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      Disclaimer
    

    
      This is a work of fiction and comedy. All characters, events, businesses, organizations, and institutions depicted in this book are fictional or used fictitiously. Mercer Solutions, Bellweather Systems, Harlow, and all other named companies and organizations in the story are invented for the purposes of the novel. Any resemblance to actual persons, businesses, organizations, events, or situations is purely coincidental.
    

    
      The situations in this book are created and simplified for fictional and comedic purposes. References to legal, medical, financial, employment, business, psychological, or other professional matters should not be understood as accurate representations of professional practice in every jurisdiction or circumstance.
    

    
      Nothing in this book constitutes legal, medical, financial, psychological, employment, business, or other professional advice. Readers should seek appropriately qualified professional advice for real-world situations requiring it.
    

    

      
    

    
      Chapter 38: The Balloon Account
    

    
      Trevor’s full name was Trevor Collins.
    

    
      He was forty-eight.
    

    
      He owned a small event-decoration company called Collins Celebrations.
    

    
      He had supplied Beatrice’s slightly compressed balloon arch.
    

    
      He also, according to Trevor, had been supplying balloons to a man who did not exist since 2015.
    

    
      Maya put down her fork.
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      Trevor blinked.
    

    
      “I haven’t explained.”
    

    
      “It’s Sunday.”
    

    
      “Right.”
    

    
      “We are at a birthday party.”
    

    
      “Right.”
    

    
      “This is cake.”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “We are not working.”
    

    
      Beatrice raised her hand.
    

    
      “I disagree.”
    

    
      Maya ignored her.
    

    
      Trevor nodded.
    

    
      “Monday?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “Nine?”
    

    
      “Nine-thirty.”
    

    
      “Fine.”
    

    
      Daniel looked disappointed.
    

    
      Trevor smiled.
    

    
      “It’s waited eleven years.”
    

    
      “Exactly,” Maya said.
    

    
      Trevor returned to cake.
    

    
      That should have been the end of it.
    

    
      Then Arthur asked:
    

    
      “What kind of balloons?”
    

    
      Maya closed her eyes.
    

    
      Trevor answered:
    

    
      “All kinds.”
    

    
      “Personal?”
    

    
      “Corporate mostly.”
    

    
      “Recurring?”
    

    
      “Some.”
    

    
      “Same recipient?”
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      “Same payer?”
    

    
      Trevor paused.
    

    
      “That’s the problem.”
    

    
      Maya pointed at Arthur.
    

    
      “You are not employed here.”
    

    
      “Consultant.”
    

    
      “One completed case.”
    

    
      “Former consultant.”
    

    
      “Correct.”
    

    
      Arthur nodded.
    

    
      Then asked Trevor:
    

    
      “Who pays?”
    

    
      Trevor smiled.
    

    
      “Me.”
    

    
      The table became quieter.
    

    
      Maya stared at him.
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      Trevor took another bite of cake.
    

    
      “Monday.”
    

    
      Daniel looked at Maya.
    

    
      Maya looked at Trevor.
    

    
      Then at the cake.
    

    
      Then at Beatrice.
    

    
      Beatrice smiled.
    

    
      “Working lunch.”
    

    
      Maya sighed.
    

    
      “Five minutes.”
    

    
      Trevor nodded.
    

    
      “Eleven years ago, I received an order for twenty-four silver balloons.”
    

    
      “Okay.”
    

    
      “Delivered them.”
    

    
      “Where?”
    

    
      “Office building.”
    

    
      “Which?”
    

    
      “Northbridge House.”
    

    
      Daniel frowned.
    

    
      “Who ordered?”
    

    
      “Martin Cole.”
    

    
      “Company?”
    

    
      “Westbridge Advisory.”
    

    
      “Paid?”
    

    
      “Cash envelope at reception.”
    

    
      “Fine.”
    

    
      “Two weeks later, another order.”
    

    
      “Same person?”
    

    
      “Martin Cole.”
    

    
      “Same address?”
    

    
      “Different.”
    

    
      “Paid?”
    

    
      “Cash.”
    

    
      “Then?”
    

    
      “Every few months, another.”
    

    
      “Always balloons?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “Always Martin?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “Always cash?”
    

    
      “At first.”
    

    
      “Then?”
    

    
      “Account.”
    

    
      “Whose?”
    

    
      Trevor took out his phone.
    

    
      Opened accounting app.
    

    
      Customer:
    

    
      MARTIN COLE — WESTBRIDGE ADVISORY
    

    
      Outstanding balance:
    

    
      £14,862.
    

    
      Daniel stopped eating.
    

    
      Maya stared.
    

    
      “You continued supplying an account that owes you nearly fifteen thousand pounds?”
    

    
      “Not exactly.”
    

    
      “Explain exactly.”
    

    
      “The balance isn’t really outstanding.”
    

    
      “What does that mean?”
    

    
      “I pay it.”
    

    
      Silence.
    

    
      Beatrice said:
    

    
      “I told you.”
    

    
      Nobody knew what she’d told them.
    

    
      Trevor continued:
    

    
      “Every month I reconcile old accounts. Martin’s account shows invoices. If I leave them unpaid, they become overdue. So I transfer money from my business account to clear them.”
    

    
      Arthur frowned.
    

    
      “Why?”
    

    
      “Because the orders are real.”
    

    
      “That doesn’t answer why you pay.”
    

    
      “Because somebody has to.”
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      Trevor stopped.
    

    
      Arthur looked at Daniel.
    

    
      Daniel smiled.
    

    
      Arthur had learned.
    

    
      Trevor continued:
    

    
      “I thought Martin would settle eventually.”
    

    
      “For eleven years?”
    

    
      “Not continuously.”
    

    
      “How much total?”
    

    
      Trevor looked uncomfortable.
    

    
      “About forty-two thousand.”
    

    
      Everyone stopped.
    

    
      Even Beatrice.
    

    
      Maya asked:
    

    
      “You’ve personally paid forty-two thousand pounds for balloons ordered by someone else.”
    

    
      “Over eleven years.”
    

    
      “That doesn’t improve it.”
    

    
      “I know.”
    

    
      “Why?”
    

    
      Trevor stared at his plate.
    

    
      “Because the deliveries matter.”
    

    
      Sofia leaned forward.
    

    
      “How?”
    

    
      Trevor unlocked his phone.
    

    
      Photographs.
    

    
      A children’s ward.
    

    
      Silver balloons.
    

    
      A retirement home.
    

    
      Gold balloons.
    

    
      A community center.
    

    
      Birthday balloons.
    

    
      A funeral reception.
    

    
      White balloons.
    

    
      A school.
    

    
      Graduation balloons.
    

    
      A shelter.
    

    
      Christmas decorations.
    

    
      A tiny flat.
    

    
      One balloon saying:
    

    
      YOU DID IT
    

    
      Trevor said:
    

    
      “Every order goes somewhere real.”
    

    
      Sofia looked through photographs.
    

    
      “Who receives them?”
    

    
      “People.”
    

    
      “Do they know Martin?”
    

    
      “Usually no.”
    

    
      “Do they know who sent balloons?”
    

    
      “Sometimes the card says Martin. Sometimes anonymous.”
    

    
      “What do the cards say?”
    

    
      “Different things.”
    

    
      “Examples?”
    

    
      Trevor scrolled.
    

    
      Congratulations on six months.
    

    
      First day. You survived.
    

    
      You deserve one good thing today.
    

    
      Happy 80th, Margaret. Sorry about the weather.
    

    
      The exam is over. Stop thinking about it.
    

    
      I’m glad you’re still here.
    

    
      Nobody spoke for a moment.
    

    
      Daniel asked:
    

    
      “Have you ever refused?”
    

    
      “Twice.”
    

    
      “What happened?”
    

    
      “First time, another balloon company delivered.”
    

    
      “Second?”
    

    
      “Flowers arrived instead.”
    

    
      “So Martin—or whoever—isn’t dependent on you.”
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      “Then why continue?”
    

    
      Trevor shrugged.
    

    
      “Because I know how.”
    

    
      Maya looked at him.
    

    
      “That is not a financial model.”
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      “Does your accountant know?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “What do they say?”
    

    
      “’Stop.’”
    

    
      “Good accountant.”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “Do you?”
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      “Bad client.”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      Daniel smiled.
    

    
      Maya pointed at him.
    

    
      “No encouraging.”
    

    
      Trevor continued:
    

    
      “I don’t mind some of it.”
    

    
      “Forty-two thousand?”
    

    
      “I mind that.”
    

    
      “Then why are we involved?”
    

    
      “Because last month I decided to stop.”
    

    
      “And?”
    

    
      Trevor took out an envelope.
    

    
      “Martin sent this.”
    

    
      Daniel didn’t touch it.
    

    
      Trevor opened it.
    

    
      Inside:
    

    
      £3,000 in cash.
    

    
      Maya immediately sat straighter.
    

    
      “Don’t bring unexplained cash to us.”
    

    
      “It’s mine.”
    

    
      “Maybe.”
    

    
      “Okay.”
    

    
      Also inside:
    

    
      a note.
    

    
      Trevor —
    

    
      You’ve carried this long enough. Thank you.
    

    
      Please send one final order.
    

    
      Below:
    

    
      an address.
    

    
      No recipient name.
    

    
      No balloon type.
    

    
      Just:
    

    
      You choose.
    

    
      And a delivery date.
    

    
      Tomorrow.
    

    
      Daniel looked at Trevor.
    

    
      “What do you want?”
    

    
      “I want to know who Martin is.”
    

    
      “Before delivery?”
    

    
      “If possible.”
    

    
      “And if not?”
    

    
      Trevor looked at the note.
    

    
      “I don’t know whether to send anything.”
    

    
      Sofia asked:
    

    
      “Why not?”
    

    
      “Because ‘final’ sounds bad.”
    

    
      Nobody disagreed.
    

    
      “Could mean retirement,” Daniel said.
    

    
      “Could mean leaving town,” Arthur added.
    

    
      “Could mean ending the project,” Nina said.
    

    
      Maya nodded.
    

    
      “Do not assume danger.”
    

    
      Trevor looked relieved.
    

    
      “Exactly.”
    

    
      Sofia asked:
    

    
      “Do you have reason to think Martin is at risk?”
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      “Any self-harm language?”
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      “Threats?”
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      “Goodbye messages?”
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      “Then we don’t invent one.”
    

    
      Trevor nodded.
    

    
      Daniel looked at address.
    

    
      “Do you recognize it?”
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      Nina did.
    

    
      Everyone looked at her.
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      She zoomed map.
    

    
      “It’s the library.”
    

    
      Arthur stopped.
    

    
      “The library?”
    

    
      “The one you visited Friday.”
    

    
      Arthur stared.
    

    
      “Northbridge Central?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      Trevor frowned.
    

    
      “Why would balloons go to a library?”
    

    
      Beatrice said:
    

    
      “Books get lonely.”
    

    
      Maya ignored her.
    

    
      Trevor’s five minutes had become twenty-three.
    

    
      She stood.
    

    
      “Tomorrow.”
    

    
      Trevor nodded.
    

    
      This time nobody asked another question.
    

    
      Not even Arthur.
    

    
      Progress.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      The birthday resumed.
    

    
      Beatrice blew out ninety-one candles in three attempts.
    

    
      “That extra one is Jacob’s fault,” she announced.
    

    
      Jacob raised his glass.
    

    
      “I stand by luck.”
    

    
      Beatrice opened gifts.
    

    
      A scarf.
    

    
      Books.
    

    
      A framed photograph.
    

    
      A pair of walking shoes she described as “aggressively orthopedic.”
    

    
      Then Patricia gave her the memory book.
    

    
      Beatrice went quiet.
    

    
      Everyone did.
    

    
      She opened it.
    

    
      First page:
    

    
      BEATRICE ROSS — 90 YEARS, ATTEMPT TWO
    

    
      She laughed.
    

    
      Then read.
    

    
      After three pages, she closed it.
    

    
      Patricia looked worried.
    

    
      “Don’t you like it?”
    

    
      “I do.”
    

    
      “Then why—“
    

    
      “I’m not crying in front of Trevor.”
    

    
      Trevor looked confused.
    

    
      “I can leave.”
    

    
      “No. Eat cake.”
    

    
      He did.
    

    
      Daniel watched Patricia sit beside her mother.
    

    
      No fake wedding.
    

    
      No argument.
    

    
      No Mercer intervention.
    

    
      Just family.
    

    
      Nice.
    

    
      Then Edmund cornered Arthur near dessert table and explained his tomatoes.
    

    
      Arthur listened with dangerous interest.
    

    
      Daniel approached.
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      Arthur frowned.
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “Do not optimize the garden.”
    

    
      “I was only suggesting a survey.”
    

    
      “Solicitors already handling.”
    

    
      “I know a surveyor.”
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      Edmund said:
    

    
      “I need a surveyor.”
    

    
      Daniel looked at him.
    

    
      “Your solicitor can arrange one.”
    

    
      “But Arthur knows one.”
    

    
      Arthur smiled.
    

    
      Daniel sighed.
    

    
      Fine.
    

    
      Normal referral.
    

    
      Not every useful action was control.
    

    
      He was still learning that distinction.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      Monday at 8:29, Trevor was outside the office.
    

    
      Maya opened door at 8:30.
    

    
      He smiled.
    

    
      “You said nine-thirty.”
    

    
      “I know.”
    

    
      “Then why are you here?”
    

    
      “Nervous.”
    

    
      “Coffee shop downstairs.”
    

    
      Trevor left.
    

    
      Daniel arrived at 8:34.
    

    
      Maya pointed at clock.
    

    
      “Business hours.”
    

    
      “I’m management.”
    

    
      “That’s not immunity.”
    

    
      “Traffic.”
    

    
      “You walk.”
    

    
      “Pedestrian traffic.”
    

    
      Maya stared.
    

    
      Daniel went to his desk.
    

    
      At 8:41, Claire arrived.
    

    
      Everyone stopped.
    

    
      Monday had begun too quickly.
    

    
      Claire looked at new sign.
    

    
      “Problems welcome.”
    

    
      Daniel nodded.
    

    
      “Recent change.”
    

    
      “Better than ‘Things handled.’”
    

    
      Daniel stared.
    

    
      “Everyone hated that.”
    

    
      “Correctly.”
    

    
      She entered.
    

    
      Owen stood.
    

    
      They looked at each other.
    

    
      No hug.
    

    
      No dramatic moment.
    

    
      Claire said:
    

    
      “Morning.”
    

    
      Owen said:
    

    
      “Morning.”
    

    
      Good enough.
    

    
      Richard arrived three minutes later.
    

    
      Michael did not.
    

    
      Daniel noticed.
    

    
      Claire did too.
    

    
      “He’s respecting what I said.”
    

    
      “Good.”
    

    
      Oliver was at school.
    

    
      Also good.
    

    
      Claire looked around.
    

    
      “So this is Mercer.”
    

    
      Nina said:
    

    
      “This one.”
    

    
      Claire smiled.
    

    
      “Important distinction.”
    

    
      Daniel showed her office.
    

    
      Reception.
    

    
      Conference room.
    

    
      Kitchen.
    

    
      Whiteboard.
    

    
      Rules.
    

    
      Claire read them slowly.
    

    
      Stopped at:
    

    
      A CASE IS NOT A CLIENT UNTIL A PERSON ASKS US FOR HELP.
    

    
      “Who wrote this?”
    

    
      “Nina.”
    

    
      Claire looked at her.
    

    
      “Keep it.”
    

    
      Nina nodded.
    

    
      Claire moved to sealed server area.
    

    
      Police evidence seal.
    

    
      Disconnected hardware.
    

    
      Old Mercer.
    

    
      Years of decisions in machines and files.
    

    
      Claire stared through glass.
    

    
      “That’s it?”
    

    
      “Some of it,” Daniel said.
    

    
      “I expected more.”
    

    
      “So did I.”
    

    
      “Can it still do anything?”
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      “You’re sure?”
    

    
      “Resolution authority revoked. External access removed. Hardware isolated.”
    

    
      Richard added:
    

    
      “And legal review continuing.”
    

    
      Claire nodded.
    

    
      “Good.”
    

    
      Nobody counted.
    

    
      She looked at Daniel.
    

    
      “What happens to it?”
    

    
      “Evidence first. Then whatever lawyers and authorities require. Nothing comes back online.”
    

    
      “Intake?”
    

    
      “Manual.”
    

    
      “Cases?”
    

    
      “People ask.”
    

    
      “Then you decide?”
    

    
      “We decide whether we can help.”
    

    
      “Not what should happen to them.”
    

    
      Daniel nodded.
    

    
      “That’s the idea.”
    

    
      Claire looked around.
    

    
      “Good idea.”
    

    
      Daniel almost said good.
    

    
      Stopped himself.
    

    
      Claire noticed.
    

    
      Smiled.
    

    
      Then walked to Owen.
    

    
      “Coffee?”
    

    
      Owen nodded.
    

    
      They left together.
    

    
      Not fixed.
    

    
      Not reconciled.
    

    
      Coffee.
    

    
      Enough.
    

    
      Richard watched.
    

    
      Then turned to Daniel.
    

    
      “I think I’m done.”
    

    
      “With?”
    

    
      “Mercer.”
    

    
      Daniel stared.
    

    
      “Completely?”
    

    
      “Hopefully.”
    

    
      “What will you do?”
    

    
      Richard smiled.
    

    
      “Something I’m bad at.”
    

    
      “What’s that?”
    

    
      “Mind my own business.”
    

    
      Daniel laughed.
    

    
      Richard left.
    

    
      No disappearance.
    

    
      Used the door.
    

    
      Excellent.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      At 9:30, Trevor returned.
    

    
      Nina began intake properly.
    

    
      “What do you want Mercer Solutions to do?”
    

    
      “Identify Martin Cole if reasonably possible, and help me decide how to handle the final delivery.”
    

    
      “Not decide for you.”
    

    
      “Right.”
    

    
      “Accepted.”
    

    
      They began with eleven years of orders.
    

    
      Trevor had records.
    

    
      Good records.
    

    
      Every invoice.
    

    
      Delivery address.
    

    
      Card text.
    

    
      Dates.
    

    
      Amounts.
    

    
      Payment history.
    

    
      Nina built timeline.
    

    
      First pattern appeared within twenty minutes.
    

    
      Orders clustered around certain dates.
    

    
      Not holidays.
    

    
      Not birthdays exclusively.
    

    
      March 14.
    

    
      June 2.
    

    
      September 18.
    

    
      November 7.
    

    
      Different years.
    

    
      Different recipients.
    

    
      Sofia looked at messages.
    

    
      “Milestones.”
    

    
      “What kind?”
    

    
      “Six months sober. First day at new job. Graduation. Leaving hospital.”
    

    
      Trevor nodded.
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “How would Martin know?”
    

    
      “I don’t know.”
    

    
      Daniel asked:
    

    
      “Any recipient repeat?”
    

    
      Three.
    

    
      One woman received balloons in 2017 and 2023.
    

    
      One community center received four orders.
    

    
      Northbridge General Hospital received seven.
    

    
      Daniel frowned.
    

    
      “Hospital again.”
    

    
      Maya said:
    

    
      “Northbridge has one hospital.”
    

    
      “Still.”
    

    
      They called repeat recipient with Trevor’s permission only where prior delivery records allowed follow-up and without revealing other recipients.
    

    
      First woman:
    

    
      Margaret Ellis.
    

    
      Eighty-four.
    

    
      She remembered balloons.
    

    
      2017 after husband died.
    

    
      2023 after hip surgery.
    

    
      “Who is Martin Cole?” Sofia asked.
    

    
      Margaret laughed.
    

    
      “No idea.”
    

    
      “Who knew about both events?”
    

    
      “My family.”
    

    
      “Anyone named Martin?”
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      “Community organization?”
    

    
      “Volunteer group.”
    

    
      “What group?”
    

    
      “Northbridge Neighbors.”
    

    
      Nina searched.
    

    
      Volunteer network.
    

    
      Food deliveries.
    

    
      Hospital visits.
    

    
      Transport.
    

    
      Small grants.
    

    
      Started 2014.
    

    
      Founder:
    

    
      not Martin Cole.
    

    
      Coordinator:
    

    
      Helen Foster.
    

    
      They called public office.
    

    
      Helen knew Collins Celebrations.
    

    
      “Yes, Trevor sends lovely balloons.”
    

    
      “Who is Martin Cole?”
    

    
      Pause.
    

    
      “I don’t know.”
    

    
      “Does your organization order through that name?”
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      “Do you refer people for gifts?”
    

    
      “Sometimes.”
    

    
      “To whom?”
    

    
      “We have an anonymous donor.”
    

    
      Everyone stopped.
    

    
      “What donor?”
    

    
      “Someone funds small celebration requests.”
    

    
      “Name?”
    

    
      “We don’t know.”
    

    
      “How?”
    

    
      “Email.”
    

    
      “Address?”
    

    
      Generic.
    

    
      smallthings@...
    

    
      Not useful.
    

    
      Daniel smiled.
    

    
      “Small things.”
    

    
      Sofia looked through cards again.
    

    
      Not grand gestures.
    

    
      Balloons after difficult days.
    

    
      Congratulations.
    

    
      Small acknowledgments.
    

    
      Maybe same person.
    

    
      Maybe not.
    

    
      Helen continued:
    

    
      “We send suggestions. Sometimes something appears.”
    

    
      “Do you send directly to Martin Cole?”
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      “Who?”
    

    
      “Email.”
    

    
      “Since when?”
    

    
      “About ten years.”
    

    
      Trevor leaned forward.
    

    
      “Can you ask donor to contact me?”
    

    
      “We’ve tried.”
    

    
      “Why?”
    

    
      “To thank them.”
    

    
      “And?”
    

    
      “They replied: ‘Please don’t turn this into a thing.’”
    

    
      Daniel smiled.
    

    
      He liked Martin more.
    

    
      Maya said:
    

    
      “Could be separate.”
    

    
      Correct.
    

    
      No premature merge.
    

    
      They compared dates.
    

    
      Northbridge Neighbors requests versus Trevor orders.
    

    
      Helen could confirm only her own organization’s submitted dates.
    

    
      Seven matched.
    

    
      Not proof of all.
    

    
      But connection.
    

    
      Sofia asked:
    

    
      “Tomorrow’s library delivery. Did your organization request it?”
    

    
      Helen checked.
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      “Any event at library?”
    

    
      “Not through us.”
    

    
      They thanked her.
    

    
      At 10:42, Nina searched public library events.
    

    
      Tomorrow:
    

    
      Nothing unusual.
    

    
      Children’s story hour.
    

    
      Tax assistance.
    

    
      Local history group.
    

    
      English conversation club.
    

    
      Regular Tuesday.
    

    
      But today—
    

    
      Retirement reception.
    

    
      For:
    

    
      Miriam Cole.
    

    
      Everyone stopped.
    

    
      Trevor said:
    

    
      “Cole.”
    

    
      Daniel smiled.
    

    
      “Could be coincidence.”
    

    
      Maya nodded approvingly.
    

    
      They searched only public information.
    

    
      Miriam Cole.
    

    
      Head librarian.
    

    
      Forty-one years of service.
    

    
      Retiring today.
    

    
      Article from local council newsletter.
    

    
      Photo.
    

    
      Family mentioned:
    

    
      husband deceased.
    

    
      Two children.
    

    
      Son:
    

    
      Martin Cole.
    

    
      There he was.
    

    
      Trevor stared.
    

    
      “That’s him?”
    

    
      Maybe.
    

    
      Not confirmed.
    

    
      Martin Cole.
    

    
      Age likely late fifties.
    

    
      Occupation not listed.
    

    
      Nina found an old public article.
    

    
      Local accountant volunteering with homelessness charity.
    

    
      Photo.
    

    
      Trevor stared.
    

    
      “I know him.”
    

    
      “From where?”
    

    
      “He came into my shop.”
    

    
      “When?”
    

    
      “Years ago.”
    

    
      “What did he do?”
    

    
      “Bought balloons.”
    

    
      Daniel waited.
    

    
      “For who?”
    

    
      Trevor thought.
    

    
      Then laughed.
    

    
      “Me.”
    

    
      Silence.
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “My fortieth birthday.”
    

    
      “Martin bought you balloons?”
    

    
      “No. He ordered balloons for himself, then gave them to me.”
    

    
      Everyone stared.
    

    
      Trevor smiled slowly.
    

    
      “I’d forgotten.”
    

    
      “What did the card say?”
    

    
      Trevor thought.
    

    
      “’Everyone should get balloons once.’”
    

    
      Sofia smiled.
    

    
      There he was.
    

    
      Probably.
    

    
      Still not enough to contact him privately without reason.
    

    
      But Trevor had a legitimate customer relationship.
    

    
      Old contact details.
    

    
      They tried the number.
    

    
      Disconnected.
    

    
      Email?
    

    
      Old account.
    

    
      Trevor sent:
    

    
      Martin — it’s Trevor from Collins Celebrations. I received your note about the final order. Before I send it, I’d like to speak with you. Please call me.
    

    
      Then waited.
    

    
      At 11:06, phone rang.
    

    
      Trevor answered.
    

    
      “Hello?”
    

    
      Pause.
    

    
      His face changed.
    

    
      “Martin?”
    

    
      Everyone stopped.
    

    
      Trevor put speaker on only after asking.
    

    
      An older male voice:
    

    
      “Hello, Trevor.”
    

    
      Trevor laughed.
    

    
      “You exist.”
    

    
      “Unfortunately.”
    

    
      Daniel smiled.
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