

    
        
          Mini Flynn

        

        
        
          Mini Flynn, Volume 1

        

        
        
          AJ Estelliam

        

        
          Published by AJ Estelliam, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      MINI FLYNN

    

    
      First edition. June 15, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 AJ Estelliam.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8235567023

    

    
    
      Written by AJ Estelliam.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
	    
	      Also by AJ Estelliam

	    

      
	    
          
	      Bloodlines

          
        
          
	          Bloodlines

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Emerson and Snow

          
        
          
	          Kate Snow

          
        
          
	          Emerson

          
        
          
	          Secrets and Lies

          
        
          
	          Blood Promise

          
        
          
	          Bridge to Nowhere

          
        
          
	          By the Book

          
        
          
	          Snow Blind

          
        
          
	          Emerson's Way

          
        
          
	          Dead Cold

          
        
          
	          Shelter

          
        
          
	          Safe

          
        
          
	          Sanctuary

          
        
          
	          Black Snow

          
        
          
	          Emerson's Plan

          
        
          
	          Missing Truth

          
        
          
	          Forget Me Not

          
        
          
	          Dacre's End

          
        
          
	          Death Wish

          
        
          
	          Stolen Moments

          
        
          
	          Into the Dark

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Kit Adams

          
        
          
	          Kit Adams

          
        
          
	          The Shoebox

          
        
          
	          Bones

          
        
          
	          Cold

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Mini Flynn

          
        
          
	          Mini Flynn

          
        
          
	          Alex Reed

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Everett Files

          
        
          
	          Stella Everett

          
        
          
	          Embry

          
        
          
	          The Everett Files

          
        
          
	          Past Imperfect

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          Always and Forever

          
        
          
	          Snow Moon

          
        
          
	          Kindred Hearts

          
        
          
	          Annie Valentine

          
        
          
	          Three Wishes

          
        
          
	          Loving Lucky Hope

          
        
          
	          Jaro Moon

          
        
          
	          Ally's Wish

          
        
          
	          Heat

          
        
          
	          Three Cliffs

          
        
          
	          Alex Hope

          
        
          
	          Dash

          
        
          
	          Diamond Cove

          
        
          
	          Mine

          
        
          
	          The Beach House

          
        
          
	          Jess Steele

          
        
          
	          The Little Lesbian Cookbook

          
        
          
	          Trinity

          
        
          
	          Moonlight

          
        
          
	          Firecracker

          
        
          
	          Forever

          
        
          
	          Eve Heartless

          
        
          
	          I do

          
        
          
	          A Waterfall Wish

          
        
          
	          Last Night

          
        
          
	          Room 105

          
        
      

      
    
    


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Also By AJ Estelliam

Mini Flynn | AJ Estelliam | Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Sign up for AJ Estelliam's Mailing List

Further Reading: Past Imperfect

Also By AJ Estelliam

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Mini Flynn

AJ Estelliam


Chapter 1
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The station floor was busy and active, and my eyes were searching somewhat desperately for some kind of salvation.  The tall, blonde woman was the first person I saw-and I made her my destination.  

As I walked towards her, through the throng of men who seemed to be everywhere I turned, I made sure I just kept going, reaching her in no time at all.  She was going to be the one to help me, I decided.  I was not going to take no for an answer.

As I strode across the space, I racked my brain for what I knew of the statuesque, athletic-looking woman.  I knew, from her dress, that she was a detective. I thought her name was Reed. I’d just have to go with it and hope for the best.

Striding up to her with a confidence I didn’t feel inside, I stopped beside her, waiting while she finished her conversation.

‘Reed...I think you have company,’ the man before her smirked.

The woman turned, and I caught my breath as I took in the impressive face of the most striking woman I’d ever seen. Her eyes were the brightest blue-sharp too-narrowing in on me immediately.  Her expression was searching as she looked at me, and I refused to let the butterflies in my stomach stop me from doing what I had to do.

‘Detective Reed?’ I questioned.

‘Who’s asking?’ she replied, scanning my eyes.

‘I am.  Could I have a word, please?’ I asked, willing my voice not to tremble as I spoke.  I had to hold my own.  She was top of the food chain, and she could help me.  I didn’t want to mess up this chance.

‘A word?’ she replied, almost smirking at me, her perfect, plump lips curving in amusement.  ‘About what?’

‘Come with me and talk and you’ll find out,’ I said, confidently.

The man behind her scoffed, giving her a nudge.  ‘Go on, Reed.  See what the newbie wants.’

‘I’m very busy right now,’ Reed told me.  ‘We are in the middle of a missing child case, you know.’

‘I know,’ I nodded.  ‘The Charlie West case, right?’

She frowned at me.  ‘Know something of it?’ she asked me.

I hesitated, and then quickly responded.  ‘Yes...so if I could just talk to you, I promise I’ll only take two minutes of your time.’

She considered me, her gaze curious.  ‘As I said, I’m right in the middle of something.’

‘I’ll take one minute of your time, I promise,’ I said again, urgently.

‘Well, that’s two minutes suddenly reduced to one.  Which is it?’ she questioned.

‘Please,’ I said then, holding her eyes and without dropping my gaze, reached for her hand.

She glanced down, frowned and pulled her hand away.  Looking back up, she met my eyes, and she looked none too pleased.  ‘This better be good,’ she told me.

I nodded.  ‘Can we...?’ indicated a space, over to one side of the station, and she nodded curtly, following me as I led her there.  Once away from the crowd of people, I met her eyes.

‘What’s all this about then?’ she asked me.

‘I’m one of the transfers,’ I told her.  ‘From Hainsford.’

She nodded.  

‘And I have a proposition for you,’ I said, glancing over her shoulder and feeling my stomach clench with worry as I saw someone I didn’t want to see.  

Her eyebrows quirked.

‘I will make it worth you while...work hard...do anything...but I’m going to ask you,’ I rambled, fast and breathlessly, ‘If you could switch me with your assigned officer to support, no questions asked.’

‘Who have you been assigned to?’ she asked.

‘Detective Mercer,’ I replied, without so much as blinking.

‘And why do you want to switch?’

‘Because you’re the only other woman in this room,’ I replied, ‘And I’m not comfortable continuing in the present situation-but I really want to stay...I need the shadowing time to progress with my ambition to be a detective.  Please, detective...he’s coming now...no questions asked, just please help me here,’ I begged.  ‘I’ll make it up to you somehow.  Do a favour for you.  Work my socks off.  Anything!’

‘Ah, there you are, Flynn,’ Mercer said, coming to my side.  ‘I wondered where you’d gone.  Time to get back to it,’ he told me, beckoning me.

‘Mercer!’ Detective Reed said, turning to him.  ‘What the actual fuck?’ she greeted him.

‘What?’ he frowned, seemingly taken aback by the way she’d greeted him.

‘There’s no way we finally get another woman in the department and you’re mentoring her, Mercer,’ Reed told him.

‘What?’ he said, again.

‘You can have Carson and I’ll have Flynn here,’ she told him, in no uncertain terms.

‘Bu...’ he objected.

‘I’m pulling rank here, Mercer! It’s rare we get another chance at a female detective, and I’m taking her on.’

‘Jones assigned her to me!’ he said, looking pissed off.

‘And Jones will reassign her to me and Carson to you,’ she said, fixing him with a death stare.  ‘In fact, we’ll go and speak to him now about it.  Come on, Flynn,’ she beckoned, indicating we should leave with a nod of her head.

‘I...yeah,’ I said, eagerly following her across the room.

I didn’t have time to think or speak as I was quickly made to follow orders, hurrying across the room after Detective Reed.  Led straight to the DI’s office, to the man I had only met twice-once at interview, I felt my heart thudding in my chest.

‘Sir?’ Reed said, knocking on his door.

‘Yes Reed.’

‘I want to switch who I’m mentoring,’ she told him, clearly.  ‘I see promise in Flynn here...and being the only woman in the department, I’d like to train her myself,’ she said to the older man.

‘Ah, Flynn...yes...yes...promise, you say? Well, the photographic memory is a plus, if I remember our interview correctly?’  he said, addressing me.

‘Yes, sir,’ I nodded, speaking politely to him.

‘I thought she might be useful with the West case, sir.  Can I switch Carson for Flynn here? I’d appreciate it,’ she added.

‘Makes no odds to me, Reed.  Do what you want to do.  Just get me some answers. I’ve got the powers that be breathing down my neck, and we’re against the clock-as you know,’ he told her.

‘I know, sir.  Don’t worry-we’re on it.’

‘Go on then...let Mercer know about the switch,’ he added.  ‘And Flynn?’

‘Yes sir?’ I spoke up.

‘You’re working with the best now,’ he said, indicating Reed.  ‘Listen.  Pay attention.  Learn.’

‘Yes sir,’ I agreed, nodding eagerly.

‘Okay, now go...I want this case solved quickly, Reed.  I’m counting on you-that’s why I put you as lead,’ he told her.

‘Yes, sir.  Let’s go, Flynn,’ she said, with a nod of her head towards the door.

I followed her, eagerly, not trying to show just how relieved I was to be off Mercer’s radar and onto Detective Alex Reed’s.  Following her down the corridor, away from the main room, I walked with her into an office, noting her closing the door behind us, and willing myself not to respond with the fear that movement incited.

‘Flynn,’ Reed said, turning to face me.

I lifted my gaze to hers and found myself momentarily speechless.  The woman was gorgeous, in a way which made the breath halt in my throat.  She was tall...very tall, over six foot with blazing, blue eyes, which seemed to be all-knowing as they stared at me.  Her skin was pale, but her cheeks held colour, and her lips...good God, her lips were so perfectly kissable that...

‘Flynn,’ she repeated.

‘Sorry! Yes?’ I responded, blinking myself out of my reverie.

‘I said what the hell?’ she stated, frowning at me now.

‘What the hell, what?’ I asked, confused.

‘That stunt you just pulled.  Why have I just switched you for Carson? Not that I’m bothered by who is working with me, but out of curiosity...’

‘I, uh...no questions asked, I thought?’ I said, hopefully.

‘Uh, uh...’ she said, shaking her head.  ‘Why do you want to work with me?’ 

I met her eyes, scanned them, debating what to say.  ‘You’re the only other woman in the room,’ I told her, clearly.  ‘I would be far more comfortable working with you, Detective Reed.’

She seemed to consider this, whilst giving me the once over appraisal, which made me feel naked as hell.  ‘I don’t believe that’s the real reason for one second, but I’ll give you the benefit of the doubt.  What’s your full name, kid?’ she asked.

‘Kid?’ I responded, without thinking.

She gave me a withering look.  ‘Name?’

‘Mini Flynn,’ I responded, daring her to mock me.

Her eyebrows rose, and a slight smile touched that gorgeous, full mouth of hers.  ‘Mini?’ she questioned.

‘My grandmother was called Wilhemina.  I was named after her.  I’ve always gone by my nickname-Mini.’

‘I see.  How old are you?’ she questioned.

‘I’m twenty-six,’ I told her, straightening my shoulder.

‘A baby...’ she murmured. ‘And you want to be a detective?’

‘Yes, I’ve been fast tracked.  I was brought here because Hopewell was touted as the best place to get current experience.’

‘You’ll certainly get that,’ she said, shaking her head.  ‘Are you a hard worker, Flynn?’ she asked then.

‘I will work harder than any of your other colleagues,’ I promised her.

‘And why were you fast tracked? What do you have to offer?’ she questioned.

‘I have an excellent career history, I was top in my class and I’m highly intelligent, so I’m a quick thinker when it’s required. I have a photographic memory, also, so I can recall events at a moment’s notice, at ease.’

She studied me.  ‘Interesting...and do you have outside commitments? Husband? Children? Pet doggy to go home to?’ she asked, condescendingly.

Again, I straightened my shoulders, determined that she see I was up to this.  ‘None of the above.  Completely single.  No attachments.’

‘I see,’ she said, studying me intently, in a way which made me want to check my reflection or fidget under the weight of her gaze.

‘We’re a rarity in this station,’ she said then.

‘What-being female?’ I questioned.

‘Yeah,’ she agreed.  ‘And I’m barely that,’ she smirked.

‘What are you talking about? You’re absolutely gorgeous!’ I exclaimed, without thinking again.

‘I’m what?’ she spluttered.  ‘Flynn, I get called a lot of things, but that’s not one of them,’ she commented. ‘Now stop trying to suck up to me.  I got you the switch, didn’t I?’

‘I wasn’t ‘sucking up to you’ I was...’

‘Come on, Flynn,’ she said, cutting me off, ‘We have work to do,’ she said, leading me out of the room.

Yet again I found myself trailing her at speed, trying to keep up. Her tall frame meant her stride was almost double mine, so I was almost running along side her as she strode back to the station floor where she’d been working.

When we reached the desk, the man she’d been talking to previously looked up, scanning me with interest.

‘Hello!’ he smiled.

‘Detective Zack Johnson, this is Wilhemina Flynn.  Flynn, this is Johnson.  He’s my partner, so you’ll be seeing plenty of him around,’ she introduced.

‘Nice to meet you, Johnson,’ I said, sticking my hand out.

‘And you, Flynn,’ he responded, getting up to shake my hand.  ‘Nice to have some new, fresh blood around here,’ he began.

‘Can it, Johnson...’ Reed said, batting him away from me.  ‘She doesn’t need you flashing your dick around, right Flynn?’

‘No thank you,’ I replied. ‘I’m not into dick, anyway,’ I said, straight-faced, trying to show I could be one of them, and keep up with the banter.

‘You what?’ Johnson guffawed, laughing at me.  ‘Did you just say that?’ he asked.

‘Pussy is far more to my taste,’ I replied, with a satisfied smile in his direction. I steadfastly ignored the intensity of Reed’s gaze for a moment as Johnson was beside himself with glee.  ‘I think I’m going to like you, Flynn!’ he laughed. ‘You’re hilarious.’

‘Oh, I wasn’t trying to be funny.  I’m completely serious.’

‘You are? But you’re so...’ he broke off.

‘Please don’t insult her, Johnson,’ Reed complained.  ‘There are femme lesbians in this world, you ignorant twat.’

‘I know that...she just doesn’t look the type,’ he commented.

‘It’s comments like that which will get you in trouble-now apologise, Johnson,’ she commanded.

I couldn’t even look at the male detective, because I was so in awe of the incredible woman bossing him around.  Not only was she drop-dead gorgeous, but she didn’t take any crap, and she was already defending my honour over an unnecessary comment.

‘Sorry, Flynn.  My apologies...love is love, right?’

I looked at him, finally.  ‘Yes, exactly,’ I agreed. ‘Shall we get on with the case?’ I suggested, keen to move them away from talking about me and focusing on the work which had to be done.

‘Yes, Flynn! I like you already,’ Reed commented.  ‘Come over and look at the progress so far.  We’ve had twenty-four hours on this case to date, and not a single sighting of the boy.’

I was quick to want to educate myself on the ins and outs of the missing person’s case.  I knew little so far, having arrived a day late to proceedings.

‘What do you know of the case, Flynn?’ Reed asked me, pausing by the murder board, stacked full of information, despite it being early days.

‘Nothing, Detective.  I’m starting fresh here...but I’m fast, a quick learner and like I say, have a photographic memory.’

She cocked her head at me.  ‘And how does that work?’ she asked, looking down at me and studying my face.

‘I see something, it’s then in my head, like a photograph.  Simple as that.’

‘So, if you looked at something here, on this board, and then turned away...you’d be able to recall it?’ she asked.

‘Yep,’ I nodded, confidently.

‘Mind if I test you on that, Flynn?’

‘No, I’d love that!’ I exclaimed, eyes widening brightly, as the challenge excited me.

She gave me a frown, as if I confused her.  ‘You would?’

‘Yes. I do like a challenge,’ I replied, holding her gaze.

‘Alright then.  Well, here we go...this is Charlie.  Charlie West.  He is ten years old and currently missing.  Mum, Lara, witnessed him leave for school as normal at 7.50am, and hasn’t seen him since.  This was yesterday morning,’ she told me.  ‘This here, is the West family tree...take a look, Flynn.’

I stared at it, intently, reading all the names and digesting the information.  ‘Yep.’

‘You looked for two seconds,’ Reed said, condescendingly, from beside me.

‘Yeah? Try me,’ I said, turning my back to it.

‘Really?’

I nodded, looking up at her.  

‘Who is Charlie’s uncle, on his mother’s side?’ she asked.

‘Robert Haynes,’ I replied.

Her eyebrows raised, surprised.  ‘What’s the name of his grandfather, on the dad’s side?’

‘William,’ I told her, without a moment’s hesitation.  

‘And what...?’

‘1936,’ I said, before she needed to say anything.

‘Whoa, Flynn...that’s a useful skill to have,’ Reed commented.

I shrugged.  ‘It’s handy, for sure.’

‘Well, take another look, because we’ll be heading out soon to interview again.’

‘Where are we going?’ I asked.

‘Back to Charlie’s house.  We’re focusing back in on immediate family,’ she explained.  ‘While the search is underway.’

‘Okay,’ I agreed, keen to listen more than contribute at this stage.

‘Familiarise yourself with everything on this board while I get organised to go,’ she instructed.

‘Yes, boss,’ I nodded.

She paused, looking at me.  ‘Don’t do that.’

‘Don’t do what?’ I asked, confused.

‘Call me boss.  I’m your equal, Flynn.  You’re just here to learn from me.’

‘What would you like me call you?’ I asked, unable to stop staring at the brightness of her eyes, which were almost iridescent.

‘Reed...or Alex.  I really don’t care,’ she replied, clearly ready to leave.

‘What are you planning on calling me?’

‘Flynn,’ she replied, immediately.

‘Not Mini?’ I asked, curiously.

‘Hell, no,’ she replied, frowning at me.

‘Why not?’ I questioned, wanting to know the reason.

‘Far too familiar.  This is work, not a dating scenario.’

‘I should be so lucky!’ I laughed.

She gave me a look, as if she thought I was positively mental but then just shook her head. ‘You’re a weird one, Flynn.’

‘Am I?’ I asked, baffled.

‘Come on. Let’s get organised and head out.’

While Reed spoke to Johnson, I glanced around the room to check my surroundings. Seeing Mercer nearby, his eyes cast my way. Looking away immediately, my stomach tightened with discomfort. 

Turning back towards where Reed and Johnson were, I saw that Reed’s eyes were on me, curiously. It tried to smile, but it was a fake expression and definitely didn’t reach my eyes. Feeling really uncomfortable, but unsure if I could talk to anyone else, I just kept my back to the room and listened to what the plans were.  Tuning back in, I focused on conversation.

‘I’ve been asked to check this list for convictions though...why don’t you go ahead, and I’ll meet you out there when I’ve checked them all,’ Johnson was saying.

‘If you’re alright with that.  I can take Flynn with me for the time being, get her caught up,’ Reed told him.

‘Go for it.  I’ll be over within the hour, I just want to get through this list first,’ he apologised.

‘No worries.  Come on, Flynn-you’re with me.’

I followed eagerly, yet again, struggling to keep up with her longer stride.  Reaching the elevator, she pressed the button about six times in quick succession. 

‘I don’t think that makes it come any faster,’ I quipped.

‘No? Makes me feel better though, Flynn,’ she said, turning to glance at me, her eyes giving me the once over again, as if she were curious about me.

‘How?’ I asked, as it arrived.

‘I don’t know.  I’m jittery as hell over this case.  It’s driving me nuts.’

‘Why?’ I asked, curiously, struggling as I got on the elevator, but determined to appear normal.

‘Because the pressure is on, Flynn.  Trust me, you’ll be feeling it too, soon.  By the time the day is over, you’ll feel stressed.  I promise,’ she told me.

‘I already feel stressed,’ I muttered.

‘What was that?’ she asked, leaning down a little.

‘Nothing,’ I said, shaking my head.  ‘It was nothing...’

She considered me, scanning my eyes. ‘You ready to tell me what’s going on, right?’

My gaze faltered, and I felt my stomach tighten with anxiety.  ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’

‘Yeah, right,’ she muttered. ‘I won’t push you though,’ she sighed.  ‘Just stick with me kid...I’ll keep an eye on you,’ she told me, briefly.

‘I’m not a kid,’ I insisted.

‘Sure you are. You’re young as hell, about five feet nothing and your name is literally ‘Mini’ you’re a kid,’ she repeated.

I shook my head, not liking her saying that.  ‘I’m twenty-six years old! I am a grown woman, excuse me!’

‘Excuse you,’ she laughed, shaking her head as the elevator doors popped open, making my anxiety spike.  ‘I’ve got almost ten years on you, little one.’

‘What? How old are you?’ I asked, walking beside her as we made our way out.

‘Thirty-four,’ she replied.

‘That’s only eight years!’ I exclaimed. ‘You’re hardly the ‘grown-up’ in this scenario.’

‘Perhaps-but I’m taking you under my wing, right? Or did I miss the bit where you were begging me to take you on...promising me anything...telling me you’d make it worth my while?’

‘I did do that, and I’m not ashamed of it,’ I said, holding my ground.

‘You’re not?’

‘No,’ I replied, stonily.

‘And why is that, pray tell?’ 

‘Because I’m working with the best, right?’ I questioned.

‘You sure are, kid.’

‘Oh my God,’ I muttered, rolling my eyes.

At the police car, Reed opened it up and let me in.  Climbing inside, I felt the proximity to her instantly, and it was somewhat disarming and as she slammed the door, I startled.  Glancing at her nervously, she shot me down with a withering stare.

‘You’re sketchy as hell, Flynn. Why are you so jumpy?’ she questioned.

‘I’m not,’ I replied.  ‘I’m just...’ I broke off.

‘You’re what, Flynn?’

‘I don’t know...I don’t know what I was going to say,’ I replied.

She shook her head, starting the car.  ‘You ever worked a missing person case before?’ she asked then.

‘No, detective,’ I replied.

She glanced at me.  ‘What’s been your role so far?’ she asked.  ‘Whilst working for the police.’

‘Mostly intelligence,’ I explained.  ‘The research side of things.  I’m more of an academic than hands on...’

‘And yet you want to be a detective?’ she asked.

‘Desperately,’ I agreed, as her phone rang, from where she’d placed it in the centre nook.  ‘Do you want me to get that for you?’ I asked.

‘Let me see who it...oh, God no...it’s my mother,’ she complained, grimacing.

I scanned her profile, ‘You don’t want to speak to her?’

‘I really don’t,’ she replied, as it rang out.

I watched as it stopped and then started up again, ringing constantly.  ‘Looks like she’s not taking no for an answer,’ I commented.

Reed reached over and pressed the green button, accepting the call, on loudspeaker.  ‘Mum, I’m at work,’ she said, bluntly.

‘Alex! I’ve been trying to call you, darling!’

‘Mum, I’m at work,’ Reed repeated, glancing at me as if she might not want to have a conversation with me there.

‘I’ll keep it short then, darling. I’m just calling to make sure you’ll show your face tonight at the engagement party.’

‘Mum, there’s a big new case! A missing child,’ she began, trying to placate her mother.

‘Alex, there’s always something going on in your world! You have to make time for this.  Have to show your face! You promised me, Alex,’ she insisted.

‘Yeah, but...’

‘Look, come along...if only for an hour,’ she continued.  ‘Bring that lovely new girlfriend of yours I keep hearing about, and show Emma that you’ve moved on.  I’d like some restitution between you all at this stage! It’s just been far too long where things have been strained.’

‘Mum, I’m working...we can talk about this later.’

‘No, Alex, we can talk now,’ her mother said, pressing the issue. ‘Just face your demons.  I’m sure Emma never meant to...’

‘Mum, stop...I’m at work, and I’m busy.  If I can, I’ll swing by for a short while, later,’ she told her.

‘Great! Wear something nice!’ she told her.  ‘Don’t come in those awful work clothes you wear.’

‘What would you have me wear, mum? A fucking dress?’ she scoffed.

‘Don’t swear, Alex.  Anyway, must dash! I must pick up the cake! Look forward to seeing you, darling.  Bye bye!’ she called.

Reed reached over and pressed the red button, angrily, her expression clearly seething.

‘You okay?’ I asked, tentatively.

‘Don’t concern yourself with my crappy life,’ she told me, dismissively.

‘Is there anything I can do to help?’ I questioned.  ‘I owe you a favour, remember?’ I pointed out.

She glanced at me, a quizzical look on her face as we stopped at a red light.  ‘You want to help me?’

‘I sure do,’ I nodded.  ‘You name it...I’ll do it,’ I told her.

‘I wouldn’t offer things like that, Flynn.’

‘I am offering. Can I help you at all? Do you need to talk or anything? You seem pretty angry about that phone call.  Who is Emma? What’s happened in the family? Are you going to go to the party? Take your girlfriend along?’ I asked, in quick succession.

‘I have no girlfriend, Flynn.  I lied to her,’ she said, grumpily.

‘Oh, you did? Why?’ I asked, confused. 

‘Because I’m fucking miserable-and I don’t want them to know it. I want them all to think I’ve moved on, when actually, I’m still heartbroken.’

‘About?’ I prompted.

She sighed.  ‘Emma was my girlfriend, Flynn...until she had an affair-with my own brother, Will.’

‘No!’ I exclaimed, shocked.

‘Yeah...I’m expected to go along to this fucking engagement party and play happy families, when it’s all a huge, shitty lie! I hate her, I hate him and my mother is an interfering pain,’ she ranted.

‘And you’ve got an imaginary girlfriend,’ I added, to make sure she didn’t forget that part.

‘Yes, exactly.’

‘Why did you tell them you have a girlfriend when you don’t?’ I asked then.

‘Why’d do you think?’ she muttered.

‘To make it seem like you’ve moved on...that you don’t care and they haven’t hurt you this much?’ I questioned.

‘Exactly,’ she sighed.  ‘But now I’m fucked, because I’ve lied, and I can’t follow through.’

‘Yeah, you can,’ I replied.

‘What?’ she frowned, glancing over at me as she drove.

‘I’ll do it,’ I told her, nonplussed.

‘You’ll do what?’

‘I’ll play the role of your fake girlfriend for the party,’ I offered.

She pulled over immediately, turning to look at me, shocked.  ‘What did you just say?’ she questioned.

‘I said I will be your fake girlfriend...for the party,’ I said again.  ‘I don’t mind at all-in fact I’d like to do it, because then I feel like I’m doing a favour for you.  You helped me out this morning a lot, so if I can do something for you, I will,’ I told her.

‘You’re actually serious?’ she questioned.

‘Yes, absolutely!’ I nodded.

‘You realise I’m a woman?’ she continued, scanning my gaze.

‘I do realise that.  It’s more than a little obvious.’

‘And you have no problem with that? Pretending to be gay in order to be my fake girlfriend?’ she asked, curiously.

‘I thought I made it clear earlier, Reed.  I prefer women.  I’m a lesbian,’ I told her, clearly.

‘You weren’t joking with that pussy comment?’ she gaped.

‘No,’ I replied, chuckling.  ‘You thought I was joking?’

‘I really did...’

‘Oh, God, don’t do a Johnson, and assume I’m straight because I’m femme, Reed! You should know better,’ I laughed.

‘I just thought you were joking,’ she said, sheepishly. ‘Wow...are you attached?’ she asked.

‘No.  You asked me earlier, remember? No ties.  No partner.  No kids.  No pets.’

‘Right...so the offer is serious? You’d come along to a cringey engagement party and suffer through it just as a favour to me?’ she asked.

‘I’d hang on your arm all night, fawning over you and pretending we’re all loved up if it’ll get you out of a sticky situation,’ I told her.

‘Huh...’ she murmured.  ‘Theres one problem though...’

‘What’s that?’

‘I really don’t want to go,’ she told me, quietly.

‘I get it...what a bitch!’ I exclaimed, frowning. ‘And as for your brother...’ I said, shaking my head.

‘The trouble is, they’re family...and my mum is so eager for things to be ‘back to normal’ again.  Part of me thinks I should just put a brave face on, smile for half an hour and then get the fuck out of there.’

‘Just do it,’ I suggested.  ‘I can come with you for moral support.  Then at least you’ve broken the ice, on your own terms.  You can also play up to me; pretend you don’t give a shit about their stupid engagement.  You could steal their thunder,’ I laughed, chuckling to myself.  ‘Fake propose to me at their party!’ I giggled.

Her face transformed, as she smiled at me, amused.

‘Oh wow...’ I murmured.

‘What?’ she asked, sobering.

‘You have an amazing smile,’ I told her, without embarrassment.  ‘It’s far better than the frown you wear.’

‘I...thanks, I think?’ she said, uncertainly.

‘So, what do you say?’ I questioned.

‘I’m not sure,’ she replied, frowning again.

‘Well, the offer is there,’ I told her, shrugging. ‘Makes no difference to me.’

‘Thanks for the offer,’ she replied. ‘Maybe we see how the day goes...I might not even be able to get away this evening.  We’ll have to see how this all progresses,’ she sighed, turning to look over her shoulder before turning onto the road again.

‘The offer is there...if you need me to do it,’ I said again.

‘Thank you, Flynn. I appreciate it.’
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We fell into a silence as she began driving again, and I only interrupted the quiet once we grew closer.

‘Will you tell me about Charlie West?’ I asked, keen to get involved in the case of the missing boy.

‘Yes, of course.  Charlie is ten years old and left yesterday morning to walk to school-like he always did. The school is a five-minute walk, and he had a phone on him. Significantly, Charlie is a type one diabetic, so requires insulin on a daily basis.  He doesn’t have more than twenty-four hours’ worth of medication with him, so you can see why we’re concerned.’

‘I’m assuming he didn’t turn up at school?’ I asked.

‘No.  He didn’t make it as far as school, so something happened from the point he left his home on that five-minute walk.’

‘Has anything been found?’ I questioned.  

‘Yes.  A backpack was discovered in a hedge-inside was the boy’s phone,’ she told me.

‘Oh...’ I murmured. 

‘There was no sign of the boy though,’ she added.  ‘And hasn’t been since. Without the phone, we can’t trace where he ended up.  CCTV follows him down the first road and then disappears.  We’re trying to pick him up on the next cameras down further from there, but we haven’t got the information back yet,’ she told me.

‘I see...what’s the family set up?’ I wanted to know.

‘Charlie West lives on a council estate,’ she said on a sigh.  ‘His family is made up of mum and stepdad, plus five other children.’

‘Five?’ I exclaimed, shocked by the number.

‘That’s right,’ she agreed.  ‘And more surprising still-there’s five different dads, for the six kids.  The only ones who have the same father are the youngest-three-year-old twins.’

‘Wow,’ I murmured.  ‘Sounds like a handful.’

‘Be warned-the house was hectic yesterday,’ she told me.

‘Okay,’ I nodded. ‘Is the stepdad you mentioned the father of the twins?’

‘Yes, that’s right...but he describes himself as dad to all of them, although he’s technically stepdad.’

‘I see,’ I murmured.  ‘Do the parents work?’ I asked.

‘No,’ she replied, quietly.  ‘Both on benefits.  The father, Dean, is also on disability benefits.’

‘For what?’ I asked.

‘Bad back.  Hurt on the job, apparently. He used to be a builder, from what I found out,’ she explained.

‘And do either of them have a criminal record?’ I questioned.

‘No.  Nothing at all.  Social services have been involved with the children though,’ she told me.

‘For what?’ I wanted to know.

‘Neglect, reported by the school.  The mother, Lara, then attended some parenting classes, provided free in the local community,’ Reed explained.

‘Are you considering them suspects right now?’ I asked her, quietly.

‘I’m considering everyone at this stage, Flynn,’ she replied, glancing at me.  ‘I can’t afford to discount anyone yet.’

‘True.  It’ll be interesting to see what Johnson comes back with-if anyone has a criminal record,’ I added.

‘Yeah,’ she nodded, concentrating on the road. 

‘What’s he like?’ I asked, curiously.

‘Who?’

‘Johnson,’ I replied. ‘Is he a decent partner?’ I questioned.

‘Yeah, he’s alright.  Better than some,’ she replied.  ‘I have no complaints.  Why?’ she asked.

‘Just curious...I don’t mean to be nosy.’

‘No? What was it about Mercer you didn’t like?’ she asked, directly.

‘I, uh...’ I glanced at her, not knowing her relationship to Mercer, what she would think if I told her the truth, or if it was appropriate to even risk telling her.  Unsure if I could trust in her reaction, I skirted over it.  ‘I guess I just preferred working with you.’

She frowned at me.  ‘I call bullshit, but whatever, I reckon working with another woman could be an interesting change for me.’

‘There are literally no women in your department,’ I said, shaking my head.  ‘How do you cope?’

‘It’s work, right? You just get on with it...but now you’re here, I’m pretty glad to have another female on board,’ she commented.

‘Exactly.  We’re far prettier to look at that all those damn men!’ I joked.

‘Well, you are,’ she smiled, giving me a sideways smile. 

I felt her sultry look hit me hard in the solar plexus, as my body tightened reflexively to her comment.  ‘Did you just compliment me, Reed?’

‘No,’ she responded.  ‘You must have imagined it,’ she grinned.  ‘Anyway, it was you who started it-calling me pretty.’

I smiled.  ‘That’s a rubbish way to describe you though,’ I commented.

‘You don’t think I’m pretty, Flynn?’

‘No, I don’t,’ I replied.

‘Should I be offended?’ she responded, glancing at me. ‘Am I not your type?’

‘I didn’t mean that.  ‘Pretty’ just isn’t the word I would have used.  You’re more ‘gorgeous’ or ‘hot’ or ‘striking’ rather than the benign ‘pretty’ that I mentioned.  Rest assured though, you look good,’ I told her.

Reed pulled up onto the side of the pavement. ‘You don’t need to suck up to me, Flynn.  I’ve already agreed to mentor you,’ she told me.

‘I’m not,’ I frowned.  ‘Why is me saying nice things to you so suspicious? Make you think that I’m trying to ‘suck up’ to you?’

‘Flynn, I work with a bunch of guys.  They’re not calling me gorgeous, alright?’

‘Well, lucky for you that I’m female and enjoy handing out compliments every now and then.’

Her brows quirked, as she considered me, seemingly baffled by the things I was saying to her. ‘Oh really.’

‘Yes, so get used to it.  You smell really good too,’ I added, reaching for the door handle.  ‘Shall we go?’ I prompted, faintly amused by her stunned expression.  I barely cared.  The woman was gorgeous and her scent was incredible too.  Why not tell her? It seemed like she needed to hear some positive comments from another woman.

Getting out of the car, Reed locked the car and walked around towards me. Looking down at me, she held my eyes for a moment, as something unspoken passed between us.  I ignored it, steadfastly, determined to remain professional.

‘Are we here?’ I asked her, to get back to more of a work focus.

‘Yes,’ she nodded. 

‘Oh wow...the press is going to have a field day with this place,’ I commented, looking around.

‘Why do you say that?’ she asked, eyes narrowing at me.

‘Because...’ I sighed, looking at the uncared-for estate, ‘It’s like the case some years back, where the girl was missing on that council estate up North.  The press ended up focusing on the surroundings.  The litter and graffiti.  The abandoned sofas and fly tipping.  The welfare culture.’

She nodded, her face becoming a grim line.  ‘I can see it happening here,’ she sighed.  ‘We haven’t allowed them close yet, but I think you could be right.  Anyway, come on, Flynn.  It’s this way.’

I let Reed lead me across a patch of grass and towards the home where police activity was still very active.  I noted how everyone nodded to Reed with respect and showed her straight through.  She was clearly someone who was well-respected and I thanked my lucky stars that she had agreed to take me on.  It was something I knew I would be eternally grateful for-and had saved me from a very awkward
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