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“I killed a man.”

Charlotte’s voice is barely above a whisper, but her words ricochet inside my head. 

Reflexively, my chair grating backwards over the expensive flooring, I stand, staring down at her, thunderstruck.

Richard’s eyes follow me, solemn and giving no clue to his thoughts. His voice impassive, “Go on.”

She doesn’t look at me, or at him. Her eyes are wide and staring, seeing other times, other places perhaps. And her skin has a pallor beyond her usual paleness.

“I was fourteen. It was at the home. There was a man...” Her words stumble, and she swallows hard, licking her lips. Richard reaches for a jug and pours water. “As the girls got older, and sometimes the boys.... they would take them away....”

He slides a glass of water across his desktop to her, and she gulps it down, spluttering between swallows.

“He took me out, tried to get me into his car. He was telling me that I was being taken to a party where.... He was enjoying telling me what they were going to do to me. He had a knife, holding it at my throat to get me into the car. He said that when we got to the party, they were going to pass me around, and if I didn’t do as I was told, he was going to... to fuck me with the knife, and enjoy doing it......”

Wearing a faraway look, at some level, she’s not just recounting events, but reliving them....

“.... But I struggled and got the knife from him. I stabbed him, and I ran. I was so scared. I didn’t know what to do. I just ran and kept running. When they caught me again, a few days later, they said he was dead.”

Jade....

..... Jade.... How could you not have told me?

Richard glances up at me, his face and voice flat. “And after that?”

And when she speaks, although it is in reply to his question, still she’s elsewhere, the memory holding her hostage.

“They kept me by myself for a while; not in the dorm with the other girls. I’m not sure how long it was. It was dark all the time...”

“They put you in solitary confinement, in the dark?”

She nods, and now the words gallop away, taking her with them. “Yes. There were cellars in the home. They used them as punishment rooms. Later, they said I was being sent away, to somewhere else. They didn’t say where, but it was the farm, where my foster family are now.”

“And you were treated well there?”

“Yes, they’re good people. I was safe. And there were animals: dogs, horses, chickens. I could do what I wanted: ride the horses, walk. And the school was great. I didn’t get on well with the family though. I think they found me a bit much to handle. I was pretty wild by then... “

Has she been lying to me all along?

About everything?

Can I believe anything she’s said?

“Charlotte, you told me you had been married....” Richard sits aback, frowning.  “.... an unconsummated marriage... Was that the truth?”

Please tell me that some of what you said was true....

Her eyes turning to me, wide and green, she nods. “Yes, it was all true. I’ve never lied to you about anything. There were just things that.... I couldn’t....”

She grinds to a halt, looking at me helplessly. Usually those eyes hold me, hypnotise me, but now....

My thoughts, disjointed, unravelling, I don’t know what to think....

My Green-Eyes.... My Jade....

Liar....

Fraud....

.... Murderess?

Richard speaks carefully, tip-toing through a minefield. “And in all that time, no-one queried you about the death of this man?”

“No,” she whispers. “And I never dared ask.”

Pen in hand, “What was his name?”

“We just knew him as Supervisor Jenkins.”

Richard jots down on a pad. “And this all happened, when?”

Her fingers and lips move together. “Er... about nine years ago.”

“And you’ve told no-one about this since then?”

She shakes her head.

.... But you told him....

Not me....

“Charlotte, why not?” I don’t mean to sound harsh, but the words tumble from me like poison. “Didn’t you feel you could tell me? Didn’t you trust me enough? Or Michael?”

Her eyes flood.... “Oh, I do trust you. I do. Both of you.... But....”

Her head swings, distress writ large. Always before I would have wanted to take her in my arms, hold her, tell her she was safe... But now...

“.... But.... I tried, but the words wouldn’t come out. And it was sort of locked away in my head. I never thought about it if I could....” Then she looks to Haswell. “.... Not until I saw that model of the City, and what was happening in my old neighbourhood... then it all started coming back....”

Charlotte straightens up, faces Haswell. Chin lifted, looking him in the eye, “So, what happens now? Have I made myself too much of a nuisance at last? You want me to get my stuff and go?”

Haswell considers her, face impassive, fingers steepled. “No. I want you to call Michael and go with him. I need to talk with James here, make some phone calls.”

She nods; passive, obedient.

He turns to me. “You’ve been staying at the beach house?”

“Yes.”

“Get Michael to take her back there. I want to be able to say that I know where she is.”

Haswell is taking charge....

.... and Charlotte is allowing him to do so....

Phone in hand, standing away from her, I tap in Michael’s number, cupping over my mouth. 

“Hi, you’ve reached the phone for Michael Summerford. I’m busy right now, but if you leave your name, number and a message....”

Fuck!

I try the number for his sports centre instead.

“Hello. Life and Fitness. Mr Summerford’s extension. How can I help you?”

“Please tell Mr Summerford I need to speak to him. It’s James.”

“I’m afraid he’s in a meeting right now. Can I pass on message?”

“No, I need to speak to him. It’s urgent.”

“I’m sorry, he left instructions he was not to be disturbed....”

“I don’t give a fuck! This is extremely urgent. Tell him I need to speak to him right now!”

The voice mutters. In the background, I hear the shuffling of a handset being put down and, “Rude bastard...”

Half a minute later the phone is picked up again. “James?” Michael sounds startled. “What’s so importa...?”

*****
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“So, you see Angelina, your designer range would fit perfectly with the demographic of my customers... Wealthy middle-class men and women with plenty of disposable income....”

The sales rep regards me, her expression non-committal. “The same, could of course be said, for the three major high-street retailers who are also pitching to get our label in their windows....”

My phone flashes. I take a quick look: James. It’ll wait.

This meeting is too important to interrupt. Angelina’s range of designer labels have huge potential pulling power for my leisure centre, helping me to ratchet the business up-market with the type of clientele I can draw in, and with a healthy mark-up on the price.

First rule of business: always make it easy for people to give you money....

.... Second rule: Make them want to....

I jab the auto-reply and turn the phone over, screen down.

About a minute later, there’s a tap at the door. 

“Sandy, I did say that I wasn’t to be disturbed.” She’s flushed, looking upset, but I’m in no mood....

“Sorry, Boss. but it’s that friend of yours on the phone, James. He’s insisting on talking to you right now, and he was really rude to me when I said you were busy.”

Bloody James...

.... Is he ever going to learn some fucking tact...?

I turn the charm up a notch. “Please excuse me, Angelina. I’ll be right back. Sandy will make you another coffee while you wait.”

Back in my own office, I pick up the phone, not bothering to hide my rancour, “James? What’s so importa...?”

“Michael, shut-up and listen. It’s all come out. Charlotte’s past. She’s killed a man, nine years ago....”

?

What?

.... Must have heard that wrong....

“Sorry, James. I think I misheard you. Say again?”

“You didn’t mishear. She’s killed a man.”

My thoughts freeze over.

Charlotte?

A killer...?

.... Never....

“What? Where have you got this from? Who said...?”

“She did. She just confessed to Haswell. She could be up on a murder charge. I can’t give you the details here over the phone. I need you here, right now. Haswell’s office.”

“I’m on my way.”

Jamming the handset back in the cradle with one hand, I snatch up car keys with the other. As I bolt from the office, “Sandy, you’re in charge. Give my apologies to Angelina. I’ve got to go....”

Sandy’s head swivels to follow my head-long charge for the exit. “Boss... what....?”

But I’m gone.

Screeching out of the parking lot, I overtake a couple of drivers, then undertake another one, praying that no flashing blue lights appear in my mirrors.

..... Murder charge...?

Murder charge....

?

?

Who was hurting you, Babe?

.... Nine years ago....

She was just a kid....

Of course, that hell-hole of a children’s home she grew up in is almost certainly at the root of this....

Why couldn’t you tell us, Babe...?

.... Because you barely knew us....

.... We were just two guys fucking you....

But I fell in love with you....

.... and so did he....

Why didn’t you tell him?

Squealing up to the front of the Haswell offices, I dump the car at the front then take the steps up to the lobby in two bounds.

The concierge comes to meet me, all protest. “You can’t park there, sir.”

In mid-run, I toss her the keys. “Tell Ross to move it.”

As the lift doors close behind me, I see her tapping at a console.... “Security....”

He might have thought to warn them I’m coming...,

.... probably got other things on his mind....

The elevator doors open again, and the receptionist recognises me, nodding me towards the office. Through the internal window, I see the three of them, James pacing the room, Haswell at his desk, and the white-faced Charlotte, arms wrapped around herself, rocking back and forth in her seat. I tap on the door, but don’t wait for a reply, bursting through.

Charlotte stands. Facing me, she’s pallid and red-eyed....

.... Desperate....

I take her in my arms, hold her tight. “It’s alright. It’s alright. It’s going to be alright,” I murmur. And at that, she breaks into sobs; great, heaving gasping sobs that, her face pressed into my chest, tremble through me as I rock her one way, then the other.

Haswell watches this, saying nothing, but all the while, taps at his keyboard, looking at the screen, then between the three of us.

James is almost as pale as she is....

I can’t read him....

Fear...?

... For her?

Anger....?

Compassion...?

Frustration....?

“Get her out of here,” he says, “Take her to the beach house. I’ll be in touch later.”

Taking Charlotte’s hand in mine, I lead her to the door. Numb and silent, she follows.

As we leave, behind us, James speaks. There’s no sympathy in his voice. “Charlotte, don’t run.”

She turns, swallowing her tears. “I won’t. Whatever happens now, I just want it to happen. I want my life back.”

*****
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As I step from the elevator into the lobby, the sniffing Charlotte tucked under my arm, Ross meets me....

... Of course, he was there the other night, when we learned about Blessingmoors....

How much do they tell him...?

His voice low. “I moved your car to the rear underground; more private for you.” He nods down to the weeping Charlotte. “Come on, I’ll show you where it is.”

I get her in the passenger seat, then move around to the driver’s side. Ross says, “I heard you all talking about Blessingmoors the other night.” He touches my arm. “Try not to worry. From what Francis told me, I think Mr Haswell has decided to help her, and she’s not going to have a more powerful ally than that....”

Trying to speak quietly enough for Charlotte not to hear me, “If she’s up for a murder charge, I don’t think he can help with that, can he?”

Ross shrugs. “We all know the stories about Blessingmoors. I’ll give long odds it was self-defence....”

*****
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James paces the room, his face set. 

What's wrong with him?

Not even a word of sympathy?

Hold her hand?

If her story's true, she's been through hell.

Even from my briefest of searches, it's clear there is substance to her story. A quick trawl through the newspaper archives brings up stories of a chase, around nine years ago; a man chasing a teenager through the city, through the traffic; a redhead....

The man dead at the end of it....

.... And she's been living in terror for nine years?

You're made of tough stuff, Charlotte....

Feeling sorry for yourself, James?

Now's when we see what you're made of....

*****
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They leave, and Haswell swings his attention to me, aiming a long finger to a seat by his desk. “Sit, James, if you please.”

Here it comes....

He stares at me for a few seconds, drumming the desk-top with his fingernails, then, “Francis....” he shouts.

The door opens immediately.

“Francis, you heard all of that?”

“Yes, Mr Haswell.... Um... I hope I did the right thing, but I alerted Ross.”

“Yes, exactly the right thing. I want him close by. Could you please order food for two. I think it’s going to be a long night. And get Will Stanton on the phone. Tell him it’s urgent. Ideally, I’d like him to call by if that’s possible. I think face-to-face would be best for this.”

“Yes, Mr Haswell.”

He turns back to me. “Clearly, James, you knew nothing of this?”

“No, nothing.”

“What do you know about the girl? Her background? Precious little from what I’ve seen so far.”

What do I say...?

Be honest....

.... What other option is there...?

“Almost nothing. You’ve learned more of her in the last few days than I managed in over a year.”

“And Michael?”

“I’m quite sure he had no idea either, about this at least. Having said that, he realised early on that there was something in her background. I should have listened.”

At that, Haswell looks thoughtful. “So... Michael is engaged to her. I notice too, that both of you are wearing rings to match hers....”

.... Come clean....

“Richard.... when you offered me the use of the beach house for the summer, it was for me, a God-given opportunity. Michael and I.... We had only ever spent a day, or a few days, at a time with her. We both wanted the chance to get to know her, learn something about her.... Find out if our.... arrangement could work.”

His head tilts. “Really?” 

He sucks in his cheeks, staring into space for a few seconds, then stands, pacing a little, stopping to face out over the City. “James, here is my position. You introduced me to a young woman, encouraged me to bring her into my company, knowing little to nothing about her. Now we learn that her presence here could bring scandal and God-knows-what-else with it....”

He levels a finger at me. “If I had hired you for your ‘people skills’, you would be on your way out of the building right now. However, no-one I know has ever accused you of tact, diplomacy or political skills. Based on what I knew of you, either for myself, or from the recommendation of my other staff, I brought you in for your technical abilities. And believe me, that is the only reason you are still sitting in that chair.”

What the fuck do I say to that?

I opt for silence.

After a long moment, he comments, “Well said, James. The best possible answer under the circumstances.... Now, we have work to do. Go get your laptop.”

The intercom buzzes. “Mr Haswell, I have Will Stanton on the phone for you.”

“Thanks, Francis. Put him though.”

“Hello, Will. Thanks for getting back so quickly. Listen.... I know I called in a lot of favours before, but I need more. Yes, it's related.”

*****
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She’s stopped crying; seems to have cried herself out. Frankly, I’d be happier if she were crying. It’s a normal reaction

And I could hold her, tell her she’ll be fine....

Instead, she sits numbly by the window, staring out to sea.

I try to offer her something to eat, a warm drink, but she just shakes her head, turning her face from the food, her mouth working as though she’ll vomit.

I want to ask her about what happened, but I don’t think she’s in any state for that, and I can’t very well call James with her sitting by, listening. Neither do I want to leave her by herself. I don’t trust her state of mind....

But I have to leave the room at some point. I return from the bathroom to find her asleep, on the couch, hunched into a foetal curl.

Do I move her? Carry her to bed?

.... Better not disturbed....

At least this way I can both watch her and function. I pull a blanket over her then retrieve my phone, stepping out into the hall where I can talk in privacy if I’m quiet, but, through the doorway, I can keep an eye on her as well.

I tap in James number, to be answered immediately. “James, for God’s sake, tell me what happened....”

His voice is curt. “She hasn’t told you?”

“No, she’s barely speaking. I’d say she’s in shock. Now, tell me....”

You’re not going to ask after her?

.... Ask if she’s alright?

“Haswell asked her outright if she had anything else to tell him. After the shenanigans at the police station and getting arrested....”

My brain squeals around the corner.... “James, what are you talking about? Getting arrested? She confessed in the police station?”

He pauses, and I think I hear a sigh. “My apologies, Michael. So much happened yesterday, I’d forgotten you didn’t know about that. Alright, a very quick history of yesterday, and let me talk. Don’t interrupt because I’ve got Haswell on my back and he’s not a happy man....”

I can imagine....

“Right...?”

“After you left for the centre yesterday, Beth took Charlotte shopping. We got a call a few hours later to say the two of them were under arrest at the police station. The long and short is that a couple of yobs tried to feel them up, and Charlotte put up a fight. She threw a punch at one of them....”

Ah... Babe....

.... Good for you....

Despite myself... I smile. I’ve seen Charlotte punch and I doubt whether the recipient got up again quickly.

“.... anyway, Haswell blamed Charlotte for the trouble at first and was about to haul her over the coals. But Beth arrived to explain what happened. Everything was looking good then....

“But....?”

“But.... later Haswell asked Charlotte if there was anything else he needed to know about her, given that he was considering her as an employee....”

Ah.... Fuck...

“And that’s when she confessed? To.... to what....? To murder?”

“What she actually said was, that she killed a man. Nine years ago, at the home, he was trying to get her into a car to take her to a party. Frankly, it sounds as though it was going to be a rape-party. He had a knife at her throat. She got the knife off him and stabbed him with it.”

“Well, that’s pure self-defence.... and... nine years ago, she’d be what? Fifteen?”

“Fourteen. Yes, I agree. It sounds like self-defence, but why couldn’t she have told us, Michael? We could have been prepared. Ready to handle it....”

“James, make allowances. She’s young. It sounds as though she’s been running half her life....”

“No, she was caught. They sent her away to foster parents.”

“The family with the farm?”

“Yes... Michael, I have to go. Haswell wants me...”

I make coffee, but cup in hand, realise I don’t want it. I’d like something stronger. There’s a bottle of malt in the kitchen but I need to stay clear-headed.

Splitting the difference, I open a bottle of wine.
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