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  For Uncle John “Murphy” Kirkham




  Thank you for the inspiration and for everything else over the years




  





  ONE YEAR AGO




  





  Tuesday 1 September




  He had no final memory of her. Only a single image. One last moment, trapped in an interminable loop, playing over and over in his mind. There, every time he closed his eyes,

  mocking him.




  Tim Johnson was beginning to accept that there was nothing else about his daughter he would ever remember.




  People will tell you that love at first sight doesn’t exist. That it takes time to feel all the emotions that make up the L word. Comfort, familiarity, yearning. They don’t just

  appear overnight.




  Those people are wrong.




  Have a child and feel that bolt of lightning when you hold them for the first time. A little face looking up at you, completely at your mercy and dependence. That’s love at first sight.

  When his daughter had been placed in his arms, he had fallen in love instantly. Head over heels, flat on his back in love. His whole life had led to that point. Every mistake, every misstep, it had

  all been worth it.




  It had taken him a couple of days to find the best route to walk around the park. The area was new to him and full of hidden surprises, nooks and crannies to discover. He had seen it only in

  pictures before now, the large pavilion-type structure taking up most of results when he searched for it on Google. A circular building with glass windows making up the outside structure.




  There was, of course, more to Sefton Park than that building. The park itself covered at least two hundred acres; a piece of tranquillity in the heart of the city of Liverpool, its vast green

  spaces surrounded by trees. He had found a cafe in the middle of the park, an old fountain nearby. The whole area undisturbed and well-kept, despite the reputation of the local youths. There were

  closer parks, but it was worth taking the extra time to visit this one.




  The days had seemed much longer recently. It had become more difficult to fill the quiet moments.




  ‘Feed the ducks, Molly? That’s what we’ll do today, hey, baby? Daddy take you to feed the ducks?’




  The four-week-old child he pushed around the park in front of him didn’t open her eyes, having fallen asleep before they’d even reached the park. The motion of the pushchair sending

  her straight off.




  ‘When you’re a bit older, we’ll find some swings in this place. You’ll like that.’




  A balding man, desperately hanging onto the last remnants of his thirties, jogged past them, his heavy breathing and the tinny dance music filtering through headphones breaking the silence.




  The jogger didn’t seem to notice him, lost in the effort of running just a little further.




  A cool breeze whistled through trees to the side of them, disturbing birds perched in the treetops. He looked up as they took flight, circled and settled once more. Autumn was drawing in. The

  last remnants of summer already forgotten.




  ‘We’ll have to wrap you up warmer soon, Molly. It’ll be cold this winter, I think.’




  He’d lived in the north of England for almost a decade and still wasn’t used to the subtle differences compared with the south where he’d grown up. They passed another large

  open space of field. A bare patch of land sitting unused. Just a vastness, opening up and then encircled by a line of trees in the distance. A small inlet of water ran beside the path, broken twigs

  and leaves floating on the surface.




  Silence settled back in. A contrast, he imagined, with the weekends and school holidays when the park would be bustling with life. Children of all ages being let loose by harried parents, taken

  for a walk to use up some energy. Football and cricket matches being organised on the spacious green land. Jumpers for goalposts and all that nostalgia.




  He imagined sitting there, a blanket underneath him and the sun on his face, hearing the sounds of laughter and raised voices. Pictured Molly running off, never too far, but enough for her to

  learn a little independence. Meeting friends, discovering new things and new pleasures.




  He imagined a life there. The thought of it made him smile.




  When he heard the footsteps behind him, he thought it was the jogger again, back for another lap. The hurried slaps of soles hitting the path as they headed in his direction didn’t make

  him flinch or turn around.




  Maybe if he had, things would have been different.




  In the pram, Molly fussed a little, so he slowed his pace and tried to soothe her. He moved the dummy closer to her face, the suckling increasing as she finally found it again and began to calm

  once more.




  The first blow didn’t register at first. The surprise of it, a dull thud at the back of his head, his vision blurring for an instant, was so unexpected in the peace of the

  surroundings.




  The second blow buckled his legs. He tried to steady himself, clutching the pushchair’s handles as his balance went. A third blow sent him to the ground.




  Not like this. Not like this.




  He crumbled to the ground, the fall not registering as his weight hit the floor. The sound of the pushchair falling with him became muffled as the blurriness returned with vigour. He tried to

  reach out towards it, but his hands didn’t obey. As he shifted onto his side, he saw a black boot scrape towards him. He tried to shake his head, but that just sent waves of pain through his

  temples. A feeling of nausea swept through him, the edges of his vision growing darker by the millisecond.




  That single image, just before he lost consciousness. The wheel of the pram, holding Molly, his life, spinning round and round.




  Not an image of his daughter. The pushchair couldn’t have fallen beside him with her facing him. No, she was facing the other way, so all he saw was a wheel. Spinning and spinning.




  As he lost her.




  *    *    *




  He didn’t know how long he was out for, but the sun was still beaming down when he rubbed his eyes and got to his haunches. The memory of what had happened came back

  slowly to him, making him rise to his feet, before falling back down onto his knees and dry heaving onto the grass beside him.




  ‘Molly,’ he tried to shout, though his throat betrayed him. He swallowed back bile and tried again. ‘Molly.’




  He turned to where he’d seen the last image. Saw only an empty path. No spinning wheel. No overturned pram.




  No Molly.




  No daughter.




  No life.




  





  Wednesday 2 September




  Twenty-four hours she’d been gone. Out there, without him. Scared, confused. If a four-week-old could feel those things. Wondering where he was. She knew his face. That

  was how it worked, he was sure of it. It didn’t matter if it was twenty-four hours, or twenty-four days. She would remember him.




  Please don’t let it be twenty-four days.




  ‘Do you not have a photo of . . . Molly, did you say?’




  He sighed for what seemed the thousandth time since the detectives had reappeared at the house. ‘I’ve told you again and again, no I haven’t. She’s only a few weeks old

  and I have been too busy to print any yet. I had some on my phone, but that’s been stolen, along with my daughter. What are you doing here? Shouldn’t you be out there, finding

  her?’




  ‘Mr Johnson, I can assure you we have officers out there doing exactly that. The best way to help us is to give us as much information as possible, OK? Now, let’s start at the

  beginning again. Think we can do that?’




  He nodded, tiredness washing over him. He had been awake all night, unable to sleep. Once the police had arrived at the park, everything had begun to pass in a blur of questions and offers of

  tea.




  ‘We’ve only just moved here,’ Tim said, a sigh escaping from his mouth. ‘We were over on the Wirral before here.’




  ‘And why the move? Where’s Molly’s mother . . . Lauren was it? Yes . . . where is she?’




  He hesitated, again, as he had every time he’d told the story. ‘I don’t know. I haven’t spoken to her since we had to leave. I tried calling her, but there’s no

  answer. She hadn’t been well for a while . . .’




  ‘In what way?’




  He pointed to his head, his hand moving upwards slowly. ‘Mentally. During the pregnancy she was saying very strange things. She’d put on a show of being fine for the midwives,

  nurses, things like that. Not that she’d let me in for the appointments.’




  The detective looked up from her notepad at that. ‘Why do you think that was?’




  He bristled a little at the accusatory tone. He didn’t trust her. The headscarf wasn’t right, not with the Scouse accent alongside it. It made him wary of her. ‘She

  wasn’t thinking straight. She thought I was going to bring bad luck in. She wanted only women around her. Even for the birth. I wasn’t allowed anywhere near the place. Couldn’t

  even hand out cigars in the waiting room like a nineteen fifties dad. Had to wait at home by the phone for her to call me.’




  ‘That can’t have been easy.’




  He relaxed a little as the detective’s voice became less accusatory. Maybe it didn’t matter so much that she was one of those Muslims. Or a woman. ‘No, it wasn’t. I

  wanted to be there for her and Molly. To cut the umbilical cord and all that stuff. It wasn’t exactly what I had been expecting.’




  The detective leaned towards him, her coat brushing against the edge of the couch. ‘Then what happened?’




  He took a breath. ‘The first few days were fine, a struggle, of course, with a newborn, but it seemed like all the weird stuff had been forgotten. Then, I came home from doing a shop to

  find her setting things on fire in the backyard.’




  ‘What sort of things?’




  He looked around for the glass of water he’d had earlier, but couldn’t see it. ‘All of the clothes we’d bought Molly. Photographs she’d brought home from the

  hospital. Molly’s moses basket and all her bedding. It was like she was trying to erase any trace of our daughter’s life.’




  The detective glanced towards her partner quickly before turning back to him. ‘Where was Molly when this happened?’




  ‘She was inside the house. She’d been left on the living-room floor. I picked her up and made sure she was OK. Lauren was still outside, just staring at the flames.’




  His mouth was dry, his whole body itching to stand up and go across to the kitchen and satiate his thirst. He waited instead.




  ‘This was two weeks ago,’ he said after a few seconds’ silence. ‘I gave her a few more days, just to see if it was a one-off. She just got worse. I couldn’t leave

  the house without Molly. I was scared of what would happen while I wasn’t there. I didn’t sleep much, not that you can anyway with a newborn, but it wasn’t because of that. I was

  worried about what she would do.’




  The detective shifted back on the couch. ‘What led you over here, to Liverpool?’




  He swallowed back dryness. ‘I had to go out and get a few bits. Molly had been crying for a while and I’d finally got her down to sleep. I didn’t want to disturb her, so I

  didn’t take her with me. Lauren had been in a good mood that day, so I thought it would be OK if I just went to the shop quickly and came back . . .’




  Every time he had got to this part of the story, he had begun to shake. Imperceptibly at first, before it became more noticeable.




  ‘I came back home and she was on the doorstep with Molly in the pram. They were about to leave, but she wouldn’t tell me where they were going. I . . . I persuaded her

  to go back inside. That’s when I saw the note on the coffee table in the living room. She tried to hide it, but I got to it first.’




  He remembered the fear on Lauren’s face, the way she shrank back from him. She was like a stranger.




  He left that part out.




  ‘It said she was taking Molly away. That she had to take her away from me. I tried to speak to her about it, but she was just babbling. It read like she was . . . she was

  going to do something stupid.’




  The Muslim detective didn’t speak, waiting for him to continue.




  ‘I knew I had this place waiting for me if I needed it. So, once Lauren had fallen asleep that night, I packed a few things and came over here. I thought giving her some time might be

  best. My aunt passed away a few months ago and my cousins are still trying to sell the place. I had a key from when she was still alive.’




  ‘We talked to your new neighbours . . .’




  He shook his head, trying to work out why the conversation hadn’t gone the same way as it had done previously. Before, when he’d reached this part of the story, there had been

  sympathy and concern. This was different.




  ‘We spoke to a number of them. None of them remember you arriving here, let alone with a child in your company. No one heard a baby crying, which seems odd. Why do you think that would

  be?’




  He opened his mouth and closed it again. Considered his answer first. ‘I don’t know. The average age around here isn’t exactly on the young side. Maybe they didn’t have

  their hearing aids in or something.’




  ‘Mr Johnson,’ the detective began, looking towards her colleague and then back at him. ‘We couldn’t find a Lauren at the address you gave us. We’ve had people

  search inside the property and they couldn’t find any signs of her. We’ve also put out a trace on her name and come up with no record of her being a resident either. We’re waiting

  on hospital records, but if she gave birth in the past few weeks as you say, we should find her, shouldn’t we?’




  He didn’t like the tone the detective was taking now. ‘Of course. It’s not like I’ve dreamed the whole thing.’




  The detective glanced at her colleague again. ‘We’re not saying anything right now, Tim. We just can’t find any trace of anyone who remembers anything about your movements in

  the past couple of days.’




  ‘Speak to the neighbours back in the other house. They’ll definitely remember.’




  ‘We have, Tim. They’re saying they thought you lived alone.’




  He made a noise halfway between a laugh and a shout of alarm. ‘That’s not possible . . .’




  





  Saturday 5 September




  Day five of Molly being missing and the media interest had disappeared almost entirely. What at first had been front-page news was now relegated to a small Information Wanted section on a local Facebook group. As soon as the police had decided that the most likely thing to have happened was that Molly’s mother had taken her child

  back, the media had moved on. Just another domestic. Another father left to pick up the pieces.




  He thought about the likelihood of him ending up in a superhero costume on top of Buckingham Palace, but decided his current luck would see him locked up with a terrorist in some cell.




  The detective – DC Hashem – continued to visit him, but seemed to eye him with more and more suspicion by the day. He was surprised she was still coming, but the questions were more

  confusing by the day.




  He was tired of it all. Sleep was a distant memory. He would drop off for an hour or two then jolt awake with his heart beating, stumbling off the couch to pull back the curtains once again.

  Every noise outside made his heart stop for a beat. He could smell his own mustiness emanating off him.




  There was no end for him. Not a happy one, anyway. He felt that with every fibre.




  A persistent banging came from the hallway. He jumped off the sofa, moving so fast he knocked over a side table, barely aware of it crashing to the floor as he flung open the front door.




  ‘Oh, come in,’ he said, making his way back to living room. He noticed the table upended on the floor and bent to pick it up. ‘Sorry, must have knocked it over.’




  ‘It’s fine if you got a little angry, Tim,’ the female detective said, looking around the room as if it were her first time there. ‘It’s a trying time, I understand

  that.’




  ‘Angry? No . . . I just bumped into it,’ Tim said, righting the table and then standing to face the detective.




  ‘Do you get angry often, Tim?’




  Tim was stuck for a moment, staring open-mouthed at the detective. ‘What? Why are you asking me that?’




  ‘I think it’s a perfectly reasonable question. Do you throw things around, maybe punch a hole in a wall, or rip a door off its hinges?’




  ‘No, I do not. I can get cross sometimes, but I’m not violent . . .’




  ‘Ah, but that’s not strictly true, is it?’ the detective said, moving past him and perching on the edge of a chair. ‘We know, for example, that you received a police

  caution for being involved in . . .’




  ‘That was nothing,’ Tim interrupted, but then he stopped himself. He breathed in and out and fixed the detective with a stare. ‘What has this got to do with anything? Can you

  tell me what you’re doing to find Molly?’




  ‘Can we go over things again? I want to make sure we have all the information on Molly as best as we possibly can.’




  Tim wanted to walk out, get away from the woman and from the house. To be back in that moment, in the park, pushing Molly along. Free and happy. Instead, he was forced to stand there and

  listen.




  ‘Why haven’t you been in touch with your parents?’




  ‘We’re not close,’ he said after a few seconds, trying to remain calm. ‘There’s no reason to have them involved.’




  ‘We’ve spoken to them,’ the detective said, looking at him with those inquisitive eyes of hers. ‘I don’t think they were all that happy to find out from the TV that

  they were grandparents. Bit of a shock, I think you can imagine. Did you not think to get in touch and let them know what was happening?’




  ‘No, I didn’t. As I said, we’re not close.’




  ‘Falling out? Temper get the better of you?’




  This time he made a movement towards the door, but the male detective standing in the doorway stopped him in his tracks. ‘Why are you asking me these questions?’ Tim said, turning

  back to the female detective. ‘They have nothing to do with Molly being missing. Have you found Lauren yet? That’s what you should be doing. Finding her and seeing if she has taken my

  daughter.’




  ‘Calm down, Tim. Come and sit down.’




  He looked back at the male detective who was still staring at him and decided to sit on the sofa. Settled on the edge. ‘Please, just tell me what you want to hear. I just want you to find

  her.’




  ‘We understand that. There are still a lot of unanswered questions, though, which is making our job just that little bit more difficult. So, how about we clear those up and then we will be

  in a better position to find your daughter. Sound fair?’




  Tim nodded, wrapping his arms around himself and leaning forwards.




  ‘You said you’d been with Lauren for just under a year,’ the female detective said, confusing him by changing tack. ‘Did she ever meet any of your family?’




  He was beginning to see how his answers were unlikely to help him. ‘No, she didn’t. There was no reason for her to meet any of them. I wasn’t close to them, so why would I

  introduce her to them?’




  ‘Did she meet any of your friends?’




  ‘I don’t really have any friends. I left all that behind a long time ago.’




  The detective made some sort of noise under her breath. ‘So, she wasn’t introduced to your family, or friends, yet you were living together and she became pregnant. Were you working

  at the time?’




  ‘Yes, I worked from home. Tech support for various websites. I have my own business.’




  ‘You don’t speak to your family, you have no friends, you work from home and your neighbours don’t know you exist. That seems a little like isolation to me. Is that

  intentional?’




  He didn’t know how to respond, so he shrugged his shoulders instead.




  ‘We’ve tried to locate Lauren from the information you’ve provided us with, Tim, but we’ve been unsuccessful.’




  ‘I don’t understand . . .’ Tim began, before being interrupted.




  ‘I’m saying, we’ve checked into every local and national database. We’ve also checked again at your previous address, with your old neighbours and anyone we could find.

  No one recalls a woman being there. No one recalls a child being there either. We can find no trace of anyone named Lauren Moran, born on the date you gave us, in the area – or nearby, in

  fact.’




  ‘That can’t be right.’




  The detective leaned forwards, placing her notepad to one side. She stared at him.




  ‘Did they exist, Tim? Either of them? What is the truth here?’




  





  Monday 21 September




  Three weeks she had been gone.




  That’s how long it took for him to give in and call for help. He hadn’t spoken to the group in years, but it was finally time.




  He waited until the train came above ground, leaving the tunnel which ran underneath the River Mersey, and then pulled out his new mobile phone.




  ‘It’s me . . . Tim . . . I need help . . . I need the club to help me . . . Yes, I know, again, but that’s what

  it’s for, right?’




  He could hear the exasperation from the voice on the other end of the line, but managed to set up a meeting for the next day.




  Tim was desperate. There was no evidence his daughter had ever existed as far as the police were concerned. Just his word, which wasn’t enough.




  He’d spent his time wandering around, hoping to catch sight of her. He was certain he would recognise her. There was a small mole, or birthmark, on her right earlobe. He could close his

  eyes and remember the touch of it on his finger, as he rocked her to sleep, stroking the side of her face and touching her ear. He was the only one who knew that was what would work.




  It was obvious to him what had happened. Lauren had found out where he’d gone, attacked him in that park and taken Molly somewhere. The problem was proving that he was right.




  The problem was proving their existence at all.




  How could Molly be unreal when every fibre of him ached? He felt incomplete and malformed without her.




  How could he have made her up?




  He blinked and had an image of Lauren cowering from him, as he stood over her. Another second and the image was gone. Replaced by the wheel spinning once more.




  He left the train at Moreton station and walked the ten-minute journey from there through a dodgy estate to his altogether nicer one. He pulled his coat tighter around him as the wind picked up

  and swirled fallen leaves on the ground ahead of him.




  He entered the street where the house he’d spent almost a year with Lauren was situated. He’d decide to move back – convinced Lauren would return there if she was going to come

  back anywhere.




  Flashing lights stopped him in his tracks. A police car was parked up outside his house. Another van was there, the words Scientific Support emblazoned on the side. He

  broke into a jog, which turned into a sprint as he covered the remaining few yards at speed. He stopped at the end of the driveway, almost barrelling into a uniformed policeman who was standing

  guard.




  ‘What’s going on?’ Tim said, already out of breath, but not caring. ‘Why are you here? Have you found her?’




  ‘You need to stay here for a second.’




  Tim tried to move past the police officer, but a burly arm blocked his path. He looked towards the house, squinting into the darkness, before a light was switched on in the hallway and two

  figures emerged.




  ‘Mr Johnson,’ a voice called out from the direction of the front door.




  ‘Have you . . . have you found her?’ Tim said, his words faltering as he lifted a hand to his mouth. ‘Is she OK? What’s going on?’




  ‘I need you to come with me,’ DC Hashem said, taking her hands out of the pockets of her coat. Tim saw the man standing behind her was the same one that had accompanied her to the

  other house.




  ‘Tell me now,’ Tim replied, words falling from his mouth without him being aware of them. ‘Just tell me, is she OK? Please tell me Molly is OK. Where’s my

  daughter?’




  ‘I just need you to come with us now. We’ll explain everything down at the station.’




  He didn’t think he could make the short walk to the car, but he was opening the door and getting in before he realised he’d started moving. Other people headed towards the house,

  wearing white overalls and carrying shovels. The male detective sat in the back next to him. The car pulled away, Tim looked back at the darkened house and he began to shake uncontrollably. He

  could feel the man’s eyes on him.




  He whispered to himself for almost the entire journey back to Liverpool.




  ‘Please let her be OK. Please let her be OK. Please let her be . . .’




  





  PART ONE




  





  PRESENT DAY




  





  




  An eye for an eye will only make the whole world blind.




  Mahatma Gandhi




  I’m a fighter. I believe in the eye-for-an-eye business. I’m no cheek turner. I got no respect for a man who won’t hit back. You kill my dog,

  you better hide your cat.




  Muhammad Ali




  While seeking revenge, dig two graves – one for yourself.




  Douglas Horton




  





  You




  You’re consumed with hate.




  You think of nothing but desolation and the absolute need to devastate. To destroy. To satiate yourself in vengeance.




  You have lived your life in moments of desperation. Each day passing in a blur of perceived normality. Now is your chance to be something more.




  You plan. You want it to be perfect. There isn’t anything you haven’t foreseen and countered for. You cannot be stopped. Nothing will stand in your way.




  They must pay for what they have done.




  You want the violence. You feel it in every fibre of your body. The desire, the craving. You need to make things right. You need to redress the balance.




  You don’t see them as victims. You know others will, but that does not matter. You know the truth. You know the public will care little, instead waiting for the next instalment. A reality

  show to end them all. A true fight to the death, beamed into every living room. No one cares about the so-called victims. They just want the next part to begin.




  They’re just like you. They love to watch and vicariously experience the thrill of violence and suffering. You know it to be true.




  You want the world to die a slow, painful death.




  You want to be there to watch it die.




  There are faces you see every night, lying in the dark waiting for sleep to consume you. Appearing in your mind without invitation. Making your skin crawl, your stomach churn and hands shake.

  You feel anger, you feel afraid. You want those faces to disappear.




  You want silence. You want to switch off that part of your brain which keeps bringing them back.




  Instead of living in a constant state of terror, you decide to do something about it. To switch off those voices and make those faces evaporate. You have plans, you are in control. You know what

  to do. You have right on your side, you have the tools and the desire to do what is necessary.




  You want retribution for what happened.




  You want revenge.




  





  One




  There was a time when the issue of getting older hadn’t bothered him so much. He remembered that time with a fading clarity. Now it needled him, occupying his thoughts

  without reason. Another year about to come to an end – the onward march towards the magical age of forty.




  Aging was becoming wearisome.




  Detective Inspector David Murphy looked out across the River Mersey, leaning forwards against the promenade railings. He glanced down at his hands gripping the metal, his knuckles white and

  scarred, then stared back out across the water. He could see the ferry making its approach towards home in an early afternoon gloom. Darkened clouds were moving above him, moody and plentiful,

  casting the water below him with a grey shadow. The view across the river was a direct contrast to the one he would experience from the other side of the water: fewer iconic buildings, less

  industry and none of the bustle of modern life.




  Murphy turned and gazed up at the Port of Liverpool building directly in front of him. Its more famous sibling – the Royal Liver building – sitting next to it, the mythical Liver

  Birds perched atop, looking out over the same view as him. He craned his neck upwards to glimpse a sight of them. Took in the faded stone of the structure and felt a sense of calm wash over him.

  Some things stayed the same in an ever-changing world. They signified a past which was now being increasingly encroached upon by futurism – the new museums and office buildings growing ever

  closer to them. One of the newer museums lay to his right – fans of the Beatles given their own altar to worship at within. Further back, a black, glass coffin of a building lying between the

  waterfront and the city centre. The Albert Dock was visible further down the river, now filled with trendy bars and shops selling to tourists and excited youngsters.




  Yet, there were buildings that would always be part of the Liverpool city skyline.




  ‘I decided against it. Looks like it’s about to rain any second and there’s nothing sadder than eating ice cream under an umbrella.’




  Murphy turned to his wife, watching her climbing the few steps up to the promenade to join him, and smiled towards her. ‘Could be worse,’ he said, wrapping his arm around her as she

  reached him. ‘Could have forgotten the umbrella.’




  Sarah lay her head against his chest. ‘This is nice,’ she said, turning with Murphy as he looked out across the river once more. ‘Been a while since we’ve been down

  here.’




  ‘Everything’s changing.’




  ‘That’s modern life for you. Blink and they build something where you were looking last.’




  Murphy made a noise at the back of his throat and continued to watch the ferry cross the Mersey.




  ‘I love the fact I’m going back to university,’ Sarah said, lifting her head slightly to look around the waterfront. ‘But I really wish the holidays lasted a little

  longer. Could get used to meeting you on your lunch break and taking in the scenery around here.’




  ‘Don’t you think you get enough time off as it is? It’s like three months off in the bloody summer. More, in fact, than when you were teaching. I’m lucky to get three

  days off in a row.’




  ‘Should have become a teacher instead then. I’d love to see you try and control a classroom full of six year olds.’




  Murphy shuddered at the thought. ‘You’re OK. I’d rather deal with criminals any day of the week.’




  There was still a period of adjustment going on between them, now Sarah had left work as a teacher. She had decided to go back to university, following the trauma they had experienced fifteen

  months earlier. A violent attack in their home, which had almost resulted in both their lives being ended.




  Sarah had wanted to understand what could drive someone to do what had been done to them, so she had decided to return to university and study psychology and criminology. Murphy just wanted to

  forget.




  ‘You thought about where we’re going to eat later?’




  Murphy pulled away and looked downwards at Sarah. Sometimes the height difference bothered him, sometimes it didn’t register. There was almost a foot between them, he was well over six

  foot tall, she was not much over five. It led to some odd looks sometimes, especially as she had kept her pre-thirties looks. Whereas he was becoming more weathered by the hour. ‘I thought

  you’d decide for once.’




  Sarah began to shake her head before Murphy cut in again.




  ‘I’ve chosen where we’ve eaten at least the last six hundred times.’




  ‘You’ve kept count, have you?’




  Murphy couldn’t help but smile. ‘Smart arse.’




  ‘I’ll think of something. Probably in town. I’m not going to be done in Liverpool One until late.’




  ‘Well, don’t spend too much money . . .’




  Murphy stopped as he received an elbow in the ribs from Sarah. ‘I’m spending what I like, knobhead. I’ve not done any shopping in bloody ages and I need to fit in with the

  other students. They’re all going to be at least fifteen years younger than me in that university. And I’m using my own money anyway.’




  ‘First, ow,’ Murphy replied, making a show of rubbing his side, ‘bony elbows. Second, I wasn’t exactly being serious. I just like seeing you react to my

  sexism.’




  ‘You’re just a wind-up merchant, you are. Anyway, aren’t you best getting back?’




  Murphy rolled up the sleeve on his suit jacket and checked the time. Looked up at the Liver Building and saw the same time peering down at him. ‘You’re right. I’ll speak to you

  later, once you’ve bought half of the stuff in the shops, and bought me something two sizes too small because that’s the size you wish I

  was . . .’




  ‘I never–’




  ‘Course you don’t,’ Murphy replied, smiling down at Sarah and then planting a kiss on her forehead. ‘You all right getting back from here? I’m going to flag a cab

  down if you want dropping off?’




  ‘No, it’s all right,’ Sarah said, giving Murphy a squeeze and then stepping away. ‘I don’t mind walking up.’




  Murphy made his way towards the Coffin-Building, turning to wave back at her, the smile on his face fading as he moved away. There was something to be said for taking off during work hours and

  having a blast of normality. Mostly, it just made it more difficult to go back to work.




  Within a few minutes, he was in the back of a black cab, winding through the traffic on the outskirts of the city centre, passing the never-ending roadworks on Leeds Street, sweeping round

  Liverpool John Moores University and eventually turning into St Anne Street.




  The too-familiar brown-brick building came into view, Murphy stopped the cab a few yards past and over-tipped the driver.




  Five minutes later, he walked into the main office of the Major Crime Unit. He took a deep breath and made his way to his desk, passing the various detectives under his auspicious command.




  ‘Nice lunch?’




  Murphy mocked a salute towards DS Laura Rossi and sat down. ‘Very. One of those where you don’t want to come back to this place.’




  ‘It’s why I try and eat in the building as often as possible. Not from the canteen, of course.’




  Murphy pulled his chair closer to the desk and moved the mouse, causing his computer monitor to come to life. ‘What was on the menu from Mama Rossi today?’




  Rossi ran a hand through her long, almost black hair, sweeping it away from her face. ‘Just some mortadella, olives and mozzarella on ciabatta. Nothing special.’




  Murphy rolled his eyes at her. ‘Of course not. Bet it was bloody delicious.’




  ‘You always think that, but that’s only because you’re used to the shite they pass off as sandwiches in here.’




  ‘Got that right,’ Murphy replied, signing into his computer and checking his emails. ‘Missed anything?’




  Rossi shook her head. ‘Still waiting on uniforms to pick up that lad who tried to hold up a post office this morning. Shouldn’t take them too long, given he had to take off the crash

  helmet to be understood. DC Kirkham is taking a witness statement from that assault from last night–’




  ‘The domestic?’




  ‘Yeah. Going to try and do the bloke for attempted murder. CPS probably won’t go for it.’




  Murphy grunted, reading through the subject lines of a few emails for anything of interest. ‘Is she still talking?’




  ‘For now,’ Rossi replied, shifting paperwork off her desk and into a drawer. ‘Wants him done for everything. Bastardo tried to strangle her, so

  that’s sparked something in her.’




  ‘Anything else?’




  ‘Nothing at the moment. Although the boss has been on the phone for the last five minutes. Doing the pacing up and down thing as well. Got a feeling something is going

  on . . .’




  He made to reply when the door to DCI Stephens’s internal office banged open. Murphy rolled his eyes at Rossi and turned to look towards the boss.




  ‘David, Laura, when you’re ready.’




  Murphy glanced at Rossi and shook his head. ‘Just when we thought we were going to have an easy afternoon.’




  Murphy and Rossi shuffled into DCI Stephens’s office and closed the door behind them. The office was as neat and ordered as usual. A single filing cabinet, large desk and leather chair

  took up most of the space. The only personal touch – a photograph of the boss’s family – faced outwards, so those coming into the office couldn’t help but notice it.




  ‘Sit.’




  Murphy and Rossi followed orders and sat on the chairs placed to one side of the organised desk, waiting for DCI Stephens to amble back to her chair and drop into it with a sigh and a shake of

  her head.




  ‘This is . . . well, it’s not the usual thing I would call you in for.’




  Murphy glanced at Rossi, ready to raise an eyebrow, but she was focussed on the boss.




  ‘I have a missing persons report. Normally, it would be dealt with by uniform, as you know, but this is different.’




  Rossi glanced at Murphy and his raised eyebrow.




  ‘This is a bit more delicate,’ DCI Stephens continued. ‘It’s a . . . well, it concerns someone we all know.’




  ‘Celebrity?’ Murphy said, having flashbacks to a case the previous year which had turned to awfulness within a few hours.




  ‘Not as such,’ DCI Stephens said, looking away and moving the notepad on her desk slightly. ‘An important person, shall we say. Someone who will be missed.’




  ‘Are we allowed to know his name?’ Murphy said.




  ‘It’s Sam Byrne.’




  Rossi said something in Italian under her breath before Murphy had chance to answer. DCI Stephens spoke for him anyway.




  ‘Yes . . . that Sam Byrne.’




  





  Two




  There was an uncomfortable silence for a few seconds as they waited for DCI Stephens to speak. Eventually, Murphy grew tired of the performance. ‘That young bloke

  who’s up for MP?’ he said, sitting back in his seat a little. ‘Surprised it hasn’t been in the Echo already. How long’s he been

  missing?’




  DCI Stephens turned her gaze back to them and almost rolled her eyes. ‘It’s being kept quiet for now. We don’t want to have it come out if he’s just taking a break or

  something. He’s been gone for a few days at least. Last seen Thursday evening, leaving his campaign office.’




  Murphy glanced at Rossi who was keeping her counsel. ‘This is the fourth day then. How do we come into it?’




  ‘I . . . sorry, we need someone to look into his disappearance. I’ve been asked by the higher-ups to put our best on it. Which means his parents have been exerting their influence. They want to see if we can find him before it becomes a story.’




  Murphy couldn’t help but preen a little. It had been a while since he’d been categorised as the best at something. ‘What are the details? Who called?’




  DCI Stephens brought the notepad on her desk closer. ‘Someone in his office. Assistant or something. Got into his car and vanished. No one has seen him, or the car, since. I imagine

  Byrne’s parents had already been onto their friends here, though, once she’d been in touch with them over the weekend. He didn’t turn up to the office on Friday, didn’t

  answer his phone that day or any other.’




  ‘He doesn’t have any significant other concerned?’ Rossi said, speaking aloud for the first time. ‘A girlfriend or boyfriend?’




  ‘He’s single, which makes things a little more difficult.’




  ‘So we don’t know if he has a girlfriend, or a partner we don’t know about, et cetera et cetera,’ Murphy said, finishing the sentence.




  ‘Exactly. I tried that one with DSI Butler, but he wasn’t having any of it.’




  Murphy ran a hand over his beard – closely shorn, but dark enough to be noticeable. For now, anyway. He was finding more grey hairs by the day. ‘Comes from him then.’




  DCI Stephens ignored his hard tone. ‘I just need you to look into it, see if there’s a simple explanation and then move on. That’s all. Nothing major, no big task force or

  anything like that for now. We want this kept in house.’




  ‘OK, we can do that,’ Murphy said, glancing at Rossi for support. She turned away from him slowly, eyebrows raising and dropping back to normal in the time it took to face the boss

  again.




  ‘Probably a partner we don’t know about. A weekend away has turned into something longer than intended? Have uniforms been to his address, his phone checked, that kind of

  thing?’




  DCI Stephens gave Murphy a dismissive wave. ‘You can find all that out yourself. I’m sure they’ve at least knocked on his door. Just get over to his house and confirm

  he’s not bloody dead or something, then we can knock all this on the head and be done with it. Although I’m sure his mum and dad have already been inside.’




  Murphy lifted himself out of the chair and gave a mock salute to DCI Stephens. ‘You got it, boss.’




  ‘Don’t be that guy, David.’




  Murphy waited for Rossi as they exited the office, making their way back to their desks together in silence. A few heads turned expectantly, but Murphy ignored them. He sat down at his desk and

  waited for his computer to load up again.




  ‘Seems like scut work to me,’ Rossi said from opposite him. ‘Thought we’d left that behind when we reorganised.’




  ‘Friends in high places,’ Murphy replied, opening the short file on Sam Byrne’s disappearance that DCI Stephens had already emailed across. He printed it off. ‘We need to

  get some of those.’




  ‘Hardly a major crime, is it? Which is what we’re supposed to deal with.’




  ‘Were you prepared to put your foot down and say no?’




  Murphy stood and waited to see if Rossi was going to reply. He collected the file pages from the printer when it became clear she wasn’t going to answer.




  ‘Nothing much here,’ Murphy said as Rossi made her way around to his side of the desks. ‘Uniforms visited his address but got no answer. Nothing out of place. No signs of

  forced entry or anything to indicate foul play.’




  ‘Means nothing . . .’




  ‘Of course not,’ Murphy said, continuing to read through the few paragraphs of information. ‘There’s bugger all here. We’re at square one with this

  thing.’




  ‘We’re best getting started then.’




  ‘Call those uniforms, get them to meet us at the house.’




  Fifteen minutes later they were pulling out of the station car park and onto St Anne Street. Murphy shifted the pool car into gear and drove steadily away from the city centre, the area changing

  as he did so.




  ‘There’s a distinct lack of effort around here,’ Rossi said, fiddling with the satnav on the dashboard before giving up with it and pulling out her phone. ‘I know I say

  it every time, but they could be doing so much with this place. They can throw up a building in the city centre in a few months but everything else takes bloody ages to do around here.’




  Murphy hummed a response. It was difficult to disagree with Rossi’s sentiments.




  ‘All those new buildings and regeneration projects going on down at the waterfront and they can’t find a bit of money to throw at Scottie Road.’




  Scotland Road was the name for an A road which ran from the city centre towards the north of Liverpool and the towns there. What had once been a tight-knit community of people, was now a place

  of closed-down pubs, old churches, run-down shops, and more speed cameras than Murphy could remember seeing on any other road in the city. There were signs of change, but they were few and far

  between. ‘Everything just seems like it’s waiting to be knocked down and forgotten about. Where’s this place again?’




  Rossi moved a leaf of paper to the top of the folder she was holding on her lap.




  ‘Blundellsands. House is on Warren Road. Won’t be a bad place around there. Can’t imagine he paid for it himself. He’s what, twenty-six, twenty-seven?’




  ‘Always nice to have rich parents. A world away from this type of place,’ Murphy said, leaving behind the rundown area of Scotland Road and turning onto Derby Road.




  The drive was only twenty minutes, but the monotony of the dual carriageway with its endless stream of traffic travelling to and from the north of the city made it feel much longer. The sun

  above them kept threatening to make an appearance through large clouds of white, but Murphy’s sunglasses stayed in the inside pocket of his suit jacket.




  Soon the built-up areas of the city centre and neighbouring towns of Bootle and Waterloo were a memory as they entered the leafy streets of Blundellsands.




  ‘Any ideas whereabouts this place is?’ Murphy said, slowing down as they turned onto Warren Road. He attempted to peer through the trees that obscured the houses beyond.




  ‘Yeah,’ Rossi replied, mirroring Murphy and squinting through the foliage. ‘That was number twelve so only a few more up.’




  Ten minutes and three wrong houses later, they found the correct address and parked up. The house was set back from the road and looked quite diminutive at first glance, but Murphy realised its

  appearance was deceptive, as the side came into view. A larger structure was attached to the front facade, almost as if it had once been a small cottage house or bungalow, before being extended

  into a larger dwelling.




  It had been built of white stone, with traditional diamond-patterned leaded lights giving it a much older appearance. The house looked well-maintained and hanging flower baskets adorned either

  side of the front door.




  A marked police car was parked near the entrance, looking almost abandoned, a lone officer sitting in the passenger seat. The driver appeared in the doorway as they approached.




  ‘We got the keys from the parents,’ the uniform said as Murphy and Rossi reached him. ‘There’s nothing different from the other day. No signs of struggle or forced

  entry.’




  ‘Anything look disturbed at all?’ Rossi said, shielding her eyes from the sun as it finally made an appearance.




  ‘No. Just a normal house really. Bit bare, if you ask me. Think he’s the only one living here and there’s a fair bit of house to fill.’




  Murphy took a step closer, ducking underneath a hanging basket. ‘Have you been wearing gloves?’




  The uniform hesitated before speaking. ‘I didn’t think–’




  ‘No, you didn’t,’ Murphy cut in, shaking his head. ‘Go and sit in the car with your mate until I ask you to move.’




  ‘No need to be like that. We weren’t told–’




  ‘I’m not interested,’ Murphy said, taking gloves out of his pocket and snapping them on. ‘Just be a good boy and do as you’re told.’




  The uniform walked away, muttering under his breath. Murphy took his place in the doorway and waited for Rossi to finish putting on her own pair of gloves.




  ‘Any need?’ Rossi said, rolling her eyes at him. ‘Bloke obviously doesn’t think there’s anything going on here that requires us to be forensically aware.’




  ‘I’ll apologise to him at some point. If I remember. Always good to make friends.’




  Murphy took the lead, entering the hallway of the house, the brightness of the outside not permeating within. He almost had to squint to see his way forwards, the lack of light giving a dingy

  tinge to the place.




  ‘You take the rooms down here, Laura,’ Murphy said, pointing towards the various doors, both open and closed, that ran off the hallway. ‘I’ll be upstairs.’




  Rossi nodded and walked through into what Murphy assumed was the living room, he turned and ascended the stairs. A couple of framed prints were displayed on the wall: a vase of badly painted

  flowers and a country view, the trees of varying sizes and types. He made his way onto the landing and chose a door at random, finding an almost empty room which gave up nothing of interest. The

  next one was no better – a couple of bookshelves, sparsely filled. There were two more doors. Ignoring the bathroom, Murphy decided on the last bedroom.




  A king-sized bed took up space on one side of the room, built-in wardrobes on the other. The curtains were open across the large window, the weak sunshine revealing only dancing dust motes. The

  room felt abandoned, as though it hadn’t been used for a while. It was as sparsely decorated as the other rooms, with only a few more pieces of furniture. He checked the drawers in the

  bedside cabinets, coming away with nothing much of interest. There were some framed photographs of Byrne as a teenager with various people. One photo pictured him with an older couple, who Murphy

  recognised as his parents – the well-known ex-MP and wife. A small selection of books of different genres lined a shelf. He checked the wardrobes and found a few suits on hangers, various

  items of clothing. There was nothing hiding in a shoebox, or anything as easy as that.




  He took another look around the room, seeing if there was anything he had missed, and shook his head. He left the room and met Rossi in the kitchen.




  ‘Anything?’ Murphy said. ‘Shite all upstairs.’




  ‘Nothing down here either. Few bills, an empty diary and some films. An iPod dock, but no iPod. Outside is nice, though. Big, empty garden. Grass has been cut recently. Probably got a

  gardener for that.’




  Murphy took a look around the kitchen, opening a few cupboards and a couple of drawers, before standing back. He looked across at Rossi and folded his arms.




  ‘Does this feel weird to you?’




  Rossi smirked a little. ‘What? Walking into people’s houses and going through their stuff? Not really . . .’




  Murphy smiled back. ‘Not that. It’s just . . . there’s something not right here. You would expect it to be like a bachelor pad. You know, messy and unkempt.

  It’s almost like–’




  ‘No one lives here.’




  ‘That’s it,’ Murphy said, uncrossing his arms and leaving the kitchen. ‘Just look at the place. It’s like no one has been here for months, never mind days. It feels

  empty.’




  Rossi had followed him into the dining room and now followed him into the living room. ‘What are you thinking?’




  ‘I don’t know.’




  Which worried him.




  





  Three




  Murphy made his way outside, snapping off his gloves in the process and stuffing them back in his pockets. The marked car was still parked up outside, the uniform who he had

  encountered on their arrival now leaning against the door on the driver’s side with his back to them. Smoke was drifting from beside him, circling the officer’s head and then

  dissipating as it reached higher. The uniform turned his head as Murphy’s size thirteen shoes smacked against the concrete path as he made his way towards the car.




  ‘Anything?’




  Rossi spoke before Murphy had chance. ‘Do you know if he had any other residences than this one?’




  The uniform came around the car, the smoke not following as he flicked the cigarette away. ‘Robertson has been checking into all that while we’ve been here,’ he said, nodding

  towards the passenger seat. ‘She can tell you.’




  Murphy gritted his teeth and made a beckoning motion to the other side of the car, a face within turning towards the sound of her name. He waited for her to exit and stopped gritting as he saw

  her roll her eyes at Uniform Dickhead. ‘What do you need?’




  ‘Brief history. Family, friends, other residences, that sort of thing.’




  ‘Don’t have everything yet, but can get it to you. We know about the parents, but no girlfriend or partner we can find. He seems to have this politics thing going on, but nothing

  else work wise. His campaign office is in Waterloo. Don’t have any info on other residences at the moment, but I’ve been in there. He must have somewhere else.’




  Murphy nodded, glancing at Rossi for a second and then back to the female PC. ‘Good work. There’s a DC Harris back at Major Crime. Can you get in contact with him and tell him what

  you know. He’ll help you with everything else.’




  He heard a mutter from the other side of the car, but bit his lip. ‘What’s your name?’




  ‘Robertson, sir,’ she replied. ‘Andrea Robertson.’




  Murphy nodded again and then turned for his car. Rossi spoke to the uniforms for a little longer, and caught up with him at the car.




  ‘She’s cool,’ Rossi said, putting her seat belt on and tucking hair behind an ear. ‘I like her already. Think she’s been around a few scenes now. Him on the other

  hand . . .’




  ‘A dickhead. Hope we see much less of him.’




  ‘Where to then?’




  Murphy shifted the car into gear and pulled back out onto the main road. The sun had disappeared once more, the greyness back outside. ‘His office? Can’t think of anywhere else we

  can go. It’s starting to feel like a moonlight flit.’




  ‘Same here,’ Rossi replied, fiddling with the passenger seat as they made their way out of Blundellsands and back towards the A road. ‘That house was weird. Why have a nice

  place and then live like that? It was a box. Nothing personal at all. No evidence of parties or anything. I know if I was in my twenties with a house like that, it would be full every

  weekend.’




  Murphy indicated and waited for a car to pass before turning. ‘Only thing I can think is that it’s something like an investment. Waiting to rent it out or something as boring as

  that. Otherwise, it’s just a bit sad.’




  ‘Seems a bit pointless. Can’t be cheap to buy up here. Unless his parents own it and they’re just letting him stay there. Makes him feel like he’s obligated not to mess

  it up.’




  Murphy murmured an acknowledgement and continued driving. The green and red-brick look of suburbia, soon turned back to the grey and brown of industrialisation.




  ‘What if this is the start?’ Rossi said, disturbing Murphy’s boredom. ‘You know . . . what if there’s something more going on?’




  ‘It always starts with a body,’ Murphy replied, waiting for traffic to pass across a roundabout before driving on. ‘You know that.’




  ‘Not always.’




  Murphy didn’t reply, checking the satnav on the dashboard to make sure he was close.




  ‘I’m sure there’s a simple explanation,’ Rossi said, leaning back in the passenger seat a little more.




  ‘Who are you trying to convince, me or yourself?’




  Rossi made a noise in the back of her throat.




  A few minutes of finding somewhere to park, a reverse parking job which only took three tries and a strong word with a passing cyclist later, they were standing outside Sam Byrne’s office.

  The converted shop, thick blinds covering the windows, didn’t seem befitting of the man Murphy had glimpsed in local papers and on TV – all tailored suits and trendy haircut




  ‘Looks closed.’




  ‘They always do, these places. Not usually the political party of choice for people in this city,’ said Murphy, noticing the blue and white flyers stuck to the window.




  ‘Have to go a bit further north of the city to find those supporting this lot.’




  ‘He must have been popular round here, though,’ Murphy said, trying the door handle and knocking on the glass when it didn’t open. ‘He’s going to win, if the

  opinion polls are to be believed. The Echo reckon he’s going to piss it.’




  ‘Probably got the young vote. Good-looking fella with a local vibe.’




  The blinds were pulled back a little, revealing not much inside, before a lock turned within and the door was opened. A young woman, barely into her twenties, peered out at them.




  ‘Can I help you?’




  Murphy could hardly detect any Liverpudlian in her accent – in fact, almost no trace of any accent at all. He introduced himself and Rossi and they were shepherded swiftly inside.




  ‘Sorry about that. We can’t have just anyone swanning in from off the street, can we?’




  Murphy smirked but didn’t respond, instead looking around at the office. An older woman was working at one of the two desks which stood in the centre of the room while several filing

  cabinets lined the far wall. Every surface was covered in piles of paperwork. Numerous framed newspaper articles and photographs hung on the walls. An enlarged picture of an instantly recognisable

  Sam Byrne, beaming proudly next to an even more well-known figure, took pride of place.




  ‘Friends in high places,’ Murphy said, gesturing towards the photograph. ‘Never met the PM myself. I’ve heard he wishes us well though. Just before another cut

  arrives.’




  Redness spread across the woman’s face, pockmarked cheeks losing their initial porcelain quality. ‘This is Emma Palmer, she runs accounts.’




  Murphy nodded towards the older woman who barely looked up from the computer screen in front of her.




  ‘I’m Charlotte. I’m Sam’s assistant.’




  Of course she’s a Charlotte, Murphy thought. ‘Mr Byrne’s disappearance has been passed onto us,’ he said. ‘So is there somewhere Mr Byrne usually works from, on his

  own, I mean?’




  ‘Just through here,’ Charlotte replied, walking away. ‘Spends most of his time in his office in the back. We haven’t really been in since he . . . since he

  didn’t come in on Friday. He left here on Thursday, but no one has seen him after . . . after I saw him last.’




  Rossi stopped Charlotte from stepping into the office, the door was ajar and a little light entered from a window inside. ‘Wait here,’ she said, mirroring Murphy’s actions and

  snapping a pair of gloves over her hands. ‘Just a precaution.’




  ‘You think something’s happened in his office?’ Charlotte said, the tone of her voice changing for the first time. ‘We would have known, surely?’




  Murphy pushed open the office door a fraction more, surveying the room before entering. ‘As DS Rossi said, it’s just a precaution.’




  ‘It can’t be something that happened in our offices,’ Charlotte said, her voice lower now, almost as if she was speaking to herself. ‘We would have known.’




  Murphy turned and looked towards her, seeing only the crown of her head as she stared at the floor.




  ‘Laura, do you want to ask Charlotte some questions while I get on in here?’




  Rossi gave him a nod and guided Charlotte out. Murphy turned back to the office and crossed the room to the window. He lifted the blinds, the room instantly becoming lighter as a result.




  Murphy looked across at the desk, noting the seemingly teetering pile of paperwork, the masses of Post-it notes and the bulging folders on the floor.




  Tried to work out where the hell he should start.




  





  Four




  Rossi had that feeling once again. A sense of something coming towards her, an impending awfulness. The emptiness lying at the pit of her stomach. Talking to the missing

  councillor’s assistant wasn’t helping. The confusion and helplessness emanating from the woman beginning to annoy rather than aid.




  ‘I just don’t understand,’ Charlotte said, her hands palm up in front of her, before being tucked away again as she folded her arms. ‘He’s never done anything like

  this before.’




  ‘What’s his normal day like,’ Rossi said, opening her notebook and waiting. ‘How busy is he usually? What does he do?’




  Charlotte leaned back against the counter. ‘Should I put the kettle on?’
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