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            Chapter 1
      

         

         Simone puts down her teacup. She grabs the newspaper from the table. The nine small portraits on the front cover had caught her eye.

         Each of the portraits is of a missing child. Most of them are around her own age. Some a bit younger.

         Simone does not want to read about it.

         She thinks it’s very unsettling that so many children could just disappear. And from the town she lives in.

         Tobias comes running down the stairs.

         “Simone!” he shouts. “Someone is moving into the house.”

         Simone lowers the newspaper. “Do they have children?” she asks.

         “I don’t know,” Tobias says. “I just saw a moving lorry pull up.”

         Simone and Tobias walk over to the window. From there they can see the house directly across the street. It has been empty for a long time. Almost six months.

         Now someone is finally moving in.

         A large yellow moving lorry is parked in front of the house. Three men are carrying furniture and boxes inside.

         “I can’t see any kids,” Simone says. “Perhaps they’ve gone inside. Let’s go and take a look.”

         Simone and Tobias cross the street. The only other people are the three movers. They’re too busy carrying things inside to notice the two of them.

         “Who’s moving in?” Simone asks one of the men.

         “It’s a man named Johan Beck,” the man says as he struggles to lift a heavy box to his shoulder.

         “Do they have any children?” Simone asks. “Our age, I mean.”

         “I have no idea,” the man says and walks inside the house.

         “Step aside, will you?” another man says. “You’re blocking the way.”

         Simone and Tobias stand to the side a bit.

         “Mr. Beck is sitting inside,” the man says. “You can go in and ask him yourselves.”

         He hands Simone a pot plant. “Take this inside with you.” He gives Tobias a picture in a frame. “You can take this one. Then you’ll both have a good excuse to go inside.”

         Tobias and Simone enter the house. They know it already. This is where Tom lived, a boy who was in Tobias’ year at school. He had had to move because his dad got a job in another town.

         Tom’s room was on the first floor. From there he could look right across to Tobias, whose room is also on the first floor. They had waved to each other lots of times from their rooms.

         On the ground floor there is a living room, a dining room and a kitchen. And then there is a basement. That was where Tom kept his bike, and his dad had a small workshop there too.

         Simone nudges Tobias with her elbow. Tobias had been distracted by his thoughts. But now he looks up. In the middle of the living room a man is sitting in a large upholstered chair.

         He is wearing sunglasses even though he is inside the house and the sun is not shining. He has long dark hair and bushy eyebrows that peek out from behind the dark shades. Next to his chair a black dog is lying down on a small blanket. The dog stands up when it sees Simone and Tobias.

         “Who was that coming in?” the man asks. He does not look towards Tobias and Simone, but over to the door where one of the movers appears carrying a box.

         “It’s only me,” says the mover. “We didn’t bring everything inside yet.” He puts the box on the floor and straightens up.

         “Oh, you mean those two. They’re children who approached us outside. They would like to meet you.”

         “Hello,” Tobias says. He walks over to the man and sticks out his hand. “My name is Tobias.”

         “Hello,” the man says. “My name is Johan.”

         Tobias is standing with his hand stretched out towards Johan. But he doesn’t shake it. He doesn’t even look at it.

         “He can’t see anything,” the mover says. “Johan, the boy wants to shake your hand. Go ahead and say hello.”

         “Hello,” Johan says and sticks out his hand.

         “You should meet my sister as well,” Tobias says.

         “So, where do the two of you live?” Johan says while shaking hands with Simone. “Here in the same street?”

         “We live right across from you,” Tobias says. “We’ve lived there for years. And one of my friends used to live in this house, so I know it inside out.”

         “Good. Very good,” Johan says. “Perhaps you might help me with a few things? I can’t see anything, as I’m sure you’ve noticed.” He points to his eyes.

         “I need someone to take Nero for his walks. Could one of you perhaps find the time for that?”

         “I can do that,” Tobias says.

         “I’m glad,” Johan says. “Would one of you be so kind as to read to me?”

         “I can do that,” Simone says. “If it’s not too difficult, I mean.”

         “No, not at all,” Johan says.
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