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It feels unreal. It can’t possibly be real. The mind rejects such things. This isn’t reality. It is the stuff of nightmares.

The awful sight of James as the bullet impacts. His body jerking and jolting as he takes the shot intended for Charlotte. The agony and the shock when he cries out as he falls, unconscious, to lie in a pool of his own blood; a pool that spreads and grows, fed by the spurt of red where Corby’s bullet speared into his flesh.

Michael, gasping for breath, his blond hair dark with sweat, and eyes opaque with shock from the failure of his desperate attempt to bring Corby down before he could fire the shot.

And Charlotte, howling in horror and disbelief, on hands and knees, covered in blood, James’ blood, as she clutches and scrapes at his body.

Is he dead?

No....

The blood is pumping....

I have never seen Charlotte in anything like this condition. Always before, no matter how dire the situation, she has handled it. More than handled it. She has risen above and been the victor.

But right now, utterly panic-stricken, she is completely out of control.

In the time I have known her she has faced down terror, assault, rape, possible murder charges, and never has she backed down. But with the fall of her beloved Master, she has all but lost her sanity.

Reality clicks back and time moves again.

Snatching for my phone, I call the emergency services....

Michael strides across the room. “Charlotte don’t fall apart now! This is not the time.”

She pays him no heed, shrieking denial, screaming over James, spattering herself in even more of his blood where it spurts from the wound in his leg.

Michael brings his palm across her face, and it’s no love-tap. He slaps her, hard, jolting her back to the real world. “He’s just taken a bullet for you. An artery’s been cut. If we don’t stop the bleeding, he’s got minutes.” She stares at him, the white of her eyes highlighted against her blood-stained face. 

The voice on the end of my phone comes through, “Fire, police or medi....?”

“Medical emergency!” I snap. As I rattle off the details to the operator, Michael continues to calm Charlotte. “Through everything that’s happened, you’ve kept your head. Don’t lose it now. Keep thinking straight, for him.”

And before my eyes, she freezes over. Devoid of expression or tone, she says, “What do I have to do?”

Michael holds her hand against a pressure point on James’ thigh. “Press there, hard, and keep pressing.” Then to me, “We need medical help fast.”

“There’s an air ambulance on its way....”

Charlotte, her face sheened with sweat, is taking instruction from Michael, pressing above James’ wound, slowing the blood flow. All the while I keep talking, first to the operator who answered my call, then as I am passed across to the crew on the ambulance.

Michael checks James’ pulse. I see him swearing under his breath, his eyes opaque with anxiety. He swings to me. “Richard. How long for that ambulance?”

“Five minutes. I’m talking with the medics on board. Talk to me. They’ve got questions. I’ll relay them.”

“Shoot...”

“They’re asking what medical training you have?”

“I’m a first-aider for a fitness centre. I’m not trained for this....”

Could have fooled me....

He strips off his shirt, tearing it into rags and making a pad of the fabric. He speaks to Charlotte. “When I say, lift your hand. I’ll push this in there, and then press down again hard.”

“What is it I’m doing?” she asks.

“Blocking the flow of blood to the wound, from the side nearest his heart. One, two, three... now!”

She lifts her hand and he pushes the pad into place. “Press again, now. As hard as you can.”

Almost before the movement is complete, he is looking around the room, jabbing instructions at Elizabeth. “That chair. Yes, that one... bring it over.” 

He lifts James’ feet, placing them on the chair.

“Almost there,” comes a voice over my phone.

A silence falls on the room, broken only by Charlotte’s sob-ridden words.

“Don’t let him die....”

Michael touches her face. “He’s my friend too.”

At the chop chopping of rotor blades, I dash out. The medics exit the ambulance at a run.

“In here,” I yell.

The medics make straight for James, one stopping to look at the blood-soaked Charlotte, but she simply shakes her head.

“It’s not her blood,” explains Michael, voice curt.

One medic fits face-mask and breathing equipment. Another checks pulse and vital signs.

The third attends to the wound, slicing open the clothing. As he takes a scalpel from his case. Michael pulls Charlotte to himself, spinning her and pressing her face into his chest. She struggles and screams but he refuses to let her see as the medic slices into James flesh, snapping a clip over the severed artery.

James’ shirt is stripped away, pads fixed to his skin. A monitor beeps quickly but irregularly with his heartbeat. Then, as the medics move to lift him on the stretcher, the tone stutters then flatlines, morphing to a continuous whine

Charlotte screams again, the white-faced Michael hanging onto her as she wails and struggles.

One of the medics leans forward over James' chest, his weight on the heels of his hands as he almost bounces the rhythm to try to restart his heart. The line remains flat and he tries again, trying to massage James heart back to life. Still, it fails.

Another medic snatches up electrodes, placing them on chest and ribs. The third fiddles with the controls of a defibrillator unit. There is a rising whine, then a steady tone.

“I’m clear,” yells the one with the electrodes.

The others stand back. “I’m clear.”

“I’m clear.”

James body flips and jerks. All eyes turn to the monitor, but the line remains flat. Again, the medic massages the chest.

“Again.”

Once more James jerks, but the line remains steadily flat.

“Again.”

Charlotte has fallen silent, trembling against Michael, her face pressed to his chest.

“Who’s the next of kin?” asks the medic in charge.

Michael glances down at Charlotte, then, “I am.”

“Epinephrine?” asks the medic. “You know what that means?”

“Yes, adrenaline to kick-start the heart.”

“It’s risky. What do you want me to do?”

“Riskier than not having a heart-beat? Do it.”

Charlotte is sobbing quietly. And so, I now realise is Elizabeth. Like Michael, I hold her close while, as one medic administers the drug to James’ uninjured thigh, another continues to massage his chest....

And with a ping, the trace kicks back into life with a steady pulsing rhythm.

Charlotte moans and I think her knees give. Michael catches hold of her.

James is still unconscious, but at least he has a heartbeat.

“Where are you taking him?” 

“City Central. They have the specialist unit there. Once he’s been treated and stabilised, they’ll decide from there.”

As they stretcher James into the helicopter, Charlotte comes to life again. “I want to come.”

“Can she?” asks Michael.

“I thought you were next-of-kin?”

“Her too. Do you have room for two in there?”

“Get in. You have to sit still and quiet.”

*****
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As the chopper rises, swings and turns away, heading for the City, I remember something. “Damn!”

Elizabeth slips her hand into mine. “What is it?”

“I just realised. Michael has the car keys. We’re stranded.”

“We’ll get you back home in one of our cars sir,” says a police officer. “Can you give a statement first. It will save us from having to disturb you while you’re dealing with your friend there.” He waves vaguely up into the air after the ambulance.

*****
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Later, after both Elizabeth and I give statements, we are offered a ride home in the back of a police car, “Where to Mr Haswell?” asks the officer driving.

“City Central Hospital.”

*****
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Five Years Ago - Jenny
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A lone figure steps from a bus.

Simply dressed in jeans and a tee-shirt, long red hair tied back in a pony-tail, the figure drops a rucksack at her feet, looks right, then left, then all around.

She doesn’t look lost, more.... assessing....

Remembering perhaps....

Then, with a sigh, she swings the rucksack over her shoulder and steps out.

*****
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The work isn’t great, and neither is the pay, although there is a little extra for working the midnight shift.

She cleans tables, clears dishes, serves cheap meals and hot drinks to late-night customers. And she is still working when the early shift-workers amble into the road, clearing garbage and rattling bins.

*****
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Working behind the cafe bar, making up sandwiches and snacks, at first Jenny doesn't notice. 

The large screen over-looking the bar runs daytime TV, blarting out game results and gossip news, soaps and reality shows. Just now it is giving out some actual news, but she’s really not listening. TV holds very little interest for her.

A word penetrates. Blessingmoors....

.... And she jolts upright, dropping the glass she was holding, then swears softly to herself as she cuts herself on the broken glass.

“You okay, Jenny?” calls Buddy from the bar.

“Um, yes.” Her voice is uncertain as she looks up at the screen, sucking her finger. “Just broke a glass. That’s all.”

“I’ll dock that from your wages.” But he smiles to show he’s joking, then tosses her a packet of blue sticky-plasters.

But she’s not paying attention. Instead, transfixed, she stares up at the screen where a newsreader and the ticker-tape headlines below her announce arrests, scandals and missing persons whom ‘the police would like to interview in connection with the case.”

*****
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On the newsagent's billboard, it is headline news.  A face stares out at her; a face she recognizes. A face that sends a chill skipping up her spine.

Police seeking Lawrence Klempner in connection with the investigation. Police appeal for witnesses. Anyone who knows this man, please contact....

Jenny pulls her coat tightly around herself and, head bowed, walks off into the crowd.

*****
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Dear Mr Kalkowski,

I hope you are well and that you are resting properly as the doctor told you to.

I just thought I would write to let you know that I have arrived in the City and am very well.

Thank you so much for lending me the money. I know you wanted to give it to me, but I wouldn’t have felt right accepting it. As it is, using it, I have been able to find a place to live, and I have a job now, so I will repay you as soon as I can.

I don’t expect to be at this address for very long. When I arrived, I needed somewhere to stay quickly, so I took the first place I could find and it’s quite expensive. I am looking for something cheaper so that I can save up properly for my university fund.

When I started looking into it properly, I found out very quickly that I will need to be ‘computer literate’ to study physics at university. So, in my spare time now, I am taking computer lessons. You can use internet cafes here, but then you have to pay every time, so I have bought myself a second-hand computer. It’s quite old, but it’s good enough for me to learn with.

There are quite a few free wi-fi spots here when you know where to look, so I can use the internet for free., but it does feel very strange using a keyboard instead of a pen and paper.

I will try to visit you when I can, but you understand that I am working quite long hours now and the fares are expensive too. So mostly, I will have to write to you instead.

Look after yourself and thank you for everything.

Love,

Jenny xxx

*****
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Wanted: Roommate to share rent and bills. Must be clean and tidy. Female. N/S. No pets.

*****
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In their tiny shared apartment, Jenny gets to know her new roomie. She is finding it an education.

Natalie picks at her knee. “Damn, these were new this morning.”

“You've ripped them?”

“Yeah, he wanted a BJ. Ripped ‘em while I was kneeling.”

Jenny thinks about this then, “What's a Bee Jay?”

Natalie rolls her eyes. “Where've you come from? You know... BJ. Blow job. Very popular. Good money for not a lot of work. You want to try it. With looks like yours, you'd make a packet.”

“Oh, I don’t think so....”

“You kidding me? Take a look at yourself.” Natalie abandons her ripped stockings, stands and takes Jenny by the shoulders, steering her to face the cracked and stained mirror. From behind, she looks over Jenny’s shoulder at their reflections. “You’d make a fortune. I’ve got the experience and the contacts. We could work it as a pair, like you and me. Threesomes. You get paid extra for that. It's a bit kinky but there's lots of them into it.”

Jenny screws up her face, then remembering her manners, tries to look polite. “I don't think I fancy it.”

“It’s better money than wiping tables or washing dishes in that dump of a cafe for a living. It'd help you with that college fund of yours.”

“But I’d have to....” Jenny baulk and runs out of words.

“Not all the time. Like this morning for me. Sometimes all they want is a BJ. Do it right, it only takes ten minutes. They’ll pay twenty for it, but with the two of us together, we’d make more ‘cos we could advertise the novelty thing....” She taps a tooth with a long painted fingernail, chipped at the tip. “Hey! I could wear a red wig. Make out like we’re sisters.”

Jenny screws up her face. “I really don’t think I want to.”

Natalie squares to her, planting a hand on one hip. “How much they paying you in that cafe? Five? Less? And I bet you don’t get a lot in tips there either.”

Jenny mumbles something, looking away.

“So, what do you come out with at the end of a shift? Fifty? Sixty?”

“Not that much.”

“See. And you’re working ten hours at a time. More sometimes. You could make that much in an hour with a couple of decent johns. And you do a lot of it lying down. You don’t spend all day on your feet. How long do you think it’s going to take you to save up enough money to university doing what you’re doing? How much have you managed to save?”

Jenny doesn’t reply.

Natalie peers in at her roommate's face. “How much? Anything?”

Jenny swallows and shakes her head.

“You see. You’re working every hour there is and barely making ends meet, even by sharing this shit-hole with me.”

Natalie’s voice softens. “You don’t have to worry about getting hurt you know. Paul sits in the back there....” She tosses her head back to the kitchen. “He keeps an ear open to make sure they don't get stupid. ‘Course, he takes a cut but everyone has to earn a living, eh? You're your own boss and nobody tells you what to do.”

Jenny hovers. “I don’t think....”

“Got a better plan?”

Jenny’s voice is miserable. “No, not yet.”

*****
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When Elizabeth and I arrive at the hospital, James is still in surgery. Charlotte and Michael, silent and strained, sit out in a waiting area. A couple of dozen seats accommodate a sketch of humanity: a small crying child, perhaps a girl, although it’s hard to tell through the snot and tears, with her mother trying to comfort her. A couple of old ladies sit talking and laughing raucously, sharing tea from a flask. Two young men try to control a comrade who yells and struggles, clearly much the worse for drink and with a head wound bleeding down his face and clothes.

Michael looks rough, sitting with one arm around her shoulders, his other hand holding hers.

Charlotte looks appalling. Her eyes, dark-rimmed, are bloodshot hollows. Her hair and clothes, while she’s obviously made some attempt at cleaning up, still carry traces of James’ blood. As we arrive, she looks up and then away again, lost in tears and misery.

They don’t belong here....

I catch Michael’s eye, but he simply shakes his head. “He’s in the operating theatre. We’re waiting to hear.”

Elizabeth tugs at my arm, murmuring. “Master, they shouldn’t be out here at a time like this.”

“I’m ahead of you, My Love. Why don’t you call Ross and get him to pick up some of your clothes for Charlotte? Something comfortable and casual. I’ll make the arrangements to get them a private room and whatever else might help.”

I don’t bother going through nurses or receptionists, simply cutting through to the Head Administrator. I dislike him on sight; an obstructive ‘jobsworth’ who makes it his business to be as difficult as possible until I point out that the hospital is already asking my company for contributions towards a new maternity facility. As it dawns on the oik who I am, his manner switches from obstructive to obsequious. I don’t care. He can be as much of a shite as he wants so long as I get what I want.

Within minutes we are being ushered into a private waiting area. I rack my brain for what else I can usefully contribute.

She brought my Elizabeth back to me....

And the price she pays for honouring her perceived debt is to lose James....

.... Her beloved Master....

It's unconscionable.

What can I do?

Ross marches into view, carrying a suitcase. “Mr Haswell, is it true? James has been shot?”

“It's true, yes.” Widening my eyes at him, I head-point the stricken Charlotte.

He nods, dropping his voice. “Will he live?”

“He’s in surgery now. We’re waiting to hear the news.”

“Is there anything I can do?”

“I don’t think any of us can do anything until we get news from the doctors.”

“I’ll keep my phone on me. If I can help, just call, whatever the hour.”

“Thanks, Ross, I will.... Oh, yes. Can you ask Francis to cancel all my appointments for today and tomorrow.”

“Of course I will.”

He drops a tentative hand on Charlotte’s shoulder. “We’re all rooting for him Charlotte.”

She nods and the tears streak down her cheeks again. “Thank you.” Her voice is tight, her throat swollen I think.

“Anything I can do Charlotte, anything at all.... Michael, here’s my phone number, just call if...”

They both nod, trying to be polite.

*****
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At last, the door whooshes open, a green-gowned doctor stepping through, peeling off latex gloves.

She surveys the gathering, Charlotte and Michael, me and Elizabeth, then turns, addressing her remarks to Charlotte. “We have the bullet out. It was lodged just under the skin. This isn’t uncommon in these cases. We have repaired the damage to the artery and we have replaced the lost blood. We have done what we can to repair the damage to muscle and other tissue.”

Charlotte listens to her in silence, gnawing on her fist.

The surgeon continues. “He is still unconscious, and we are going to keep him that way for a while to let him stabilise further. After that, we will let him wake naturally.”

Her voice is a trembling whisper. “Is he going to live?”

The surgeon’s face is blank, her voice brisk and professional. “His signs are steady. He’s stable. His chances are good. We’ll have a better idea in a few hours.”

“Can I see him?” asks Charlotte.

“Of course. We’re taking him through now. If you follow me....”

“And then what?” asks Michael.

“We wait.”

*****
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It’s necessary but so disheartening. The very image of a hospital: pale walls, fluorescent lighting. The smell of disinfectant and that handwash they put out everywhere now. A whiteboard with notes and staff signatures. Stainless steel surfaces and sink area. Rolling tables and mysterious equipment.

And at the centre of it all, James, pale, unmoving. Wires spider-web over the bed to monitors and machines. Some sort of drip feeds into one arm and a mask over his face, I assume, is feeding him oxygen.

She looks utterly lost. Utterly bereft. Still in her blood-stained and tattered clothes, she sits, staring at him, inconsolable.

“Why don’t I run a bath?” suggests Elizabeth. “You’ll feel better when you’re cleaned up.”

Michael casts a grateful look at her. “Good idea, Beth. And you can get into some clean clothes too.”

Charlotte doesn’t move, simply watching James’ pale face fixedly.

Michael nods my wife through to the bathroom, then when she returns a few minutes later, takes Charlotte by the hand. Come on, Babe. Let’s get you cleaned up a bit.”

But she resists him, refusing to move. “He might wake.”

“Charlotte,” I say, “if he does wake, he shouldn’t see you looking like that.” Her eyes rise to mine. “You’re still covered in blood. Do you think he’d want to see you like that?” She blinks but still doesn’t move. “If something like that happened to me, when I woke up I think I would want to see Elizabeth looking clean and healthy and happy for me.”

She shudders and gulps back a sob. As she rises, she stumbles, Michael catching her before she falls. A hand under her elbow, he guides her into the bathroom.

“We’d better leave them with it,” I say. “Give them some privacy.” Elizabeth hesitates then nods.

*****
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Five Years Ago – Corby/Bech
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There is a knock at the door. She opens it to see a familiar figure. “Ah, Officer Corby. Nice to see you again. What can I do for you?”

He touches his cap. “Good morning, Mrs Bennett. I'm sorry to keep bothering you. I was hoping to talk with your son, Chad was it?”

“Chad's not in. Can we help at all?”

“Could you spare me five minutes? A couple more questions?”

“Not at all. Do come in. Coffee?”

“Please, yes.”

She waves him through to the lounge. “Do sit down. I’ll only be a minute. Black wasn't it?”

“That's right.”

She bustles back after only a couple of minutes, placing down the tray complete with coffee cup, cookies and doily. She passes him the plate of cookies “Do help yourself.”

He flashes brows at her. “Thanks. I will.” He bites in. “Every bit as good as last time,” he mumbles.

Mrs Bennett sits up, brushing her skirt down straight. “So, have you found her?”

“Not yet, but I understand Jennifer and your son are going through divorce proceedings? Do I have that right?”

She nods sharply, lips pursed. “Yes, that’s right. He's divorcing her.”

“Do you know the name of the lawyer she is using.? I might be able to track her down that way.”

She pauses, “I don’t, no, but....” She raises a finger. “One moment. I'll look in his room, see if I can find the papers.”

She fusses off out of the room, returning five minutes or so later with a large brown envelope. She extracts a sheaf of papers. “I think this should give you what you want... Ah yes....” She pushes a page to him, pointing. “There, the solicitor she’s using.”

“That’s perfect, thank you.” He takes out a notebook, jotting down from the sheet. Then, “If I were you, I’d just put them back where you found them. There's no reason to upset your son with this is there?” He glances down at the plate. “Um, could I be cheeky and beg another of those cookies? They’re really delicious.”

Mrs Bennett beams, passing him the plate. “You mentioned last time that Jennifer is wanted in connection with some kind of swindle?”

He nods, a faint regret flitting across his face. “Yes, I'm here because we have had some more similar reports and we believe she might be connected. Small time grifting. None of it is serious, but the pattern is usually one of increasing severity in these cases. You know, starting small and escalating as confidence grows.”

Mrs Bennett sniffs. “I'll be sure to warn everyone in the area. If she tries to come back, you never know what she might get up to.” 

Corby blinks. “That's probably sensible,” he agrees. “Make sure she can't fool anyone into trusting her. Try the same thing on them.” He dabs biscuit crumbs up with the tip of a finger. “Do you have a recent photo of Jennifer?”

*****
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Corby keeps his face straight as he gets into his car, waving a cheery little wave at the woman standing on the doorstep to see him off.

As he drives away, he looks down at the seat beside him where a paper bag of cookies sits next to a wedding photo.

He breaks into a grin.

*****
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Out of surgery, James remains in intensive care. 

As I enter, Michael sits slumped in a chair, sleeping. His eyes are deeply shadowed, and the normally handsome man looks threadbare.

Wonder how much sleep he’s had?

And by the bed, Charlotte weeps inconsolably over the unconscious James. It’s heart-rending to see. She’s exhausted with crying, each sob wracked from her body. Her face is dry, but puffy and swollen, red and blotched.

And the sheer injustice of it bites at me.

She doesn’t deserve this....

Leaning forward over the edge of the bed, she rests her head on folded hands, her face close to his.

“Master, come back to me. Please don't leave me. I promise I'll never disobey you again....”

Fuck. She's blaming herself....

“.... Just please don't leave me....”

Time to step in....

Her head turns a little as she hears the scrape of the chair and I sit beside her. “Charlotte this wasn't your fault. You didn't do this.”

Her face crumples and her tears stream once more. “I disobeyed him. He didn’t want me to do it and I disobeyed him. If I'd....”

I lean in, take her hand in mine. “Yes, you disobeyed him, but for very good reason. You were right. We couldn't have stayed hidden long enough for the police to arrive. Your doing what you did certainly saved Elizabeth from....” I can’t bring myself to finish the thought. I change tack. “As you said, Elizabeth couldn’t have handled what was happening. And the fact is, that had you not distracted Klempner and his men, James, Michael and I couldn’t have done what we did.”
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