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I lift the latch of the door to the walkers’ shelter, push and step inside...

... something presses to my temple. “Don’t move.”

“What?” I start to turn, but the something; cold, metallic, nudges at me. “I said, don’t move.”

“Who the fuck are...?” But my words are cut short. Abruptly, the shelter is flooded with light. It shoots through my eyes, blinding me.

“Is that any way to speak to your father-in-law?” 

The voice is oh-too-familiar, and as my vision clears, I see the figure sitting on a bench; hands clasped behind his head, ankle crossed over knee. “Good to see you, James,” says Klempner. “Do sit down.” Then snapping his fingers to the figure beside me. “His phone.”

Gun-muzzle to my head, I freeze, my hands semi-raised as the gunman’s hand works through my trouser pockets, first one, then the other, then slides down the zipper of my jacket to reach inside before tossing my mobile to Klempner.

My heart, which had calmed to a sensible pace during my ‘escape’ through the tunnel and the walk through the woods afterward, clatters and clamours behind my ribs.

Dry mouth.

Gritty eyes.

A cold sweat down my spine...

Air...

More air...

Don’t show him you’re afraid...

...

...

I’m not going to survive this.

...

A pulse hammers at my temple sending shadows dancing behind my eyes. Bile rises in my throat and I resist the urge to vomit.

This is it then...

...

Jade...

Oh, my Jade...

I wish I could have seen you, one last time...

Held you...

And I’ll never see our baby...

Watch her grow up...

Regret wells up, bittersweet, overwhelming my fear. 

Does Klempner think I’m going to grovel?

Fucked if I’ll give him the satisfaction.

I straighten up, lifting my chin, meeting the bastard square in the eye. Michael’s words run an echo through my brain. 

“Hartwell... They gutted him. Slit him down the middle from crotch to chest and left him to die.”

The pulse at my temple yammers...

Hope it’s quick...

Jade...

Klempner sits, as I first saw him; casual, relaxed, not apparently threatening. “Kirch, put the gun away. You’re upsetting our guest.”

The gun is tucked into a holster. Its owner stands at a kind of attention beside me.

Klempner pulls out a mobile, taps in, then oddly, sets it to loudspeaker. “Baxter, everything okay down there?”

“Yes sir. There’s no-one in the house...”

“I could have told you that...”

“... and the hotel’s empty too. The guests and staff have gone. That fire in the kitchens was just a plant. I rang the number on the security box and told them it was a false alarm.”

“Good. But that won’t stop the police turning up now the alarm’s been raised. Bring the 4x4 up.”

“Yes, sir. I’ll be a few minutes looping round the back of the woods.” 

“I know. Don’t take too long but keep the lights off.”

“Yes, sir.”

Klempner nods in apparent satisfaction then turns to me. “We’ll be leaving soon. In the meantime, James, have a seat.” He gestures to a bench. “May I call you James?”

The question catches me off-guard. I’ve hardly got the upper hand.

Why would he ask?

“What makes you think you and I are on first-name terms?”

He cocks a brow. “Always the charmer aren’t you. James, sit. Take the weight off that leg of yours. You’ve exercised it enough for now.”

He’s right. I move on unwilling feet, using muscles soft with panic. I sit, then clasp my hands to hide the tremble.

“So...” Klempner laces his fingers together, thumbs rotating around each other. “We meet again, positions reversed, eh?”

There doesn’t seem to be any sensible answer to this. I don’t bother trying to find one.

Klempner seems unperturbed by my silence. He takes my phone, lays it to one side in easy view, then he presses a couple of fingers to the side of his ear, cocking his head, as though listening...

Ear piece?

His vision distant, he holds the position for a few seconds then refocuses back on me. “We’ll just wait for Michael to call you back, shall we?”

What the fuck?

My thoughts jar, refocus, then zoom in on what Klempner just said...

... and did...

What did I just see?

He knows Michael’s going to call me?

His mole?

Who’s Michael with?

Or is he being followed?

“Who betrayed us?”

Klempner blinks. “Betrayed you?”

“Yes, betrayed us. All along, you’ve known things you shouldn’t. And you’re here...”

His lips quirk. “I had you down as brighter than that, James. I’m sure you’ll figure it out before long.” 

“I’m not interested in playing cat and mouse with you. And I’m fucked if I’m going to help you take Charlotte...”

Don’t mention Mitch...

It could just be coincidence...

Klempner leans forward, elbows on knees. “James, I have no quarrel with you. Contrary to what you might think, I don’t mean you any harm. Nor...” He raises a finger... “... my daughter. Nor her mother.”

So much for coincidence...

“Is that what you said to the prison guard you gutted?”

Klempner stands; agitated, snarling. “Hartwell had it coming. He went out of his way to make life difficult. As though life’s not fucking unpleasant enough when you’re inside.” Then he seems to take hold of himself, to try to compose himself. “Don’t ask me to be sorry about Hartwell. I’m not.”

“And the other one? What had he done to earn a bullet in the head?”

Something flits across Klempner’s face...

Regret?

Why?

Michael said they left the driver alive...

What am I missing?

He looks away, then back to me, not speaking for long seconds. When he does, it is in quiet tones. “I don’t mean you any harm, James. Jenny is entirely too attached to you.”

“Showing concern for Charlotte? It’s a bit late in the day isn’t it? After the childhood you gave her.”

That expression again...

Yes, regret...

“That was then. Things are... different now.”

He seems calm. I shouldn’t argue with him, shouldn’t upset him.

He’s a lunatic.

Christ knows how he’ll react if I say something to tip him over the edge...

Dead man walking...

Might as well have my say.

“Why is it different? Because you discovered you were the sperm donor?”

Anger flashes. “I was a fucking sight more than that. Mitch...” Abruptly, he calms again. More than that, he again seems to be deliberately making himself be calm. “All I want is to talk to Mitch.”

“All?”

“All.”

“She’s terrified of you. Why would she want to talk?”

Klempner opens his mouth to reply but then raises fingers to his ear again, frowning. After a moment he reaches into a pocket, taking out a phone. He taps in then raises it to his other ear. “Marco? Have you found them yet? Their knight in shining armour is on his way.”

He has men searching?

And he knows Michael is coming...

A voice chitters some reply to him. I can’t pick out the words but Klempner’s brow knits.

He stares at the floor for a moment, pursing his lips, then picks up my own phone, holding it out to me. “Unlock it.”

“Go to hell.”

His head tilting, he lets out a breath. “James, seriously, unlock it.”

I don’t trust myself to speak. Don’t trust the tremble in my voice. I settle for sitting back and folding my arms...

*****
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I’m driving like an idiot, racing to reach Charlotte, Mitch and Kirstie.

Why’s Charlotte not answering her phone?

And I’m hoping that the answer is the happy one; that she’s simply distracted, talking; enjoying herself and not paying attention. Or that she has the ringer turned off. Or...

My head swirls...

James said Francesca’s tea rooms...

Already, it’s nearly dark.

What time do they stay open until?

Friday. Late night. Probably until 9pm.

My mobile screen flashes, the vibe making the dashboard rattle as the phone dances over the vinyl. It’s Ben.

On loudspeaker, “Ben? Where are you?”

“Almost there. Just letting you know, I’m pulling into the car park now, so we might lose the signal. I’ll be in touch as soon as I know anything.”

And I return to champing and cursing at the traffic holding me trapped.

James...

I check my phone. No call. No message.

I check my watch. He’s had plenty of time to reach the shelter.

Should I call him?

Is he hurt?

Hiding?

Tapping in, I send a message.

Nothing.

“Fuck, James, talk to me.”

Got me talking to myself now...

*****
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I can’t do anything. I could scream and rage, howling my fury at the world.

But I settle for sitting, keeping my silence.

Klempner sits too, surveying me, eyes narrowed, when...

My phone blinks in his hand, an incoming message.

Fuck!

Klempner whips out, tapping at the flashing screen. He curses as it still doesn’t unlock. But he offers up the phone to me, showing me the preview before it blinks off. “Your friend Michael is worried. You haven’t contacted him and he wonders if you’re alright. Wouldn’t you like to speak to him?”

Fuck you...

But I keep the thought to myself and my lips sealed.

Then he touches his ear again... That strange gesture...

After a moment, “I’d say you're about to get a call.”

How...?

He tosses the phone across and as my fingers snap around it, it rings.

Michael...

Ah, crap...

And I feel stupid beyond belief. How could I have missed it?

There was never a spy.

Fucking obvious...

Michael’s voice is quiet, whispering. “James, are you alright? I expected...”

“Michael, your car’s bugged...”

“What... James, how...?”

“Klempner, he’s got your car bugged. He’s here now. He’s been listening to you on an ear-piece.”

I expect him to leap forward, snatch the phone from me. At the least to have me gagged. But he doesn’t.

Why is he letting me speak?

Instead, Klempner slow-claps. “I knew you had it in you, James. That you’d get there eventually. Now, put the phone on speaker.”

I jab to disconnect but moving like a striking snake, Klempner plucks the mobile from my hand and taps on the speaker button. “Michael, so pleased to hear from you...”

Michael blurts out, “James, are you okay? Are you hurt?”

“I’m fine. Nothing hurt beyond my dignity.”

... Yet...

“Really fine?”

“Really fine. Shaken but not stirred.”

“James...” Panic rings through his voice.

Doesn’t know what he can safely say...

“... I’m still trying to get to them. Ben’s looking but he hasn’t found them yet.”

Ben?

Where’s he sprung from?

“... Has Klempner got them?”

Klempner breaks in. “Michael, I know you haven’t found the women nor has your brother. And no, I don’t have them, but it’s only a matter of time before one of my men tracks them down.”

“If you hurt Charlotte, you bastard, I’ll not rest until...”

“I’ve not gone to all this trouble to hurt anyone. I’ve been trying to find Mitch for over twenty years. I want to talk to her.”

“Oh, right.” Michael drips derision. “Charlotte too I suppose. A nice friendly conversation between father and daughter.”

“We’ve had a few of those over the last few months, haven’t we? And she’s Mitch’s daughter too.”

“You knew she was Mitch’s daughter all along. That didn’t stop you from...”

I shout, loudly to be sure he hears me. “Michael, shut the fuck up and cut the call.”

The mobile goes dark.

*****
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I kill the connection and resist the urge to hurl the phone at the windscreen.

James, a prisoner...

Charlotte...

Has Ben found her?

I scream in pure frustration, venting fury and impotence.

Bugged...

Silent running...

... if that's possible...

My phone flashes again. And again, I jab on the speaker. 

“Ben! Have you found them? Be careful what you say. We’re not private. The car’s bugged.”

“Bugged? What...?” He pauses for a moment. All I hear is heavy breathing. “Mike, never mind. Tell me later. No, I’ve not found them yet...” Ben’s voice is breathless, breaking. “I’m at Francesca’s now. They weren’t in the tea-room so I’m working through the store, seeing if I can find them on the sales floors. Mike, this man, Klempner, what does he want with Charlotte?”

“It could be her mother he really wants. It could be both. That’s my guess. The timing’s too close. Having only just found Mitch. Klempner says he just wants to talk with her. If you believe that...”

“He’s gone to all this trouble just to talk?” Even over the hum of the engine Ben’s puzzlement is clear. “Hang on... Klempner says...?”

“Sorry, Ben. Things are moving too fast. I’m forgetting you don’t know. Klempner’s there. At the house, I think. And he’s got James...”

“Christ! What’s he going to do? You don’t think...?”

“I’ve no idea. But I can’t worry about everyone. James is just going to have to take care of himself for now...” But my stomach turns over... “I have to.... We have to look out for Charlotte and Mitch.”

“Where are you, Mike? How far away? It’ll be easier with two of us.”

“I’m in the City but I’m trapped in traffic. I’ll be there as soon as I can. Keep your phone handy.”

“Of course. Listen, when you get here...” But the signal crackles then dies.

*****
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We fall into silence again. 

After a minute Klempner touches his ear again. “Michael doesn’t sound very happy,” he comments, his voice dry. “He can’t find them. Nor Ben.” He checks his phone. “Nothing from Marco either.”

Has someone warned them?

Richard?

Has Charlotte got them out of sight?

“You won’t find them, Klempner,” I drawl. “When Charlotte goes to ground, no-one finds her. She had a lot of practice at running when she was younger. If you had trouble keeping tabs on her as a child, what do you think your chances are now?”

He scratches at a cheek-bone, fixing his gaze on me. “It occurs to me that I have the ideal hostage to draw out my daughter.”

I’m keen for a change of conversation. “How did you do it? Get a bug on Michael’s car?”

He hesitates, as though deciding whether to answer. “The very first time you visited me in the prison. You have to hand the keys over when you sign in. From there...”

“All you need is a corrupt guard. And we already know you have one of those.”

That something flickers over Klempner’s face again.

Yes, regret...

He removes the earpiece, plugs it into his own phone and lays it on the tabletop. “We might as well listen in comfort. You can keep up to date with events too.”

Fuck you...

But the speaker gives out little other than a grinding sound which I assume is Michael’s car engine.

Is my car bugged too?

Did we ever travel to the prison in it?

Racking my brain, I try to remember.

No... Michael always drove...

Klempner drums his fingers. “While we’re waiting,” he says, “do you mind if I ask you a couple of things?”

“Such as?”

“Such as how Conners comes to be still alive? I’ll admit that took me completely off-guard. As far as I was concerned, he’d been at the river-bottom for the last two decades.”

Can it do any harm to tell him?

“Mitch outwitted you. Knocked out the guard, sneaked in to where you were holding him and they exchanged the guard’s body for Frank’s.”

Klempner stares into space, nodding slowly. “Really? Clever of her. I never suspected. Brave of her too. I wasn't in a good state of mind that day.”

“Mitch paid a heavy price for her courage. She won Frank but lost Charlotte... Jenny.”

His head falls back against the stone wall. “I always expected Mitch to come back for her baby. I never understood why she didn’t. You know... she’d told me once that she would never have abandoned a child.”

Why would they have talked about something like that?

“Mitch didn’t abandon her. Conners told her you murdered Jenny.”

Klempner sits bolt upright, eyes slitting. “Did he...” he hisses. “And why did he say that?”

I shrug. “So far as I can tell, to stop Mitch going after her. He wanted to disappear.”

“In other words, to save his own useless skin?”

I shrug again, hold out my palms.

Klempner sneers. “Cowardly bastard. I've never hidden behind a woman's skirts. He didn’t deserve her.”

I rub behind an ear. “Now on that, I’m with you one hundred percent.”

Klempner regards me, lids lowered. “You like her? Mitch.”

“I barely know her. But yes, what I’ve seen so far, I like. Like mother, like daughter. And I’m fucked if I’ll let you use me as leverage to hurt either of them.”

From outside, the crunch of tires on uneven ground and the growl of an engine. Klempner stands. “Our chariot awaits. Up you get, James.”

*****
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The blindingly bloody obvious finally hits me between the eyes.

Fuck!

I bang the dashboard with a fist.

Stupid. Stupid.

I’m trying to drive through the City one-way system in traffic. If I go on foot...

Think with your brain. Not panic and adrenalin...

Spinning the steering wheel, I squeal across two lanes and a junction, cut in front of a taxi driver, then park up, two wheels on the kerb.

Ignoring the screeched curses from the cabbie behind me, giving only passing thought that the car is likely to be towed, I set off at a run, abandoning car, bug and all.

*****
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Hot, lungs heaving, heart pumping and dripping with sweat, I burst through the doors of Francesca’s department store.

The tearooms are on the top floor. Middle-class ladies with crimped hair and primped clothes look at me askance as I head for the elevator. One prize example makes a show of wafting the air by her face as at the last moment, I take the escalator instead, so I can scan the shop floor. 

On the fourth storey, it's almost empty. A couple of tables are still occupied, but empty cups and plates strewn with crumbs say they’re almost done.

Other tables are being stripped, wiped and reset with white linen, silver cutlery and flowers. A pair of swing doors open to the sound of kitchen clatter and a man in blue overalls pushing a floor polisher.

There’s no sign of Charlotte, Mitch or Kirstie.

Wiping my dripping forehead on my sleeve, I’m heading for a woman wearing a black dress, white apron and sensible shoes when the phone buzzes in my pocket.

“Ben? You found them? I’m in Francesca’s now but there’s no...”

He cuts me short, sounding oddly hollow, a touch of echo in the background. “No, they’d gone when I got there about twenty minutes ago, but the waitress who’d served them said she overheard them talking about going to see a movie afterward.”

“Did she hear which movie?”

“No. I asked, but she didn’t know.”

Christ. How many fucking cinemas are there around here?

Then I realise I spoke out loud.

There’s a short silence then Ben says, “I make it eight. I’m heading for the West End. I started with the nearest. I’m in there now, at The Royal. I’ll ask at the desk if they’ve seen them.”

“Right, you cover that end of town. I’ll head the other way down East Street. Keep in touch.”

“I’ll do that Bro.”

And once more, I set off at a run.

*****
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In the back seat of the 4x4, beside me, Klempner sits with his own phone balanced on one knee, mine on the other. In the front, Kirch sits by the driver who I assume is ‘Baxter’.

Is this where I disappear?

“Where are you taking me?”

“Nowhere for you to worry about. Just somewhere the police aren’t likely to turn up.” Klempner sounds frustrated. “James, I ask you to believe me. I intend you no harm. I intend them no harm. All I want is to talk to Mitch.”

“Oh, that’s all you want is it?”

“Yes. That’s all.”

“And to achieve that you broke out of prison, murdering two guards in the process. So far as I could hear on my way out, you damn near ram-raided the house front to get in the door. You’ve taken me prisoner and sent men looking for Charlotte and her mother. You spent twenty years hating Charlotte for something in which she was a complete innocent. You abused her and damn near raped her at one point. And I’m supposed to believe...”

“It was different then. I didn’t know.”

“What makes you think Mitch wants to talk to you? She’s hidden herself from you for over twenty years. She’s terrified of you. And I don’t blame her.”

“I don’t want to hurt her. I just want to talk.”

“So you keep saying. But you’ve lain in wait in prison at your convenience, using the girl who turned out to be your daughter as a cat’s-paw to track her down. Oh, and not forgetting, you’ve kidnapped me. You don’t think all this might worry Mitch at all?”

Klempner’s forehead knits, as though it were a new idea. 

I’m having trouble believing what I’m seeing. “You hadn’t thought of that had you? You seriously hadn’t thought of it. Klempner, you’re such a mixed-up bag of crazy that no-one knows what the fuck to make of you, least of all me.”

He simply looks confused.

*****
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Whatever they’re queuing for, it looks like the movie’s a hit. I make my way along the line of people, but it seems an unlikely place to find Charlotte. Teenage boys, some wearing geek costumes, chatter excitedly about the latest superhero. Plunging through the crowd, I ignore the shouts and insults of the offended. 

In the foyer, crowds heave. It’s Friday night and, just like the previous two cinemas, it’s packed. 

I push to the front, ignoring outraged catcalls and insults. “Have you seen a group of three women? Two red-heads, one brunette.”

A pair of thick-rimmed spectacles backed by a blue-rinse fixes on me and a long finger points behind me. “Get to the back of the queue, Bud,” she growls.

“I’m serious. It’s important. An emergency.”

My tone penetrates. The spectacles come off to reveal watery blue eyes and a frown. “No, I’m sorry, sir. I haven’t. One moment.” She leans to one side, “Hey, Sheila, Gale; you seen three women together? Two brunettes and a red-head.”

“No. Two red-heads and a brunette.”

A voice rattles across the counter. “No, not seen anyone like that.”

“Me neither.”

“Thanks.” Working my way past the ticket points I scan the movies, looking for something likely to have caught the interest of three women on girl-time.

Most of the crowd is in line for some blood-gore-axe-wielding horror flick. Not Charlotte’s cup of tea. There’s a French noir offering which she might watch if she were alone, but it’s not a likely choice for a girls’ outing. A Rom-Com looks promising, so I work through the short queue then squeeze past an incensed usherette with a brief “‘Scuse me,” before striding to the front and standing in front of the screen where they would be bound to see me.
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