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For Ruairi. Be strong. Follow your dreams. Be kind.

Everyone should have a safe place to live, so they and their children can thrive and grow, away from the horrors of war.




Prologue

He’s only a teenager but he has already seen too much. He knows nothing of life, but he knows all about death. His dreams were once of playing football with friends, of finding the courage to talk to a beautiful girl in his class, of the day he would go to university to study medicine. Carim doesn’t have any dreams now. He only has nightmares. When he closes his eyes and fitful sleep finally comes, the place he goes to rages with blood and death and panic, and a stench of decaying bodies that makes him wake up retching and suffocating. He’s only sixteen.

He stands in the shadows at the edge of the block of flats, watching and waiting. He has a long knife tucked up his sleeve, and he’s already practised how he will swiftly pull it out and use it in one seamless motion, catching them by surprise.

It’s cold in the Glasgow night frost, so he’s standing in the dark, out of sight so that nobody can see the vapour of his breath as he watches the cars cruise outside the flats and disappear in the distance, then return to crawl up and down the area again. He knows they are looking for the glare of a lamp on the window ledges – a sign that they are open for business. Most of the curtains in the gloomy four-storey block of flats are closed against the cold, dark night, the families inside glad to be there, however bleak it might be that they ended up in a city where so many resent their presence. But anything was better than the bullets and the bombs, and the freezing nights in makeshift refugee camps; or the desperate, exhausting trek through roads and forests that had taken them further and further away from the death that had become a way of life. And taken this boy far away from the place where he’d watched as his parents were scraped from the rubble of their bombed-out apartment, dead before they’d had a chance to say goodbye.

In a couple of minutes, the girls would come from the flats, down the steps, tentatively walking onto the street, their faces painted with make-up and lipstick like garish dolls, their eyes dead with resignation. Sometimes in the younger ones there was also fear. But none of that mattered to the men who would be waiting. Even those not yet twelve knew what they had to do. They would climb into a taxi or a parked car and then they would vanish off the street, none of them knowing if they would come back. He had seen this so many times, so many nights, but every single time it made him sick to his stomach. He knows almost all of these girls by name. He knows their families. He even knows their fathers who pimp them out, and he will never forgive them for that. He’s told them so, and he’s been slapped down and warned to stay out of it, not to make trouble, that there was no choice. But tonight, he has a choice.

Tonight is about revenge. Carim has nothing left to lose. Something like an explosion goes off in his head when he sees them coming, and he can hear the rush of blood in his ears. His hands and knees are trembling. He tries to breathe, to slow himself down. The big man – he’s one of the Albanian hard-men, and the two Pakistani landlords – get out of a big car with blacked-out windows, and they are watching the girls. They don’t see Carim as he comes up quickly, silently, and pulls out the knife. He plunges the blade into the chest of one of them, then into the throat of the other. They fall down, a look of surprise on their faces. Then there’s chaos. He doesn’t run, doesn’t move. He stands there with the blood on his hands, as the men on the ground lie there, blood pouring out onto the wet street. He can hear the screams of sirens, but he stands statue-still. He drops the knife, and raises his hands in the air as the police approach, his eyes dark and haunted in his ghostly white face.




Chapter One

I know what it’s like to live with nothing but hope. I’d been doing it for the past eighteen months since the centre of my life – my little boy Lucas – was stolen from me by the husband I thought I knew. Of course, I never knew him at all, and that lapse of judgement will always be the biggest mistake of my life. I’d try not to go there, or unpick it, not ask myself what the hell possessed me. So, I’d focus on hope, and that got me out of bed every morning to wade through the day. I suppose if you stretched the ins and outs of what I do for a living, you could include giving people some hope, though sometimes they’re after more than that. I’m a private investigator. And when people walk through the door of my office, it’s mostly revenge that they are after – to take down a cheating spouse or a business partner who has wronged them, broken them emotionally and often cleaned them out financially. By the time they get here, they’ve exhausted every conventional way of getting the truth, or some payback. But now and again I can get them something as close to justice as they are ever going to get. I’m a bit of a soft touch for a sad story, because I know what it feels like to have nowhere to go – I’ve been there. And that’s probably why, that day, when Millie, my front-of-house lady who deals with all my clients and a whole lot more, put her head around my door and said there was some guy with a foreign accent saying he needed my help, I agreed to take the call.

I sat back, took a swig of my coffee and pressed the phone to my ear.

‘Hello. You are Billie Carlson, the private investigator?’

The heavily accented voice was nervous, almost a whisper.

‘Yes, I am,’ I said. ‘What can I do for you? What’s your name, please?’

‘I want to see you. To meet with you. I need help.’

The voice was monotone, and I wondered how good a grasp of English he had.

‘Okay,’ I said. ‘How about we start with a name? Then we can perhaps arrange a meeting, an appointment.’

There was a long silence and I could hear him breathing. I waited.

‘I . . . not want to give my name – for now.’

My mind flashed back to the recent drama in my office where Millie and I were held hostage by a couple of hoodlums doing the dirty work for a Glasgow mobster. It was over quite quickly, and clear from the outset that they were just low-rent halfwit thugs.

‘Then I’m sorry,’ I said sharply. ‘But I won’t see any clients without knowing a bit about them. At the very least their name. So how about telling me who you are and why you need a private investigator?’

‘My brother,’ he said quickly. ‘My brother in jail. For murder. You know this murder? Some weeks ago. Two men. Killed in Glasgow.’

These days, trying to think of a random killing in Glasgow was not always easy. The city has a thriving criminal underbelly. People get stabbed or shot and disappear more than ever before.

‘I’m not sure. Tell me more.’

‘The men were Pakistani. Stabbed in the city. Some flats. Where the immigrants live.’

Now it did ring a bell. I remembered the double killing of two Glasgow Pakistani men stabbed to death outside a block of flats where mostly immigrant families from Romania, Syria and Afghanistan were housed. It had caused mayhem in the city, with gangs and revenge attacks; and police and community leaders appealing for calm. I recalled it was a young Syrian immigrant who’d been arrested and charged with the murders.

‘You mean the boy who is charged is your brother? He is an asylum seeker?’

‘Yes. My brother – Carim.’

I took a breath. Whoever this guy was, he didn’t need a private eye, he needed a lawyer. Maybe he didn’t quite understand that. And what had prompted him to phone me?

‘Look, er . . . whoever you are. I think you need to get a lawyer for your brother. You might not be aware, but there will have been one already appointed by the state, so they will be defending him when his case goes to trial. I can’t see why you think you need a private investigator.’

‘I do,’ he said quickly. ‘Not a lawyer. I know things. Lots of things. About these people who died, and also, other things. And . . . And also . . . my sister. She is missing. Can you help me to find her? Her name is Mina. Please can I see you? I am Omar. I am Syrian.’

There was a pleading tone in his voice, a desperation that whoever he was, wherever he’d come from, he now had nowhere else to go. That his sister was missing tugged at everything inside me that had brought me to this day.

‘Okay,’ I said. ‘I’ll see you.’

When I hung up after arranging to meet him in the early afternoon, Millie stuck her head around the door of my office, wearing that suspicious but resigned expression I’d seen in her so many times when she thought I’d taken someone on who might be dodgy.

‘You’re seeing this guy?’ she asked as she came in.

I shrugged, spreading my hands as though surrendering, and pulled a face.

‘You know me, Millie,’ I said. ‘He sounded desperate.’

She sighed. ‘Did you get name? Anything about him?’

‘Omar.’ I tried to suppress a smile.

‘Omar who? Where from?’

‘Just Omar. For now. He’s Syrian.’

‘Is he a refugee living here?’

I got up from behind my desk and went over to the coffee machine, knowing that Millie’s inquisition was only because she cared about me and was worried. We had new rules now, we’d agreed, and I did my best to follow them. Number one was that we didn’t see anyone without a prior appointment, and number two was that we had as much detail about the client as possible before we met them. And number three was that I didn’t meet a client outside of the office on my own. That one was fairly easy, as big Dave Fowler, the ex-cop from the Highlands who’d been central to police busting a massive cocaine-smuggling operation a month ago, had decided to remain in Glasgow for the foreseeable future, and said he’d be happy to pitch in if ever I needed help.

‘He didn’t say he was living here,’ I told Millie. ‘He’s the brother of that guy who is up for the murder of those two men down at Govanhill. I don’t know why he’s not just phoning a lawyer instead of me, but the thing is – he said his sister is missing and he was kind of pleading for help. I could hear it in his voice.’

Millie shook her head as she took over the coffee machine and fixed us two mugs.

‘I know how that would get to you. But honestly, you need to be careful, Billie. Things are different for you now.’ She looked at me, and as well as the apprehension in her eyes I could see the joy. ‘Your life is different now.’

‘Yes,’ I said, feeling a smile spread across my face. ‘So different. And so absolutely marvellous!’

To my surprise Millie put her arms around me and pulled me in for a hug.

‘Welcome back, Billie. I’m really happy for you.’

We stood that way for a moment, no words needed between us, and I was so grateful that Millie had been such a support to me during the darkness I’d endured for almost two years.




Chapter Two

Six weeks earlier

I had seen him. I was sure I had seen my son just before I passed out on the floor of the multistorey car park in the Bronx. Had it been a dream? I remembered being shot as I clung to the wipers on the windscreen of the car that was taking Lucas away from me, and I recalled sliding off the bonnet onto the ground, my breathing laboured, everything I had lived for in the past eighteen months suddenly torn from me. In my head, I could hear a commotion somewhere in the distance, and loud voices. One was Dan Harris, the US private investigator who had been my lifeline in the hunt for Lucas. I was struggling to breathe and was slipping away when suddenly he told me to look, to open my eyes. That was when I saw Lucas.

When I’d woken in the hospital after what I’d later found out was five hours of emergency surgery, I’d been crying and confused, unsure if it had all been a dream. I was alone in a recovery room, afraid to buzz for the nursing staff. I was afraid to ask if it was true, that I’d seen Lucas, in case they looked at me sadly and said nothing. If it had been a dream, I’d wish I’d slept on, because if Lucas was gone then I’d have no reason to live. I could feel warm tears trickling out of the side of my eyes and down my cheeks, because I just didn’t know any more what was real and what wasn’t. Then suddenly the door of my room opened, and there he was – Lucas, in the arms of Dan Harris. Whatever happens to me in my life, nothing will ever touch the moment when I saw him, his face a little bewildered but filled with something primal that told me everything was going to be fine. I’d lived to see this day and now I could live through anything. I stopped my tears and wiped my eyes and nose with the back of my hand as Harris, smiling broadly, stepped across to where I lay hooked up to machines monitoring my heart and blood pressure. A nurse stood behind Harris, glancing at the machines, her eyes filling with tears as he gently placed Lucas to sit on the bed beside me.

‘Hello, my baby boy,’ I’d said, reaching for his soft little hand and holding it as he gazed into my eyes.

I looked up at Harris.

‘I need to get out of here, Dan. I want to take my boy home.’

Harris smiled. ‘I know you do, Billie. I asked the doctor. He said the operation went really well. The bullet went straight through you. You’re very lucky it didn’t hit any internal organs, but your shoulder is going to hurt for a while.’

‘I want to go home,’ I insisted.

‘Sure you do,’ he said. ‘The doc says it will be a couple of days.’

I caressed Lucas’s soft blond hair and whispered to him.

‘We’re going home, aren’t we? Home to see all your cuddly toys, Lucas.’

‘Home,’ he said.

I looked up at Harris.

‘If I can stand up, and if I can walk, then I’m out of here tomorrow.’

‘Okay, Billie. I’ll talk to the doc.’

But it hadn’t been tomorrow, or the next day or even the day after that. It was five days before I was strong enough and the pain had subsided sufficiently for me to be on mild pain relief that would allow me to handle a long flight with a child in tow. On top of that, there was a whole heap of red tape – that thankfully Harris waded through for me – between the NYPD and the FBI, both of whom had an input while I was in hospital having surgery. Turns out it hadn’t taken them very long. Within a few hours they’d located the car to Long Island and the Russian mobster who had crashed in on the ransom deal I’d made with a small-time lowlife New York hood who’d demanded twenty grand in cash to hand over my son. After that, a whole operation had swung into action, from medics examining Lucas to social workers being brought in to assess his emotional state. The social workers had also talked to me at length in my hospital bed and listened as I explained to them the full story of Lucas’s short life, how he seemed to have been shunted from pillar to post since he was taken by his father from our home in Glasgow. Following his rescue, he’d been in the care of foster parents and was well looked after and eating normally. The social workers had come to the conclusion that although Lucas seemed quiet and a little distant, they’d studied him playing with toys and drawing with crayons on paper and decided that going home to a stable environment with his mother as soon as possible was what he needed. I was grateful for their help. It had taken only a day to obtain a British passport for Lucas after the British Embassy had been brought in and interviewed me at my bedside, where I gave them his birth certificate and they helped fill in the application form. We were almost there.
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