then!’




  There was a twang to his accent that Owen had missed initially. Something northern: not Mancunian, a bit harsher. It was hard to tell because he was shouting.




  ‘What are you doing?’ Wendy’s whisper was so soft that only Owen could’ve heard it. He could sense the anguish in her voice. ‘Don’t look at

  them.’




  Owen returned his eyes to the carpet, taking another mouthful of the dust-caked bristles, before twisting his face the other way again so he could see what was going on. The top of the cabinet

  was now open and one of the men was filling a Tesco carrier bag with the contents.




  There was a smash of glass as another broke into a case on the far side of the store with the butt of his gun. He reached in, yanking out necklaces, bracelets and handfuls of other shiny things,

  before dropping them into a different Tesco bag. Every little really was helping.




  Owen could feel Wendy’s hand reaching for him again, thumping into his arm, silently asking why he wasn’t staring at the floor as they’d been told. He didn’t know: he

  wasn’t a hero and definitely wasn’t going to try something stupid, he simply felt an urge to watch.




  He glanced over the front counter towards a trembling Sampson, who was resting on the workbench behind to keep himself upright. The owner kept peering down towards the bench and then back up at

  the man filling the bag in front of him. For a moment, Owen’s eyes met Sampson’s and then the shop owner turned away again. Owen couldn’t read him but then he’d never stared

  into the face of someone who had a gun pointing at them before.




  The third raider clumped back to the front door and gazed outside. ‘We’ve gotta go.’




  Definitely Scouse. One of Owen’s mates at uni was an Everton fan and said ‘go’ in the exact same extended way, as if there was a succession of ‘O’s, instead of just

  the one. Usually he said ‘we’ve gotta go’ when Everton were losing at home to Liverpool again.




  Crash!




  Another cabinet on the far side was caved in, with the supermarket bag getting a final top-up of jewels.




  ‘Come on.’




  The bell clinked again as the door was heaved open and then three sets of boots boomed towards the exit. Owen pushed his face into the carpet, suddenly aware of how fast his heart was going.

  One-two-three-four-five-six-seven-eight. How many seconds had passed?




  There was another screech of tyres, the beeping of car horns, an excited chatter of voices from the street, and a final tinkle from the bell as the door closed itself.




  For a moment, there was silence, before it was broken by Sampson’s quivering voice. ‘I think you can get up now.’




  Owen struggled to his knees, reaching for Wendy and helping her up until they were both standing. Her eyes were wide, taking in the carnage around them as she gripped his arm and continued to

  shake. He took a small step forward, crystals of glass crunching under his feet.




  ‘Are you both okay?’ Sampson asked. He had pushed himself up from the workbench, inspecting a cut on his wrist from where some of the shards had flown off at an angle. The floor was

  a mass of splintered wood and shattered glass, with two glittering rings and a necklace lying among the debris close to the door. Owen glanced at the clock: 11.49 – just two minutes had

  passed since he’d been standing with his fiancée ready to choose an engagement ring and now everything had changed.




  ‘I think so,’ Owen whispered.




  The shop owner plucked something from his wound and dropped it on the floor as his gaze continued to flit between his workbench and the shop front, before finally settling on Owen. His tone was

  flat, emotionless, eyes unblinking.




  ‘I should probably call the police.’
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  MONDAY




  Andrew Hunter jammed his hands deep in his pockets, ducked his head down and bustled towards his office in a not-quite-running, not-quite-walking kind of way. The chilled wind

  bristled through his mousy definitely-not-ginger, definitely-not-thinning hair.




  Seriously, what was the point of February? Somebody had obviously made the decision to ram Valentine’s Day in there to give couples something to do but, apart from that, why bother?

  November was shite – everyone knew that. It got dark early, it was always cold, if you lived in Manchester – which he did – it would spend most of the time pissing down, but at

  least Christmas was around the corner. There’d be lights threaded through the city centre and a general sense of optimism as everyone looked forward to that golden week between Christmas and

  New Year, in which they could go on a seven-day drinkathon and not care about work. January was rubbish but at least it was a new year, with shops flogging anything they could on the cheap,

  something different on the telly and the memories of Christmas. But February? It was just there: a waste of everyone’s time. Plus this February was colder than usual – which was

  saying something for the ice-ridden north of England. Quite frankly, February could sod off. Bring on the spring, with bouncing baby bunnies, early blooming daffodils, and . . . okay, it rained a

  lot in spring too – but at least it was a degree or two warmer.




  Frost clung to the shadows along the cobbled alley as Andrew hurried from his parking space to the office. It was only a few hundred metres but more than enough in this weather. A biting breeze

  sizzled around the tightly packed buildings, whistling into the minuscule gap between Andrew’s shirt and coat and sending a new wave of shivers bristling through him.




  Brrr.




  Bloody February.




  As he reached the corner and turned onto the street that housed his office, Andrew glanced up, spotting the hazy shape on the steps ahead. At first he thought it was a crumpled bin bag but then

  the outline moved, sending a thin spiral of breath into the atmosphere. It was a girl or a young woman, somebody small, with arms wrapped around her spindly legs, which were tucked into her chest.

  She was wearing a purple bobble hat, with long, dark hair peeping out at the bottom. All elbows and knees and seriously underfed.




  Another breath disappeared into the ether as Andrew reached the front of his office, towering over the shrunken figure.




  ‘Are you all right?’ he asked.




  She peered up at him through sleep-deprived half-closed eyes, her voice a harsh croak in the cold. There was a politeness to her tone that wasn’t forced. ‘Are you Mr

  Hunter?’




  ‘Yeah, I, er . . . it’s Andrew.’




  Andrew stepped backwards as the girl clambered to her feet. She was young: twenty-one at the most but probably not even that. She was wearing a thin jacket and shivering uncontrollably under the

  northern onslaught. After stepping around her, Andrew unlocked the door and held it open, offering a thin smile as he turned off the alarm system. The girl was brushing grit from the back of her

  trousers, stretching her legs and suppressing a yawn. Her skin was white, almost grey. How long had she been outside? It had been below freezing the previous night and it looked as if she’d

  slept on the street.




  She tried to smile but her jaw clicked and she winced as she wrapped her arms around herself. When she spoke, her teeth chattered. ‘You investigate stuff, don’t you?’




  Andrew nodded towards the stairs beyond her. ‘Let’s get you upstairs first – the heating’s on up there and you look, er . . .’




  He didn’t finish the sentence.




  The office wasn’t quite cosy but it was certainly warmer than the hallway. As Andrew fussed around putting the kettle on, the girl sat next to the radiator, splaying her fingers wide and

  taking deep breaths. Andrew wondered if she’d say anything else but she seemed happy to enjoy the temperature. He fished a pint of milk from the back of the mini-fridge and straightened the

  pile of cardboard folders next to his computer, before crossing to the other desk and taking a packet of Jammie Dodgers from the bottom drawer. He pulled apart the wrapper and passed the packet to

  the girl, offering a ‘go on’ as she asked silently if he was really giving them to her.




  She ate slowly, nibbling at the layers and devouring one crumb by crumb, not allowing anything to fall.




  ‘You can have another,’ Andrew said. ‘They’re Jenny’s . . . my assistant’s. She’s got packets and packets of the things in her drawer. I don’t

  know how she eats so much.’




  The girl nodded eagerly, eyes darting towards the open packet next to the radiator and taking a second biscuit as the kettle clicked off.




  ‘Do you want a tea?’ Andrew asked. ‘Coffee?’




  ‘Tea.’




  ‘Milk? Sugar?’




  ‘Just milk.’




  Andrew made three identical teas – no sugar, don’t go mental with the milk – plopping one on Jenny’s unoccupied desk; resting one on the radiator next to the girl; and

  wheeling his chair over so that he was sitting next to her, before looping his fingers through the third. This is how you got through Mondays in February.




  The girl smiled properly, holding the mug underneath her bottom lip and sucking on the warm fumes. ‘I’m Fiona.’




  ‘You look cold.’




  She shrugged and took a sip of the tea. She wasn’t looking at Andrew, more gazing through him. ‘I saw your name in the paper the other month and got your office number from the

  operator.’




  ‘Are you . . . homeless?’




  Fiona shook her head. ‘I can just about pay my rent but that doesn’t include bills, so I don’t put the heating on. You know what it’s like with British Gas.’




  It wasn’t just Andrew who knew – everyone did. In a public popularity poll, energy companies were ranked below the Nazis, Piers Morgan, and that bloke who answers his phone in a

  cinema.




  ‘I’ve been saving,’ she added.




  ‘For what?’




  She wriggled on the seat, thrusting a hand into her back pocket and pulling out a wad of crumpled five- and ten-pound notes, before dropping them on Andrew’s lap. He put his tea on the

  floor and then picked up the money, flattening the notes between his fingers until he’d counted the sixty quid, and placing them on the radiator.




  ‘I’m not going to take your money, Fiona.’




  ‘But I need your help.’




  ‘What do you need?’




  Fiona opened her mouth to answer but the door rattled open. A bristle of chilled air followed and then Jenny came in, complete with a Morrison’s bag for life. Her black ponytail swung from

  side to side as she closed the door, spinning on the spot, dimple on show.




  ‘You’ll never guess what this guy said to me on the bus . . . oh . . .’




  Her brown eyes locked on Fiona, instantly examining the scene: freezing cold girl, sixty quid, mugs of tea, Jammie Dodgers.




  She held up the bag, offering it to the other girl: ‘I’ve got some choccie biscuits if you want – and some mini rolls. I’m Jenny, by the way.’




  Andrew gave her a barely there nod to indicate all was well as Fiona held up her half-nibbled biscuit. ‘I’m okay.’




  Jenny motioned towards the door but Andrew shook his head, nodding at her chair. Plenty of room at the inn.




  ‘What is it you need?’ Andrew tried again.




  Fiona stared into the tan-coloured tea. ‘Everyone’s saying my dad did something that he didn’t. They all hate him, so everyone hates me. People spit at me in the street. I used

  to live in Oldham but my old landlord threw me out, so I’m living in this horrible place where I can’t afford the heating. I had a job in this office but no one wanted to work with me

  – they wouldn’t even talk to me. I thought that if I came to the city centre, there’d be more places to hide, more people, that they wouldn’t know me.’ She stopped,

  breathing and sniffling, then adding: ‘But there’s always someone . . .’




  She stopped for another bite of the biscuit. Her sentences had come out so quickly that Andrew needed a few moments to take it all in. Before he could ask any follow-up questions, she was off

  again.




  ‘I had to use a fake name to get the new flat just in case – and then I gave my neighbours a different name, not that we talk to each other anyway. Then my CV’s all over the

  place. I can’t use my actual name, which means none of my exams are going to show up if they check – plus I can’t ask for a reference. I just . . .’ She stopped again,

  exhaling heavily and blinking rapidly. ‘I’m not sure what to do.’




  Andrew met Jenny’s eyes across the room but she shrugged in answer to the silent question. She didn’t know who Fiona was either.




  ‘Who’s your father, Fiona?’




  The girl shook her head, sloshing a drip of tea over the top of the mug onto her finger. She winced but didn’t put it down. ‘You don’t understand – it wasn’t him. I

  know how it looks . . . I know what everyone says happened but he wasn’t like that. He was just a bit sad – anyone would be if they’d been through what he had.’




  Fiona tried to drink from the mug but her hand was shaking so much that she spilled the tea across her chin. She gasped, rattling the chair backwards and dropping the almost-finished biscuit.

  She scrambled forward to make amends but Andrew already had a cloth in his hand. He took the tea from her, placing it on the table next to them and briefly rested a reassuring hand on her knee. It

  crossed his mind – as always – that this was rather creepy, but then Andrew always thought that. Accidentally glance at a girl on a bus: creepy. Give a homeless person who just happens

  to be female some change: creepy. Offer a girl directions when she’s clearly lost: creepy. Ask a crying woman outside a club if she’s all right: creepy. Sometimes – or a lot of

  times in his case – a man could try to be nice to a woman without there being any more to it than that.




  Andrew tried to make eye contact but Fiona was doing all she could to avoid looking directly at him. She had found a spot on the wall behind him instead.




  ‘You don’t have to tell us anything you don’t want to,’ Andrew said, ‘but if you want help, we’re going to need to know.’




  Fiona nodded pitifully, one arm hugging herself, the other dabbing at her chin.




  ‘I’m sorry, it’s just . . . my dad was Luke Methodist.’
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  SIXTEEN MONTHS AGO




  Ishan Chopra was bored. There was no getting away from it: mathematics was really dull. It was one of those degree subjects he’d thought his parents would like him to

  take, something he didn’t find too hard, a subject which would hopefully help him find fortune, if not fame. That might all be true but it was as interesting as watching paint dry, or staring

  at grass growing. The people were nice, but still . . .




  He gazed down at the lecture amphitheatre from the back row as the screen flipped from one PowerPoint slide to the next. He would download the notes from the uni portal later and might get

  around to reading them at some point before the end-of-semester exams. There really was no reason to turn up, except to meet the attendance criteria.




  Below, the lecturer was droning on in a monotonous tone of voice, hypnotic in the sense that it made a person feel sleepy . . . very sleepy . . .




  A gut-wrenching yawn forced its way up from Ishan’s stomach until it felt as if his head was going to split in two, not that anyone around him noticed he was on the brink of hibernation. A

  handful of maths nerds bashed away on their laptops and tablets, with a few others actually using a pen and paper to take notes.




  Unbelievable.




  Most of the class wallowed in their boredom, leaning back into their seats and strapping themselves in for at least another ninety minutes. Ishan often wondered what might happen if he smuggled

  in a small rodent. There were enough of them making a racket by the bins at the back of his flat for him to be able to catch one. He could wrestle it into a rucksack, wait until the lecturer

  started sending everyone to sleep, and then set it free. If that didn’t liven up proceedings then nothing would. If not a rodent then how about—




  Bang!




  Bang!




  Everyone turned as the sounds boomed from somewhere behind the theatre. The lecturer stopped speaking, mouth half-open as if he had forgotten what he was talking about. In an instant, Ishan was

  awake. He’d heard those noises a few months previously when he and his friend Vikram had been chased home from the city centre after dark. Vikram blamed a backfiring car, saying they

  shouldn’t worry about contacting the police, but Ishan knew the truth.




  One or two people near the back started to stand but Ishan was ahead of them, sliding along the aisle until he was next to the door. He opened it a sliver, peering out into the empty

  corridor.




  Bang!




  The third shot was louder than the first two, with a loud gasp ricocheting around the theatre. Ishan took a moment to compose himself, waiting to see if there would be a fourth noise, before

  pushing his way through the doors into the hallway and slowly approaching the front of the building. Through the wire mesh glass, he could see the path beyond, with long rows of white paving slabs

  reflecting the October sun. The jeweller a couple of streets away had been robbed at gunpoint a few days previously and everyone was on edge.




  Behind him, one of his classmates’ voices hissed through the silence: ‘Ish, where are you going?’




  Ishan ignored him, continuing to edge towards the front door until he had a clear view of the scene beyond. He could reach up and lock the doors to keep out whoever was there but his eyes were

  drawn to the pooling patch of red staining the bright white fifty metres ahead.




  There was a gurgle in his stomach that was nothing to do with food.




  He knew he should stay back, think about himself, yet Ishan found himself opening the doors and stepping outside.




  ‘Ish!’




  The paths from the various lecture theatres converged in a courtyard that also served as a cut-through for students trying to get from Oxford Road to the halls of residence and flats beyond.

  Thousands of people would stream through at the top of each hour, yet it was almost always empty while lectures were going on. Now, the space was far from clear.




  Ishan continued to move ahead, marvelling at how silent it now was. There was no distant chirp of birds, no hum of traffic or honking of car horns. Everything had stopped.




  Forty metres. Thirty. Ishan could see all he needed to from where he was but he continued to edge forward a step at a time. To his left, there was a flicker of movement as another figure stepped

  out from the corner of the adjacent building, treading slowly, staggering even. It was a man in a dark blazer and trousers. He put his hand over his mouth as he approached the scene, knees

  wobbling.




  Ishan was close enough to see what had happened, to smell it: the faint odour of burning, the coppery haze.




  The other figure glanced up to catch Ishan’s gaze, eyes wide as his arm flailed. ‘He shot them both. I was on my way here and he . . .’




  Ishan reached for the phone in his pocket, feeling unnervingly calm. The man was Professor Steyn: Ishan had studied an elective in his class during his first year.




  Steyn dabbed at his forehead, eyes still bulging as he took another step. Ishan wanted to tell him to stay away but the professor was the grown-up, after all. Ishan was . . . well, he

  didn’t know. The student. Shouldn’t a professor know what to do? As if anyone knew what to do in a situation like this.




  The expanding pool of blood seeped along the bright white tiles, nudging the edge of Steyn’s shoe, and it was only then that Ishan saw the complete horror of it. A girl was slumped on the

  ground face-down, surrounded by the deep red, her wavy black hair soaking in the liquid that was oozing from the side of her face. Lying on his front next to her was a lad somewhere around

  Ishan’s age, wearing a hoody and jeans, both arms trapped unnaturally underneath him. Ishan was sure he had the identical top somewhere in his wardrobe. Another day and he could have been

  walking around in the exact same get-up.




  The third person was the only one facing upwards: a man in a heavy green jacket with a pistol lying next to his hand and spurts of black and red exploding across the tiles where his head should

  have been.




  As Ishan dialled 999, the background noise fizzed into focus again. Someone nearby was screaming and there was a hum of voices. The traffic was moving, there were footsteps, a door banging,

  windows opening. Chatter-chatter-chatter.




  Professor Steyn reached forward to touch the girl’s arm, trying to turn her over.




  Ishan wanted to tell him that it was no good, that it was too late, but the voice was already speaking into his ear. ‘Emergency. Which service?’




  ‘Police.’




  Professor Steyn gripped the girl’s arm, turning her onto her back, but the sight was horrendous and he let her flop back into her lifeless state. He turned to face Ishan, skin colourless,

  mouth open, before emptying the contents of his stomach half onto his shoes, half onto the pool of blood.




  More people drifted towards them, arms outstretched, hands over their mouths. Some screamed, some cried. Others turned and went back the way they’d come. Only a few stood and watched as

  Ishan somehow talked the operator through the sight in front of him.




  The tremble in her voice matched his and she didn’t even have to look at it. Professor Steyn was on his feet again but he was a mess, blood and vomit covering his lower half.




  ‘Is there anything else?’ the operator’s voice asked.




  Ishan blinked into the present. He’d been on autopilot talking her through the scene, but it suddenly felt real now he could hear the sirens closing in.




  ‘Sorry?’ he said.




  ‘Can you see anything else around you?’




  Ishan wished he could close his eyes and make it all go away but he knew why the operator was asking – soon, this area would be swarming with police and crime scene experts. No one would

  see it as it was now and only himself and Steyn would be able to describe how things looked in the immediate aftermath. He forced himself to run his eyes across the bodies one final time, to search

  through the expanding mass of red for anything out of place. As he scanned the taller of the figures, Ishan noticed something he’d previously missed. It wasn’t just a green jacket the

  man was wearing, it was an army jacket, or definitely something from the armed forces. There was a patch on the lapel, a name visible even through the dark smear of blood across it.




  After a breath, Ishan closed his eyes and turned away, spelling the name out letter by letter.




  ‘M-E-T-H-O-D-I-S-T,’ he said. ‘I think he shot them, then himself.’
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  There was a moment of silence in Andrew’s office as he chewed on his bottom lip and wondered what to say. It wasn’t right that she had to, but it was no wonder

  Fiona Methodist felt the need to change her name. As soon as she told anyone locally, there would have been a moment of hesitation, a second or two of recognition, and then . . .




  ‘I get that a lot,’ Fiona said with a humourless smile.




  ‘Sorry,’ Andrew replied.




  She shrugged, reaching for another Jammie Dodger.




  ‘When did you last eat?’ Andrew asked.




  Fiona shrugged again, nibbling away at the edge of the biscuit. ‘It wasn’t my dad.’




  Andrew nodded, wanting to ask how she knew but knowing there was no point. It wasn’t as if Luke Methodist had survived to tell anyone why he’d shot a young couple in the

  middle of the day two Octobers ago.




  Fiona continued to eat, the scratching of her teeth the only noise in the room until she spoke again. ‘I read everything they wrote. How he was a war vet scarred by what he saw, how he

  came home with post-traumatic stress, or PTSD as they kept saying. He never wanted to talk to me about what went on, so that part is probably true. Maybe he was a victim in a roadside

  bombing, like they said? Maybe he did see one of his friends shot? They had all those experts on the news and the analysts talking about his state of mind but they didn’t know him.

  They can say all they want . . . but that doesn’t mean he shot those two kids.’ She paused, closing her eyes. ‘They were only a couple of years older than me . . .’




  Andrew glanced across to Jenny, who was sipping her tea in silence. Sometimes she knew exactly what to say but the blank look gave Andrew the answer he needed – she was as lost as he was

  but had enough self-awareness to keep quiet.




  He had no choice.




  ‘I’m not sure what you want me to say.’




  Fiona shivered again, her bony shoulders jutting through her thin coat as she tried to control herself. She soon finished the biscuit, clucking her tongue to the top of her mouth to clean the

  sticky bits away from her teeth. ‘Dad left his sheltered accommodation without telling anyone and moved onto the street, so he was basically homeless. I didn’t know where he was for a

  couple of months until he left a message on my phone. I tried to help but he wasn’t interested. I don’t know if it was because of that or because of what they said went on when he was

  in the army. They can say my dad approached that couple and shot them – but he wouldn’t have dared to go near them. Apart from a couple of his street friends and me, he didn’t

  talk to anyone. He was scared of people.’




  ‘What about the drugs?’




  Fiona met Andrew’s eyes but this time she was angry, her nostrils flaring. ‘They made that up. If he bought drugs from that Evans bloke, it was for his friends on the street.

  He didn’t do drugs. When they tested his body afterwards, there was nothing like that in his system but no one bothered to report it and everyone had already read the earlier versions. People

  assumed he was a junkie but it’s not true.’ She gulped, lowering her voice and looking away again. ‘Sorry . . .’




  ‘Fiona.’




  ‘What?’




  Andrew waited until she turned to look at him. From what she’d said, she must be nineteen or twenty but could easily have been fifteen or sixteen. She was tiny, so thin that he could see

  the shape of her bones through her clothes. When she finally met his eyes, Fiona was blinking rapidly, trying to keep the tears at bay.




  ‘What would you like me to do?’ Andrew asked.




  She picked up the small mound of notes from the radiator and thrust them in his direction. ‘I don’t have much but I can save some more. I want someone to believe me that it

  wasn’t him.’




  Andrew shook his head as Fiona gulped back another tear, standing and wiping her nose with her sleeve. ‘I thought you were a good guy? If it’s about the money . . .’




  ‘It’s not the money.’




  ‘So what is it?’




  He opened his mouth to speak, unsure how to break it to her. The police had already looked into things and, from everything he’d seen and heard of the case, it was as open and shut as it

  came.




  Fiona stepped towards the door, re-pocketing her money. ‘It’s okay, thanks for the tea.’




  As another blast of cold air fizzed through the door, Andrew sighed. He’d always been a soft touch.




  ‘Fiona.’




  She turned. ‘What?’




  ‘We’ve got something else to do this morning but if you leave me a number to contact you on, I’ll see what I can do.’




  Jenny shunted a pad towards the edge of the desk and Fiona took a battered mobile phone from her pocket. She began jabbing at the buttons, before copying a number onto the page.




  ‘I can’t always afford credit but you should be able to call me,’ she said, adding another ‘sorry’.




  She peered up to look at Andrew again. He couldn’t figure out if she was playing him or if she really was this fragile. He’d had people take advantage of him before, using him to do

  their dirty work. Was there really something going on here? Since the incident with Nicholas Carr, he’d been questioning himself repeatedly.




  ‘I really will look into it,’ Andrew said.




  ‘Okay.’




  ‘You’ll just have to bear with me.’ She reached for the door handle but Andrew continued. ‘You said your father only spoke to you and some of his street friends. Do you

  know any of their names?’




  She gazed upwards, screwing up her lips, the cold still seeping through the open door behind her. ‘There was this guy named Joe – that’s all I know.’




  Fiona stood still for a moment, as if waiting for permission to leave. When she finally closed the door, Andrew breathed out heavily. He’d been seconds away from offering to put her in a

  hotel. She was so thin, so scarred, but what then? Would he end up trying to look after every waif who turned up on his doorstep? And was it just because she was female? Andrew wanted to tell

  himself that he’d have been equally concerned if an underfed lad had shown up asking for help but he didn’t know if that was true. He always found himself questioning his own

  motives.




  Jenny broke the silence by ruffling in her bag for life and coming up with a packet of mini rolls, waving them in the air as she tore into the purple wrapper.




  ‘Want one?’




  ‘It’s too early for chocolate.’




  She grinned, tearing an individual wrapper open with her teeth. ‘Pfft. It’s never too early for chocolate.’




  ‘I don’t know where you put it all. If I ate what you ate, I’d be a giant blob.’




  Jenny tilted her head to the side as she took a bite of the roll. ‘You look . . . confused.’




  Andrew shunted his chair back to his desk. ‘I am.’




  ‘Why?’




  ‘Because I don’t know where I’m going to start.’




  ‘Why didn’t you tell her “no” then?’




  ‘I don’t know . . . stupidity.’




  There was pause in which Jenny could have made a token effort to correct him. Instead, she turned to her monitor, half-eaten mini roll in hand. ‘I can get all the news print-outs from the

  time if you want? We’re not going to be able to see the police files without a bit of fudgery-doo-dah, so it’s probably the next best thing.’




  ‘Fudgery-doo-dah?’




  ‘You know what I mean: greasing palms, favour for a mate – that sort of thing.’




  Andrew didn’t like working with second-hand information but he didn’t have too many options. He checked his watch. ‘I’ve got to go out in ten minutes.’




  ‘I can stay and work here.’




  ‘No, you come too. I think I’m going to need backup.’




  He paused, rarely sure how to broach things with Jenny. After a moment of uncomfortable silence, she peered up from her desk and he could see the recognition in her eyes that she knew

  she’d missed something. Jenny had once told him that a former teacher thought she didn’t show empathy for other people. She’d found that interesting rather than insulting and

  started to learn from observing others. Sometimes, Andrew liked to watch and wait to see what her reaction would be.




  It took a second or two but then Andrew saw something akin to a penny dropping. Jenny’s eyes widened ever so slightly and then narrowed again. She put the remains of the cake on her desk

  and started playing with her ponytail, untying it and looping her fingers through the strands. She looked as if she was remembering something painful but Andrew didn’t know if that was

  another thing she’d learned.




  ‘I was a student at the time of the shootings,’ Jenny said. ‘Everyone was scared to go out, especially after dark. There was that robbery and then those two students were shot

  days later. There were rumours every day that someone had been spotted close to campus with a gun.’




  She hadn’t said that she was scared.




  ‘How long did it take to get back to normal?’ Andrew asked.




  ‘A couple of weeks? People soon move on. By the time it’s getting towards the end of term, they want to go out and celebrate.’




  ‘Did you know the kids who were shot?’




  Kids to him.




  Jenny shook her head. ‘I didn’t really hang around with anyone when I was at uni.’




  Andrew’s memory was patchy at best – he blamed age – but the case was recent. Sixteen months previously, Owen Copthorne and his fiancée, Wendy, had witnessed a robbery

  in a local jeweller’s. Barely two days later, Luke Methodist shot them dead close to the university campus, a short distance from Oxford Road, before turning the gun on himself.




  After a week of public mourning and outrage, police had arrested the Evans brothers – Kal, Aaron and Paulie, a trio of Scousers, well known to Liverpool authorities, with long criminal

  records. Fibres from Aaron Evans’ shoes were found at the scene of the robbery, with one of his fingerprints discovered on the back seat of the car they’d failed to set on fire. After

  police found drugs and weapons hidden at Kal Evans’ house, everything had come crashing down, though the stolen items were never found.




  Andrew scratched at his hairline, trying to think. ‘Weren’t the Evans brothers sent down a few weeks ago?’




  Jenny click-clacked her keyboard, nodding as she typed. ‘Three weeks back. Kal and Aaron Evans each got life for armed robbery, with the prospect of parole in fourteen years, Paulie got

  eighteen years. He could be out in about nine.’




  ‘Why’d he get less?’




  ‘He wasn’t holding a gun, plus the evidence wasn’t as strong that he was there. They were never charged with organising the shooting of the witnesses, only the armed

  robbery.’




  Andrew nodded along, reaching into his memory. At the time they’d been charged, it had been a big story but, as with most things, it soon went away. Police believed Luke Methodist knew Kal

  Evans because he bought drugs from him. It was the only link they had from robbers to killer – but there was no confession from any of the brothers.




  There was speculation that Methodist owed them money and this was what they wanted as payback. Having seen what he’d done, he turned the gun on himself in shame. No one knew for sure and

  it wasn’t as if Methodist could dispute things. It couldn’t be proven in court, so the CPS did the brothers for the robbery – and Owen and Wendy’s killing was officially an

  unconnected crime, even if everyone knew they were killed because of what they’d seen.




  It was time to go, so Andrew stood again, looking around to see where he’d left his coat.




  Jenny was on her feet too, leaning over to shut down her computer and then pulling her jacket on. ‘Do you think Luke Methodist killed them both?’




  ‘Of course he did.’




  ‘Why tell Fiona you’re going to look into it then?’




  ‘I am going to.’ He couldn’t meet Jenny’s gaze, stumbling over the reply. ‘Crime has another side. Everyone talks about victims and criminals but we all

  forget there are others scarred too. Sometimes the family of the victim or the perpetrator has it as hard as anyone.’




  ‘Right.’




  Jenny accepted the explanation at face value but it was better than telling her the truth. Andrew felt sorry for Fiona and perhaps giving her a sense of closure might help him forget the girl of

  a similar age who’d slit her wrists when he was supposed to be watching her.
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  The haunted face of Fiona Methodist sat in Andrew’s mind as he tried to forget her story, at least for an hour or so. Instead, he focused back on the woman in front of

  him who hadn’t stopped talking in at least six minutes. He wasn’t even sure she’d breathed.




  Margaret Watkins was quite the woman: one for whom age was merely an inconvenience. She could’ve been anywhere between forty and seventy – it was hard to tell. Her definitely dyed

  brown hair was almost a separate entity, fighting against the layers of hairspray with which it had been attacked and sprouting in all directions like a dropped cauliflower.




  Some research showed that non-verbal signals made up to ninety-three per cent of all communication but Margaret’s must’ve been close to one hundred – either that, or she was

  practising backstroke without the pool. Every time she said something, her arms flapped manically, making her husband duck for cover at the other end of the sofa.




  Jenny sat patiently, taking notes, but Andrew was wondering where Fiona had gone. He suddenly realised there was silence, with Margaret’s helicopter arms now by her side. She was looking

  at him expectantly, as was Jenny.




  Andrew nodded quickly. ‘Right, Mrs Watkins—’




  ‘It’s Margaret, dear.’




  ‘Margaret . . .’ Andrew glanced down at Jenny’s thumb as she tapped a note on the pad in between them. Thank goodness one of them was paying attention. ‘. . . Can you

  explain exactly what an F3 Bengal cat is?’




  It felt like he was reading another language but Margaret was off again, errant waft of the hand catching her husband on the side of the head as he mistimed his duck.




  ‘You have F1, F2 and F3 Bengals, isn’t that right, Geoffrey,’ she said.




  Geoffrey winced as if expecting another blow but nodded along in agreement. He had a neat moustache but that was the only hair anywhere near his head; the rest had presumably been batted away by

  his wife.




  Margaret didn’t stop: ‘Back when they originally crossbred the domestic cat with the Asian leopard, that litter and subsequent ones were the F1s. The F2s were the children of those

  F1s, and the F3s are the next generation.’




  ‘Right . . .’ Andrew blinked. ‘Sorry . . . they bred cats with leopards?’
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