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Making our way to the meeting room for her interview, I follow behind as Michael holds a pale-faced Charlotte’s hand.

Beth and Richard are already waiting. I knew Beth was going to be present to support Charlotte, but Richard also, billionaire owner of a large part of the City, has cleared his diary to be here too. I’m not sure what he thinks he can contribute, but his presence speaks volumes.

How many student trainees receive that kind of accolade from their CEO...?

.... and friend...

Beth gives her a hug. Francis brings a tray of coffee and her favourite chocolate-chip biscuits, which Charlotte doesn’t touch.

When Charlotte doesn’t take offered food, you know she’s not feeling good....

Her smile is small and forced. She’s doing her best to be polite, but I think it takes every ounce of Michael’s support to keep her going. Still, she said she wanted to do this and overall, I believe she has made the right choice.

We don’t have to wait long. It’s just as well. No-one has any chit-chat.

The door to the interview room swings open, a uniformed police officer stepping into the room.

“Will you come through, please Jennifer,” he says.

Jennifer...?

.... What the fuck?

.... Who the hell is this they’ve sent along...?

Charlotte is already upset, and I bite my tongue, for now anyway. Michael stands with her, giving her a squeeze and a kiss, saying something quiet to her that I don’t catch. She nods, her eyelids drooping, then follows the officer into the room.

As soon as the door closes behind them, Michael spins, eyes flashing. “Jennifer? I hope they’ve sent someone who’s been properly briefed?” 

Richard shuffles uneasily in his chair. 

“Richard,” continues Michael, “do you know that officer? The Police Commissioner is a friend of yours, isn’t he?”

His tone unhappy, “Yes, he is, and it’s not like Will to send someone who doesn’t know his job.”

Whatever the cause, any damage to Charlotte’s already precarious state of mind is done. I stand, pace, then sit down again, not knowing what to do with myself. I want to help my Jade-Eyes, but it’s all out of my hands.

Beth cleans her nails. Michael traces invisible scribbles on the desktop with a fingertip. Richard simply sits, fingers pulling at his chin as he stares into space.

Through the door, there is the murmur of voices, Charlotte’s and that of the police officer, but Charlotte’s grows louder, edgier, then suddenly rises to shouting. Whatever she’s saying, there’s real anger in her words.

As the four of us share puzzled looks, from the next room, there is the screech of a chair scraping the floor. Then, the door crashes open, bouncing back on its hinges and almost catching Charlotte as, her face livid, she storms into the room looking ready to kill.

“We’re going home,” she snaps at me and Michael.

What the hell?

We both stand, exchanging startled glances. “Charlotte? What’s wrong?” asks Michael.

She whirls on Richard. “Mr Haswell, I’m sorry, but you told me that this was about Blessingmoors. Not about some kind of witch-hunt on James.”

He sits back in his chair looking baffled and worried. “What...?”

Witch-hunt?

“Sorry, Charlotte?” I ask.

She’s beside herself, spitting the words. “They’re trying to pin something on you, about the auction house and what went on there...”

I stare down the reality of my situation sinking in....

Just when I thought I had my life settled...

.... Karma coming to bite back?

What do I do?

?

?

.... This is my own fault....

Take it like a man.

The police officer has followed her through and is trying to draw her back, but Charlotte is having none of it.

“Miss Conners, I understand that you’re upset but....”

“Upset?” she mutters between clenched teeth and glaring at Richard. “Upset? I’ve been brought here under false pretences.”

If looks could kill....

Even through the worry for myself, I have to admire her style and her fighting spirit. She went into the interview all but disabled by anxiety, and she’s emerged on a war footing.

.... Defending me....

But Richard may have lost a friend there....

“Nothing was said to me about any attempt to attack James,” she snaps. “And if you think I’m going to help with that, you can all go to hell!”

*****
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I step in, interrupting what looks like an escalating situation....

Christ! Don’t want her thinking I orchestrated this....

.... or James for that matter....

“Charlotte, please accept my apologies. I did not know of this either. And I would certainly not have had any involvement in it if I had known.”

Her face softens a little and I think she’s about to speak when Corby interrupts. “Mr Haswell, I am simply doing my job...”

Self-important bastard....

.... Time to prick his bubble....

“No, you’re not. This is not what was discussed as subject matter for Charlotte’s interview....”

What the hell was Will thinking, sending this pretentious little prick?

“.... Excuse me, I have a phone call to make.”

Corby’s chin juts, his tone officious. “I really want to talk with Charlotte here...”

“Well, you’re not going to.”  I stab towards a seat. “Now, sit down while I make my call.” Then, tapping on my phone. “Francis, could you get hold of Will Stanton for me please. Ask him to call me back urgently. Yes, immediately if possible.”

At the mention of the Police Commissioner’s name, Corby’s attitude changes, his petty intrusiveness fading to caution. Face sour, he slumps in his chair.

The minor official with a little power....

Hmmm....

“Charlotte is quite right to be ‘upset’,” I say. “The circumstances of how she and James met are well known to us all, and there are no outstanding issues. It is strictly a private matter between the two of them.” His mouth purses. “You were invited here to interview her regarding the Blessingmoors investigation, a topic which she finds very difficult to discuss, and it was only with reluctance that she agreed to it. You have gone well past any possible remit you had, in what you have done so far.”

His mouth flaps open, about to blab some rubbish or other, but my phone rings.... “Hello?”

“Richard? Francis said you needed to talk to me urgently? Is Charlotte not there? And Corby?”

“Ah, yes Will. Thanks for calling back.... Yes, she’s here. Yes, so is he. We’re having some difficulties I’m afraid....”

Charlotte watches me, her hands fisting, eyes flinty.

How can one young woman be so.... unsettling?

Swallowing hard, I continue, “I understood that the object of this interview was to learn anything that Charlotte could offer regarding the Blessingmoors’ investigation. Instead, it’s opened with an attempt to blacken James Alexanders’ name regarding the business with the auction house....”

“The auction house?” Will sounds startled. “Where’d that come from? It’s nothing to do with me. That’s what Corby’s opened with?”

“Yes, that’s right.”

“I assume you would like me to have a word, find out what this is supposed to be about?”

“Yes. I’ll pass you over to him.”

Corby takes the phone from me with some reluctance, flinching as he holds it to his ear. He listens for a moment to the blast coming down the earpiece, saying nothing in reply. Blinking, he returns the phone to me, then turns to Charlotte. 

“It seems that Commissioner Stanton prefers that I only question you regarding Blessingmoors...”

Eyes narrowed, she doesn’t reply.

He gestures to the door. “Perhaps we could return to the other room and continue our discussion?”

“No,” she says. “I’m not discussing anything with you. Or with anyone else, for that matter. I want an assurance that no attempt is being made to damage James before anybody gets another word out of me.”

She’s got balls....

.... It can’t be easy for her talking to a police officer like that....

Corby blusters, “Miss Conners, I assure you...”

“Forget it,” she snarls. “And I want it in writing.  Until I have that, you’ll get no cooperation from me.” 

Elizabeth watches Charlotte’s performance with dropped jaw. James is very still. Michael is more... watchful...

“C’mon,” she says to the pair. “We’re leaving.”

And she takes charge without even thinking about it...

She turns, heading for the door, James and Michael following. Michael gives me a nod, his expression uneasy.

.... Better rescue this situation before it gets entirely out of hand....

How much damage has been done here?

“Charlotte, wait.... Please.”

She turns back to me, hard-eyed, but then relaxes a little.

“Alright, Mr Haswell. Since it’s you...”

That’s something....

.... How angry with me is she?

I turn to Corby. “I’d like you to leave, now. We’ll rearrange the interview for another day, and with another officer.”

His face flushes, but he nods, returning to the conference room to gather his notes. Michael starts to speak but I press a finger to my lips, rolling my eyes at the door. He nods and then waits, standing ramrod straight, hands in pockets.

His lips a flat line, Corby exits, and I watch through the internal window to be sure he’s entered the elevator. Then I turn to Charlotte. “I promise you that I knew nothing about that.”

Corby gone, some of her tension is easing, her eyes softening. “I believe you, but you can’t give the guarantee I’m looking for, can you?”

Oh, crap...

“No, I can’t.”

Her voice is matter of fact. “As I said, they’ll not get a word out of me right now. I don’t know where the police thought they were going with that line of questioning, but until I have something in writing regarding James, that’s it.”

Good for you....

Not that it makes things any easier....

“Fair enough. I’ll get back to you when I’ve had a word with Will.”

Michael breaks in. “What happened in there, Charlotte? I’ve never seen you so furious. What exactly did he say about...?” He nods to where James now sits, silent, listening, chin resting in his hand.

The remains of her anger dissolves away. Face downcast, she replies, “I... I was nervous, you know that. And I didn’t like Corby much....”

Michael strides forward, takes her in his arms, rocking her gently and kisses the top of her head. “Come on, tell us. You’re with friends here.”

She talks into his chest. “He called me Jennifer. Everyone knows I’m not Jennifer anymore...”

Michael strokes her hair. “Shhh... It’s alright.”

She continues, “Then he said that he wanted to ask me about the auction and my Mast.... James.... I said that I thought he wanted to talk about Blessingmoors, but he said that was only one of the things he wanted to talk about. He insisted that we talk about the auction.”

She breaks free from Michael, turning to James, the anger sparking in her face again. “It was then I realised that the police wanted to come after you. I told him I wouldn’t speak to him and that’s when I came out.”

“Alright, Charlotte. I’m sorry this has been so difficult for you,” I say. “I’ll get back to you as soon as I can.”

*****
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​Nine Years Ago - Klempner
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“Mr Klempner, I didn't know you were coming. We've not seen you for a while.” Jenkins, waxy-smiled, winds his hands together.

.... Ever so ‘umble,

What a little turd.

... Humour him...

The office is a shambles, filthy with no attempt at cleaning. There are papers scattered everywhere, and the bins are overflowing. It smells rank. Drawing my finger along a shelf, it leaves a trace in thick greasy dust.

“I've been overseas,” I say, wiping dirt from my finger with a handkerchief.

He gives me a simpering smile, speaking in that nasal whine of his. “Anywhere interesting? On business?”

Sucking up to the boss?

The chair at the desk isn’t pleasant either, the cheap vinyl cracked, and with a number of suspicious-looking stains. I don’t care for the look of it, but it’s important to establish precedence. Seating myself, I lean back, swinging my legs up onto the desk top. Jenkins stoops so much we’re almost at eye-level.

“Yes, and yes. Eastern Europe, Thailand, parts of Africa and the Middle East. There are plenty of opportunities out there.”

“So...” Worry marches across his face....

As it should....

“.... what can we do for you today, sir?”

“You can show me what we have that’s ready or nearly so. And bring the younger ones too if they look good.”

“Yes, sir. If you would just like to wait a few minutes, I'll round them up for you.”

*****
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They’re like fuckin’ famine victims....

.... Bech was right....

Jenkins has lined up half a dozen of them in the hall....

How am I supposed to get a decent price on any of this lot?

I survey the offerings....

There’s a small boy on the end of the line; blond, blue-eyed....

.... Mmmm, very pretty....

I hunker down to the boy’s level, hitching up my trousers at the knee. “And what’s your name?”

“Pieter, sir.” His voice is piping and carries an accent.

Eastern European of some ilk...

“You have a nice voice, Pieter. A nice face too. I know someone who will like you.”

Standing again, I move along the line to the next; to a girl. She’s older, with a round face and blotchy skin. I tip up her chin to get a better look.

“Mmmm... Can’t say the same about you, can we? Face like a potato. You’re never going to be pretty.”

Her face crumples. She’s going to cry. I move on.

And it’s her....

“Ah, yes. I know your name, don’t I, Jennifer? Always giving Mr Jenkins here trouble.”

She doesn’t reply, but simply stares back, eyeballing me, almost tall enough to be face to face.

You’ve got some fight in you yet....

.... It’s going to be entertaining knocking that out of you....

“You’ve shot up, haven’t you,” I comment. “Taller than most of the boys.” As I circle, her eyes follow me, hard as agates. “Good legs....”

Then I peer down.... “What’s that?” I point to where bony ankles poke out from too-short trousers. 

Jenkins shrugs, dismissing the swollen red circle in her flesh. The wound is raw and weeping.

.... That’s my property you’re disfiguring....

“We have to stop her running somehow,” he says.

Not by fucking crippling her....

“Well, get it seen to,” I snap. “That sore’s infected. She’s no use if she can’t walk. And if you’re going to cuff her, then use some padding. I don’t want damaged goods on my hands.”

I grab her at the shoulders, spinning her, getting a good look from all sides. “No flesh on you either....”

Figure like a fucking beanstalk....

“.... That’s no good.” I turn back to Jenkins. “How much does she eat?”

Blenching, “Everything we put in front of her, sir.”

“Well put more in front of her. That one too.” I point to the next girl in the row, another all too bony figure. “They’ll never get tits without body fat.”

Turning on my heel, “I’ve seen enough.” I point.... “Jenkins.... Office.”

*****
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Bech is already there. Sitting at the desk, he taps at a calculator, a stack of files and ledgers stacked beside him. As I enter, he looks up quickly, giving me an all but imperceptible nod, then adds to his notes. 

His work, in stark contrast to the crap and the chaos around him, is neat, written in his usual careful hand.

Jenkins, chin thrust forward. “Hey, what do you think you’re doing?”

“Shut up, Jenkins,” I say. He cringes, gawking. “What have you found, Bech?”

Bech draws a line under a column of figures, then looks up, “It’s as you suspected, sir. The receipts and invoices, and the delivery notes, don’t match. There’s a sizable sum unaccounted for....” Jenkins starts to protest but I shut him up with a look. Bech continues. “Also, there is certainly less going into the kitchens than there should be.”

“Thank you, Bech.” I turn on my ‘manager’. “You’ve been caught with your hand in the till, Jenkins. Anything else you would like to tell me?” I stand over him, looking down into his greasy little face, then back off a little as I get a blast of his breath.

He splutters denial. “Mr Klempner, I never....”

Swinging my hand in a back-handed blow, it connects with a crack that sends him staggering, to fall, grovelling onto the tiles. But I keep my tone civilised. “Not only have you been caught stealing my money, but you have been taking food out of the mouths of my property. How are they supposed to mature properly if you starve them? I’ve been getting complaints about the quality of the goods....”

From the floor, a hand pressed to the side of his face, Jenkins gapes up at me, mouth hanging open. 

“.... You’ve had your chance, and you won’t get another. The only reason I don’t finish you now is that it would be very inconvenient to have to find a replacement for you. Very irritating. As it is, if anything else of this sort happens, I’ll be very annoyed. Do we understand each other?”

The obnoxious runt nods, blinking hard. Bech rises to land a boot in his ribs. “Manners, Jenkins. Mr Klempner asked you a question. Did you understand what he said to you?”

Curling up, hugging at his middle, Jenkins rolls on the floor. “Yes,” he gasps. “Understood.”

Dusting off my hands, “Good. And of course, it goes without saying that the same applies to any of the other staff here I find breaking the rules.”

I straighten my jacket, tugging at the cuffs. “As for that lot out there, there’s an agricultural shipment going out to Eastern Europe next week. You can put Potato-Face on it. The blond boy; deliver him to Finchby down at the docks. He was asking for a young ‘un. Tell him he can give me the cash next time I see him. The others, send them back to the dorm and....” I stand over him, the toe of my shoe pressed at the man’s face, “... if they’ve not put some weight on next time I see them, I’ll gut you. And that’s not an idle threat.”

I make to leave, then turn back.  “One more thing, Jenkins. If I find that you, or any of the other staff, have touched them, that you’ve interfered with them, I’ll not just gut you. I’ll string you up by those guts. My clients don’t want second-hand goods. You’re responsible. Got that?”

“Yes, sir,” he mutters from the floor.

*****
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Outside, sitting in the car, key hovering over the ignition, “Of course not. I wish it was ‘Of course not’.”

Bech’s voice is neutral. “You want me to get rid of him, sir?”

You’d love me to say yes, wouldn’t you....

.... You can’t stand the pasty-faced little perv either....

“It's a tempting thought, isn't it? But no, I really don't have anyone to replace him right now.”

Bech frowns. “No one, sir?  Baxter perhaps? He thinks for himself....”

“Yes, he does, but he's busy with what’s going on in South America.... He’s sending a fresh batch next week.”

“Sir, you have a lot of people to call on. Surely, someone....”

“Yes, Bech, I do, but they're scattered. I need someone here.” Glancing at him side-long, “I'm guessing you're not volunteering for the job.”

He rubs the side of his nose. “Not my style, sir,” he replies blandly.

“Didn’t think so. So, we're stuck with Jenkins for now.”

“He knows the rules,” he says. “He won’t touch them, but.... that doesn’t mean he won’t have his fun with them.”

“He can play with his toys all he wants so long as I have saleable goods at the end of it.” I stare into the distance, fingers drumming the dashboard.

“Something wrong, sir?”

“Not growing up into much, is she?”

“I couldn’t say, sir. I didn’t see her. I was in the office.”

Still got that flat tone....

.... What’s bothering you, Bech?

“She’s looks like a fucking toast-rack.”

“She is very young yet,” he comments. “And given that Jenkins has been embezzling funds that were supposed to feed them....”

“I was hoping she'd look more like her mother.” He jerks me a startled look. “Instead, all she has is the hair.”

Bech draws in air, hesitating, then, “Are you sure you don’t want to sell her on, sir? Even if she doesn’t look much, she’d bring a good price. The red hair has novelty value in some parts of the world. Especially since you can sell her intacta....”

.... Don’t over-step the mark, Bech...

“No. She's mine.”

He blinks, then in a more subdued tone, “Sir, if you don’t mind my asking, what do you intend to do with her? I know you.... have an interest in her.... but she's fourteen. It’s time for her to be moved on. She can't stay with the others much longer.”

“I'm not sure, Bech. I’m disappointed with how she’s turning out. She’s hardly blooming.”

He stares out at the oncoming road. “Well, it’s not what you could call the ideal environment is it....”

“Where else could I put her? You have something in mind?”

“If you want her to bloom, it’s not going to happen in a situation where she’s kept under control by terror tactics....”

“I don’t care for Jenkins any more than you do, Bech, but his methods work, for most purposes anyway.”
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