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Ah, there he is...

Out beyond the French doors, Klempner stands out on the snow-covered terrace. By his feet, Blackie nudges the hand of the strange, grim man, and he reaches into a pocket, producing some small thing which the dog accepts and swallows.

Can’t handle having people around him all the time?

Let’s give him some practice...

*****
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From my viewing-point at the front of the house, I look out, down and all around. The view is glorious. Open fields lead down the mountain to the frozen and snow-covered lake below. In the bright sunshine, the place is startlingly lovely.

But I can’t bring myself to relax and enjoy it.

The mountain snowscape is beautiful, yes. Open, beautiful and vulnerable.

The cold bites, penetrating my several layers of clothing and regardless of what I might think of Mitch’s sense of humour, I’ve topped it all off with the hideous garment Mitch gave me for Christmas.

I’ve not yet fathomed why she chose to inflict the hand-knitted sweater complete with bobble-hatted penguin on the front, but since James and Michael wore theirs, I suppose it didn’t cost me anything to wear mine. And when all’s said and done, it’s helping to keep me warm.

Still... I suck in a smile at how Haswell was coerced into wearing his at the Christmas table. Michael preventing James from serving the meal until Haswell changed out of his suit and into the Santa-cursed pullover Mitch inflicted on him.

To my astonishment, it was fun...

I shiver. The knitted logo declares that ‘Winter is Coming.’

I shudder and tug up my collar. 

Winter’s fucking come.

Cradling a mug of coffee to keep my fingers supple, I wait and I watch.

From indoors comes laughter, male and female. Music plays. It was all Christmas carols and glam-pop from the 80’s when it started, but now it’s shifted to some variety of soft classical. James’ choice probably.

Should I join them?

More laughter. Kirstie’s voice raised in, by the sound of it, some off-colour joke.

In a while...

Kirstie and Ryan, who stayed over Christmas, are still here, hatching plans for the mill they are buying for renovation. Haswell is helping them with the finance and James is weighing in on the architectural aspects of the project.

And although I am only a guest in the house, I’m happy they’re here: Ryan with his occasional pointed commentary and Kirstie with her bizarre combination of wit and careless mouthiness. But sometimes...

... often...

... I prefer the peace and the silence of the outdoors.

I scan around and below, watching for any warning reflection; some betraying glint that would tell me we’re being watched. Blackie pushes his muzzle at my leg and absently, I scratch his ears.

And there’s nothing more threatening out there than the glitter of sunshine on ice.

Setting the remains of the coffee down, I pace a little, make sure I can be seen, all the while rubbing my hands and blowing into the palms.

From behind me, a harsh voice. “What the hell’s that?”

I startle, spinning around. All my attention had been ahead of me.

James stands over the rifle I have ready and waiting, just in case. His expression is dire. “Klempner, we have guests.” He jerks a thumb inside the house. “Can you keep your toys discreet, please.”

“It’s a TAC-50,” I say. “Ideal for extreme long-distance sniping... Should it be necessary.”

James stills, regarding me, then looks around from the terrace, outwards and down the mountain. He takes in a long breath, then blows it out, blue into the frigid air. “You think Baxter might try to pick us off here?”

“It’s possible. He’s a decent shot. Not a great shot, but a decent one. He could try.”

James eyes the rifle. “And that...”

“That is a model used for extreme long-distance shooting. For my money, the best in the world. The longest-ever verified successful sniping was carried out in Afghanistan by a solider using that weapon. That was at over two miles. If anything suspicious moves down there, I have the range.”

James speaks slowly. “Klempner, if we’re vulnerable here...” Then his gaze sharpens. “You’ve been standing out here for hours at a time over the last few days. I thought you just wanted some privacy. Have you been trying to draw Baxter’s fire?”

I tap my chest, tugging down the neckline of the Christmas sweater to display what’s underneath... not that I’d be heartbroken if Baxter shot that fucking penguin... “Remember the Kevlar jacket?”

James’ jaw drops... 

“... But to answer your question, yes. I’ve been doing just that. Giving Baxter the opportunity for some target practice if that’s what he has in mind. And there’s been nothing. If he wanted to take a pot-shot at me, I’ve given him plenty of opportunities. So, either he’s not here, or he’s not interested. Not in simply shooting me outright, anyway.”

More laughter spills out from the indoors.

James purses his lips, stares around, then turns back. “If he’s not there, then he’s not there, and there’s no point in either of us freezing our butts off out here. Why don’t you come inside. You can see what we’re up to with Kirstie and Ryan.”

“I’m not sure that’s really my kind of thing.”

“You don’t know until you try, do you? And you might have some contribution to make.”

*****
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Indoors most of the group has gathered around a draughtsman's board... 

James is wearing a stripped-down version of his suit; jacket draped over the back of a chair, his necktie hangs loosely over the top couple of open shirt buttons and his shirt sleeves are rolled up. His waistcoat, unbuttoned, hangs open.

Why’s he dressed like that?

Surely jeans and pullovers would be warmer?

Taping a fresh sheet of drawing paper onto the board, he strokes over it with his hand, smoothing it, then unclips a wooden case.

Much battered, the corners of the case are worn round, and the brass fittings wear a dark patina, except where use has rubbed the metal bright. Once the timber was varnished, but the varnish has long since worn away, and the wooden surface is pock-marked with coffee circles. Inside are pencils, charcoals and pastels, each set in a slot in careful order. James moves directly to a specific slot, takes the pencil then sharpens it with a small knife.

Ryan clears his throat. “You’ve surprised me, James. I expected that you’d use some version of CAD for your design work.”

James holds his pencil up to the light, inspecting the tip. “Oh, I do. When it comes to the detail work, I use computer design techniques all the time. But for initial ideas, I prefer to sketch. I find that, for first draft, my hands do the thinking for me.”

Mitch arrives with a tray: peppermint tea and a collection of mugs. Haswell follows with a coffee pot. “Brought you some of that rocket fuel you like to work with, James.”

He grunts a thanks, pours himself half a mug then offers me the pot. As I pour myself a mug, Haswell watches then shudders.

Ryan and Kirstie stand behind him, looking over his shoulder at the board. But Jenny I notice, Cara cradled in her arms, watches James himself. Mitch also sits by James, watching closely. From the rear of the group, I watch, enjoying the excellent coffee.

Pencil loosely held at the ready, James’ hand hangs poised over the paper. “Ryan, do you have that photo you took? The one viewing towards the eastern elevation of the mill?”

“Sure, gimme a mo.” Ryan scrolls through on his phone, then scissors out an image. “This the one?”

James peers in. “Yes, that’s it.”

He studies the screen briefly, then straightens up to his board. Freehand and in a very light pencil, he draws a rough rectangle on the right-hand side of the sheet. Then dotting a point on the upper-left-hand side, draws a series of pale lines radiating out from the point, each connecting with a corner of the rectangle.

Mitch props her chin on her fist. “James... what are you doing?”

“Have you never learned perspective drawing, Mitch?” James pushes his spectacles up his nose. “You should; an artist of your talent. Especially now you’re getting offers of work for murals and other large-scale pieces.”

She leans in close, watching intently.

James draws horizontals connecting the radiating lines, then verticals from those. Working quickly and easily, he draws with swift economical strokes, and before our eyes, a pale ghost of Kirstie and Ryan’s mill appears in outline: first walls, then roof, then lightly marked windows and doors. Beside the building, he traces a series of sinuous lines, apparently crude, but nonetheless, they convey a river running by. 

He has talent...

Or, more likely, training and learned skill...

James stands back from the board and his skeletal mill. “So... there’s our starting point. Now, Ryan, Kirstie...what are your ideas on what you would like to do?”

Kirstie aims a finger at the upper storeys, then towards the ground. “It begs for balconies on those old loading bays, don’t you think? And a terrace to the water’s edge...”

“Couldn’t agree more.” He rummages through his box, chooses a pencil, sucks at his cheeks as he stares at the paper, then starts to work.

From Jenny’s arms comes a burble, then a wail from Cara. “Um, s’cuse me,” she mutters, moving to an armchair close by.

James follows her with his eyes, his mouth quirking to a slight smile. “Lunchtime at the milk bar?”

“Um, yes, I think so.” She sits, turned slightly away from the rest of us, unbuttoning her front then adjusting Cara to a comfortable position. As the wail subsides to a burble and then to contented sucking, her eyes return to James.

And I see it; that look Ryan mentioned at Christmas, half-mad, semi-obsessed as she watches him.

Ryan said I watch Mitch with the same expression.

And that tells me everything I need to know about my daughter’s feeling for the tall, dark man she calls ‘Master’.

And the penny drops.

Ah...

The suit...

For fuck’s sake, don’t smile.

James, still working, flashes the occasional glance at her while she settles with the baby. With deft strokes of his hand, detail is filling out on the mill; balconies, cornices and corbels. An impression of stonework appears... “Like that?” he murmurs. “Or wider?”

Ryan traces the line of a balcony with a finger. “Wider, I think. Or... maybe... run a single balcony between two adjacent windows?”

James nods then lines in, joining two previously separate balconies. His eyes pass to Jenny and their feeding daughter where she is still watching him, half mesmerised

As he sees her watching him, his head tilts and he straightens up. Tugging his tie free altogether, he slips it off, holding it loosely across both palms...

Her eyes widen. She sucks at her lips and her throat works.

... then he sets it aside, draping it over the edge of the drawing board to hang like a promise in the air.

A chuckle beside me... Michael. “Nothing changes.”

“Doesn’t that bother you?” I murmur. “She’s your wife.”

“She’s our wife. And no, it doesn’t bother me. She has a completely different relationship with James to the one she has with me. James and I complement each other with Charlotte, not compete.”

Will I ever understand this?

Still... Jenny’s happy...

*****
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The company of so many: I can only take it for so long. As the party mood develops, I retreat again, looking for looking for... I’m not sure what I’m looking for...

Still, I enjoy the festivities, when I can choose to be on the fringes, rather than immersed in the whole jolly-holiday thing.

Rolling out from the lounge comes the sound of mixed voices singing...

Mitch’s voice... I’d not realised she could sing well... “Fo-ur calling birds... Threee... French hens... Twoooo turtle doves...”

Then many voices all together... “And a partri-idge in a pear tree...””

Kirstie’s voice, “What’s next? What’s five?”

Michael, Mitch and Jenny, Haswell and his wife, all shouting... “Gold RINGS!”... Followed by gales of laughter.

In the quiet of the hall, I stand, an ear cocked, listening to it all, then realise I’m smiling to myself.

Should I join them again?

?

They might expect me to sing...

I wander, aimless but not unhappy, along the central hallway of the house, simply looking at the small stuff of family life. The musical chorus makes a pleasant background and I find myself humming along as I stare out of the rear window over the winterscape.

But it’s chilly out here. The dining room door stands open, dimly lit beyond, but with the amber glow of a low-burning fire. Slipping inside, I stand the door open a little so I can listen to the singing.

The room is decked out with the paraphernalia of Christmas: holly, mistletoe, a tree; still smelling of resin and Winter, glittering in the golden light of the fire, and decked with the paper knick-knacks the women made.

The table is set out with red and green linen, silver candlesticks and a glass-domed cheese-plate. On the sideboard, decanters and glasses sit on a silver tray beside bottles of port, sherry and brandy, a bowl of fruit, another of nuts.

Still listening to the song-making, I pour myself a small glass of port and sit to listen...

Ryan’s tones: an unexpectedly deep bass, not at all unpleasant to hear... Nine lords a-leaping...

More laughter and cries of “No...”

“Ladies dancing! Nine ladies dancing!”

“You sure?”

“Yes!”

“Get on with it...” And more laughter.

Then Ryan restarts...“On the ninth day of Christmas...”

I grin, sip my port and help myself to a sliver of cheese.

The door creaks and the sound of the singing abruptly goes louder. Blackie noses, then shoulders, his way through. He pads in, shoves his snout at my knee then crawls under the table, his dark eyes fixed on me.

Christmas aside, the room is filled with the small things of Jenny and her paired husbands. 

One wall is arranged as a kind of photo mosaic, images of celebrations, holidays and gatherings, mostly with faces I don’t recognise.

Many of the photos are of Michael with, I assume, his family. In one silver-framed affair, he clinks glasses with a bevy of be-spectacled old dears over a table laden with sandwiches, party finger-food and an enormous and garish cake studded with candles.

Auntie Gracie 80 Today!

In another image, he stands side-by-side with an older woman: attractive, with bright eyes and blonde hair headed towards silver. Michael’s arm is slung around her shoulder and both beam at the camera. The woman looks not unlike him, allowing for twenty years, six inches in height and forty pounds of muscle.

Carefully, I detach the frame from the wall, taking it to the window to hold to the light. The woman smiles from her eyes, pride there.

Were there any pictures of me with my mother?

Who knows? If they ever existed, they’re long gone.

I replace the frame and examine the others. There’s more of the same. One shows Michael and the same woman, both somewhat younger. He looks to be perhaps in his early twenties, standing beside her. To the other side stands another figure I recognise: Ben.

Despite myself, nerves shiver up my spine.

Has he forgiven me for that? For executing his brother?

Again, I’m not sure. I’m pretty certain that intellectually Michael understands, even accepts, what I did. But I’m less sure of his gut feeling.

Nothing to be done about it now...

I move on, examining the worlds contained by the images on the wall. And there I find her...

My Jenny. But young here: just a teenager.

I never saw her like this. At Blessingmoors she was a wretched-looking little thing: carrot-haired, scrawny...

My fault...

In these pictures, she’s blooming, growing towards the beauty she’ll one day be, so like her mother.

A school line-up, and Jenny is a single face among thirty or forty: To one end of the ranks of children stands a tall man: elderly but benign-looking, grey-haired and supporting himself with a stick. His dark eyes are bright with intelligence and life.

In the next photo, Jenny wears sports gear and boxing gloves. She’s punching the air, her arm held high by a blond teenage boy standing beside her. And the frame is engraved: Regional Girls’ Finalist - Jennifer Conners.

Boxing champion?

Jenny?

I chuckle under my breath.

No wonder she knows how to handle herself...

Then, uninvited, like bile in the throat, regret rises, choking me, threatening to overwhelm.

I missed all of this. 

I could have seen it as it happened, could have been witness to my daughter growing up. Instead, she grew up as Jenny Conners and we never knew each other.

My breathing is tight. Resting my palm on the wall, I press my forehead to my hand.

Breathe...

“Klempner?” It’s James. “Are you alright?”

Bolting upright, I shake myself back to reality; paste a smile on my face. “Yes, I’m fine.”

He’s standing in the doorway, his eye sceptical.

I sweep a hand over the collection. “Who are they? All these old biddies Michael’s posing with?”

“His aunties.” James raises eyes to the ceiling. “There seems to be an endless supply of them. There must be some industrial-scale laboratory churning them out from somewhere.” He sniffs. “Transylvania maybe.” 

“You don’t care for them?”

James pulls a face. “They’re a pack of interfering old baggages for the most part. But they’re Michael’s family so I keep my mouth shut most of the time.”

He surveys the collection of photos. “Are Michael’s aunties really what you were looking at?”

“No...” I unhook the one of Jenny as boxing champion, hold it in my hand. “I missed all of this.”

“Regrets?”

I take in a long breath. Let it out again slowly. “Who’s the boy beside her?”

“That is Chad. He was her best friend at school and...” He smiles slightly... “...he was Charlotte’s first husband.”

My jaw goes slack. “First husband? I thought...”

“The marriage was still-born. It failed before it started. As it turned out, Chad’s gay.”

The jaw hits the deck. I splutter the words. “Jenny married a gay? How the hell did that hap...”

James interrupts me. “I missed seeing my own daughter grow up the first time. I intend to set that right this time.”

I nod then double take as his words penetrate. “The first time? You have another daughter?” I scan the ranked photographs. “There are plenty here of Michael, and of Jenny too. None of you.”

“No.” James reaches inside his jacket pocket, produces his wallet. Carefully, from a clear plastic section at the front, he prises out a small photograph; passport-sized and dog-eared. “Her mother took the family albums when I divorced her. This is the only one I have of Georgie. I... used to keep a copy on my desk ... blown-up of course... but... she’s made it clear she wants nothing to do with me.”

“You don’t see her?”

“No.” He speaks very softly, gazing at the tiny photograph.

Something in his tone penetrates. “Is that why you’ve put so much effort into reconciling me and Jenny?”

“Partly that, yes. I could wish it otherwise for me and Georgie. But I can do something about it for you and Charlotte.” 

“May I?”

James hands me the photo. A face looks out at me; dark-eyed, dark-haired, soft in the way of female faces, but still lean-fleshed. “She looks like you.”

James smiles slightly. “So she does.”

I flip to the back: Georgie: Age 22.

James reaches out, takes the photo from between my fingers and slips it carefully back into its plastic pocket.

From beyond the door, the singing strikes up again: Rudolph and his red nose being sung in rounds. From under the table comes a groan. Blackie lies with his head resting on his front paws.

James glances outward, his eyes creasing. “Shall we join the party? They expect us to be there.”

*****
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To: James Alexanders

From: W. Stanton. Commissioner of Police

Dear James,

Firstly, may I wish you and your family a very Merry Christmas and extend my heartfelt hopes that Charlotte is recovering from her ordeal and that the baby is well. I trust that the New Year will bring you all the enjoyment it should of your newest family member.

Secondly, and on the more serious matter in hand...

Many thanks for returning Finchby’s laptop so promptly. As I write this, I have our forensic team working on the contents of the hard drive.

The most immediate concern, I am sure you will agree, is to establish the whereabouts of this ‘Baxter’ you encountered, Finchby’s accomplice.

There are several images attached to this email. Could you please examine them carefully and let me know if any of them is of the man you met.

I would appreciate a prompt response to this query.

Best Regards,

Will

*****
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To: W. Stanton. Commissioner of Police

From: James Alexanders

Dear Will,

Many thanks and a Merry Christmas to you too.

Yes, Charlotte is recovering under the care of the medical team, her mother, and of course, Michael and myself. Cara is also doing well and my only concern over her now is to wonder when I will next have an unbroken night’s sleep.

Of the four images you supplied, I believe number four is of Baxter...

“What is it you have there?”

I startle and mis-key a typo as Klempner abruptly looms behind me. Leaning over my shoulder, he rests over my desktop propping himself on the heel of his hand.

“You’re back then? Where did you go this morning? We were beginning to think we’d lost you again.”

“No. I’ve just been out making some inquiries. Seeing what I can learn about our mutual friend Baxter...”

“And you learned... what?”

“So far, zip. I’ll repeat, what do you have there?”

“Some photos Will Stanton’s sent across. He’s trying to establish Baxter’s exact identity and get a photo of him out so the police teams can be on the lookout for him. I think it’s...” I click through... “... this one. But I’m not sure. If it is Baxter, it’s a few years old. He’s a lot younger...”

Klempner snakes out a hand and with the pinch of thumb and forefinger, plucks the spectacles from my nose...

“You’re welcome...”

... before setting them on his own. He peers in. “Yes, that’s Baxter.”

“Fine. Good information. I’ll confirm that to Will, if you have no objection?” Without asking, with a pincer grip, I retrieve my glasses, set them back on my own nose and return to my keyboard.

Klempner straightens up, plucking at his lower lip. “I’d have been happier keeping the police out of it... Still...” He sucks air between his teeth... “It may be better this way. At the least, if Baxter knows he’s being hunted, and by more than just me, it’ll restrict his movements. On the flip side...” He rocks his hand back and forth... “... it makes it harder for me to find him. And you can tell them his first name is Lucas.”
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