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  Cheese dripped from the radio presenter’s voice as he drawled his way in a put-on American accent over the top of a song Andrew Hunter didn’t recognise.




  ‘. . . just in case you’re feeling a bit down this morning, we’ll be taking you back to the 1980s with “The Only Way Is Up” by Yazz and the Plastic Population

  – right after the news . . .’




  As if that was going to make people feel better a little after nine on a Tuesday morning.




  The unknown song ebbed into the opening bars of the far more serious news jingle as Andrew zoned out from the radio, focusing on the road in front of him. As usual, Manchester was gridlocked.

  Long lines of cars stretched far into the distance in front and behind, rows of blinking brake lights edging forward two or three lengths at a time before the dreaded red traffic light of doom told

  them to stop. If that wasn’t enough, the mustard yellow traffic camera on Andrew’s left gazed unmovingly at the road, daring any wayward drivers to sneak through on crimson.




  Do you feel lucky, punk?




  ‘. . . a tanker has spilled its load on the M60, leading to large tailbacks heading into, and out of, the city. Police say the motorway will be closed until at least lunchtime . .

  .’




  The female newsreader’s voice remained calm as she told thousands of people their mornings were going to be spent staring at the back of other people’s cars.




  The cow.




  Andrew began drumming his fingers on the steering wheel as the traffic heading across the junction was shown the green light of acceptance. Waiting directly in front of him at the front of this

  particular queue, a sleek dark grey Audi growled at the morning, tinted windows blocking any indication of who the driver was.




  ‘. . . have arrested seven people in connection with last month’s riots in the Moss Side area of the city. Police swooped in the early hours of the morning in a coordinated operation

  with the Serious Crime Division. Assistant Chief Constable Graham Pomeroy said . . .’




  Blah, blah, blah. They’d be back on the streets by lunchtime.




  Ahead, the cross-traffic dribbled to a stop and the engines around Andrew grumbled in anticipation, waiting for the green light to twinkle its emerald glow of approval.




  As the burn of red was joined by amber, the grey Audi surged forward, before stopping almost instantly with a squeal of tyres. Directly in front of the vehicle, a thin girl wearing jeans tucked

  into bright white trainer-boots, a checked shirt and a pulled-down baseball cap jumped backwards in alarm. The car’s horn beeped furiously with a flailing arm appearing though the

  driver’s side window.




  ‘Look where you’re walking!’




  Instead of sheepishly heading for the kerb, the girl stepped towards the car, tugging the brim of her cap down further. She slapped the palm of her hand on the bonnet, before pointing an angry

  finger at the driver.




  ‘You look where you’re going. Just because you’ve got a big car, it doesn’t mean you own the . . . world.’




  The hesitation before the word ‘world’ let her down a little but there was impressive venom before it. Behind Andrew, cars beeped their annoyance at the lack of movement. The green

  traffic light had promised so much but was delivering so little.




  The Audi driver’s arm flapped its way back inside the car, his window no doubt humming back into place. His vehicle was less than a year old and stuck out like a dad at a disco in this

  area of the city. Andrew could almost hear the driver’s thoughts: was the girl part of some gang who would now swoop down and take their vengeance? You never knew nowadays – the

  scrawniest runt of a teenager could have a dozen tooled-up mates hiding in the bushes eagerly waiting for someone to talk out of turn.




  The girl continued to stand in front of the Audi, arms wide in the universal pose to ask ‘what are you going to do about it?’ The reason the pose was universal was because no one

  ever stretched their arms out so provocatively unless they knew the person they were taunting was going to do precisely nothing about it. You ended up looking quite the tit if you asked ‘what

  are you going to do about it?’, before promptly finding out the person was going to cave your face in.




  The girl’s cap was covering the top half of her face as a twisting ponytail of black hair wound its way around the curve of her chin.




  She wiggled her little finger. ‘You know what they say about men with big cars.’




  The traffic lights shimmered from green to amber and a long line of drivers behind Andrew began grumbling. Bastarding, bloody council. Stupid, sodding lights. What’s wrong with a

  roundabout? Why are there so many people on the road?




  The girl skipped around the Audi towards the driver’s window, crouching slightly but not enough to properly try to look through the dark frosted glass. She tapped on the window before

  continuing around the vehicle, slapping the rear wheel rim hard. After a glance at Andrew, she sidestepped through the gap between his car and the Audi and then dashed away from the road towards a

  bush on the other side of a set of railings.




  The amber traffic light glimmered tantalisingly before blinking back to red.




  Thou shalt not pass.




  Except that the Audi did pass, roaring forward and turning left all under the watchful eye of the traffic camera.




  Andrew edged forward until his car was resting against the white line, waiting for the lights to change.




  ‘. . . and finally, a postcard sent in the early 1900s has arrived at its destination – over a hundred years late . . .’




  Royal Mail up to its usual standards then. Try getting compensation for that one.




  The vehicles zipping across the junction slowly trickled to a halt again and Andrew grappled his car into first gear, bopping his free hand on the steering wheel.




  Around him biting points were reached, car bonnets rising slightly in expectation.




  Suddenly, there was a rush of movement from his left. Andrew spun too slowly as the back door of his car was wrenched open and the shape of a baseball cap-wearing young woman flung herself

  inside, out of breath, ponytail wrapped around her neck like a python choking its prey.




  The traffic light switched to green.




  ‘What are you waiting for?’ the girl gasped as she pulled the door shut. ‘Go.’
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  Andrew took her advice, turning left and reaching the steady heights of twenty miles an hour.




  ‘Was that really necessary?’ he asked, focusing back on the road.




  He felt the young woman’s knees pressing into the rear of his seat as she righted herself. Doof: take that. Wallop: how’s your driving with someone kicking you in the back?




  Andrew glanced in his rear-view mirror as she removed her baseball cap and began untying her hair.




  ‘Jenny – was that really necessary?’




  Her button-like deep brown eyes met his in the mirror as her face folded into a grin. A single dimple curved into her cheek as her lips angled into a smile. Andrew thought she’d probably

  spent all twenty-three years of her life perfecting that get-out-of-jail-free smirk.




  ‘What?’




  ‘All you had to do was plant the tracker somewhere – not hold up a line of traffic or intimidate the guy.’




  Jenny shrugged. ‘It had to be authentic, didn’t it? Besides, if he didn’t leave his car locked away behind those big gates at his work, we’d have got to it

  before.’




  She began wriggling her way out of the checked shirt. Don’t look – she’s young enough to be your daughter, for God’s sake. Well, your daughter if you started having sex

  at twelve, which definitely hadn’t happened – but wouldn’t be uncommon nowadays. The twelve-year-olds without kids of their own could be the odd ones out, depending on which

  newspapers you read.




  ‘He had a suit on,’ Jenny said in among a thrash of arms. He could sense her hunting in the backpack of clothes behind his seat. ‘Some pink tie strangling the life out of him.

  Looking particularly smart.’




  Andrew pulled into a row of traffic queuing at a roundabout.




  ‘I thought his windows were tinted?’




  More scrambling around behind his seat, an elbow in the back for good measure. Jenny’s reply was muffled: ‘I’ve got good eyes. Anyway, he’s definitely up to

  something.’




  Andrew glanced in the mirror, spying a hint of flesh and dark purple bra strap before tugging his eyes away again, instantly feeling guilty. He really hadn’t engineered this: it was her

  idea. The stupid ideas were always hers, except that they never failed – meaning they weren’t stupid at all. Just . . . chaotic. Like this.




  Another elbow walloped into his chair, sending his head thudding forward.




  ‘Sorry!’




  At the roundabout, everyone was giving way to everyone else in what was either a giant circle of friendship, or a state of inertia that could potentially go on forever.




  More drumming on the steering wheel, another thump in the back of his seat. Andrew didn’t dare check the mirror again.




  The driver to Andrew’s right broke the impasse, accelerating ahead with a cheery wave to all of the give-wayers, and starting a chain reaction where everything moved except for the line

  Andrew was in.




  Not that he could focus on the road anyway as Jenny deftly slipped herself through the gap between the two front seats, landing with a plop in the passenger’s side. She had completely

  changed her clothes: the chavvy jeans, trainer-boots and shirt lay discarded on the back seat, replaced by a pair of black trousers, flat black shoes and a white blouse, as if she was heading off

  to a secretarial job. She ran her fingers through her long untied black hair, yanking out a knot.




  ‘That was fun,’ she said.




  ‘What would you have done if he’d got out of the car?’




  ‘What was he going to do?’




  ‘That’s what I’m asking you.’




  ‘Pfft.’




  Well, that settled that argument.




  ‘Where’s the kit?’ Jenny added, moving on without missing a beat.




  ‘Glove box.’




  Jenny popped it open and began hunting around before pulling out a tablet computer.




  ‘You actually keep gloves in there,’ she said disbelievingly, shoving a pair back inside and slamming the compartment closed.




  ‘It is called a glove box.’




  ‘That’s just a name though, isn’t it? Do you keep boots in your boot?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘Exactly.’




  Andrew thought about arguing the point but he wasn’t sure he’d ever won, or would win, an argument with the young woman who was supposed to be his assistant. There was something

  matter-of-fact about the way she spoke that ended all disagreements – not that they ever argued about anything serious. She appeared to respect him as a boss and never questioned his

  judgement, at the same time doing the things he needed her to. She certainly liked having the last word, though.




  Andrew kept his eyes on the road, forcing himself not to grin. ‘What was “You don’t own the world” all about?’




  ‘I couldn’t think of anything better at the time. I was going to say he didn’t own the road – but then I realised I’d look stupid because cars own the road more

  than pedestrians do. I should’ve probably thought it through a bit better. Perhaps put a scriptwriter on it, got a bit of Hollywood money into the project.’




  Andrew could tell she was grinning, even though he didn’t turn. As he finally got across the roundabout and continued ahead, the corner of his eye caught Jenny’s fingers flashing

  over the tablet screen as she mumbled something inaudible under her breath.




  ‘Right,’ she said, rolling the R, ‘he’s just gone onto the M62. We’re about half a mile behind but there are hold-ups where it joins the M6. If we keep going on

  this road and take a left at the next roundabout, we should be able to stay parallel and catch up.’




  ‘You sure?’




  Jenny ummed for a few moments. ‘No – but if he turns off we can follow him anyway.’




  Andrew glanced sideways at the tablet on Jenny’s lap, which was displaying a map. In the year and a bit he’d been a private investigator, Andrew had looked at tracking devices at

  various conferences and technology fairs. All of the sales people had their own pitches about their devices being smaller and better than the others but it wasn’t until he’d hired Jenny

  four months previously that he had really started using them. Jenny seemed to be a natural when it came to technology, like most people her age, he guessed. Although he got by and knew more than

  most, he was no match for her.




  After turning left as he’d been told, Andrew relaxed, sticking to the national speed limit as the built-up areas of Manchester shrank into the distance in his rear-view mirror.




  Unexpectedly, Jenny made a lunge sideways, reaching for her rucksack in the well behind Andrew’s seat.




  ‘Fancy a biscuit?’ she asked.




  ‘What have you got?’




  Jenny slopped back into her seat, rucksack now on her lap. ‘Aah, so you’re one of those people . . .’




  ‘What people?’




  ‘One of them. See, if you ask people if they want a biscuit, the normal response is “yes” or “no” – you either do or you don’t. If you’re

  one of them, you’re already thinking too far ahead.’ She paused to put on a deeper voice which sounded nothing like Andrew’s. ‘“What if it’s a coconut

  ring? I don’t like coconut. What if it’s a custard cream? They give me the runs”.’ Back to her normal voice: ‘By trying to over-analyse, you’re denying yourself

  the opportunity of happiness. It’s a really bad habit – something you should think about changing.’




  Andrew paused, watching the road and listening to the strains of Lionel Richie’s ‘Dancing on the Ceiling’ bubbling from the speakers. They really did play some shite on local

  radio.




  ‘Did you get that from a book?’ he asked.




  Jenny squished the bag between her knees onto the floor. ‘Almost – some lad I was seeing at uni was a philosophy student. He did his dissertation about biscuits. Got a first and

  everything. Anyway, the question still remains: do you want a biscuit?’




  ‘Er . . .’




  ‘Fine, I’ll let you cheat – but if you become a deeply unhappy person because of it, don’t say I didn’t warn you.’




  With a swish of her hair, the rucksack was open again. ‘Right, I’ve got Viennese fingers, or chocolate Rich Teas?’




  ‘What are you having?’




  Jenny flung both arms into the air, almost bumping the packets into the roof. The tablet was balanced precariously on her knees. ‘There you go again. That’s what’s called

  mirroring – you don’t feel as if you can live your life for yourself, so you take your cues from others.’




  ‘I only asked so that you didn’t have to open both packets!’




  Jenny grinned. ‘I know – I’m winding you up. And don’t even ask why I’ve got biscuits in my bag. I think I’m hypo-glycaemic, or whatever it’s called.

  What’s that one where you need sugar all the time? Diabetes? Either way, life would be a lot calmer if people carried chocolate Rich Teas around with them.’




  She slid a nail across the top of the Viennese fingers packet and thrust a biscuit in Andrew’s direction. He glanced briefly away from the road, clasped it between his teeth, and continued

  driving. He’d certainly had worse breakfasts.




  Jenny bundled everything back into her bag and picked up the tablet again. For a few minutes they sat listening to something by Phil Collins before Andrew couldn’t take it any longer and

  switched the radio off.




  ‘I only listen for the traffic news,’ he said. Jenny didn’t reply, which only compounded the lie. Everyone secretly loved Phil Collins, but just couldn’t admit it.




  Buildings turned into hedges, the urban areas into green, before Jenny spoke again. ‘He’s slowed right down by the way. We’re going to catch him in a minute or two.’




  Andrew kept going, trusting Jenny’s judgement. Quite why he had such faith in someone he’d only known for a few months he wasn’t sure. There was something fascinating about her

  confidence that bordered on recklessness. It was the complete opposite to his own nature and sometimes Andrew found himself simply watching her. There was nothing romantic or sinister but

  he’d seen her talk people around to her own way of thinking without even trying. It was as if she did everything without getting out of first gear, as if life itself was something she could

  bend to her own will. Even though she was naturally pretty, he didn’t think her appearance was part of it, she just had something about her that other people didn’t – certainly

  something that he didn’t. Andrew could blend into a crowd and go unseen: a normal guy with a normal face, sandy-gingery hair, not too fat, not too thin, not tall, not short . . .

  just there. It was the way he’d always been and, in many ways, made him perfect for poking his nose into other people’s business. Unless they knew to look for him, people could

  walk straight past, gaze into his eyes, and continue as if there’d been nobody there.




  Jenny was the antithesis. No one would forget her in a hurry – unless she was in unflattering clothes with a baseball cap covering half of her face. She was like a human chameleon, able to

  become whatever she needed to be.




  ‘He’s turned onto the M57,’ Jenny said.




  ‘Where does that go?’




  ‘Huyton, Kirkby, Knowsley. You need to go right here.’




  Andrew checked his mirror and flicked the indicator. ‘When I tried following him last week, I was coming from the other way and lost him in Huyton.’




  ‘What do you think he’s getting up to there?’




  ‘Hopefully, that’s what we’ll find out. Probably the usual.’




  ‘You think he has a woman on the go?’




  ‘I imagine that’s what his wife is paying us to find out.’




  Jenny paused and, for once, Andrew knew what she was going to say next. ‘When I first started, you said that you didn’t do adultery cases.’




  ‘Strictly speaking, we don’t know what it is. His wife said her husband kept sneaking away from the house and office and that she didn’t know where he went. He could be

  creeping out to go to Alton Towers for all we know.’




  Another pause.




  ‘He’s going the wrong way for that.’




  ‘I know.’




  ‘Still, that’d be a great reason to escape the house. Your wife thinks you’re having an affair but really you’re going on the rollercoasters in full suit and tie.’

  Jenny returned her attention to the tablet. ‘You never did say why you don’t do adultery cases . . .’




  Fish, fish, fish.




  Andrew sighed inwardly, a sort of non-sigh that wasn’t for anyone’s benefit, including his own. ‘They’re just very boring. Someone’s sleeping with someone else.

  Take a picture, bug a room, bribe a hotel worker. Anyone can do that.’




  Jenny didn’t look up from the tablet but continued fishing. ‘Good money, though . . .’




  ‘I’m sure it is . . .’




  Andrew didn’t give her the answer for that particular piece of angling. She was intelligent enough to notice that the money coming in barely matched what he was paying her, combined with

  the rent on the office. Still, she was so used to getting her own way that he figured she could keep guessing about that particular enigma, at least for now. One day, she would no doubt talk him

  into telling her the truth about where his money came from, probably by making him think it was his idea to tell her all along.




  ‘He’s got a nice car,’ Jenny went on.




  ‘That’s what I couldn’t figure out when I tried following him the last time. He just disappeared. One minute there was this brand-new grey thing in front of me, then he turned

  off the road and he was gone.’




  ‘Stewart Deacon . . .’ Jenny rolled the man’s name around her mouth. ‘Stew-art. How much do you think he’s worth?’




  ‘It’s hard to know from his credit report and it’s difficult to figure out who owns what in regards to his companies. His wife isn’t named as a director of any of them,

  which should tell you one thing.’




  Jenny made an umming sound, although it might have been a yawn. ‘Not a bad business really. Buy houses dead cheap because no one wants them, pay someone to do them up, sell them on for

  more.’




  ‘People have been doing that for years – it’s picking houses in the right area. There’s no point in buying a house in the middle of some sink estate – you could

  turn it into a palace but no one’s going to want to live there.’




  ‘True.’




  Andrew kept driving, waiting until Jenny cut in again as they passed the sign for Huyton. ‘Okay, you need to ease off,’ she said.




  A small rank of shops and thirty-mile-an-hour signs were signalling the end of the countryside and the beginnings of the town. Eight or nine cars ahead, Andrew could see the sleek grey Audi

  waiting at another set of traffic lights.




  Green for go and the car turned right onto a housing estate, with Andrew telepathically encouraging the drivers ahead to put their sodding feet down and narrowly making the turn before the

  lights flickered back to red.




  ‘This is where I lost him last week,’ Andrew said.




  He continued driving straight ahead, but the grey car was nowhere to be seen, even though there were no turn-offs.




  ‘Pull over,’ Jenny said, lifting the tablet. ‘We’re sort of on top of him.’




  Andrew parked on the road and switched off the engine. Ahead, the road stretched away in a straight line, rows of houses flanking both sides with neat gardens, low walls and lines of satellite

  dishes. He twisted to get a better view through the back window, taking in the junction and the shops.




  ‘He’s behind us,’ Jenny said, opening her door.




  Andrew climbed out, rounding the car until he was on the pavement next to her. Jenny angled the tablet towards him and he blinked his way into the map, trying to figure out how the

  two-dimensional lines were a representation of where he actually was. The red dot which signalled their car was motionless, with a blue one showing the Audi half-overlapping.




  Jenny began pointing towards the shops a moment before Andrew worked out where they were in relation to the map. She took a few steps forward, Andrew at her side.




  Running around the shops was a smattering of cracked paving slabs masquerading as a car park. Andrew and Jenny walked to the main road, still watching the unmoving blue dot on the map as they

  realised they’d apparently gone past the Audi without seeing it. Andrew gazed back towards his own vehicle on the empty road – they must have passed the car they were following, even

  though they definitely hadn’t.




  In front, fluorescent bulbs from inside the row of shops blazed out onto the pavement, lighting up the overcast day. There was a Spar at the end, advertising six cans of shoddy lager for the

  price of four and two-for-one on ginger nuts. Jenny’s old boyfriend with the first-class degree in philosophy would surely have something to say about that. Next to the Spar was a

  hairdresser’s, with a sign declaring that you could be ‘cut and blown’ for a tenner: a bargain, with or without the cutting. After that was the customary pizza shop, betting hole

  and a florist. Nothing advertising car vanishing, which would have made their lives a little easier.




  Jenny began walking back in the direction they’d come, tablet thrust in front of her.




  ‘He’s got to be here somewhere . . .’ She stopped on the pavement at the end of the row of shops and turned in a full circle. ‘His car is right here.’




  Along the back of the shops, disjointed mounds of gravel had been piled to either side. Wide wheelie bins were shoved into alcoves, with overgrown trees drooping ominously and casting a deep

  shadow across the space. Andrew took in the scene, wondering what he was missing. He began walking along the alley, feet scrunching across the grit. It was only when he passed the back door of the

  florist that he realised what they hadn’t been able to see. From the pavement, it looked like one long alley but it was an optical illusion because a garage door at the end was painted the

  same colour as the wall beyond. He doubted it was deliberate because both the wall and garage were so ramshackle, but it was certainly clever, even if it was inadvertent. Either way, it

  wasn’t the sort of place you’d usually leave an almost new car. It was unlikely to be a portal to Alton Towers, either.




  Andrew continued along the path, Jenny just behind him until they reached the garage.




  ‘Is he in there?’ Andrew asked.




  ‘His car is.’




  On the left-hand side of the garage, a concrete set of steps curled their way up to a flat above the Spar. Unless he was in the garage, which Andrew doubted, this was the only place

  Stewart Deacon could have gone.




  Andrew turned to Jenny, who was putting the tablet into her backpack. ‘Want to go up?’ he asked.




  ‘Paper, scissors, stone?’




  ‘Fine.’




  They each held out their left palms, tapping their right fists into them.




  One, two, three: rock.




  Shite.




  Rock was a total waste of time, like choosing heads in a coin toss. Tails never fails and only a cock chooses rock. He should have just ordered her to do it and yet the moment she’d said

  ‘paper, scissors, stone’, he’d agreed without even thinking. Like a siren luring him onto the rocks – which was probably why he’d been subliminally pressured into

  going for rock in the first place. What did rock defeat anyway? Well, scissors – but who went for scissors? Only a psycho whose first thought was to come up with something sharp.




  Andrew edged his way up the stairs, fearing the worst. Who lived above a Spar? It was probably a crack den. Stewart Deacon had pretended to make his money through property, all the time dealing

  crack instead. It dawned on Andrew that he had no idea what a crack den looked like. Would he knock politely, walk in and find a bunch of old dears drinking tea, only to discover it was tea laced

  with crack?




  At the top of the stairs was a scruffy once-cream door with ‘1A’ scratched into the paint via a green-inked biro. Green ink? This had psycho written all over it.




  The windows on either side had the curtains pulled, which was surely the type of thing you’d do if you were dealing crack.




  Andrew glanced down towards Jenny, who shrugged in the way young people seemed to, as if language was devolving into a series of gestures. He knocked on the door gently and took a step

  backwards, waiting . . .




  The door opened a sliver, a beady eye appearing in the darkened gap. Andrew barely had a moment to say anything before the door opened fully. Nobody spoke, so he stepped inside, gasping at the

  toxic scent of some sort of perfume combined with something else he wasn’t sure about. Probably crack. The room was awash with crimson and pink but the lights were so dim, it was like wearing

  sunglasses indoors.




  He turned to see a woman wearing a top cut so low that it almost touched her belly button. A valley of cleavage heaved forward threateningly as she turned and walked around him, her fragrance

  practically weaponised.




  ‘You got an appointment, luv?’




  Her accent was thick, northern and nasally, every word sounding as if it came with a threat to smash a brick over someone’s head.




  ‘No, I . . .’




  ‘So d’ya know what yer after? Aurora’s phoned in sick but Angel’s come in instead. It’s a fifty-quid house fee for half-hour.’ She nodded towards a door.

  ‘There’s a shower in there if you need to sort yourself out. Money upfront and then the girls are through there.’




  She nodded towards a second door but Andrew had already turned for the exit: Stewart Deacon would indeed have a bit of explaining to do.
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  Andrew’s life had changed six months previously when he’d inadvertently ended up investigating a teenage girl’s suicide. Before then, the private

  investigating had been something of a joke. Well, a lot of a joke. It was something to spend his money on, a reason to get up in the morning and leave his flat. After that case, something had

  clicked and he’d decided that if he was going to do this as a job, then he’d have to do it properly. He left the old office, ditched the rubbish chairs and jammed filing cabinets, and

  found himself somewhere decent to work. He kept the pot plant though – he wasn’t a complete philistine.




  The new office wasn’t big but it was central for Manchester, a little off Minshull Street, close to the court and, even more crucially, a short walk to the numerous cafes, restaurants and

  pubs if Andrew ever wanted to go out for lunch. Which he didn’t. The floor, walls and desks were all bright white and new, with a window that faced Piccadilly Gardens if he squinted a bit,

  and spinny executive-type chairs that actually supported his back.




  All in all, it wasn’t too bad.




  Jenny sat behind her desk, fingers blurring across the keyboard in a frenzy of tip-tapping. She sometimes wore glasses when using the computer, making her look even more secretarial, though she

  was anything but.




  ‘I found the website of that brothel,’ she said, not looking up. ‘It’s called Dream Girls.’




  Andrew glanced up from his monitor towards her. ‘From what I saw, the only dream you’d be having in there was a nightmare.’




  Jenny peered over her glasses at him but said nothing. Clearly there was a second type of dream he’d forgotten.




  She continued without a breath. ‘I’ve got photos of Stewart opening the garage door when he came out, the car exiting the garage, plus the tracking details. Obviously we don’t

  have anything of the inside but I do have pictures of one of the girls leaving.’ Jenny twisted her monitor around to show a woman shuffling her cleavage into place as she descended the

  concrete steps. ‘Best I could get. Add that to the website with the address and it’s pretty nailed on. Unless he was there fixing the plumbing, I’m not sure what else he could

  say. I wonder what his missus will think.’




  In describing the situation, Jenny had underlined all of the reasons why Andrew generally turned down anything that tried to uncover someone’s infidelity. Ultimately, the wife already knew

  what her husband was up to, else she wouldn’t have got an investigator involved. Meanwhile, the husband could try to find a way to wriggle out of it if he really wanted. Perhaps Stewart was

  looking into buying the flat to renovate and the half-hour he spent inside was an exploratory mission looking for damp patches.




  On the walls, Andrew thought to himself, suppressing a childish grin. How old was he?




  ‘I’ll go first thing tomorrow,’ Andrew said. ‘I can’t face her today. If you can separate everything up for the bill—’




  ‘Already done.’




  Jenny stood, stepping around the corner of her desk and stretching a file out to Andrew. He took the cardboard wallet and opened the cover, skimming through the pages. It was the usual –

  mainly hours billed, as if he was a solicitor, but with a few expenses here and there. It would be easy enough to overcharge people – especially when you got a result – but Jenny knew

  Andrew’s policy about doing things properly.




  That was the other reason he did his best to turn down anything involving warring partners. It was bad enough having to tell someone their other half was getting up to no good behind their back,

  let alone adding: ‘Oh, and by the way, you owe me some money. Cash or card?’




  He’d taken the case really hoping there was more to it than a simple husband-after-a-bit-on-the-side but the work was beginning to become tedious again. After the suicide investigation, he

  thought he might be able to do some good by picking up cases that the police didn’t have either the time or resources for. Instead, it was small-time pieces of due diligence, tracing people

  with debts, or varying amounts of surveillance. Nothing extraordinary or particularly interesting – especially considering Jenny was so good at taking the smaller things away from him.

  Paperwork: done. Typing, accounts: sorted. Reports: no problem. She didn’t even complain, which in many ways made her the perfect employee – except that Andrew had never quite been able

  to figure out why she wanted to work with him. He had the sense she could go away and make a success of anything she tried, yet here she was, day after day, doing menial things, all for the promise

  that, now and then, she’d get to do silly things like dress up and jump in front of cars to plant trackers.




  The laser printer in the corner hummed to life with a guff of energy, pleased to finally be doing something, before it started shooting sheets of paper into the out-tray.




  Jenny crossed the room, palm outstretched as if she was about to shake hands with the printer. At the last moment, she clasped the pages and returned to her desk with a twinkle of a smile.




  Andrew’s thoughts were interrupted by a knock on the door. A tall silhouette was visible through the frosted glass, blocking the light from the corridor outside.




  ‘Come in,’ Andrew called, standing as a man dripped his way into the office. Jenny was instantly on her feet, full of smiles and ‘hello’s, taking the man’s sodden

  coat and spreading it out over the radiator.




  The man was similar to Andrew in build: not big, not small – but he was at least twenty years older, somewhere in his mid-fifties, with greying dark hair that was thinning at the front. He

  was wearing a suit but the trousers were drenched as if he’d been swimming with his clothes on. In many ways, going outside in Manchester without an umbrella was exactly like that. He was

  hooking a leather satchel over his shoulder.




  ‘It’s chucking it down out there,’ the man said as Jenny fussed around him. ‘If you know of anyone named Noah, make sure he’s not building a boat.’




  He smiled wearily, not expecting – or getting – a laugh. It was a dad gag handed down through the ages, barely funny in the first place and certainly not now.




  The man shook Andrew’s hand, introducing himself as Richard Carr, before Jenny headed off to the corner and clicked on the kettle. Andrew had never asked her to do any of those sorts of

  things but she just did. She grabbed a mop from the other corner and began swishing away the thin trail of water from the door to Richard’s chair.




  ‘Sorry, sorry,’ he said, brushing the remains of his hair away from his face. ‘I couldn’t find anywhere to park, then they’re doing roadworks on my usual spot off

  Deansgate. I ended up walking for about a mile.’




  As Jenny distracted him by asking about tea or coffee, Andrew took a moment to properly stare at the man. There were wisps of stubble around his mouth that he’d missed shaving and his hair

  looked a little longer than it was meant to be, as if he’d had the same style for thirty years but forgotten to get it cut recently. There was something familiar about him too. Andrew had

  definitely seen him before and the name rang a bell.




  Jenny asked Richard for his milk and sugar requirements and then hurried away again. If social networks were crying out for one thing, it was surely an option to add your tea preference.




  Name




  Date of birth




  Single/married/in a relationship/it’s complicated




  A splash of milk, no sugar, leave the teabag in




  Richard squashed himself into the chair and peered up, catching Andrew’s gaze and holding it. ‘You’re Mr Hunter, I presume.’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘I looked on your website and it said you search for missing people . . . ?’




  ‘That’s right.’




  ‘I’ve got a . . . complicated one for you.’ Richard glanced towards the floor and swallowed. ‘My son disappeared on his eighteenth birthday nine months ago.’




  As Richard looked up again, the penny dropped for Andrew. ‘Your son’s Nicholas Carr.’




  Richard nodded. ‘I take it you saw everything in the papers at the time. It was a big deal . . .’ He tailed off. ‘. . . not so much now.’




  Andrew tried to force his brain to remember the details. They were in his mind somewhere, probably buried under irrelevant information such as who played Bones in the original ‘Star

  Trek’. If only he could get rid of all the junk and keep everything important for his life and job, he’d be a much better person. There had been posters around the city, broadcasts on

  the news, front pages of newspapers. Everything always moved on though – somebody went missing, they were a big story for a day or two, and then they either reappeared or they didn’t.

  Nobody ever went back to check.




  Richard paused as Jenny returned with the tea, placing it on the desk in front of him. He twisted the cup around on the saucer with a ceramic squeak, making it neat before taking a sip.

  ‘According to the police, Nicholas is dead. It’s been nine months, so there’s every chance he is. They found three fingers from his right hand in Alkrington Wood a few days after

  he disappeared. They checked cameras, spoke to his friends – all that type of stuff – but we’ve heard nothing from him since. At first they thought his body was buried with the

  rest of his fingers in Alkrington but they dug a whole patch of it up and didn’t find anything.’




  The cloud that had been fogging Andrew’s memories finally started to evaporate. ‘You’re a councillor, aren’t you?’




  The man nodded without looking up. ‘District council. It’s been awkward these past few months. You’re supposed to be at these votes and rallies but, well . . .’




  Richard tailed off again, Adam’s apple bobbing as he reached for his tea. Jenny placed a box of tissues in front of him and he glanced towards her, eyes hanging on for a fraction of a

  second too long. There wasn’t anything particularly out of the ordinary in it; many men, and women for that matter, found themselves noticing her, but Andrew always felt uncomfortable, like a

  father dropping off his daughter at her first school disco.




  Whatever anyone thought, he hadn’t hired her based on looks. After choosing his new office and deciding to act more professionally, Andrew realised he needed an assistant. He’d gone

  through an agency to advertise the position and they’d sent half-a-dozen graduates his way.




  Andrew’s own degree was in criminology, a social science more based on the reasons for crime as opposed to crime-solving itself. Of the graduates he’d approved for interview, three

  of them had qualifications in computer-based science, one in electronics, one in psychology and one, bizarrely, in radio journalism. He wasn’t as interested in the pieces of paper they held

  as the individuals themselves.




  Jenny was an information technology graduate but barely talked about that in her interview. If anything, the reason he’d hired her was because she didn’t have desperation seeping

  from her every pore. She hadn’t said it out loud but her body language had screamed it: ‘Give me a job, or not – see if I care. I’ll get by.’ It had ended with her

  almost interviewing him, making suggestions about how the office could be better organised and asking how long he’d been doing the job. He felt guilty for hiring her over the other

  candidates: people who actually wanted the job and thought about their answers in the interview. Instead he’d chosen a young woman who’d shrugged her way through it. He’d been

  right though – she was perfect.




  Andrew waited until Richard had put down his teacup. ‘If the police are still involved, I can’t insert myself into their investigation.’




  Richard waved his hand. ‘There is no investigation. They held the inquest, which declared an open verdict – but that’s no closure for me and my wife. For them, it’s over

  but we have to go on wondering. If he’s dead, where’s the body? If he’s alive, where is he and why hasn’t he come home? How did three of his fingers end up in those

  woods?’




  Andrew squirmed in his seat. ‘I’ll be completely honest here, Mr Carr—’




  ‘Richard.’




  ‘Sorry, Richard. I’m not exactly sure what you think I can do that a police investigation couldn’t.’




  Richard ran his hands through his hair and breathed out loudly. Behind him, Jenny tapped gently away at her keyboard. ‘I suppose somebody doing something is better than a bunch of people

  doing nothing.’




  He reached into his satchel and handed over a small photograph. A teenager, perhaps sixteen or seventeen, was lying on a patch of grass giving the thumbs-up to the camera. He had dark blond hair

  similar in colour to Andrew’s, tousled in a just-got-out-of-bed look that so many young people seemed to have. Were people really that attractive first thing in the morning? From

  Andrew’s experience, it was all yawns and trying to remember which day it was.




  ‘That’s Nicholas around eighteen months ago,’ Richard said, counting on his fingers. ‘That was taken eight or nine months before he disappeared.’




  ‘Was he living at home?’




  ‘Yes – my wife and I have a place in Prestwich. He lived with us while he went to college. He was talking about university and had a girlfriend. There was no reason for him to go

  off, let alone for anyone to do anything to him. He was just a normal kid.’




  ‘Did the police ever come up with a motive or a theory?’




  Another shrug. ‘Not that they ever told us. They didn’t seem to have a clue.’




  Andrew glanced over Richard’s shoulder, catching Jenny’s eye as she peered over her glasses towards him, probably reading his mind. She was seemingly naturally gifted at everything

  else, so telepathy wouldn’t be a push. Jenny turned back to her monitor without a word.




  ‘We’ll need a few initial pieces of information from you,’ Andrew said. ‘Nicholas’s full name, his date of birth, national insurance number, details of any bank

  accounts. If he had a mobile phone and you know the number, that would be good. Ditto for personal email addresses and any social media accounts, that sort of thing. If you don’t know it,

  then fair enough – but anything you can give us will be helpful.’ He nodded towards the other desk. ‘Jenny will take your details and if there’s anything you don’t

  have on you, you can either phone in when you get home, or drop us an email. Everything that comes in and out of here is encrypted at our end, so don’t worry about security. Will you be in

  tomorrow afternoon?’




  Richard nodded. ‘I’m retired, so I can always be in.’




  He leant forward, extending his hand but Andrew hesitated before shaking it. ‘I know it’s awkward but . . .’




  ‘Oh, don’t worry about money,’ Richard replied. ‘I know it’ll cost – but you can’t put a price on your son, can you? We just want some closure. It

  sounds dreadful, I know, but if he’s dead we’d rather know – otherwise my wife and I are going to spend our days staring at the front door and hoping.’ He paused to swallow.

  ‘Do you have children?’




  Andrew shook his head.




  Richard smiled weakly. ‘Then take my word for it: there’s nothing worse than watching your child walk out of the front door and never coming back.’
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  Nine thirty-five in the morning was a very specific time. Violet Deacon could have told Andrew to come around at half past like a normal person. It was an accepted fact of life

  that people worked in even blocks of time. Preferably, things happened on the hour. If that was impossible, then half past. At a push, quarter past or quarter to. It was the done thing, but

  apparently not for Violet Deacon. Still, her husband was driving thirty miles out of his way to visit prostitutes, so Andrew should probably give her some slack.




  He parked outside her house at precisely nine thirty-four, hoping she’d forgive him the extra minute. He would have preferred to give her the report at his office but she’d insisted

  she couldn’t leave the house. The road was wide and straight, a boy racer’s dream, with bare autumn-racked trees swaying gently on either side in perfect rows. It was the type of

  tranquillity that could only exist thanks to busybody residents’ groups with tape measures and clipboards. Still, good for them – if it was left up to the council, they’d plonk

  down a bunch of mismatched red-brick abominations as higgledy piggledy as possible in the name of ‘community housing’.




  Andrew got out of the car and looked both ways along the street: it was the kind of place you’d retire to. Peaceful and still, except for the TV engineer at the far end who was grappling

  with a tangle of cable, while simultaneously keeping a fag on the go. Smokers: the ultimate multi-taskers. Although it was probably good they could do more than one thing at a time considering

  they’d die of lung cancer ten years before everyone else. Best cram it all in as soon as possible.




  The Deacons’ house was a sprawling mass of bricks and glass, three storeys high, with a double garage and a driveway with paving slabs so perfectly even that it could have been laid by a

  mathematician, albeit one with big shoulders. Bay windows too – you couldn’t be upper middle class if you didn’t have curvy glass at the front of the house. A hosepipe slithered

  its way along the manicured lawn, with banks of pristine tufty jade grass surrounded by empty flower beds waiting for winter to come and go.




  Andrew double-checked the address against the appalling scrawl of biro written on his hand and then made his way up the drive, satchel slung over his shoulder. It looked more professional to

  carry a bag, even if it did contain only a laptop he wouldn’t need, a charger for his old phone, the file for Violet, a notepad and a pen which may or may not actually work. It wasn’t

  what was in the bag that was important – it was the promise of what might be in the bag. For all his potential clients knew, it could be full of important surveillance gear, or

  technology so advanced it would blow their minds.




  The doorbell made a deep bing-bong as Andrew checked his watch: exactly nine thirty-five. Moments later, the door creaked open, revealing the lightbulb-shaped Violet Deacon – bulbous on

  the bottom, small head at the top. Her dyed brown hair was clamped to the top of her head in a loose bun, while she had poured herself into a pair of leggings that did no favours either for her or

  the straining cotton.




  Andrew stood to the side as she poked her head out of the front door and looked both ways. ‘You didn’t see anyone out there, did you?’ she asked.




  ‘Only some cable guy down the street.’




  She nodded shortly, stepping aside to let him in. ‘Bunch of nosy sods round here. That Mrs McIntyre across the road is always sticking her beak in other people’s business. You can

  see her every day sitting in her window, spying on everyone going past, hoping she’ll get a bit of gossip to report at their Friday coffee mornings. It’s like they’re winding down

  to death one coffee at a time. Old bags.’




  Violet was in her early forties but looked older, a permanent yawning weariness etched on her face. Andrew didn’t reply, allowing her to lead him along a photograph-laden hallway. He

  spotted Stewart and Violet in most of them, along with a boy in varying stages of adolescence. Here we are in Paris: snap. Here we are somewhere with elephants: snap. Skyscrapers, beach, sunshine,

  trees, next to a pool, holding up cocktails to the camera – all of the usual holiday pictures were there. They were one double thumbs-up away from a photo bingo full house when Andrew reached

  the kitchen.




  A chunky unit sat in the centre of the room. Rows of pots and pans hung above, with the sides flanked by cabinets and counter tops. Everything was made of a glimmering black marble-type

  material, heavy with sharp edges and comfortably enough to crack open the head of a child who’d already been told to stop running. There was a health and safety officer somewhere with corks

  and polystyrene just waiting to come in and make the place safe. As well as the hallway door they’d entered through, there was another leading towards the garden and a third slightly ajar

  that led into another part of the house.




  Violet plonked herself on a stool on the other side of the unit, making a vague gesture towards the seat on the opposite side. ‘So, you found out what he’s getting up to,

  then?’
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