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Fatale

​James
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I tap and my daughter’s voice replies. “Come in. It’s open.”

Pressing the handle down with an elbow, I nudge the door open with the tray. “Good morning,” I say, injecting into my voice as much cheerfulness as I know how. “Breakfast. I thought we might eat together.”

Georgie smiles from her seat at the dresser where, looking fresh and a little pink from the shower, she is brushing out her long hair. Born in my physical image, her hair as dark as mine: at least, as dark as mine used to be.

Trying not to be obvious about it, I look her over.

Still pale...

... but the dark rings under her eyes are fading...

“Hi, Dad. Yes, I’d love to have breakfast with you.” She’s smiling, but her voice is subdued.

“I brought croissants and coffee. Keep it light. I thought we might have lunch together later? I reserved a table for us by the picture window in the restaurant downstairs.”

“Lunch? Yes, that would be great...” That not-quite-a-smile again.

Masking something... 

“How are you feeling now?”

She sucks at a lip. Swallows. “I’m getting better. It’s just... my head... I’m a bit of a mess inside.”

“I can understand that. But Georgie, you’re safe.”

Her eyes well. “They were going to rape me, Dad. Takes turns at me. She was going to watch.”

“But they didn’t. We reached you in time. And now, you’re safe.”

Her breathing shudders and tears trickle down her cheeks.

I pour from the pot. “Here, have some coffee. It’ll help.”

Georgie nods vigorously and tries to smile, but her eyes still well. “Sure. Thanks.”  Then, sipping at the coffee, “Who are they, Dad? Why did they pick me? Was it for a ransom? ‘Cos you’re rich?”

“No, it wasn’t ransom. And...”

... Christ... Where to start? Explaining this one...

I sit on the edge of the bed, lay my hands on my lap... “... and it wasn’t really aimed at me either. The target was one of the other men you saw me with, the older one. He has enemies and they were trying to reach him through me, because I’m his friend. And so, through you.”

She swipes hands across teary eyes. “Sounds like you have some weird friends.”

Can’t argue with that...

“Georgie, believe me. They don’t come weirder than this one.”

“Where is he now?”

“Looking for the woman behind all this. The woman you saw. Listen, Georgie. I’ll tell you all about it, but not now, while you’re still shaky. I’ll fill you in when you’re calmer. When you’re fully recovered. But what I will say again is, you are safe. There’s not just me here. We have police guards watching too. Also, we have very good reason to believe that the woman responsible is out of the country now.”

She sips, then whispers. “Okay.” Another sip. Then she munches a mouthful of croissant. “Um..., Dad. That lunch you were talking about. Is it just... you and me?”

Ahhh...

“Yes, just you and me.”

“I thought you might bring... your wife... along too. So I could meet her again.”

Keeping my voice cool, “You weren’t very pleasant to Charlotte the last time you met her...” Georgie’s face falls. “... In fact, you were downright hostile. I’m not risking her being upset that way again...”

My daughter bites another mouthful of her croissant, chewing and chewing, but it doesn’t seem to go down. 

“... Like it or not, Georgie, Charlotte is my wife.  And I’m not going to introduce you again to her, and certainly not to Cara, if I can’t be certain of your good behaviour. Or at least, your good manners.”

Her forehead wrinkles. “Cara? Who’s Cara?”

Oh, for fuck’s sake...

“Cara is Charlotte’s daughter. My daughter...” I lean forward... “... My other daughter.”

She turns away, her head drooping. “Oh, yes. I forgot.”

“Really? Georgie, Cara is my child...” I extend a forefinger towards her... “... Your sister... And you’re going to have to get used to the idea...” She fidgets and looks away... “... In any case, I think the hotel is the best place for you right now. You’re comfortable here, I’m sure. This is one of the best rooms. You have everything you need, don’t you?”

“Yes,” she whispers. “Dad, aren't I welcome at all in your home? I thought that... after a few days...” She bites her lip. “... Maybe?”

Ah, crap...

Head bowed for a moment, I consider how to deal with this...

I should have thought it through before I came...

... but inspiration escapes me.

“It's not just my home, Georgie. You were unforgivably rude to Charlotte when we met you in that clothes store before Christmas.  Alright, you fell out with me years ago. But what has Charlotte ever done to you? And our daughter? Our then, unborn daughter... How could she offend you? A grown woman?” Colour burns on Georgie’s cheeks. Her shoulders hunch... “... I cannot simply bring you into our home. It’s not fair on anyone else.”

Her mouth opens, as though in protest... “Mom...”

“... Your mother is nothing to do with it. I'd been separated from your mother ten years before I met Charlotte.”

She lifts her head, but her eyes slide past me. “She wants you back, Dad.”

“Georgie, your mother wants my wallet back. And my bank account. It’s not going to happen. That horse rode long ago.”

She nods slowly, then finishing off her coffee, takes a breath. Looking around the room, her voice brighter, “You know, I never saw you as a hotel owner.”

Back in the comfort zone?

“I’m not. The hotel’s not mine. It, and the spa, belong to Michael.”

“Michael?”

“The blond man I was with when we found you.”

“Oh...” Her gaze goes ‘faraway’. “He’s a friend of yours too, then? He’s very good-looking isn’t he...” For the first time something like a smile ghosts at her lips. “... Is he... um... available?”

Fuck...

“Michael is married.”

“Oh.” She pulls a face, rocks her head. “Bound to be spoken for, I suppose. A guy that looks like that... Dad, please...” She gives me a pleading look... “... I’d like to make it up to your wife. Apologise to her. Don’t you think...” 

“I’ll see what I can do.”

But I have no idea where to start.

*****
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Dear Klempner Larry,

I wanted to drop you a couple of lines to apologise for my behaviour the last time we met.

I would like you to know that I regret my words to you and if I could take them back, I would.

I understand your reasons for leaving without saying goodbye but I wish it had been otherwise. I would have liked the opportunity to apologise face to face. Despite our past differences, for reasons we both understand well, I have come to regard you as a friend and I trust that can remain so.

You might like to know that Mitch was very pleased, delighted, overcome when she received your delivery. I think it is fair to say that she is looking forward to your return. In any case, I promised her I would let you know that she is wearing the ring.

Charlotte is well, as is Cara Deanna. When Cara cries, Charlotte is telling her not to be scared of the monsters. Grandad K will come and eat them.

I trust that your hunt for Juliana Diaz is progressing successfully. Baxter is, I am told, a wreck of a man. The doctors tried to save his hands but could do little. After Juliana’s attentions, there was too little left to repair. I understand that amputation is proposed but that Baxter is resisting that. If he refuses for too long, necrosis will kill him.

If there is any way in which we can assist you, do not hesitate to get in touch.

I would appreciate a reply to this message, however brief, even if just to confirm you have received it.

Best Regards,

James

*****
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I detest writing personal letters. I never know what to say. I’m articulate enough face-to-face, but when faced with penning a simple message, my eloquence founders.

Is that enough?

I re-read my words.

Probably...

It’s not as though he’s given to idle chit-chat himself...

I hit Send.

*****
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​Klempner
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In Arrivals, the baggage carousel takes fucking ages to produce anything at all. After fifteen minutes, it vomits a small overnight case from the chute which travels a 360 circuit, drawing no more attention than muttering and complaints from the waiting crowd.

The ceilings are low and the air suffocating.

Could murder a beer...

Bored, I lean against a wall, ankles crossed, fishing my phone from a pocket.

Anything new?

A message pops up: James.

Hmmm...

The last time we spoke, he blasted me out for fucking up his life.

The Sender has requested a Read Receipt - Yes/No?

I let my finger hover, then tap, Yes.

Shading the screen with a cupped hand against possible observers, I read James’ message. Then, I re-read it.

Grandad K?

There’s a thought that hadn’t occurred to me.

Still... I think I rather like the idea of being Grandad K.

A slightly silly smile skirts my lips and firmly, I suppress it.

Should I reply?

?

No, too many complications. As James said himself, it would be better done face-to-face...

... when the opportunity arises again...

*****
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My first day in a new city: Sao Paulo.

I tap into the internal phone. “Room service? A pot of coffee, please. Strong, with cream. Orange juice. Toast, fruit salad and yoghurt. Room 313.”

“Sim senhor. Dez minutos.”

“And a newspaper, please. You have the New York Times?”

“Sim senhor. Sem problemas.”

My hotel suite is spacious and comfortable. Not the top of the range. Not the bottom. Upper-middle, where it’s luxurious enough to be comfortable for, what I’m expecting to be, an extended stay, but not where I’ll be watched all the time.

Anything from Hickman?

I check my mobile. It’s brand new, as supplied by Dakho and currently displaying the message ‘Bem Vindo a Brasil’ from the local service provider. As I touch the screen, the message flicks off to be replaced by Your system needs a restart to install updates. Restart now?

The phone has a great spec, the best, but I'll be happier when it's settled down a bit. Irritably, I tap, Yes, then put it to one side to let it run through its interminable updates. 

In rather less than the ten minutes promised, my breakfast arrives. From sheer habit, I keep my hand under my jacket where the Glock nestles in its holster, but the boy of perhaps fourteen who enters with the tray doesn’t look like any kind of threat. “Onde, senhor?”

“On the table by the balcony, please.”

I tip the boy and he backs out of the room beaming. “You want things, senhor, you call Rodrigo. Yes, senhor?”

“Thank you, Rodrigo. I will.”

The juice is fresh, the fruit freshly chopped and the coffee strong as requested. I think they must have run an iron over the newspaper.

Excellent...

I settle with my tray, balcony doors open and the relative coolth of the morning wafting in on the breeze. Shaking open the paper, I savour the excellent coffee.

From beyond the door: the low hum of a vacuum cleaner, gradually drawing nearer. Then, a tap on the door. “Senhor? I am the cleaner of the room, please?”

One hand nested under my jacket again, “Entrar.”

A young woman enters, green-overalled, her hair in a scarf, pushing a cart loaded with cloths and sprays. She looks local, with the olive skin, dark hair and eyes of the Hispanic types, although slightly flattened features suggest some native blood mixed in. She’s a sultry-eyed beauty who would be walking a catwalk somewhere if she lived in the First World, or at least anywhere with less inequality. Her options here are more limited.

“I can clean, yes? You want I come back?”

I wave a hand across the room. “No. It’s fine. Do it now.”  I’d prefer she did it later. It’s not as if the room needs much. I’ve barely occupied the place. But it’s better to behave normally. And if the suite’s been cleaned already, no-one will have reason to disturb me again.

Setting my newspaper on the tray with the coffee pot, I take the lot out onto the balcony.

The sun and the heat are wonderful. Jumping from one hemisphere to the other, I’ve left behind the freeze and the damp of winter. The summer heat bakes through my bones, dispelling the grinding chill that’s plagued me ever since I set foot inside Jenny’s home. I’d prefer less humidity than Sao Paulo offers, but you can’t have everything, and it beats the penetrating cold of the northern winter hands-down.

Sighing, I stretch out, tipping my face back to bathe in the morning sunshine, revelling in the heat. Inside, the maid hums some crap-pop jingle before being drowned out by the sound of the vacuum cleaner.

Take an hour to relax, then down to work...

*****
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Downloading Finchby’s database of invoices, I scour through for the most likely follow-ups for Baxter. After a couple of hours, armed with a shortlist of a dozen likely addresses and my new mobile which seems finally to have run through its downloads, I’m ready to go.

Take a taxi?

No.

Don’t leave a trail...

It’s a long walk, but the upside is that I get to explore Sao Paulo on foot, always the best way to see anywhere new. The loose linen suit I’m wearing, appropriate to the temperature and humidity, is a roomy fit, so there’s plenty of space for my gun holster and other equipment.

Check the Glock into its holster...

... Knife...

... Hat on...

... Sunglasses...

A quick check in the mirror...

English...

... Tourist...

... Harmless...

Time to move...

The hotel door closes behind me with a click. Plucking a hair, I lick my thumb, then spit-plaster the hair into place about a foot from the floor, bridging the crack between door and frame. If the door opens while I’m out, I’ll know.

I suck in a smile. It’s the oldest trick in the book, but if it’s good enough for Sean Connery, it’s good enough for me.

The nearest address on my shortlist is about a half hour’s walk away. Hands in pockets, I stroll through a pleasant neighbourhood: not wealthy, but clean and green, shady with trees.

Sauntering along, I consult my mapping app occasionally, then stop by a tourist information board, making a show of tracing my finger over the map to museums, parks and the theatre.

Visiting Tourist...

My phone mutters at me: the mapping app. Your destination is on the right...

... but I keep walking...

A bar-restaurant: Bar do Antonio...  A scatter of outdoor tables and seating... Customers seated with coffee and beer...

... and without breaking my stride, I amble past the address... past the barber’s next door and the half dozen stores following... and then across the road to pause by a series of glass-fronted stores for upmarket clothes, sandals and shoes, swimwear and accessories.

From there, with a view of the bar, I hang around on the corner, making a show of window-shopping for over-priced clothes behind acres of plate glass, the reflection giving me a reasonable view even with my back turned.

At first sight, Antonio’s Bar is just the kind of place I enjoy hanging out in in a new environment: a small family-run establishment, off the main tourist tracks but still in a decent area; somewhere the locals will come to eat. The signs and paintwork are shabby but clean. The seating and tables also look well-used. But as I watch, a customer rises and leaves. An old man moves smartly in, snatching a towel from his apron. Sweeping away crumbs, he pumps from a hand-spray then wipes over the top, taking a moment extra to work on some more difficult stain before giving the whole thing a final polish.

From my lurking point at the corner, I watch for several minutes as the old man serves drinks and snacks at the outdoor seating, waving arms and barking orders at a young woman in a black apron.

One of the customers says something, pointing at the sun, and the old man pulls across an umbrella and stand, taking the time to position it carefully to shade the client.  After a few minutes, a woman, looking much the same age as he is, comes outside carrying a tray of steaming pots.

None of these people looks a likely candidate for leader of a trafficking ring.

I check my notes, then my mapping app.

Yes, I’m in the right place.

In the back, perhaps?

Or upstairs?

Tucking away my mobile, I stroll across and take a seat, using my hat as a fan to waft air over my face.

The old man trots over, beaming. “Olá senhor. Está muito quente. Sim? O que você gostaria?”

I open my mouth to reply... Cerveja, por favor.  ... Then bite down on my words: no need to let anyone know that I understand a good deal of what is being said around me. “A beer, please.”

“Sim, senhor.” Ducking his head, he trots off to return in a minute or so with a glass of beer cold enough to drip dew on the table, then gestures at the sunshade. “Você quer um sol, senhor?”

I nod vigorously. “Please, yes.”

The first mouthful of beer slides down my throat without protest. I’m on my guard, but the second mouthful doesn’t put up much of a fight either. It's tempting to simply enjoy the weather and the drink...

Work to do...

I wave the old man down. “Excuse me, where is the bathroom?”

He waves me indoors with a nod and a smile, and I follow his pointing finger, through a deep narrow room, dim against the brilliant daylight outside, lined either side with Formica-topped tables.

At the end, in the coolest part of the space, a glass display counter is stacked with plates of chopped meat and veg mixed with black beans, some crispy-looking brown circles which I take to be squid rings. A plate of ‘somethings’ looks like vine-leaf-wrapped snacks, although I know that around here it’s more likely to be a banana leaf.

The young woman is behind the counter, smiling at me as I amble past. Waving hands over the displayed dishes, she raises brows... Want Something?

I return the smile, winding my finger in a circle. When I come back.

She nods happily, extending a finger to aim me towards a corridor from the back of the room. It takes me past a kitchen where, through the swing doors, the old woman, short and stout, thrusting out arms like wrinkled tree trunks, stirs something in a pot. She glances up... “Olá senhor,” ... then returns to her cooking.

Continuing along the corridor, I throw a glance back over my shoulder, then stroll past the obvious bathroom door. The passage grows cooler all the while towards the rear of the building. At the end, I’m at the base of a stairway, dimly lit but, as I look up, open and brighter at the top.

It’s unglamorous, in the way that the back areas of stores and restaurants always are, plain brick and concrete, but both vinyl-tiled steps and white-painted walls are immaculately clean, with none of the dust or stale food smell I half-expected. 

I flash another look back to be sure no-one’s watching, then, placing my feet gently against the carrying echoes, one hand resting on the holster inside my jacket, I make my way to the top...

A single room, taking up the entire floor...

... Sunbeams streaming between slatted shutters, dust motes glittering mid-air...

... The normal furnishings of everyday life: two fat settees, much used, the fabric fraying on the arms. Ancient linoleum flooring, the edges curling upwards by the walls. A table and wooden chairs...

... A tiny antiquated TV in one corner... A chest of drawers in some dark wood, old and scratched.

This is looking less and less like what I expected to find, but on the off-chance, I check a couple of the drawers: a child’s coloured pencils and scribbled paper, dice and a pack of cards, a leaking biro stains the cheap wood blue.

Moving quickly and quietly, I reverse out and make my way back down the stairs, meeting the old woman at the bottom.

I give her my best inane smile. “Sorry, my mistake.”

She taps my arm and chuckles... “Nenhum problema, senhor. Está aqui.” ... waving me to the bathroom door.

The bathroom too is dilapidated but spotless... a couple of those green tablets in the urinal... a faucet that works, if only for cold water... a tattered towel smelling faintly of freshly laundered.

Returning past the counter, the woman hovers, wearing a hopeful expression and my stomach growls. Alright, the restaurant isn’t going to win any stars, but the woman’s hair is freshly washed, her face has that scrubbed look and her fingernails show the white crescent moons of fresh cleaning.

The food too looks interesting.

Why not?

A man’s got to eat...

“I will, yes.”

She beams, displaying fewer teeth than I might have expected. “Sim, senhor. A garçonete virá até você.”

Returning to my seat, waiting to be served. I take my bearings. I’m not sure what I expected to find as I followed up on Finchby’s invoices, but this isn’t it.

On the face of it, Antonio’s Bar is just what it appears to be: a small, family-friendly business: busy, humming with trade without being packed out: couples, some with children, some without, eating and drinking. Some tables occupied by groups of workmen drinking the proprietor’s beer but eating their own food, unrolling sandwiches from foil packs, biting into tough dried meat and sausage, slicing chunks from hard cheese with a penknife.

I feel completely at home.

And the beer’s not half bad. What’s left of the first glass swills down my throat with the greatest of ease and I’m about to call for a refill when the smiling waitress stops by my table pointing at my empty glass. 

“Outro cerveja, senhor?”

I slide the glass across the table to her. “Yes, thank you.”

The second beer arrives in less than a couple of minutes and the waitress, turning great dark smiling eyes on me, offers me a menu. “Você quer comer, senhor?”

I push the menu back to her. “Yes. Something local. No hamburgers.” Her brows furrow, and I rephrase. “Comida regional. Algo local.”

Her face clears, but the old man materialises beside her, snatching away the menu then shooing the girl back towards the kitchens.

Seen up close, his face is imprinted with enough wrinkles and cracks to map out a sizeable city and his moustache, luxuriant but grey, is stained yellow at the tips. “Senhor... You want the food regional?” His accent is a little thick, but his English easily understood.

“Thank you, yes. Local food. Something typical of the area.”

He displays gappy, brown-stained teeth. “Sim senhor. Sem problemas...” He taps his nose, waggling bushy brows also stained yellow at the tips. “For this, you come to my house and not the houses of the touristas?” 

“Exactly. What do you have?”

“If you wish, sir, minha família and me, we eat this?” He gestures across to the old woman, now carrying a lidded casserole pot to a table. “Maria, vem cá.”

She stomps over, then lifts the lid to waft fragrant steam at me. Chunks of red sausage and some kind of meat wallow in a sea of black beans. Other less identifiable items which could perhaps be parts of a pig’s trotter, surface briefly then sink again. The aromas of garlic, smoke and chilli well up and my stomach growls approval.

The old man clasps his hands, shifting on his feet. “You like? Yes, no? Food for nice foreign man?”

“Perfect.”

Enough food to satisfy James’ table  - though perhaps without Jenny sitting there - is piled in front of me: the chilli, a dish of bread rolls, which when I split one open, turn out to be stuffed with cheese, a green salad. Some of the small offerings I saw at the counter too, although the ‘squid rings’ turn out to be a sort of puffed-up, savoury cookie. The dishes keep arriving.

A bowl of tomato salsa looks innocent enough and I scoop up a generous portion with half a bread roll, then gasp as the result sears the inside of my mouth, branding the silhouette of a tomato slice onto my tongue.

Blowing incandescent air over my teeth, I snatch at the other half of the roll, squishing cheese around my mouth until the flames subside.

“Is good, Senhor?” Rheumy eyes crinkle in a face like a Roman mosaic.

“Yes, very good,” I cough into a napkin. “Just... surprised me, that’s all.”

The crinkles deepen. “Americano?”

For a moment, my mind blanks out...

Who the hell am I supposed to be?

... then the information surfaces. “No. English.”

“Ahhh...” The brows rise, then, “Senhor, Você quer nosso vinho local?” He stares into air for a second. “Our wine locale... You try?”

“Yes, please.” I cough again into the napkin, clearing a final fiery fragment from my throat. “Your local wine would be good.”

He offers up a bottle: the contents pale, a plain white label and a heavy-duty waxed cork. “Is of the ... wine garden...” He gives me a questioning look...

“Vinyard.”

“... The vinyard of my brother. Is good. You want? Yes, no?”

“Yes. Yes.”

The wine is indeed good: nominally a sparkling white but in fact the palest of primrose yellows when held up to the sunshine. Medium-dry and lightly fragranced, it’s perhaps a little light to go with the volcanic salsa, but works well with the bread. By the time I’ve worked through all of the meal and most of the bottle, I’m feeling well-fed, slightly tipsy and brimming with bon ami.

“Você quer café, senhor?”

“Yes, coffee would be good, thank you.”

The sunshine warms my face as I sip at the excellent coffee. This place is everything I ever enjoyed about travel and I’m developing a kind of holiday mood. Perhaps it’s inappropriate, but you can’t keep your guard up all the time.

No-one knows I’m here...

What’s to worry about?

And, if I’m truthful with myself, I’ve learned to chill out in the days spent with Mitch...

... and with Jenny...

... and her family...

James too?

Alright, we had words at the end, but I know it wasn’t really me he was angry with ...

Was it?

?

He’s a friend. Who else have I ever called friend?

I’ll make it right with him...

When I get back...

Perhaps Michael too, I could call a friend. He seemed to thaw out after Jenny’s rescue. I couldn’t have handled Jenny’s rescue without him.

Even Haswell gave me a handshake.

And his buddy Stanton, the police commissioner...

He could have arrested me...

... locked me up.

He didn’t. 

It feels good.

I’ve read the stuff the scientists write: the psychologists and the anthropologists and brain-men. Humans are social animals...

It never meant a fucking thing to me. I could have been reading about Alice in her Wonderland - another book I never rated - for all the connection I felt.

But now, it’s different.

Mitch...

Are you wearing my ring?

...

Emerald eyes outshining any gem I could give...

And that cloud of copper hair...

You... under me... gasping as I make love to you... hilting myself... burying myself ball-deep inside you.

You... riding me, displaying yourself with your broad, bright smile as I let you take me, pleasuring me as you pleasure yourself.

I knock back the last of the coffee then set the cup on its saucer.

It’s quite clear to me, what I have to do. I have a situation to deal with. That’s fine. I can handle it. I’ll get this sorted out.

After that...

Is it possible?

A normal life.

What kind of wedding would Mitch want?

Something big and flashy? In a church? Lots of guests? The marshmallow dress? All the... I dredge my memory for my limited knowledge of such things... ... All the stuff...

That sort of thing matters to women...

... Doesn’t it?

Perhaps I should ask James?

Or maybe Michael... He’s the one legally married to Jenny...

I rise, flinging my napkin down to the table... “Excellent.” ... and proffering far more than the cost of the meal. “Keep the change.”

The old man beams. “Obrigado, senhor. You come again? Yes, no?”

“I come again, yes.”

His hand thrusts out. “I am Antonio, senhor.”

I take the hand and shake. “Hughes. Harry Hughes.”

*****
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Rolling out of the bar with a case of wine-induced sea-legs, enough common sense asserts itself to tell me I’m in no condition to go chasing down the next of Finchby’s invoice addresses. Horizontal on my cheap hotel bed is where I’m best suited for the next few hours.

Arriving at my room, I’m sufficiently compos mentis to check my ‘guard hair’ - still nicely in place.  As I open the door, it breaks free, floating down to the corridor carpet.

Nonetheless, as I flop down on the bed, staring up at a spinning ceiling, my thoughts spiral with it...

A family restaurant...

And yet, with an address from Finchby’s invoice. Several invoices in fact. All for trafficked women and girls.

Why?

Tomorrow I’ll go investigate some of the other addresses.

NB - stick to coffee.

*****
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​Richard
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My friend, Will Stanton, the police commissioner, has called by in person to deliver his news. None of us are happy about it.

Will stands, arms folded, sucking at his teeth. “Richard, you know I’ll do whatever I can, but I have budgets to keep to. If Klempner’s out of the country now, there’s a good argument to say that the danger to Charlotte and Georgie, and whoever else, has moved on. I’m going to have a tough case to answer, keeping a police guard here for much longer.”

Elizabeth, sandwiched between Mitch and Charlotte on the settee, widens her eyes. I’m not happy that Will chose to deliver this here and now, within the hearing of my pregnant wife. She’s all but at term and I don’t like her getting upset

James wears a face like a thundercloud. “The original attack on Charlotte happened before Klempner arrived here. And was planned long before that.”

Will is stony-faced. “Be that as it may, we all know those events were about drawing Klempner out. That’s been done now, and whatever else happens between him and this female Nemesis of his, it’s happening elsewhere.”

“But...”

James’ protest is cut short by a wry-faced Michael strolling into the lounge. “Look who I just found outside.” He turns back towards the hall. “Come on in. No-one’s going to bite.”

The figure that enters is familiar and deeply reluctant. Wearing heavy-grade outdoor clothing and muffled up to the neck, he holds out gloved hands. “My apologies. This wasn’t my idea.”

Heads swivel.

“Hickman?” says James. “What are you doing here? You know Klempner’s not with us now, surely?”

“Mr Alexanders...” Hickman is the very image of a ‘heavy’. He gives James a nod. “...Yes, of course I know that. But while he is away, Mr Klempner has instructed me to keep an eye on what’s happening here.”

His voice turns dry and he casts an eye at Michael. “He was also insistent that I be discreet and not intrude on your family life. I did not ask to enter your home. I am a professional. I do the job I'm paid for.”

Michael gives him a sunny grin. “Does being professional necessarily entail standing outside and freezing your nuts off?”

Hickman sucks in a smile, scratching at his nose. “I suppose not, no.”

“Then for God’s sake, take that jacket off and have a hot drink. What’ll it be?”

Hickman unbuttons his heavy overcoat. Underneath, he’s still warmly dressed in pullover and jacket. “Coffee would go down well, thank you.”

“Coming up.”

Will watches in silence, but his folded arms have gone into lockdown. He glares at Hickman. “You were on the video footage at the Lucky Time bar, the night Mickey Miller was attacked. You were talking to Klempner. Who are you exactly?”

Hickman’s regards him with a cool eye, then casts a glance to Mitch. “I am Miss Kimberley’s bodyguard. And should the situation require it, also Mrs Summerford’s and her daughter’s.”

Will cocks a brow at Mitch. “I didn’t know you had a bodyguard?”

Her lips twitch. “Neither did I, until now.”

Will regards Hickman, unlocks his arms, reclasps hands behind his back. “You work for Klempner?”

“At the current time, yes.”

Will takes a step or two, looming close. “You going to give me any trouble?”

Hickman sucks air between his teeth. “Commissioner, I will only be giving trouble as my contract requires it. I do not anticipate you or any of your personnel being the target for any trouble I might be involved in.”

Will casts a look to Mitch, then Charlotte and Elizabeth, me and Michael. “And how do you all feel about this? I think we can all hazard a guess at what kind of man Lawrence Klempner is likely to hire. Or put his trust in.”

James moves in, taking Hickman’s coat, draping it over the back of a chair. “The kind of man who is very good at what he does,” he says... “And who has proved himself to be trustworthy. Will, it’s fine. We know Hickman. We’ve met him before under circumstances that told us all we need to know about him.”

Will’s face, dark as it is, nonetheless reddens. “Well, I haven’t. Who are you?” He jabs a finger towards Hickman’s chest. “What was your name again?”

Klempner’s henchman looks down at the finger. Eyes narrowing, he drawls his reply. “You heard Mr Alexanders. You can call me Hickman.”

Will scowls, withdraws the finger. “I remember now... Where else I know you from. You’re one of the men who originally abducted Charlotte...”

Michael breaks in. “Will, calm down. Hickman helped us escape from Finchby’s place. He’d been hired as part of the effort to catch Klempner. When it became clear what Baxter’s intentions were regarding Charlotte and Cara, he refused to go along with it. He switched sides.”

Will’s scowl deepens. He circles the passively standing Hickman. “What is your relationship with Lawrence Klempner?”

“Mr Klempner pays me to work for him as he requires.”

“He employs you? When you were originally part of the attempt to capture him?”

“Mr Klempner understands that wasn’t personal. He knows I am a professional. So, yes, he employs me.”

“And if someone makes you a better offer?”

Hickman’s brows rise. “Then I might be interested in accepting, after I have completed my current contract.”

Will snorts. “So, Lawrence Klempner has bought your loyalty?”

“If you want to put it that way.” Hickman remains impassive. “But having been bought, my loyalty will stay bought for as long as my current employment lasts.”

“And after that?”

Hickman shrugs, purses his lips. “After that... we’ll see.”

Will sniffs, rubs his nose. “You carrying?”

Hickman casts him a look... “I’m a bodyguard.” ... then huffing, opens the left side of his jacket to display what’s underneath.

Will regards the holstered weapon, then as Hickman readjusts his jacket, “So where’s Klempner? Why’s he left you here?”

“Mr Klempner is pursuing Juliana Diaz. He is not your problem anymore.”

“Where? Where has he gone?”

“I understand he is in South America. Brazil, in fact.” He pins Will with a stare. “Commissioner, I am quite sure you have already interviewed Baxter. This must already be known to you. Why are you asking me?”

Will relaxes a bit. “When you’re dealing with a man like Klempner, it’s good to have the facts confirmed. And yes, Brazil was my understanding.” He paces for a moment, considering, then, “You seem comfortable, Mr Hickman, telling me what you know.”

Hickman’s lips quirk. “My employer instructed me to tell you...” Will’s brows rise. Hickman smiles slightly. “... He also asked me to point out that Brazil is outside your jurisdiction.”

Will’s eyes narrow, then he bursts into laughter. “So, it is.”

He breaks off as Michael enters the room with a tray. “I made enough for everyone. Hickman, help yourself.”

Hickman pours. Will paces some more, apparently involved in some internal struggle. After a minute, he stops by the window, staring out.

“Something wrong, Will?” I ask.

He shrugs, huffs, then fishes something out from a pocket: a data key, offering it to Hickman. “I brought this for James here, to compare against what he already has. But since you have a connection to Klempner, you can send them to him too if you think he could use them. They’re data files of the transcripts of our interviews with Baxter. Given that Klempner is hunting Baxter’s associate, perhaps he can glean something useful from them.”

Hickman’s chin lifts, his eyes widening. “Commissioner, does your authority permit you to do this?”

Will looks blue. “No, not really. But since Klempner is hunting a killer that I should have apprehended myself, I’m prepared to supply him the tools to do it with.”

Hickman gives a small nod. “Thank you, Commissioner. I'll be sure to pass them on.” He turns to James. “I’m sure you want to copy the files before I take the key away?”

“Of course, yes. But on a related subject... Hickman, Klempner gave me contact details. I’ve sent him several messages, which I think he’s seeing, but I’ve had no reply. You’re in contact with him. What’s happening over there?”

Hickman hesitates, then, “I have no message to give you, Mr Alexanders, and no authority to speak to you.”

James’ face darkens. “I want to know what’s happening. Klempner can’t keep us hanging like this. I’m asking you to tell us.”

“With respect, sir, you are not my employer.” Hickman swirls coffee around the bottom of his mug then polishes it off.

“Klempner instructed you to take orders from me.”

“And so I will, Mr Alexanders. In any matter that does not conflict with my direct instructions from Mr Klempner.”

Richard interrupts. “I’d like to ask a question if I may. Hickman, you say that you remain hired so long as Klempner is your employer. What happens to your loyalty if something happens to Klempner? He’s dealing with violent people. If he were injured or killed, we’re putting a lot of trust in you.”

Hickman gives a small smile. “That’s a fair question, Mr Haswell. Be assured that I would not undertake a further employment that... um... clashed with the spirit of my agreement with Mr Klempner. In any case, he has himself considered the matter and there is a considerable sum set aside against that eventuality. It is specifically for the purpose of you...” He waves his hand around our group... “... retaining my services should you wish to do so.”

Mitch moves closer, fingers clasped, winding the emerald ring on her left hand around and around the finger. “Hickman, did Larry... have any message for me?”

Hickman’s rough features soften. “I did ask him that, Miss Kimberley.” He holds her gaze. “He replied simply, ‘Mitch knows.’”

Mitch’s eyes fall and her throat ripples. “That’s... all he said?”

“It is, yes.”  Hickman touches her arm with the tips of his fingers. “I wouldn’t read anything into it if I were you. The social graces are not Mr Klempner’s area of strength, and he has his mind on other things. If I were you, I would read my presence here as the message. And...”  He touches a forefinger to her hand... “... I’ll tell him you’re wearing his ring.”

*****
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I love being a Mom.

From her bundle of fleece and wool, Cara looks up into my face, her eyes fixing on me in a way that they didn’t when she was first born. Her features have lost that squashed-up look she had at first, filling out to more of the true ‘Winston Churchill’ look of young babies.

My baby...

So beautiful...

There’s never been anything so beautiful in the whole world...

... But when she was new-born, she was a beautiful, little squashed-up red prune.

Cara held close to my breast, she suckles contentedly...

Wonder how long it’ll be before she does more than eat and sleep?

However wonderful My Baby might be, the novelty of breast-feeding is wearing off fast. Bored, Cara supported in one arm, I browse my tablet, scrolling the feed with a thumb.

Somehow, they have gotten hold of my email address and my In-Box is bombarded with ads for milk substitutes, nappies, early learning for babies... Jabbing my thumb at the offending posts, I delete one after another...

And then, something more interesting...

Aaahhh...

A message from my Master...

Wonder why he used my work address?

?

Probably came up first on the autofill...

I tap with my thumbpad, fumble, then Cara held in the crook of one arm, pass the tablet to one hand so I can tap in properly with the other.

An image opens up: a corset. It’s a beauty: satin and lace in a shade of jewelled emerald, edged in a deeper jade. 

Thought you might like to browse this site. Find something you like. Life’s getting back to normal xx

Intriguing...

... and I can see why my Master picked out the one he did.

Smiling to myself, I follow the link through to find myself on a website for sexy underwear... Actually, beyond sexy. Downright erotic. Anything but bored now, I explore the lingerie: black lace, red satin, bodices and bustiers, stockings and garters, thongs and French knickers...

It’s been so long since I was able to wear anything like this, but my figure is rapidly returning to normal...

Boobs are still huge though...

I glance down at my contentedly nursing daughter...

... And likely to remain so for the foreseeable future...

I chuckle to myself. I’m getting warm inside... Wet, in fact.

Shifting around, I set Cara onto the other breast and resume my browsing.

It was a clever idea of my Master’s, sending me this. But then, he always did know me better than I know myself.

Then I chuckle again. Of course, he does. He’s a Dom. He’s always going to start by playing inside my head, working on my sense of anticipation...

... Get me to choose my own clothes.

What’s he got in mind?

Downstairs? In his playroom?

Over the spanking horse? Saint Andrew’s cross?

My pussy is going into meltdown.

Clicking through one page after another, I consider the alternatives.

What would he like? What would he want me to wear?

And Michael?

What would make the most of my current... I glance down at my hugely expanded boobs...  assets?

Then the obvious hits me. Working back through the menus, I locate the corset in the image from the email.

It’s a beauty, and I can see why he picked it out. Hooked to the front, heavily boned to pinch in the waist. Nonetheless, it’s laced at the back to allow for an expanding, or shrinking, figure. The cups are firmly supportive for the ‘fuller figure’ but could be tucked down nicely to expose the breasts.

And the colour is perfect. Green always looks good on me...

He didn’t ask it specifically, but my Master’s wishes are clear. A quick tap on the ‘Buy’ button and a ‘1’ appears by the cart.

Some while later, Cara is lying in her cot, eyes closed, blowing bubbles as she sleeps. And my cart contains rather more than just ‘1’.

I’ve added stockings - hold-ups in case my Master wishes to remove the corset - a wrap-around skirt in some sheer silky fabric, with just a pair of buttons to hold it in place. I hesitate over the shoes: spiked heels, in a deep jade to match the corset. Utterly impractical for everyday wear, but what the hell...

My mind whirls through the possibilities... Our first post-pregnancy session in my Master’s playroom.

Just the Three of us?

Or Richard and Beth too?

Beth’s all but at term now and can barely get out of her chair now without help. But she’ll enjoy watching.

Watching her husband fuck me...

Watching me suck him off...

Tallying up what I’m spending, I gulp a little at the total...

Totally worth it...

...And I hit Pay Now.

Should I tell him?

Course I should...

Switching screens back to my Master’s original email, I click reply: Look what I bought...

He’ll like that.

Then, I shift in my seat. I’m really very uncomfortable.

Time to change into fresh underwear...

My thoughts are interrupted as Cara burbles, burps, then starts to fuss.

Probably needs burping...

And despite myself, I find myself smiling as I reach to pick her up.

Any excuse...

Jiggling her up and down, I pat her back until a Blub! of milk burps up... then down again, dribbling over my shoulder.

Damn. Forgot the towel...

All those brochures and guides speaking of the joys of motherhood... No-one mentioned spending half the day smelling of yoghurt.

It doesn’t matter. Swiping away the milky trickle, I hold her in front of me, singing one of those silly little songs they have for babies.

And I smile. I can’t help it. It just comes, welling up, a smile for my tiny girl.

Gurgling, Cara smiles back. It’s a bit gummy and a bit unformed. Her eyes fix on me, then wander off, then drift back, but it’s a smile.

“You look lovely when you do that.”

Jolting, reflexively I clasp Cara tighter to me...

Who????

... But there, leaning against the door frame, Michael stands, looking into the nursery. Sunlight slants across from the window, throwing a beam over Scruffy, standing by his feet. Ears perked, the stubby tail is a frenzied blur.

I relax again, feeling foolish. My beautiful husband, my Golden Lover. Of course he can come into the nursery. 

“Sorry, didn’t mean to startle you.” He takes a step forward, then pauses. “Is it okay if Scruffy comes in?”

“Um, yes, alright...”

You’re being silly...

And I laugh. “Yes, it’s fine. They should get to know each other.”

Michael pulls up a chair beside me. “It’s good for them both to get to know each other.”

Scruffy trots in, Bear strolling in behind, his expression benign. Both sit with ears pricked, looking up. Michael raises a finger to the pair. “Nicely. She’s only little.”

But the dogs both seem to understand they’re looking at a ‘people puppy’, sitting quietly, not trying to crowd me.

“Still enjoying motherhood?”

“Oh, yes. It’s amazing, but it’s nice to see that we can go back to some of how it was before too.”

His brow furrows. “Sorry? Not with you.”

I grin, feeling wicked. “Look...”

I display my Master’s email, the model in the beautiful corset. “I just bought it.”

Michael raises eyebrows, slanting a smile at me, then scissors open the image for a closer look. “Very nice. James always did have good taste. I’ll look forward to seeing you wearing it. You say you’ve already ordered it?”

“Ah-ha. Estimated delivery, three days.”

He flashes a grin, then leans in to kiss me on the mouth. “I’ll make sure then, that we have the cava on ice, and the heating on downstairs.”

*****

[image: ]




	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​James


[image: ]




In the kitchen, pushing bacon around a pan, I ponder how to square the circle and re-introduce Georgie and Charlotte. The fact is that Georgie created the whole hornets’ nest herself by being so appallingly rude, not just to me, but Charlotte too, the first time they met.

But if I truly want any kind of future relationship with my daughter... my elder daughter... I need to get the pair of them, if not friendly, at least polite with each other.

Richard and Beth descend the stairs, she leaning heavily on him for support. She sits clumsily, trying to find a comfortable position so she can eat.

Fanning her face, “I can barely reach the table over my stomach.” She’s laughing but the laugh sounds strained and she runs hands over her enormous belly. “I’ll be glad when Adam arrives and I can get back to being able to move again.

Charlotte looks up from where she is giving Cara her breakfast. “Know what you mean. I tell you, it’s a real relief afterwards, getting back to feeling you’re the only one occupying your body.”

Beth sags, blowing air, but Richard is there, serving her with her favourite muesli and yoghurt. He kisses her cheek. “Not long now, my Love.”

I poke at the bacon then flip it over in the pan, “Anything special you’d like, Beth?”

She brightens. “A boiled egg?”

“No problem. Just the one?”

“Two, then.”

“Coming up.” I head for the fridge. “Anyone else for boiled eggs?”

From the front door, a knock. Michael rises. “I’ll get it.”

Damn...

There are only so many options for who could be knocking at this hour.

Only one in fact.

“No, it’s alright,” I say, setting the frying pan to one side. “I will. You stay with Charlotte.”

His eyes meet mine and he gives a small nod, nudging his chair closer to Charlotte’s. Occupied with Cara, she doesn’t seem to have noticed the knock.

Heading down the hall, I work at quelling the unease in my gut which hovers somewhere in the hinterland of anticipation and anxiety.

I open the door and she’s there, my tall, dark daughter, Georgie. Chin lifted, eyeing me, “Hi, Dad. Can I come in?” As I hesitate, she says, “I promise I’ll behave. I won’t be rude to her.”

“Alright then.” Opening the door wide, I gesture her to the kitchen.

As we enter, Charlotte glances my way, then doubletakes as she sees Georgie. Turning away, to Cara’s squalled protests, she buttons up her blouse. “I’ll go upstairs.”

“No, Charlotte. You won’t,” I say. “This is your home. Georgie is the visitor here.” I flash eyes at my daughter and she looks away, flushing.

Raising her chin again, she takes a step or two towards Charlotte, then falters at the cat-eyed warning there. Charlotte holds Cara, cradling her close to the breast.

“I... I wanted to apologise...” says Georgie... “... For being so rude to you before. I... I was hoping we could be... friends...” Her voice trails away.

Charlotte blinks and looks down. Looks to me. Looks back to Georgie. Then, to Michael, sitting by her, head tilted. He murmurs something to her. I can’t pick out the words, but, unusually for him, there’s a note of authority there.

Charlotte ducks her head. “Apology accepted,” she mutters.

Then, rising from her seat, “Cara needs changing.” And, baby in arms, she sidles past Georgie, heading for the door. She doesn’t quite brush past me, but instead, halts. “’Scuse me. Can I come past, please, Mas... James.”

I don’t reply, simply stepping aside to let her by then looking out to see where she’s headed. Charlotte bolts along the hall and up the stairs, casting a look down at me from half-way up before vanishing toward the nursery.

Georgie stands, glum-faced. “Sorry, Dad. I wanted to make it right, but...”

“It’s not me you need to apologise to, Georgie. I’d say you have some ground to make up with Charlotte.”

Hunched, she nods. “Yes, but you too. I’m sorry... I...” She grinds to a halt, looking around the room. “I didn’t realise there are so many of you here.”

Thank God for a change of subject...

“Since you are here, let me introduce you to everyone. This is Mitch, Charlotte’s mother.” Mitch nods and gives a polite but strictly controlled smile, then rises and follows Charlotte’s path out of the room...

Crap...

“These are my friends, Richard and Beth...”

Georgie steps forward with a subdued, “Pleased to meet you...” 

Richard smiles in friendly enough fashion. “And you, Georgie.”

Beth follows his lead with a smile and a “Please excuse me if I don’t get up.”

“... And this is Michael.”

From behind Georgie’s line of sight, I give him a pleading look, but there’s no need. Michael is already standing, hand outstretched, treating her to one of his sunburst smiles. “Great to meet you at last, Georgie. I’ve heard so much about you over the years.”

“You have?”

“I have. James is always telling me about you.”

*****
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Over the next day or so, I visit a dozen establishments, all chosen for having been header addresses on invoices received, and apparently paid, by Finchby.

I find myself calling by two more bar-restaurants, a ladies’ shoe shop, a bookseller, a cut-price budget outlet, two fruit and veg stalls and a liquor store.

None of them seems even remotely likely as an export outlet for organised criminals. The only even slightly illegal behaviour I encounter comes from my last call: a jeweller.

By now, my doubts are sprouting. I’m almost out of options and I’ve found nothing that takes me any closer to tracking psycho-Juliana.

WTF’s going on here?

In the jewellery store, the proprietor skulks at the back. Then, seeing me browsing his stock, thinking I might find something for Mitch, he tries to pass off a locket, gold-plated but base metal, as the genuine article.

He cringes satisfactorily as my fingers grip his neck, squeezing just enough to cut off his air for a few seconds. I’m not serious about doing him any real harm, but I leave his store of over-priced crap whistling.

But still, my disquiet crawls...

What am I missing?

I arrived in Sao Paulo believing I had plenty of leads to track, as I first thought, Baxter, then his blood-besotted paramour, Juliana. But I’ve used up my leads and I’m rapidly running out of ideas.

Juliana’s still out there, shrieking for my blood. And she’s as likely as not to go looking for her own peculiar brand of vindictive entertainment with someone else connected if it’s not actually with me.

Mitch...

Jenny...

Think...

A quick check of my messages: a confirmation from Hickman that all’s well over there...

Wearing the ring?

A warm glow, having nothing to do with the weather, floods my chest and face.

What to do?

Walking... That’s how I think best...

The body strolling out, running on autopilot, letting the mind roam at will.

I don’t try to concentrate on the problem in hand. Instead, letting my thoughts drift, I wait for inspiration to well up from the subconscious backburner.

How to find one woman in a city of twenty million?

But nothing suggests itself.

I don’t do it consciously, but looking around, coming to, I find I’m standing outside Antonio’s. The old man cracks a smile and hastily wipes down a tabletop before pulling out a chair and, brows raised, offering out a palm to the seat.

I’m not fooling myself that the beer clears my thinking, but nothing else is working for me. I might as well enjoy a drink. “Obrigado. Sim.”

Antonio beams as I make my way to the table, then scuttles off, returning in under a minute with a glass jug, dripping condensation, and a plate of lupini beans.

The cold beer is perfect. The first couple of gulps slide down my throat. Slipping the skin from a bean, I chew the salty nibble, tossing the skin to a nearby pigeon Another swallow and I’m reflecting that the moist heat I enjoyed when I first arrived in Brazil is beginning to annoy: close and cloying.

Never thought I’d miss the northern winters...

That mountain...

The views... The clean air...

Be honest...

I’m missing Mitch.

More than that. I’m missing all of it. My daughter... My granddaughter... The casual camaraderie of her two husbands...

Three husbands?

Where does Haswell fit into that?

?

How the hell do I judge that one?

Mitch...

What are you doing now?

Enjoying life with Jenny I hope.

I tap open the mobile, into my images, download one of my favourites.

There’s very little in my files of this kind. I enjoy travelling, playing the tourist, but seldom bother with the camera. I prefer taking the time to see the places I visit: capture them in my head. The few times I’ve bothered taking snaps, the result never does justice to the original.

But this one is different.

Mitch looks out at me. I don’t think she knew I was taking the photo. Indeed, I made a show of simply fiddling with my phone, looking up some file or other. So, she looks at me, head a little inclined, lips a little parted, eyes questioning...

Those glorious eyes... Greener than any gem I could give her. Greener than Spring leaves. Greener than glacier waters...

I could lose myself in those eyes...

I come to with a start: Antonio leans across, setting a basket of bread on the table. His eyes crease, if it were possible, even more. “Very beautiful lady, senhor. Your lady?”

“Yes...” I tap the phone closed, but his words warm me inside. “... My lady.”

“Lady here? Sao Paulo?”

“No, not here. Far away.”

“You go home to lady soon?”

“Yes, soon.”

He smiles. “You very lucky man. But she lucky lady too, I think.”

“I hope so.”

“You want outro cerveja, senhor? Café? Vinho?”

“Café. Obrigado.”

He nods and totters off. Half a minute later the hiss of steam tells me my coffee is on the way.

One day... After all this is over...

Mitch...

You always wanted to travel...

All those books... Those places you’ve never seen...

Where would you want to go?

?

Jenny?

Would she want to come? For part of the time, maybe... 

A holiday? Travel as a family...

?

?

James might help.

He’s encouraged her to forgive and forget.

...

Forgive, anyway...

*****
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The coffee strong and fragrant, washes away my doubts and clears my thinking, although granted, it leaves me with my problem.

How to find Juliana?

And what is the significance of the invoice addresses?

I let my mind freewheel, caffeine lubricating the gears. 

What's the connection?

?

?

Back to basics...

Finchby’s invoices...

Taken from his own files...

Supply addresses from legitimate businesses...

... Listing women, children... Human cargo.

???

That can't possibly be what went through the customs checks...

Duplicate documents then?

Same references. Same monetary values. Different cargo.

That would seem logical: A parallel accounting system: one for the outside world, one for private records.

Yes, that works. Any competent criminal could make that work. And doubtless, with the money involved, they’d have accountants and bookkeepers... Perhaps even customs officers and tax inspectors on the payroll.

But none of that gives me the connection to Antonio’s bar or any of the others.

Why here?

Frustrated, mind spiralling inward...

Damn the coffee...

... I order another beer.

*****
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“Charlotte, it’s a beautiful day...” My Master stands by the nursery door, wearing the jeans and boots he uses for riding, and a thick cable-knit sweater... “...I’m going to take Oliver out. Want to come?”

It is indeed a lovely day, with a crisp snap to the air. And the sunshine is that brilliant clear white you only get in cold winter weather.

“I’d love to. And Charlie could use the exercise. Um...” I look down to my tiny daughter, blinking at the mobile rotating above her in the cot, trying, with unformed muscles, to reach for a glitter-pink unicorn.

“I’ll keep an eye on Cara.” My Mom smiles from her rocking chair next to mine. “She’ll probably sleep anyway.”

“Can you give me five minutes, just while Cara drops off?”

“Of course I can.” My Master takes the few steps to bring him close to me, then reaches down with a long finger, stroking Cara’s cheek. His face might seem impassive to any that didn’t know him, but I see the hidden smile behind his eyes. Our daughter burbles a bit but doesn’t seem to mind. “Take all the time you need,” he says. “I’ll be with the horses, saddling up.”

*****
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In the stable, my Master glances up from where he is checking Charlie’s girth. “All ready for you.” Straightening up, he runs over me with his eyes. “You’re wearing plenty of layers? It’s cold out there.”

I tug down the neck of my roll-top pullover. “Two woollens, a cotton top and a thermal vest Mom insisted I put on.”

His lips twitch, then he stoops by Charlie, locking his hands into a cup. “C’mon, I’ll give you a leg up.”

Oliver is stamping and snorting, eager to be off. My Master slaps him on the shoulder then runs a hand up his neck. “Shhhh... Calm down. We’re going now.” Oliver’s ears flick forward, but he settles long enough for my Master to mount. “Walk on.”

As we make our way through the yard, he says, “I thought we might take the path through the top field then loop back for the trail through the woods.”

“Great idea.”

*****
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It’s simply magical: just me and my wonderful Master, riding together as though there were no-one else in the world. The ground is firm with the cold and Oliver is trying to take the bit. Head tossing, his gait dancing between a walk and a trot, everything about him says Go...

“He needs to run,” says my Master, then eyes Charlie, also performing, jarring under me. “They both do. They’ll settle after they’ve burned off some energy.”

“Race you to the end of the field?”

He raises a finger. “Only to the fence. No jumping. That gate is too high...”

But his final words are lost to the wind as I kick heels at Charlie, and she moves from trot to canter to gallop in fewer hoofbeats than I can count.

Only for seconds do I have the lead. Oliver is larger and heavier, more powerful, than Charlie and almost immediately, he thunders up, first closing behind me, then alongside, snorting steam as he pulls ahead. But as her son begins to draw away, Charlie jolts under me with another burst of speed and as we reach the end of the field, Charlie and Oliver, mother and son, my Master and I, are neck and neck.

“Whoa...” He pulls Oliver to a standstill and I do the same. I’m grinning like a maniac, panting, my blood racing. My Master’s eyes are soft. “It’s good to see you smiling properly at last.”

“Ah, that was great.” I scan the field, stretching down the mountain, the lake glittering at the bottom, the air frigid and fresh. Oliver and Charlie blow blue from their nostrils. “It’s so good to be able to move again properly. Sometimes, it’s just good to be alive, isn’t it.”

“So it is.” He reaches out, lifting the long arm of the gate latch to let me through, clucks Oliver along behind me, and lets the gate swing closed. 

We follow the bridle path that will take us to the trail through the woods.

“Charlotte, there’s something I want to ask you.”

“What’s that, Master?” I try to sound bright, but inside me, something knots. I think I know what’s coming.

He doesn’t speak for a few seconds...

Choosing his words?

“Charlotte, you know that Georgie is still staying in the hotel...”

Yes... Georgie...

“... I’m keeping her there for now. At least long enough to be sure the threat’s diminished.”

“What about her?” I try to keep the edge out of my voice, but I’m not sure I succeed.

He gives me a sharp look, but his voice remains mild. “I would like to invite her for dinner one evening.”

“Dinner? At home, you mean? In our home? Back at the house?”

“Yes, of course, back at the house.” He’s sounding irritable. “Where else?”

“But... you can eat with her in the restaurant. Or... Or... You could take her somewhere in the City. Somewhere nice, that you’d both enjoy. A nice little Italian place maybe.”

Sidelong, his eyes are slitting. “The point, Charlotte, is that Georgie would like to meet you... Properly... In a family environment.”

I want to protest.

I want to scream and screech and shout.

I want to cry...

“But, Master, Georgie hates me. She made that clear when we met that first time. She didn’t want to know me. She was horrible. Not just to me. To you too...”

He cuts me short. “Things have changed, Charlotte. Yes, Georgie was sharp with you. But she’s sorry. She wants to apologise. She wants to get to know her sister.” He softens. “Don’t you think Cara should be able to meet her sister?”

“Georgie’s only her half-sister.” But even as the words come out, I know I sound petulant.

The sharpness is back in his voice. “And what does that matter?” He pulls up on the reins and Oliver drops to a walk, then halts. Charlie halts by him. My Master does not look happy. “Are you telling me, Charlotte, that you do not want, ever, to have my other daughter into our home?”

I have no words. I don’t want to speak. Instead, I flick the reins and move Charlie along. After a few moments, I hear Oliver’s hoofbeats too.

*****
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The trail is lovely, the winter sun streaming through the trees, their naked boughs casting an intricate tracery of light and shade.

But I’m in no mood to enjoy it. Charlie stamps and judders under me, tossing her head. I pull back on the reins. “I don't know what's wrong with her today.”

My Master is cool. “It’s not the horse, Charlotte, but the rider. You're in a mood and Charlie's picking up your mood. You’re perching in the saddle as though you’re the one about to bolt. And if you jerk the reins like that again, I’ll take them from you. Charlie doesn’t deserve to be the butt of your temper.”

He’s right...

But so what? 

Clicking my tongue, I urge Charlie forward and she breaks into a trot, but her eyes roll back at me...

“Charlotte...”

... I urge on my mount. The air is fresh on my skin. The sun shimmers and dances to the leaf-littered ground. But nothing dispels the clouds in my head.

“Charlotte!” My Master’s voice snaps like a whip. With a thunder of hooves, Oliver pulls up beside me and my Master reaches across, snatching at Charlie’s bridle. “You may be angry with me, but you will not ignore me.”

He wrenches the reins from my hands then leads me, with Charlie, to a tree, looping the reins over a branch.  Swinging a long leg over his saddle he dismounts then snaps a gesture to the ground. “Down!”

My throat dry, I obey. My Master reaches, catching me as my feet touch turf, then pushing me backward, my spine pressed flat against a tree trunk.

His face close to mine, he hisses at me, “I am trying to be fair to both you and Georgie. And both of you are giving me a hard time. I'm caught between a rock and a hard place here, Charlotte. And I don't care for it. You are treating me as though I have done something I should apologise for, and I do not believe, or accept, I have done anything to deserve that.”

I have nothing to say.

*****
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The pair blow in through the door, in theory, together.

James stalks in, face reddened. Charlotte follows and, without a word or a smile, disappears into the kitchen.

I watch her scuttle away, then catch James by the arm. “What’s going on?”

James swipes a hand through his hair, blows air through puffed cheeks. “Georgie.” Then spinning, face set, he strides out again. The door slams closed behind him.

This has gone on long enough...

I hover by the window, listening for the crunch of footsteps on gravel to fade, then head for the kitchen where Charlotte is taking one of Cara’s feed bottles from the fridge.

Her eyes flick to mine and then back to the bottle. “Hi.”

“Don’t Hi me. What d’you think you’re up to, Charlotte?”

“Up to?” The innocence in her voice sounds fake and as she puts the bottle into the microwave, she keeps her face turned away. Even side-on, the flush on her cheeks is visible.

“And don’t play the innocent either. You know perfectly well what I’m talking about. I don’t think James deserves to be upset like this. And certainly not by you.”

“He wants to bring her here....” Still, she doesn’t look at me... “... Into the house. Why would I want her here? This is my home.”

“It’s James’ home too. And Georgie is his daughter. His other daughter.”

She fiddles with the bottle, screwing and unscrewing the cap, as though she’s doing something useful. But nothing’s happening. It achieves nothing. “She didn’t want anything to do with me before,” she mutters. “Or with Cara. Or with him. Why should I make her welcome here? I don’t even know why he wants her here. It’s been years since she had anything to do with him.”

“Charlotte...” I move to stand over her... “... Georgie is James’ daughter.” She tries to slide away but I lay hands on the worktop either side of her, caging her between my arms. It’s not often I get heavy with Charlotte, but sometimes... “Don't you think you're being unfair to James?”

Her eyes narrow and I don’t bother trying to keep the disgust out of my voice. “I have to say, Charlotte, I didn't think you were this small-minded...”

She hisses, raising a hand to me, but I grab her wrist, holding it in mid-air. “... James has been grieving over losing Georgie for as long as I've known him. And now, just when he has the perfect opportunity to make up with her again, you behave like this. It’s petty and wilful and downright selfish.”

“She was horrible to me...” she snaps... “... When we met her in that clothes store, that time, when she saw I was pregnant, she was just awful. To me. And to him. She didn’t even pretend to be nice. She couldn’t get away fast enough.”

The problem, of course, is that every word Charlotte says is true...

... but it’s not the point at all...

“Charlotte, I realise that Georgie was epically insulting to you, but...”  I press the end of a finger to her chin. “...she had just discovered her father's new wife is a woman younger than she is. Give that news credit for a bit of shock value...” I pause, but Charlotte remains stony-faced.

C’mon, Babe, you’re better than this...

... But her chin juts and her lips press flat.

I stand away, releasing her. Scratching at my forehead...

How the fuck to deal with this?

?

“Michael, let me...” It’s Mitch, cradling Cara.

I wave an arm from mother to daughter. “Be my guest.”

Mitch holds Cara, displaying her. “Jenny, listen to me...” Charlotte’s face is still set, but her head inclines...

At least she’s listening...

Mitch continues, all the while, bouncing Cara gently in her arms. The baby girl gurgles and chuckles. “It is in the nature of things that we love our children more than they love us.”

Charlotte’s jaw drops. “Mom...”

I think mine does too.

“No, listen to me, Jenny...” Mitch has a set to her jaw I’ve not often seen... “...That’s how it is, and how it should be....” Mitch moves closer and, in her embrace, Cara burbles and bubbles.  “...Ask yourself a question. If something happened: a fire, or a car accident... a terrorist attack maybe... and you were faced with the choice, who would you save? Me or Cara?”

Charlotte’s mouth flaps. “Mom, I wouldn’t...”

I look away, not wanting to let my face betray me.

The same core of steel as her daughter...

“No, Jenny. Don’t argue about it. Answer the question. If your back was against the wall. If you had no other choice, me or Cara, who would you save?”

Charlotte’s blinking hard, her eyes glossy. “Cara,” she whispers.

“Of course you would...” Mitch smiles... “... And that’s as it should be. Cara is your child and you would do anything for her, just as I would for you. But think...” Cara supported in one arm, she strokes Charlotte’s cheek, tucks a lock of hair behind an ear, “... Georgie is James’ child. I know it upset you when he left us, but of course he had to go after her when she needed help. And of course, he wants her close.”

All but imperceptibly, Charlotte is trembling. She sucks at her lips.

Mitch continues. “How do you think it feels Jenny when, through no fault of your own, you are robbed of your child? You daughter. Your little girl...”

Charlotte’s eyes grow ever wider...

“... And when, years later, the chance to have her back comes, wouldn’t you want to take it?”

Charlotte’s tremble grows.

Mitch seems to grind to a halt, but I take over where she left off. “... Charlotte, I’m not a Dad yet, although...” I grin, trying to ease the tension a little... “... I’m looking forward to it when you’re ready...” A ghost of a smile curves over her lips... “But I can still imagine what it feels like to be a father. And I can see it in others. Especially in James...”

She blinks, looks down with a small nod. Her intake of breath is trembly.

“... We all know he’s not great at showing his feelings. But we all know too, that he has them...”

Her eyes are gleaming...

“... I didn’t know James when it happened, the breakdown with his wife, his first wife, his divorce, how it was that Georgie sided with her mother and not him. But I’ve come to know him well enough... I’ve seen enough... that I don’t believe it was his fault...”

“Babe...” I cup her chin. “You're not doing this for Georgie. I don’t blame you for not liking her. Even James admits she was a complete bitch that day. But you are doing it for him. Think on it. Whenever James has known you wanted something, or needed something, he’s has moved heaven and Earth to get it for you...” I tighten my hold on her chin. “How often has he ever asked anything of you?”

She swallows, her eyes great, green full moons.

“If you don’t let this happen, Babe, you're just being selfish, unforgivably so. I know you're upset. But think about it...”

Enough negativity...

Give it a positive slant...

I steer her face towards Cara. “You gave James one daughter. Perhaps you can help give him the other one.”

Her breath shudders and, against the grip of my hand, she nods.

I release my hold on her face. “Yes?”

She nods again, more positively. “Yes... I've behaved badly, haven't I?”

“It's not been one of your finer moments, no.”

From behind, a small sound of movement: It’s Richard, watching in silence from the doorway.

“Did you hear that?” I ask.

“Every word.”

“And what do you think?”

“I think James deserves better than he’s been getting.”

Charlotte looks down, tying a lock of hair in knots.

“Just give the woman a chance,” I say. “Try to get to know her. That's all I'm asking. Perhaps it will work out. Perhaps it won’t. But give James a fair chance to win his daughter back.”

“I will.”

*****
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Where is he?

My Master is not in the lounge or the dining room. I don’t find him in his office or any of the usual places.

Outside?

In this weather?

I finally find him in the stables, currying mud from Oliver. He doesn’t see me as I come in behind him and I halt at the doorway...

Does he want to talk to me?

Oliver blows through his nostrils as the comb circles over neck and flank. Charlie leans across, nuzzling at my Master, then nickers softly, ears flicking forward as I enter.

My Master turns, but as he sees me, displays no pleasure. “Charlotte.” And he returns to grooming Oliver, this time using a brush on the heavy winter coat, clearing dirt and dust from the thick hair.

“Master, I’m sorry. I came to apologise...”

He pauses his movement, then restarts. “Thank you for that, at least...”

“... and to ask if you might like to invite Georgie to dinner this evening?”

He ceases his brushing, sets the brush to one side then turns to face me. Legs astride, arms folded, he’s still not smiling. “And what brought about this change of heart?”

“Michael spoke to me. So did Mom. They said... They said I’m being selfish. And that there’s nothing you could want more than...” I can’t look at him... “Even Richard said...”

I stir a flake of hay across the floor with my foot.

“I don’t know what else to say. I’m sorry. I was wrong. I want to try to put it right.”

And he’s there, his arms around me, pushing me hard back against the plaster, his mouth on my own. His grip on me grows tighter. Setting his face by mine, cheek on cheek, his breath rasps loud. His chest heaves. One hand pins the side of my head, holding me still.

After a long minute, he relaxes, kisses me. “Thank you, Charlotte.” He stands back, palming my cheek, looking me in the face, and my Master is smiling at me again.

The words stumble out of me, a staccato tumble. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

“Shhh...” He presses a finger to my lips. “It’s done. It’s over.” Then he replaces the finger with his lips, brushing over the skin.
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