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Michael appears at the door of the conference room, wandering into my office, musing over some document he holds. “Who was Edward Haswell?”

James and I exchange startled glances. “Edward Haswell?” I say. “He was my father. Why would you ask?”

“Because according to this....” He holds up the document.... “.... forty years or so back, Beth's Uncle Albert was in business with one Edward Haswell.” 

I stand without the intervention of my brain, all but snatching the yellowed paper from his hand. “Let me see that.” 

A smile plays around his mouth. “It’s news to you I take it?”

“Good God, yes. I’d no idea there was any link between Elizabeth’s family and mine.” I flip through the pages, speed-reading as I go. Francis and James are also both standing. Francis, in deference perhaps to her position as my PA, is trying not to seem too intrigued. James, with no such qualms, is simply leaning in, trying to look over my shoulder.

“It is the same Edward Haswell, I suppose?” he asks.

“Yes,” I reply. “Just from what I can see here, this is a reference to my father’s company....” I flick back to the cover page which crackles with age. “What date....?” My mind spins.... “At this date, I was fifteen or sixteen at the time.” I pace the room, dredging for the memory. “I must have met him surely?” I’m muttering to myself, but everyone is listening.

“Really?” says James. “Can you remember him?”

I’m shaking my head, as though the movement will dislodge the memory. “No.... But I was effectively apprenticed to my father by then. He made sure I met all his business contacts. I must have met him.” Then to Michael, “Is there any more like this?”

He jerks his head back to the conference room. “Sure. There's a crate-load of it, in one of those wooden boxes Beth brought back. It all looks like business records.”

“May I see that? Would you mind?” asks James, gesturing at the document in my hand.

“Of course, yes.... No, better, Francis, can you make three.... No five.... copies of this and whatever else comes out of that crate that seems relevant. We’d better allow for the originals being ready to fall into dust.... How much is there of it, Michael?”

“As I said, a crate-load.”

“Francis?”

“I’ll be right on it, Richard.” She prises the aged document from my fingers. “If there’s so much information, I’ll get one of the office girls to come in....” 

“Um....” Michael hesitates.

“Yes?”

“Might I suggest that if you are going to use staff for this, you choose carefully who does the work. Remember where we started this conversation.”

Gloom settles as I remember the original point of our meeting; the Triad learning that we have a spy in the camp; someone passing information to Klempner. I vacillate between the need to deal with that and the desire to follow up on this fascinating new development.

“You’re right,” says James. “We should be careful, but perhaps we should mention this to the obvious person?”

Charlotte nods, sucking in a smile.

?

Elizabeth....

Rolling my eyes at Charlotte, I stab at my phone. 

My wife answers almost immediately. “Master?”

“Elizabeth, I’d like you to come to my office. We have some interesting news for you.”

“We?”

“Just come. Now please. You’ll see.”

Francis returns with duplicates still warm from the copier, handing them around, then glancing at me, the question in her eyes....

“Of course, Francis.”

.... before reading a copy herself.

James pushes spectacles to his nose, reading the file, flipping to the cover sheet first. “As you say, this more than forty years ago, but these are Albert’s own files. Would the equivalent documents from your father's company still exist? Get the story from both sides?”

A very good question....

This is moving so fast.... “I have no idea. Francis...?”

She scratches at her forehead. “It's way before my time here. I doubt whether we have anyone in the company, other than you, that would have had their hands on this. The accountants and lawyers from that time have doubtless long retired. I haven’t a clue if anything of that age is still around.” She chews at a fingernail. “If it is, it will be....” Then she pauses, “.... Would have been in the archives in the basement in the old offices.”

Which were burned to the ground in the Christmas attack....

“So, they would be ashes now?”

She holds up her palms. “I simply don’t know. We did rescue some records from the basement levels.... I'll see what I can find out.”

“Thank you. And Francis?”

“Yes, Richard?”

“Do I have anything pressing in my diary for today?”

“You have a telephone appointment with Chancellor Wilmore at two pm.”

“He can wait. He's asking for money. Re-schedule it for another day. Anyone else?”

“The City Women’s Historical Buildings and Preservation Society....”

If my eyes rolled further, I’d be looking backwards. “I think you can postpone them as well then. I have plenty to keep me busy here. And Francis....”

“Coffee.... Sir?” She’s laughing as she says it.

“How well you know me. Yes, coffee. I need to think.”

And she grins. “James? Michael? Charlotte?”

Charlotte waves an expansive gesture. “I say, bring it on....”

“Let’s move into the conference room shall we.”

The coffee arrives five minutes later. As she puts down the tray, Francis says, “I’ll put that list of possible security risks together and annotate it with my thoughts. If I make several copies, it gives you something to ‘red-pen’ rather than starting from scratch.”

“Thank you, Francis. That’s perfect.”

James flashes brows at me. “The perfect PA.”

“Absolutely. Always delivers what I need rather than what I necessarily ask for.”

Michael is emptying the contents of the crate onto the table. Charlotte reads her copy of the file.

“So, what is this exactly?” she says.

“It’s the Heads of Terms document on an agreement to be made between Elizabeth’s uncle and my father.”

“That’s not the same as a contract, then?”

“No. It’s the starting point for discussions which might lead to a contract.” I pace the room, as though walking might dislodge the memory. “So why don't I remember him? It was a huge project and my father always kept me involved. In fact he did keep me involved.”

“What was this project exactly?” asks Michael. “Construction of some kind presumably?”

“It was the first City renovation project. It started in the area centred around what eventually became the Imperial hotel and spread out from there.”

Why can’t I remember him?

Why?

*****
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“Thank you for agreeing to see me, Mr Haswell.”

“No problem, Mr Kimberley. I’m always happy to talk with someone who’s had a new idea. Please....” The tall man gestures to a chair. “Do sit down. And it’s Edward. May I call you Albert? Or is it Al?”

“It’s Al. And yes, of course.” He takes the seat offered, placing a file and a document tube on the desk.

Edward clears his throat. “Would you mind if I bring in someone else to the meeting?”

Al hesitates, looking nervous. “Er.... Who...?”

“No-one to worry about. Just my son. He’s following me into the business and it will be good training for him to see how these things are done.”

“Of course. I’d like to meet him.”

Edward shouts through the door again. “Linda, can you ask Richie to join us.”

A minute or so later a boy appears at the door; maybe fifteen or sixteen, tall like his father, although with the usual teenage lankiness. He is dark-haired, is going to be handsome and has eyes unusually sharp in so young a face.

“Dad? Linda said you wanted to see me.”

“Yes, let me introduce you to our potential new business partner. Richie, this is Mr Albert Kimberley....”

“Nice to meet you, Richie.” Al stands, offering his hand.

“Nice to meet you too, Mr Kimberley.”

“Take a seat, Richie,” says his father. “I’d like you to listen in on this.”

Al flashes a surprised look at that, but Edward chuckles. “My son has a head for business. Everything he helps me with turns to gold.”

“He brings you good luck then,” smiles Al.

Edward sniffs, half smiling. “You could say that, I suppose. But in my experience, the harder you work, the luckier you are.” His manner turns business-like. “Now, what do you have to show me?”

Al takes the cardboard tube, opening it and then banging on the end until a roll of papers drops out. He riffles through then spreads one out, Richie pinning the corners with mugs and ashtrays.

Another search through and Al extracts a second sheet, this time on tracing paper. With some care, he aligns and overlays it to the first. Then he gestures, inviting examination.

Edward pushes spectacles up his nose, looking closely. “This is the area to the edge of my own development, near the new highway.”

“That’s right. I own the plot marked out in red.”

Edward looks at him over the top of his spectacles, the corners of his mouth twitching. “Is that right?”

“I bought it several years ago, when.... when the first um, rumours of your own development in that area started circulating.”

“Very astute of you. And now.... what? You’re offering to sell it to me at some appropriate price?”

“No.... I’d like to work with you, hand in hand with your on-going project there.” Edward remains silent. Richie seems about to speak, but his father holds up a finger then simply offers a go-on gesture of the hand.

Al swallows again, a tremble to his hand as he indicates an area on the plan. “It seems to me that if you had access to this area here, your links to the new highway going in could be shortened considerably. So, if you were to follow this route....  then all along here you could build the hotel accommodation I believe you’re planning, and your original area could then become residential housing.”

He riffles between the bottom sheet and the overlay. “Take a look. Tell me what you think. The base layer is the City plan as it is now, with the derelict area just off the centre. The overlay is my proposed development.” 

He sits back, nursing his glass as Edward leans in and over, scrutinising the detail. Brows beetled, he traces the outline of some detail on the upper sheet with a finger, then lifts it to compare with the base plan.

After some minutes, Al speaks up. “So.... What do you think?”

Edward straightens up, removing his glasses and pensively polishing the lenses. “I think it has a lot of potential. How much of the backup work do you have in place for this? Permissions? Costings? Finance? Or is it just some pretty sketches and castles in the air?”

“I’ve spoken with the City planners. They have suggested that they would look favourably on the development. Especially if moves were made to tie in with the main road network and the rail-lines. And I have some finance myself.”

“But not all of it? And that’s where I come in? For the remaining finance?”

“Yes. And to work the development as a joint project. With your connections and the work you have already started, I think it would be much better for both you and me if what you’re already doing and what I would like to do were integrated.” He licks dry lips. “So.... are you interested?”

Edward straightens up, plucking at his chin, musing, then he taps at the sheet. “You hold the title to this land?”

“That’s right.”

“May I see it?”

“Of course. I have a copy here.”

Edward examines the document, comparing it with the plan. “And do you own it outright?”

“No, I do have a loan on the land.”

“A large loan? Secured on the plot?”

“Yes, but I have it covered. Are you interested?”

“Yes, in principle at least, I’m interested. May I keep these?”

“Of course, I brought these as your copies. And I took the liberty of producing this.” Al offers across a thin folder. “It’s a summary of my suggested ideas and Heads of Terms on what we might do.”

“Good. In that case, I suggest that you let me study these, think about what you say and make a few enquiries of my own. We can meet up again say, next week?”

“That’s fine. I’ll be here.”

“I’ll give you a call in a few days and we’ll arrange the details.”

After he leaves, Edward turns to his son. “What do you think?”

“He’s spot on, Dad. If you had access to that land, it would cut your road-building costs in half and you’d be able to build the hotel complex much closer to the highway. If there were shops and stuff around it, it would pull all kinds of business into the City.”

“Yes, that’s just what I was thinking, Son. Just what I was thinking.” He turns, calling over his shoulder. “Linda, can you call Abe Goldman for me, please. I’d like you to set up a lunch meeting at his earliest convenience.”

“Yes, Mr Haswell.”

*****
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“So, Edward,” says Abe Goldman, slicing into his minted lamb. “What can City Security Bank do for you today? Are you looking to raise finance on that development project of yours?”

“Not exactly, Abe. In fact, I was hoping I could pick your brain about something related to it.”

“Oh yes, and what’s that?”

“I have been approached by someone, one Albert Kimberley, with a view to working a joint project with me....”

“Al? Ah, he finally came to you, did he?”

Edward pauses, his fork hovering half-way to his mouth. “You know him? Personally?”

“Yes, I assume we’re talking about his hoped-for plan that you collaborate with him on that plot he has out towards the new highway?”

“That’s right. How do you come to know him? The City’s a big place.”

“Loans of the size he has with the bank were bound to come across my desk. The bank has significant sums secured on that land and on his home. Although of course, with the increase in the land value, the loan to value ratio is very low now. When he first wanted to raise the funds to buy the site, I spoke with him about his plans, his personal finances and so forth. The usual checks that he’s....”

“Good for the money?

“Exactly.  And I’m guessing that’s what you’re going to ask of me?”

“That’s right. If I take the plunge on this, I’ll be investing a lot of time, effort and money into Al Kimberley and his plan.”

“You like his plan?”

“It’s brilliant. He bought the site when it was just wasteland. Now it’s worth millions, or it will be if this goes ahead. What I need to know is, is he stable, financially speaking? How large are his loans? Does he make his repayments reliably?”

Abe takes on a pained expression. “Edward, you know I can’t divulge that kind of information about a client.”

“No, of course you can’t. But let me put it another way. If I put forward a proposal to the bank, to raise finance for a joint project between my own company and Al Kimberley, how would City Security view that?”

Abe dabs at his mouth with a napkin, then, “I think I can say that we would view it favourably. Are you likely to approach the bank with such a proposal?”

“I’d say so, yes.”

*****
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Richard sits, the Heads of Terms document open on the table in front of him. Beth arrives and sits next to Charlotte, the two of them chattering excitedly.

“Yes, I remember him now,” says Richard. “My father introduced me when they were setting up the deal. It was for the development of what later became the Imperial Hotel and the area all around there.”

“The Imperial?” Michael raises brows. “Where James had his apartment originally? And, isn't that where you first met Beth?”

“That's right.” Elizabeth and I exchange grins at the memory of that first meeting and she grins wickedly. My cock stirs....

Christ.... Not now....

“Bit of a coincidence that, isn’t it?”

Elizabeth chimes in. “No, actually, it isn’t a coincidence at all. I was working at the Imperial because Uncle Albert suggested I go there for a job. He almost insisted actually.”

Everyone’s attention turns to her. “Go on,” says Michael. “What did he say?”

“And when was this?” I add.

Beth frowns. “It’s some years ago now. I don’t really remember it properly. The only reason I remember it at all is because he was so insistent.” 

“Alright....” says Michael, a touch of irritation in his voice. “But exactly what did he say?”

“He rambled a lot.” Beth strokes her hair, staring vacantly. “He said something like.... that I should get a real job and that I should start at the bottom. And that I shouldn’t try to take shortcuts.” Then she raises a finger. “No, he said I should make an honest living and live clean. That I was cleverer than he was and if I worked hard I'd make something of myself.”

Michael smiles. “He got that right didn't he....”

“Those were his words. And he wanted me to go to the Imperial.”

Charlotte sounds apologetic. “No offence, Beth, but it sounds a bit odd. How.... old.... Was your uncle at the time?”

Beth gives her a sidelong look. “He was very old. He was quite addled really. Not all there. But he seemed to think it was important. And to me, it made no difference. One chambermaid’s job was as good as another. I was just funding my way through college. And he was pleased when I told him I’d done what he asked.”

“Made no difference?” I laugh. “You ended up married to Richard because of it. The man who owns half the City. And you say it made no difference?”

Richard rolls eyes at me and Beth blushes. “I didn’t mean....”

Ah, crap....

When, will I learn to keep my mouth shut?

“My apologies, Beth. I didn’t mean that the way it came out sounding.”

Michael gives me an acid look, then “What was your uncle like as a person? Before he grew so old?”

Beth cheers up almost on the spot, a faraway look in her eyes. “Nice.... To me anyway. He was a bit.... withdrawn from everyone else.”  Her mouth draws down.  “I don't think he was a very strong man. Aunt Delia always was very strict with him. She ruled him with a rod of iron. Always telling him what to do. What not to do. If he was reading his paper and visitors came by, she'd take it from him and fold it away because he was making the place untidy.”

Michael grimaces. “I can't imagine being a child around there was much fun either.”

“Oh, no.” She laughs. “I remember one time, she had visitors and I'd be, oh, six or seven. She was serving tea. She gave me an antique china plate in one hand with a slice of cake and a china cup and saucer in the other. My mother was beside herself....” 

She turns thoughtful again. “Looking back, I don't think Uncle Albert was very happy. But of course, when you're a child you don't think about such things....” 

What you grow up with is normal....

Charlotte nods....

Was her upbringing normal to her...?

Beth continues. “Of course, I was just a little girl, but I was his pet. He always made a fuss of me. He'd sit me on his knee, telling me stories and sneaking me sweets. He called me his Princess.”

Michael breaks in. “Richard are you alright?”

He’s sitting bolt upright, his eyes wild. “Oh God, I do remember him now. And there’s something else. He had a daughter, a little girl.” He turns to Charlotte. “She was a redhead.”

She stares at him, almost breathing the words. “Can you remember what she was called?”

“Shelley,” he says. “He called her Shelley.”

The chair scrapes over the floor as Charlotte stands, her already pale face draining of colour. “Short for Michelle?”

Richard stares back at her, raising helpless hands.

*****
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He doesn’t see them come in. Al is sitting by the window with his back to them, a little girl on his knee, talking to her. Her body hidden by his; all that can be seen of her is a shock of carrot-orange hair.

“.... Once upon a time there was a beautiful princess, and her name was Shelley. And Princess Shelley wasn't like all the other ordinary princesses. All the ordinary princesses had hair that was blond or brown or black....”

The little girl pipes up, in a way that says she already knows the answer to her question. “What colour was Princess Shelley’s hair?”

Al replies. “Princess Shelley’s hair was bright red and the ordinary princesses teased her about it. But that was only because they were jealous....”

Edward Haswell looks to his teenage son. Richie rolls his eyes in disgust.

Al is still telling his story. “.... Secretly, they wanted red hair too. But it didn't matter because Princess Shelley knew she wasn't ordinary. She was the best and the most important of all the princesses and one day she was going to be Queen Shelley....”

Richie coughs and his father shoots him a sharp glance, but Al has heard it. He breaks off and turns around, then puts the little girl down. He stands, stuttering, “Oh, Mr Haswell. My apologies, I didn’t....”

Edward waves a hand at him. “Forget it, Al. We’re early. I was enjoying the story actually.” He jerks a thumb back at the bar. “Drink?”

“Sure, I’ll have a beer.”

“Same for me, please.”

The barman pulls two beers, setting the glasses on the bar, then cocks an eye at Richie.

“Lemonade, please,”

“Thanks, Jack. And I’ll have a chaser with that,” says Albert.

The barman raises a brow but serves him a shot of malt.

Edward eyes the table by the window, a beer glass and a shot glass already there. “It looks as though you’ve been here a while.”

“Only twenty minutes or so. Sure you don’t want one too?”

Edward sips from his glass. “Beer’s fine for me. I like to keep a clear head while I’m working.”

Al grins. “Never found a snifter stopped me from thinking straight.” Then he gestures to the table. “Shall we?”
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