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Charlotte pleads with her mother. “Why did you leave me? Why did you leave me there? At Blessingmoors. With him?”

Mitch thunders upright from her seat. Face reddening, her mouth twists. “I did not leave you. I would never have left you...”

“I thought you must have abandoned me...”

“No.” She swings on Charlotte, eyes glossy. “I left because...” Her voice hushes... ”Because you were dead.” Mitch presses fingers to her forehead. “You were dead. He told me that. How can you be alive? How?”

“Who told you?” I ask. “Klempner said that? He told you your baby had died?”

“No, not Larry.” Hands pressed to her cheeks, Mitch swings her face to one side then the other. “It was Frank. He said you were dead, that he'd seen Larry murder you.”

The bang of a door closing echoes through the room, then boots on linoleum coming closer.

Mitch whirls to the door. “He’ll tell us.”

“He?”

The door opens and a figure steps into the lounge. Not overly tall although perhaps once beefily built; muscle has run to fat, and the paunch is matched by the jowls. The face is red-threaded with veins, and the eyes are bloodshot.

As he steps inside, “Look who’s here,” Mitch announces. “Can you believe it?” Her smile is wide and white and bright. “It’s Jenny. Jenny’s alive.”

The man looks, gapes then scowls. I’ve seen the face before, albeit much younger then, on the photo Michael found in the files. 

Frank Conners.

What the fuck?

Charlotte stares. Michael’s jaw drops and his eyes, widening, meet mine.

Conners stares too, his eyes fixed on Charlotte.

And he doesn’t look pleased...

Is shock the only appropriate reaction?

The long-lost daughter...

Finally, he speaks. “Jenny?” His face is slack but abruptly moves to a smile.

And I know a fake smile when I see one.

He holds out arms, palms open. “Jenny! Thank God. How on earth?” she steps forward into his embrace. Awkwardly he hugs her, patting her on the back, but quickly, she breaks away again, her eyes calculating.

Conners takes in air, the smile fading, eyes sliding. “How... Where have you come from?” The smile slips back into place, but it doesn’t reach his eyes.  He exhales with a smell of beer and whiskey.

The eyes shift again. So does his stance. Everything about him is...

... wrong

Is he really pleased to see her? 

Michael stands, watching in silence, a forefinger raised to his lips.

He’s not happy...

And he’s a much better judge of people than I am...

Conners notices the opened bottle of bubbly. “Hey, champagne. Let’s celebrate!”

Silent still, eyes assessing, Michael pours a glass, passes it to him, pours the remains of the bottle for the rest of us. He raises the glass. “To Jenny!”

We raise our glasses too. “To Jenny.”

“And to finding you alive too,” finishes Michael. Conners flicks a rheumy gaze to him. “We’ve all been thinking you were long-dead. And now, here you are.”

Mitch breaks in. “You were meant to believe he was dead. It was the only way we could be sure that Larry wouldn’t keep searching for him.”

“He’s never stopped searching for you though,” says Charlotte.

Mitch pales. “Still?”

“Still.”

I take a seat, plant myself down. “So, why don’t you tell us what happened. How Frank here comes to be alive when we thought he was dead. And how you came to think Jenny here was dead too.”

*****
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​​​Twenty-Six Years Ago
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Angelo turns, ‘professional’ smile firmly in place. “What can I get you, sir?” The smile fades as he sees the cop standing there...

Again...

“You know what I'm looking for; her. Your friend, Mitch. She was supposed to be in court. She’s not turned up. You seen her?”

“Nope.” Angelo opens a jar of peanuts, fills a few dishes, then reaches for a jar of olives.

The cop doesn’t move. “How about Frank Conners?”

Scoop in hand, olive dish half-filled, Angelo pauses. “Frank? What do you want Frank for?”

“So, you know him?”

“Course I know him. What's your problem with him?”

“He's wrapped up with her. She's wrapped up in the drug trade.”

“Frank’s in real estate. It's nonsense. I told you that before.”

The cop’s tone is lazy. “That's not what the evidence is telling us. So, have you seen him?”

“No... Not since...”

Since the last time he saw Mitch...

“Since when?”

“A couple of weeks back.”

“He with her?”

“Yes.”

Pushing the cap back from his face, the cop scans the room, points. “That's her isn’t it?” He levels a finger at the corkboard over the back of the bar. “In the photo?”

Angelo’s reply is slow, reluctant. “Yes.”

The cop snaps fingers at the image. Face set, Angelo unpins it from the board, passes it across. Mitch and Frank smile out of the photo. Larry scowls.

He holds it up to the light, peering at the detail. “And who are the two men? Is one of them your friend Conners?”

“Yes, the one on right.”

“He looks friendly. Got his arm around her.”

Angelo’s silence is loud.

“I'd like to borrow this.”

“It's not mine to give.”

“I didn't say give. I said borrow. If your friend Frank is innocent, then he’s a missing person. You should be glad to let me have it.”

Angelo jerks his chin down, barely a nod.

The cop tucks the photo into a jacket pocket, touches his cap. “Always a pleasure to work with a cooperative citizen.”

*****
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​​​Twenty-Four Years Ago. Klempner
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Bech looks smug. “Sir, I’ve found them.” 

“Them?”

“Conners and the girl.”

“About time, Bech.  After so long, I’d almost given up.”

“Yes, sir.”

I think he expects me to congratulate him, but it was his heavy-handedness two years ago that lost them in the first place.

“Where are they?”

“Here in the City, only a couple of miles away.”

“Seriously?”

Is he dense?

Or just over-confident?

“Seriously.” Bech shrugs. “Wouldn’t have been my first choice but maybe they think by lying low it’ll go away.”

“How did you find them?”

“Easily enough. I’ve been keeping an eye on that apartment she was living in. It’s been standing empty. It was a cert she’d put it up for sale sooner or later...”

“She might have rented it out...”

“In which case I’d have found a reason to talk to the tenant and enquire about the landlord’s shady activities. As it is, she’s selling it, and guess who she’s using as real estate agent?”

“Conners? His business closed down.”

“So it did, but he’s started up again, using someone else as a front.”

Thinks he’s clever?

“And...?”

Bech smirks. “A burglary at the premises.... Some petty thieving... A computer taken, a printer, petty cash... some other odds and ends. Enough to make it look genuine. But the customer files were broken into during the vandalization that followed.”

“So you have their address?”

“I do.”

“What about the ‘stolen goods’?”

He shrugs. “Dumped them in a flop a few streets away. The crack-head there was so zoned he didn’t even see me do it. When he comes round he’ll probably think he did it himself and try to sell them stuff.” His mouth twists to a smile. “Probably pay for his next fix.” The smile fades. “Sir, there’s something you should know.”

“And what’s that?”

“They’re married. They’ve got a kid.”

Mitch and Conners...

Playing happy families...

My temperatures rises. “We’ll go find him, shall we?”

Bech reaches for car keys, jangles them in his hand. “And her?”

“You don’t touch her. She’s mine.”

*****
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Bech speaks quietly. “There he is now. The green saloon, just coming around the corner. You got him?”

“I’ve got him. Where’s the girl?”

“Not seen her.”

The area’s run-down, grubby, populated by cheap houses and tired people

Squalid little dump...

Should demolish the lot...

Living here... After everything I offered her...

Gave her...

Bech eyes me. I regather my thoughts. “Good. We’ll take Conners now...”

The car indicates, pulling over. Conners steps out, then rummages inside, taking out a briefcase and a newspaper, putting them on top of the car then stooping back inside.

He’s put on weight...

Too much of the good life and home cooking...

A swarm of small girls in witch’s outfits, skeleton-painted dungarees and goblin masks giggles by. 

Bech stirs, but I say, “Wait ‘til these kids have moved along.”

A three-foot high mistress-of-the-night, complete with pointy hat and fake raisin-on-the-nose wart stops by us, holding out a tin. Bech scowls. I drop in a few coppers. “Thanks, Mister!” she yells and chases after the group.

“McCullen, Andrech, you’re with me.” Bech thumbs his latest ‘trainees’, each dressed in dark blue pants and shirt, towards our target. They march smartly towards where Conners, briefcase, newspaper and a lunchbox under one arm, is turning the key in the door.

The door opens and, coming from behind, a man to each side, they take him by the arms, barging inside and out of sight.

Whistling a happy tune, I watch them enter then stroll down a side-alley to the back of the house where the car is waiting. I lean against it, arms folded, making sure that I can be seen by anyone coming out of the back door. 

Less than a minute later, the door opens and Conners, hands cuffed behind him, comes out, McCullen and Andrech to either side, Bech behind him. As he claps eyes on me his face drains...

“Larry... I...”

He doesn’t have the chance to say more. Bundled into the back of the car, flanked left and right by his guards, he’s going nowhere.

Bech tosses me the keys. “You joining us?” I ask.

“I’m going to take a look around. I’ll see you in an hour or so.” He looks up into a bright blue sky, inhales cool air. “It’s a lovely day. The walk will do me good.”

Curtains twitch. Bech looks across, his face pulling to a tight little smile. One genuine cop’s uniform and two close lookalikes. None of the neighbours will question how Conners left. 

Bech continues, one eye on the twitcher. “And I’ll put a stop to any rumours.”

I climb in the car. From behind me, Frank’s voice, shaky, “Larry, it’s not...”

“Shut him up,” I suggest. There’s a muffled thump and gasp.

*****
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​​​Twenty-Four Years Ago
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Bech wanders back into the house, closing the door behind him. Tugging a frayed curtain aside, he watches to be sure the car pulls away, then makes his way to the living room where a table is laid out. 

Places are set with paper plates and party hats. A cake takes centre-field; iced, be-candled and decorated with cartoon bunnies. Happy Birthday Jenny. Another bunny crouches to one side; pink blancmange. Tiny triangular sandwiches, the crusts cut away, are piled on a plate. Bech picks one from the top and stuffs it whole into his mouth, chews then spits it out.

“Fucking tuna.”

He stands back, considering the room. Balloons in groups of three and four bulge from the ceiling corners; bird-blue, primrose-yellow and plastic-pony-pink highlights against wallpaper stained with age and damp, spotted with mildew.

A banner drapes over the fireplace. Jenny - Two Today!

Bech sucks in his cheeks, stares vacantly, his fingers moving, perhaps as though he is counting something. Then he scans the room again.

A small bureau sits against one wall, a drop-leaf top and a couple of drawers underneath. He opens it, riffling through papers; utility bills, local tax, a red payment demand, rent book.

He tries the top drawer...

Cheap jewellery, combs and budget cosmetics, knick-knacks...

A plastic wallet.

Inside...

Driving licence... Michelle Conners.

Marriage licence... Michelle Kimberley, Frank Conners...

Certificate of birth... Jennifer Conners... He checks the date, sucks in his cheeks, staring up to the ceiling... Looks down again at the document in his hand.

Then he tosses it, along with the wallet and everything that was in it, into the hearth. A quick search produces matches and newspaper. Screwing up balls of paper he shuffles them in too.

He sets a flame to the corner of a sheet of newsprint. It burns brightly, the kiss of gold and red eating a black edge into the marriage certificate. The plastic wallet blisters and drips, sending black smoke spiralling up the chimney. Some of the drips catch the paper, clinging and devouring.

Bech watches as words vanish, consumed in fire: Dated this 31st Day of October 19...

As the flames die, he reaches for the poker from a set of fire-irons, drawing it through the ashes, mixing them together. He stands, contemplates, then stoops again, taking the brush and the small shovel from the irons. 

Two minutes later, upstairs in the bathroom, he watches black ashes whirl then vanish down to the drains.

With the air of a job well done, Bech brushes his hands together, then rinses them in the basin. Brushing damp palms on his thighs, he ambles out of the bathroom.

Two other doors: he takes the first.

Double bed...

Wardrobe...

Dresser...

All cheap flat-pack type furniture. 

Wallpaper faded yellow with age. Bedding threadbare. Drapes thin and worn.

He slides open the top drawer of the dresser, pokes a finger through cotton panties and plain white bras.

Closing the drawer again, he exits then tries the second door.

A cot, the rails set high. A large pink rabbit sits beside a blue elephant. A mobile dangles from the ceiling, butterflies dancing over the pillows. Expensive-looking wallpaper...

Bech looks more closely, flipping open a pale cream curtain to let in the light.

No, not wallpaper. The walls are hand-painted. Cartoon figures dance around the room. Unicorns frolic with pixies and elves. Fairies flit between brightly colored flowers under trees and in meadows. To one side, sunshine beams from a smiley-faced sun. On the other, the sky deepens to a night blue studded with stars. An angel sits on the curve of a crescent moon, smiling down at the cot.

Bech stares, then shakes his head, blowing out his cheeks as he leaves the nursery and heads back downstairs.

Neighbors...

He checks in the mirror, finger-combing his hair back from his face, straightens his cap, then heads out. 

At the front of the house, he looks right, then left.

A greasy-looking woman with hair in curlers steps out two doors along, a snot-covered brat at her feet, wearing a pink leotard and lace-and-wire fairy wings. She leans against her door, puffing smoke from a limp roll-up. 

Bech strolls along, touches his cap. “Morning Ma’am. I’m looking for Mrs Conners. Would you know where I can find her?”

Suspicion glints in faded eyes. “What d’you want Mitch for? She’s dun nuffin. She’s okay.”

“I have a warrant for her. She skipped court, over two years ago now... in connection with drugs charges.”

“Drugs?” She puffs on the foul cigarette. “Nah, not Mitch. You got the wrong woman.”

“Be that as it may, Ma’am, she was due to appear in court. She didn’t and I need to talk to her.”

“I don’t know where she is. You could ask Frank.” She nods to the car parked close by. “Isn’t he in?”

“We will be asking Mr Conners, yes, at the station.”

“At the station?” Her eyes widen. “You’ve arrested Frank?”

“He is assisting the police in their enquiries, Ma’am. I can’t say more than that.” His eyes drop to the toddler at her feet. A green number eleven drips beneath her nose. “What a pretty little girl. What’s she called?”

“Ellie.”

Bech squats down. “Hello, Ellie.”

“’ello..”

He stands again, palms his cap back. “Ma’am, I’m not sure if we’re going to be able to bring charges against Mr Conners yet, but if you see him again, don’t leave Ellie alone with him... Know what I mean?”

The woman’s mouth opens. “But, Mitch... they’ve got a little girl themselves. She...”

“In my experience Ma’am, what the husband does, the wife knows... wouldn’t you say?”

She nods sharply, tosses the butt into the gutter then snatches up the child, bundling her inside. The door slams behind her.

Bech grunts and smirks.

That should sort that problem out....

Humming, he ambles away.

*****
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Mitch whimpers, keeping the stroller pulled well back from the corner and tucked out of sight. Jenny is restless. She wants to get out, to run and play. “Mommy...”

“Shhhh, Sweetheart.” Mitch pulls a sticky paper bag from a pocket, takes out the largest, chewiest candy she can find and gives it to the toddler. Then she peers around the corner again.

Where did they take Frank?

The car pulled away, driving perfectly normally, but with her husband packed between two strangers...

Police?

Really police?

... and Larry at the wheel...

She sees the man in cop uniform speaking to Gemma.

He looks familiar...

She knows him... knows his face...

Where from?

“Wanna go home. Wanna play. Ellie.” Jenny bangs little fists on the front bar of the stroller. Green sugar encrusts her mouth and chin, clashing against carrot-orange hair.

The familiar/unfamiliar cop finishes talking with Gemma, touching his cap as she bangs her door closed. He smiles as she does so. It’s not a pleasant smile.

Where does she know him from?

She hangs on his face, taking in his features, but before she can fix the memory, he turns and walks away.

As he vanishes from sight, Mitch dashes for Gemma’s door, Jenny squealing with delight as the stroller races over grass, bumping over tarmac and flagstones.

Knocking hard at the door. “Gemma!”

There’s no reply.

She bangs again, with the flat of her palm on the timber. To one side, a curtain moves then stills, but still, there is no reply. After a few seconds, bolts scrape closed on the other side of the door.

“Gemma, please. I need you to look after Jenny!”

The door remains closed. Mitch runs to the window, rapping knuckles on the glass. Gemma is there, but she turns her back, a phone pressed to her ear as she talks.

Eyes brimming, breath snatching, Mitch dashes to the next house along. Betty’s car is there. Again at the window, she knocks hard. But Betty too is on the phone. As she sees Mitch through the window, her lips purse and she turns away.

She’ll lose him...

Mitch sprints back to the stroller, pulls a purse from the carry sack on the back, scrabbling inside for keys. Opening Frank’s car, she lifts Jenny up and out, fastening her into the child-seat in the back. Snatching up a furry pink bear she pushes it into the little girl’s hands. “You talk to Teddy now. Tell him a story...”

No time to lose...

... then abandoning the stroller, gets into the front seat, tosses her purse down on the passenger seat and sets off, following the walking cop.

Then, she remembers the face. From more than two years ago...

Larry’s bookkeeper. 

“I have the accounts for you, sir. Expenditures and purchases for the last month, including the last shipment...” 

What was he called?

Is he really a cop?

She drives, cruising, scanning the streets for a blue uniform.

Where did he go?

And there... a dark blue shirt and pants, back turned to her, he saunters along as though the world were a perfect place.

Boys in wizard robes toss bangers down the street, laughing and pointing when a cat panics and dashes across the road. Mitch slams on brakes then curses, hoping the sound didn’t carry, but the strolling figure doesn’t turn.

Mitch slows, pulls in a little so she can watch. A car behind paps a horn, the driver giving her a finger as he overtakes.

Bech...

That’s what he called him... Bech.

He stops by a black and white vehicle...

Really a policeman then?

... unlocks, gets in and after a few moments, drives off at a sedate pace...

... and Mitch follows.

In the back, Jenny gurgles and burbles and burps to the pink bear. Sometimes her sounds are words. Most of the time she talks secret-teddy language. Sometimes she stops to listen as Teddy talks back.

*****
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Bech parks well away from his intended destination. There would be explaining to be done; a police car parked in such a spot.

The area’s not great. One line after another of shitty houses full of shitty people. Leaving the car so far away, it might be vandalised of course, by the low-lives in the area, but if that were to happen... better away from the scene of interest.

From a couple of hundred yards back, Mitch watches, lingering, as the police vehicle parks up and the occupant gets out and starts walking.

To follow on foot or by car?

Easier by car...

Less easily spotted on foot...

But it’s a residential area. Plenty of cars around.

He’s walking quickly, setting a smart pace....

By car for now...

The uniform vanishes around a corner and Mitch hits the gas, hurtling forward. At the corner, she slows again, nosing ahead, leaning to see.

He’s there, still walking. She waits until he’s lost from view again, then once more speeds on.

How far is he walking?

Surely he wouldn’t leave his vehicle too far away?

Her question is answered as he turns off the street and into an abandoned industrial zone.

*****
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Bech makes his way, strolling down walkways and across dilapidated yards. Trees sprout in unlikely fashion from gutters fifty feet up. Cobbles and flags sprout green between cracks as Nature reclaims her own. But she has a lot of work ahead of her before the area is beautiful again.

Not far from the river and once a hive of industrial activity, the site is a rotted shambles of disused warehouses and factories, most with windows and doors bricked up against squatters and pigeons.

Occasionally Bech passes a door swinging open, or hanging from its hinges. He knows what will be inside: stinking mattresses, foil and needles, broken bottles. And the refuse of humanity, lying dreaming in drug-induced ecstasy, or perhaps nightmare.

A one-eyed tom watches him from the edge of a small colony of cats. A mangy tabby bathes in the thin October sunshine. A couple more rack-ribbed felines share a small feathered corpse.

Bech walks briskly on. Almost there.

*****
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Mitch pulls up again.

A car is bound to be noticed in there...

She looks to the back. Jenny, Teddy clutched to her chest, is sleeping.

Mitch chews at a knuckle, looks back at Jenny again.

Frank...

Mitch looks up and out at the bright sunshine, then eases the car into reverse, parking up under the shade of a high wall. “Mommy’s just going to be a few minutes, Sweetie.” The little girl sleeps on.

Blinking hard, Mitch winds a window down a couple of inches before getting out. She locks the door then, with a last look back at Jenny and Teddy, heads into the industrial park.
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