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Charlotte’s signals vanish from the screen and my gut twists. For brief endless seconds, the three of us; myself, Richard and Michael, sit silently. I stare at my screen, trying to will the signal back into existence.

Jade....

What have you done?

Richard won’t meet my eye....

It’s his wife she’s trying to rescue....

Recovering from my paralysis, I stand. “Time to go. We’ve done as much as we can from here.”

Michael rises with me. “Yes. Which car?”

“Yours. It’s more rugged than mine. We may need to go cross-country, or on poor trails.”

“Okay. I’ll drive. You handle the computers and concentrate on finding the signal again. You’re better at the tech stuff than me.”

“Fair enough... Francis...” I yell out for Richard’s PA, briefly glancing at Richard himself who simply waves his hands with a Get on with it... gesture.

She must have been waiting outside the door, which opens almost as the words spill from my mouth. “Yes, James?”

My mind racing as to the possibilities; what could happen, what equipment to take, “We need connectivity while we’re on the move... We could end up God-knows-where. I want you to get dongles for the laptops...”

Grabbing the nearest piece of paper, I struggle to keep my handwriting legible in my haste to get the words down. “Here’s the spec,” I say, thrusting the sheet at her. “I want you to get all different types and networks. If one network doesn’t work in a given area, another might.”

Francis is tapping into her mobile as I speak and write.

“Does GPS need an internet connection?” asks Michael.

“No,” I say, “but the mapping apps it works with, do. There’s no point having the signal, without the data to map it to.”

Richard is throwing on a heavy overcoat. “I’m coming too. Francis, send out Ross, and whoever else is to hand, to get whatever James needs. Tell them I want them back here, with the equipment, within twenty minutes.” He pulls at his chin with thumb and forefinger. “Do you think we want the police in on this?”

Do we?

He has a point...

I exchange a glance with Michael. “We should have them available,” he says, “But if the area is suddenly flooded with police vehicles, someone’s going to start asking how they know to look there. If Charlotte still has her tracers, we don’t want them being taken away from her.”

“Fair point,” Richard nods. “I’ll have a word with Will and ask him to keep any police presence discreet for the moment.”

Richard still won’t meet my eye, or I think, Michael’s....

Guilt?

*****
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Feeling like a spare part, I sit in the back of the car, staying live on my mobile with Will Stanton, the Police Commissioner, giving a moment by moment account of where we are.

In the front, Michael driving, James navigating, the two barely exchange a word. Nonetheless, they clearly understand each other very well, operating as a smooth team, with James giving only the barest of nods for instructions to take a turnoff or follow a road, whilst Michael drives at breakneck speed out of the City and then on the highway, 

A blue light appears behind us, headlights flashing us to pull over. Michael curses under his breath, but shows no signs of stopping or even slowing, simply glancing back into the mirror, catching my eyes as he does so.

But I’m already speaking into my mobile. “Will, there’s one of your patrol cars behind us. It’s trying to pull us for speeding.”

On the other end of the line there is a brief expletive, then, “Sorry, Richard. I should have thought of that. I’ll call it off. You drive. I’ll put the word out to let you through.”

Leaning forward between the front seats, “Michael,” I say, “Just keep driving. Will’s arranging a clear passage through for us.”

He nods acknowledgement and half a minute later, the pursuing vehicle swerves away, leaving us to travel unencumbered.

At length, following the route laid out by Charlotte’s tracers before they blinked off, we turn off the highway. This is a side-road which leads into the deep wilds. Here, the landscape is broadly open, populated only by scrub and boulders. Further up the mountain, it melds to pine forest. Charlotte, finding herself here in this isolated spot, would have had little to no chance of any rescuer passing by.

Only a few miles further along, James points a long finger into a pull-in by the roadside. “There,” he says. “This is where we lost the signal.” 

Michael slows, but there is nothing to be seen other than several sets of tyre tracks. Charlotte’s car was taken by her abductors, and the police, we know, have already searched and found her bag and what was left of her phone.

“You think we should just circle first?” asks Michael. He glances at James but also casts an eye back to me in the mirror. “Try different areas to try to catch the signal?”

James’ reply is strained, but, “Yes, you just drive. I’ll keep an eye on the trace.... Wait!” With a jerk, he rears up in his seat, stabbing a finger at his screen. “There.... It’s back again....”

The engine roars to life as Michael slams down onto the gas. “Which way?”

James simply points, his eyes fixed on his screen. Then, only a few seconds later, “Damn! It’s off again...” Hope curdles in my gut as he scrabbles through a collection of dongles and connections, trying one after the other, jabbing at his keyboard as he tries to recover the signal, but to no avail.

Michael cruises in the direction we were already following, up into the mountains and the pine forests. “Perhaps they’re taking her out of a car and into a building?”

“Seems plausible,” James nods.

“Did you see enough to get us there?”

“I think so, yes. Certainly, we can get closer. Keep driving. We’re losing the light.”

*****
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We drive, patrolling the same length of road over and again, James fiddling endlessly with his equipment, trying to find some trace of the signal, but without success.

At length, we pull up by the front of a small diner. Nearer the City, such a place would be open twenty-four-seven, but here, in this lonely spot, it lies closed, the windows dark.

Michael’s breathing is heavy, and even in the dim light, I can see his whitened knuckles as he grips at the steering wheel, staring up and out.

James watches him for a moment....

His closest friend....

“What are you thinking about?” he asks, his voice soft.

Michael’s reply is a wounded snarl. “What do you imagine?”

“Well of course, Charlotte. Something specific?”

Am I in the way here?

They want to talk...

.... Not that I can go anywhere...

Just stay quiet....

Try to give them some privacy...

Michael sucks in breath. “I was thinking about that noise she makes. You know the one, when she’s good and aroused, getting close to coming, sort of a cross between a moan and a wail...”

His words stab at me with an unsettling familiarity....

Elizabeth....

.... That breathy silence of hers when I'm building her climax....

Her eyes on me....

Her beautiful submission....

James is very still. “Yeah.... It’s a good sound, isn’t it....”

The two fall silent for a long moment. I can’t see James, but for a moment, Michael catches my eyes in the rear-view mirror. Then, looking away again, “Shall we move on? See if a different area gives us a signal?”

James taps at his keyboard, bringing up another window. “Yes, I think so.”

*****
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​Seven Years Ago
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Horse and rider canter into the yard, assorted pairs of eyes watching their arrival.

It’s a fine sunny day and everyone has found work to do outside. Brett, wearing faded overalls, touches up blistered paint on the sheds, giving her a wave as she passes. Old Jacob, busy clearing a blocked drain in the yard, wearing his usual stinking rags, follows her with his rheumy gaze. 

Tom, stripped to the waist to keep the muck off his shirt, helps. Well-muscled from hard physical work, he’s a handsome sight. Some girl called Carol must have thought the same, judging by the tattooed rose carrying her name which curves from shoulder to chest.

But handsome is as handsome does, and his good looks are spoiled by his slit-eyed scowl as, seeing Jenny, he turns away.

Jenny’s stance now is very different from the first time she mounted Maggie. Sitting straight, her spine is a smooth curve from shoulder to hip. Her thighs move rhythmically in a rise-and-fall with Maggie’s movement. And her hair, long and loose, sways in time with the motion.

Mrs Collier holds the reins for her as she dismounts. “You're becoming a fine rider, Jenny.”

The girl grins, bright and enthusiastic. “Am I?”

“You are. You know,” says the woman, “Maggie here was fine for you when you first started. She’s a good horse for a learner, but you’ve come on a lot. You need a ride with a bit more challenge now.”

Jenny's head twists and Mrs Collier's eyes follow her to where a silver-grey stallion struts around the ring like moonlight on hooves. “No, not Dancer. He's a challenge for even the best.” Jenny’s face falls, but Mrs Collier continues, “No, in fact, we were thinking of buying another mare for breeding. We thought you might like to come with us when we take a look at what’s on offer.”

Jenny’s emerald-eyed gaze widens. “I can choose my own horse?”

“Um, no, not exactly. We’re a commercial operation here and we have to be practical. But if we narrow it down to two or three we think might be suitable, you could tell us which one you like best. Good enough?”

“Oh, yes!”

*****
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“So, what do you think, Jenny?” Mrs Collier’s voice is bland, but her eyes narrow as she watches the teenager.

Jenny watches the horse circling the ring on a lead-rein. The mare is handsome, her chestnut-gold coat glinting in the sunshine, black mane and tail rippling with the breeze. Certainly, she’s been presented to look her best. Jenny’s head tilts as she zeros in on some feature. “Do you think she’s walking as she should? She looks to me as though she’s favouring the near hind a bit.”

Mrs Collier sucks at her teeth. “And I’d agree with you.” She swings around. “Riley, what are you trying to foist on me? I thought we’d known each other too long for you to try that kind of cheap trick on me.”

The dealer flushes, but with barely a break in his musical Irish lilt, “Well, how about that lady over there?”  He points across to another enclosure.

Mrs Collier casts an eye across, then, “Jenny?”

“She’s a good horse for a youngster,” says Riley. “Her last rider was a girl just about your age.”

“Why did they sell her?” asks Mrs Collier, the scent of wrath still floating under her words.

Riley seems unmoved. “Moving back to the City, so they told me.”

Jenny walks across, then around the pen, eyeing the mare from all sides; a lovely bay roan, with mane, tail and lower legs, all in a glossy black, her face is a shade of copper heading for pink.

“She has a pretty face,” says Jenny.

“So she does,” says Mrs Collier. “Take her round then, Riley.”

The Irishman gives a nod to the stable lad, who clips on the lead-rein, takes the mare to the ring, and with a click of the tongue, first trots, then paces her. Her movement is smooth and graceful, lithe muscle gliding easily under satin skin.

“She’s a darlin’ is this one,” says Riley. “An ideal mount for a middle-grade rider.” He cocks an eye at Jenny. “Want to swing a leg over and take her around yourself?”

The mare is saddled, and Jenny mounts her smoothly, the horse nickering softly as her rider settles. As the two first walk, then trot around the ring, Jenny’s smile grows broader.

Eventually, Mrs Collier reins her in. “Do you like her, Jenny? Enough for her to be your horse to look after and ride?”

“Oh, yes. She's beautiful.” 

“Good, that's agreed then. If you want to raise the invoice, Riley, I'll get a bank draft sent across.”

“What's she called?” asks Jenny.

“This little lady?” says the man, slapping the glossy neck. “She’s called Charlotte.”

*****
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All the way back to the farm, Jenny keeps the little window in the back of the cab open, talking softly to the horse travelling in the rear, the mare responding with soft nickers. By the time they pull up, dropping the tailgate to lead her out, she is nuzzling at Jenny, asking for attention.

“Are you going to keep the name, Jenny?”

“Can I?”

“She’s your horse. It’s up to you what to call her.”

Jenny scratches at ears which radar forward as the mare snuffs for the apple she knows lurks in a pocket. “I’ll call her Charlie.”

“Charlie it is, then.”

“Where are we going to keep her?”

“She can have the stall next to Dancer. That’ll keep him happy too, and give them chance to get to know each other before she has her season.”

“How will you know when that is?”

Mrs Collier gives her a wry glance. “Dancer will tell us when she’s ready. Don’t worry. We won’t miss it.”

“He’ll try to get to her?”

“He’ll probably kick the stall apart if we don’t let him at her when the time comes.”

Jenny swallows. “That sounds.... violent.”

“It’s just Dancer doing what comes naturally.”

*****
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Charlie steps delicately through the long grass. Brilliantly green now after the warm rains and warmer sunshine of early Summer, the grass sweeps around the legs of the horse as Jenny rides easily atop her, swaying gently with the movement of her mount. Her long hair glints copper in the sunshine, complementing the bronze highlights on the face of the horse.

A nudge from the heels and the pair pick up pace, the girl making an easy up-down cadence as they move through a trot, then a canter, before breaking into full gallop through the emerald sea. The mare’s mane and tail are a coursing black stream, flowing through the air to match Jenny’s hair, which ripples behind her, a fluid line of red.

A small group watches from the gate, Chad and his parents chatting with Mrs Collier.

“She’s developing into a first-class rider, and that’s a fact,” comments Mr Bennett. 

“She’s certainly a lovely looking girl,” replies his wife, “Eh, Chad?”

Chad watches the galloping pair, entranced. “It's the most beautiful thing I ever saw,” he breathes.

Mrs Bennett watches intently, then nudges his father, eye-pointing their son. He takes the hint. “Why don't you ask Jenny over to have a meal with us some time?”

“Could I? I’d like that.”

“Of course you can. That would be alright, wouldn’t it, Eleanor?”

“If Jenny would like to, then it’s fine by me.”

*****
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At the end of the track, Chad is waiting. As usual, he takes Jenny’s school bag, slinging it over his shoulder. But this morning, he proffers something to her, smiling a little timidly. “I have something for you.”

Jenny looks at the offering in Chad’s hand; pale mauve, tiny and delicate. “Flowers? For me?”

“They’re violets. I found the last few under the hedgerow. They’re almost finished for the summer now, but I saw them and, well, I thought of you.”

She doesn’t move and after a moment, Chad droops a bit. “Don’t you like them?”

“Oh, yes.” She reaches to take the tiny blooms. “They’re beautiful. No-one’s ever given me flowers before.”

Jenny holds them to her nose. “They smell lovely. Thank you, Chad.” And his blue eyes swim as shyly, her gaze shifts to his and she smiles.

*****
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“Those are pretty, Jenny,” says Mrs Collier, as she sees the miniature bouquet peeking from a glass of water in Jenny’s bedroom. “You must have searched high and low to find them this late in the season.”

Colour pinks at Jenny’s cheeks. “Chad gave them to me.” She sucks at her lower lip, looking away.

“Did he now? You’d better look after them then, hadn’t you.”

Mrs Collier regards the girl before her, now so different from the red-eyed, scrawny creature who first arrived. Tall, lithe and becoming full-figured; vivid green eyes look out from porcelain skin, all framed by a tumble of glossy auburn tresses. And the blush on her high cheekbones matches the tint at her lips.

She is quite lovely, and with growing maturity, is becoming beautiful.

“Do you know how to press flowers?”

Jenny’s brows knit. “Press them?”

“It’s a way of preserving flowers, rather than simply letting them die on you. Enjoy your violets for a day or so, but before they wilt, I’ll show you how to press them, then you have them as a keepsake. I’ll find a couple of old newspapers for you.”

*****
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“I can’t stop thinking about you, Jenny. I don’t know anyone else like you. I want to be with you all of the time. Forever.”

Jenny’s gaze is mesmerised. “Really? All the time?”

“Yes, really. Jenny, why don’t we get married? Then we can be together forever.”

She frowns. “But we’re too young to get married.”

“That doesn’t matter.” Chad is all enthusiasm, his hands waving wildly as he speaks. “It's our last year at school. We could get married next year. Or the year after that. It’ll be forever anyway, won’t it, once we do it? So, waiting a while doesn’t matter. We can just... agree....that’s what we’re going to do.”

Chin trembling a little, her startling green gaze swimming, “You really want to marry me?”

“Yes, I do. Would you like to marry me?” He holds her at the shoulders. “Please say yes.”

She barely hesitates. “Oh, yes. Yes, I would.”

Chad breaks into a pumpkin smile. “Can I... kiss you?” He moves a little closer. She blinks, stepping back. “Really,” he says, “Just a kiss. Nothing... else. That’s alright, isn’t it, if we’re getting married?”

Poised as though to run, her voice a whisper, “Alright then.”

Blinking hard, he inches towards her, taking her hands in his, then leaning in, his lips brush hers. “Jenny...”

A voice drifts up. “Chad, Jenny? Out of that hay barn, please. Down here where I can see you.” Two heads poke out to see Mrs Collier standing arms and legs akimbo, looking up. As she spots them, “And that means right now, please.”

*****
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Jenny helps Mrs Collier peg washing onto a line. At the end of the garden, a spade appears periodically, tosses mud and muck onto a heap at the side, then vanishes back down into the ditch. An unpleasant smell drifts through the air, stagnant and foul. Undoubtedly some is from the sludge being cleared from the trench, but....

“Who is he? Sometimes he’s here and sometimes he isn’t.”

“Old Jacob?” says Mrs Collier, speaking through a mouthful of pegs. “He’s just a tramp. He wanders from one place to the next, doing whatever they’ve got by way of work for as long as it lasts. He’s not the fastest worker in the world, but he’s happy enough to do the jobs others prefer to avoid.”

“Mmm,” nods Jenny. “He was helping Brett clean out the piggery earlier.”

“Yes, and I think he’s lined up to be clearing out the chicken house next week. Deep bedding’s good for over-wintering the birds, but it’s a sorry job cleaning it out come the summer.”

“Doesn’t he mind doing those sorts of jobs? It seems a bit unfair to give him all....”

She trails off as Mrs Collier gives her a sharp look. “He gets paid extra because the work’s unpleasant. And given that he doesn’t bother cleaning up or changing his clothes afterwards, I’d say he doesn’t care.”

She tugs a shirt from the basket of clean laundry, shaking out the creases with unnecessary violence before pegging it up. “He’s always offered the use of the bathroom after he’s finished the work, and I’ve never yet known him take anyone up on it. They say he had a wife once. I’d guess his habits are the reason there’s no sign of her now.” She sniffs. “If he wanted the more appealing jobs, he could work more regularly. But he doesn’t. He comes in, gets well paid and we don’t see him again until he’s drunk it all away.”

She eyes the flying muck without favour. “As it is, it’s beyond me where he gets all his money. I usually have an idea where he’s working, and he always seems to have more to spend on drink than seems reasonable to me.” She shrugs it off. “Maybe someone out there has more money than sense with what they pay him.”

An unusually rancid surge billows over them and both turn their faces away, waiting for the breeze to blow the air clean. Jenny screws her eyes up against the reek.

“Faugh!” Mrs Collier eyes her clean washing. “Perhaps I should have waited to hang these out.”

*****

[image: ]


Chad scowls. “I don't like the way he looks at you.”

“Who? What do you mean?”

“I've seen him, Old Jacob. He watches you whenever he's around.”

Brett looks her up and down. “There's plenty of reasons for looking at Jenny.” He grins disarmingly, making sure his joke is understood. Jenny pokes her tongue out at him.

Arms folded and scuffing the ground, Chad growls, “Well, I don't like it.”

Brett elbows him in the ribs. “I’ll let you into a secret, Chad. I don’t think Jenny is going to elope with Old Jacob. At least not until he’s had a wash. So, if I were you, I’d stop worrying.”

*****
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​Seven Years Ago - Klempner
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“So, how is our little bird progressing, Bech?”

“She’s doing very well, sir, by all accounts. Growing up into a real beauty, so I am being told. I’ll see if I can obtain some photographs for you, but from the reports I’m receiving, you might want to think about reclaiming her in the not too far distant future.”

Klempner sniffs. “What is the source of your information, Bech? One of ours?”

“Well, let's say, sir, that he is being induced to be one of ours.”

Klempner regards his captain with a cool glance. “And the nature of this inducement?”

“Carrot and stick, sir. He's being paid, but he also knows there will be consequences if he doesn't behave.”

“That sounds fine, Bech. Keep me informed.”

“Of course. Do you want me to make arrangements to have her collected?”

“Mmm... Tempting thought.” Klempner tugs at his chin, then, “But no. I’m in and out of the country right now, and for the next several months at least. I’d prefer to wait until I have the leisure to.... appreciate her properly. It’s not as though she’s going anywhere, is it?”

Bech shrugs. “Where would she go?” 

“Quite. Anything else for my attention?”

“Just business as usual, sir. We have a group of twenty or so coming in from the Middle-East next month, mainly female....”

“How old?”

“Varying between about twelve or thirteen up to early twenties. It’s often difficult to get exact ages for them from some of these third-world areas, but they’re between close-to-maturing and fully ready.”

“Fair enough. You can let Finchby run an eye over them when they arrive, especially the young ones. He’s telling me he has some special requirements clients lined up. Any more?”

“Yes, we have two females and one male at Blessingmoors we could be moving along. The boy is a looker, the two girls rather ordinary....”

“Fine. Again, let Finchby see the boy. Do the girls speak English?”

“No, sir. One is from Uzbekistan. The other is a Thai.”

“Excellent. I have a client asking for labourers on his fruit farm. I’ll forward you details.”

“Yes, sir.”

*****
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Once more, we drive, covering the same ground, when, with a jolt, James sits upright. “There’s the signal again! It’s only a mile or so away, on the road, back the way we came.”

His fingers dance over his keyboard as he zooms in on the signal, pausing only to clutch at the dashboard as Michael makes a screeching one-eighty turn. The three of us press back in our seats as he accelerates hard, the smell of burning rubber blooming through the air.

Screaming down the winding mountain road, we break out from the dark enclosure of the pines and as we take a corner, swaying into the turn as we do so, the headlights swing onto a running figure....

No.... Two running figures.... 

It’s Charlotte, racing pell-mell, dragging Elizabeth behind her, almost towing her....

She’s done it!

She’s fucking done it!

Whatever you want Charlotte....

.... Anything you want....

But as the headlights catch them, Charlotte twists around, the lights directly in her eyes. Even from here, her expression, feral with calculation, is clear. 

She U-turns, almost spinning to run the opposite way, her fingers gripping Elizabeth’s wrist, hauling my wife behind her....

All she can see is glare....

As she turns, Elizabeth stumbles, losing her footing, but Charlotte yanks her upright, dragging her along and away.

Michael slaps a hand on the wheel. “Fuck! They don’t realise it’s us.”

Elizabeth is staggering, clearly exhausted. But Charlotte doesn’t release her grip, leaning into her stride as she pulls her along. In the dark, I struggle for a moment to find the window switch, but as it slides down, I yell out, then lean out, waving. “Elizabeth! Charlotte! It’s us....”

My wife is slow to react, her movements sluggish. But Charlotte spins on her axis, still with Elizabeth swinging behind her, and now, running directly for us, is shouting something at us, her free arm gesturing wildly....

What’s she saying?

.... but within seconds her message is overtaken by events as car lights swing onto us from off-road. Another vehicle races up the hill towards us, towards the fleeing women.

Michael curses and slams onto the accelerator, but it’s not clear who will reach the women first. Spot-lit by beams from three directions, Charlotte halts, hovers for a fraction of a second, then suddenly releases Elizabeth, shoving her in our direction, gesticulating and screeching instructions at her. 

My wife totters towards us, but Charlotte dashes off to one side, vanishing into the darkness, and one of the cars turns to follow.

“Shit!” spits James. “We can’t follow both!” 

“Neither can they...” mutters Michael, his foot still hard on the gas as he helter-skelters towards Elizabeth. “Get ready to pull her in,” he shouts back to me, but I’m already half hanging out of the back door, reaching for my Love. 

She can see me and in the harsh light of the headlamps, her eyes are desperate, swollen, her face white and tear-streaked as, seeing me, arms outstretched, she screams my name.

As we are all but on top of her, Michael jams on the brakes, in a tyre-shredding, teeth-jarring deceleration, but the other car is almost on us. 

“Get her in!” he yells as, our own vehicle still moving, I encircle my wife, lifting her clear off her feet as I haul her in. As soon as I have her inside, without even the door closed, with a gut-slinging turn, we set off at speed.

For a moment she lies floundered across my lap, sobbing and wailing helplessly, but there is no time for hesitation as, outside the car, shots shriek and bullets jump....

With every shot, Elizabeth whimpers, burying her face in my chest. “Charlotte,” she whispers. “She got us out, got us away.”

I hold her tight. “We're not abandoning her....”

The car swings violently as Michael swerves, driving at reckless speed around some object in the dark. All the while, James guides him with bare words and gestures that, to me, not in their loop, feel like some weird telepathy.

James peers out and down at where bullets skip and jump. “They’re going for the tyres...” 

Again, Michael treads hard to the floor, and the car shrieks away into the night, following Charlotte’s direction....

But now we have two cars giving chase, shots firing as we skid madly from side to side, Michael swerves crazily to swing the headlights back and forth across our path, to avoid boulders, trees and gulleys, any one of which might be the hiding place for Charlotte. 

Elizabeth emerges from my embrace, still shaking violently, but now watching the view ahead, such as it is. The headlights beam ahead into a bright blindness of trees, scrub and rocks, but with no sign of our quarry.

Where is she?

To have rescued Elizabeth, at the cost of losing Charlotte....

How would I ever look them in the eye again?

But there is no sign of her, and with shots ricocheting all around us, it is only a matter of time before our pursuers succeed in taking out the tyres....

I can’t say anything...

.... I just can’t....

So, with my trembling wife cradled in my arms, instead, I tap my phone. “Will, are you still there?”

“What the fuck’s happening, Richard?”

“We’ve got Elizabeth, but not Charlotte. She’s here somewhere, but she’s running, and we’re being pursued. They’re shooting at us.”

“Hold tight. I’ll flood the area with cars and officers.”

James speaks, sounding sick at heart. “We can’t stay. If we lose a tyre, we’ve all had it, and we’ll be no use to her then.”

Michael, still driving like some drug-addled speed addict, jerks a glance at him, his voice unbelieving. “You’re saying we should go? If they catch her again, what do you think are her chances of escaping a second time?”

James pinches the bridge of his nose, speaking quietly. “We’ve got Beth. Let’s get her to safety. We’ll come back. How far away can she be? And if we come in daylight, with the police, perhaps she’ll see it’s us and come out of hiding.”

Michael shoots him a glare, then sags in his seat, nodding. “Can you navigate me to a road?”

I speak into my phone. “Will, we’re coming back to the highway, before they get the tyres and disable the car. If we stop, we’re finished.”

“We’re on our way.”

As I disconnect, I tap James on the shoulder.  “I’ve spoken to Will. He’s going to saturate the area with patrol cars. If we can get back to the highway, we’ll have company very quickly.”

Elizabeth sits up beside me, beginning, despite the gunshots, to regain her composure. “And perhaps Charlotte will break cover then,” she says.

James is following a map on his screen, weirdly illuminated on a night-vision setting. “We’re only a minute or so off the main road.” He points. “That way, if you can.”

Michael nods, a terse, unhappy gesture, but follows the direction.

Will wasn’t exaggerating about flooding the area, and as we approach the highway, lights, blue and amber, flash in all directions. The pursuing glare behind us falls away, and some of the police cars turn to follow it, skidding past us in pursuit.

We pull up, surrounded by a rampart of police vehicles. James, still peering at his screen, sighs, his voice weary. “We’re down to just the one tracer and it’s travelling with us.” He twists to face us. “Beth, where have you got it?”

She stirs in my arms, wiping a hand over her face. “Sorry, James. I’m not with you.”

He swallows hard. “We found you because Charlotte planted tracers on herself and her car. She didn’t tell you?”

Elizabeth trembles, her breath shuddering against me. “She set herself up? To find me?”

Michael is silent, his knuckles knotting on the steering wheel. James’ speech is slow and slurred. “She started with seven trackers. There’s only one left, and it’s here in the car. It’s got to be on you. Did Charlotte give you anything?”

She shivers, reaching up into her hair, “Um, yes, a couple of combs. There were lice in the room they were holding us in.”

James exchanges a glance with Michael. “I’m sure she found that convenient.” 

Yes.... that would suit her modus operandi....

He holds out a hand. “May I see the combs, please, Beth.”

Hands shaking, she struggles to remove them, and as she pulls them free, her long red hair, normally so beautiful, now stinking, drops in greasy plaits to her shoulders.

James takes the combs, using the flashlight of his mobile to get a better look. He’s clearly far beyond upset, but nonetheless, his brows rise as he examines the work of his red-haired prodigal.

The combs are nothing special. Any market stall or budget store could have sold them for small change. “Mmm.... she did a good job of disguising the tracer, at least to the casual eye,” he comments. “She replaced one of these pewter type gems with the tracer; slotted it into the socket. No-one would notice it on a casual inspection.”

He swallows again. “Beth, was she wearing a necklace when you saw her? With a locket? The kind you can put a photo in?”

“She was when they first brought her in, but when they made her change all her clothes, they took it off her.”

What?

James and Michael exchange another look. “Changed her clothes? Was that before or after she gave you the combs?” he asks.

“Some time later.”

That nose pinch again....

He’s trying to think straight, but he’s just about disabled by stress....

After a moment, James continues, “It looks as though they caught on that she had the tracers, but didn’t realise that she’d already planted one on you.”

This isn’t going to get us anywhere....

.... We need to get the story out in a coherent whole....

“What now?” I ask. “I’d like to get Elizabeth home.”

Where I can get the complete tale from her....

Michael nods. “Perhaps one of the police cars? Now that Charlotte knows we’re here, and the police too, maybe she’ll show up.”

*****
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“Where to?” asks the uniform driving us back to the City.

“My offices, thank you.”

“The offices?” murmurs Elizabeth from her place in my embrace.

“We’ll stay in one of the guest apartments. I’ll feel better knowing I have you close at hand, and it means we have James and Michael close by too.”

All the drive back, I cradle her in my arms. She doesn’t speak, simply resting her face against my chest. And desperate though I was to have my Elizabeth returned to me, I can’t forget that I have left behind James and Michael, their Charlotte still lost.

I’m uneasy. 

Will they think I’ve abandoned them?

Surely not... Not under these conditions...

Elizabeth...

Back in the apartment, at last with privacy to speak properly, I almost crush her as I hold her to me. She bursts into tears again, her shoulders shaking as I rock her. “Oh, Master. I thought I was never going to see you again.”

“We didn’t know how to find you. I was ready to tear the world apart, but it was Charlotte who did it.”

Her face is splotchy with tears. “I know. She saved me. She saved us both. But they haven’t found her yet, have they?” Her voice is rising, self-recrimination in every note, echoing the stress that jangles in me.

James and Michael would be bound to call.

What if she was captured again?

Fighting through my tangled emotions, “The best thing you can do to help Charlotte right now, is to tell me what happened, in as much detail as you can remember. I’ll go order some food and you get out of those dirty things. We’ll share a bath and you can tell me everything.”

I set the jacuzzi running.

If she has a good warm soak she’ll feel better....

I keep my mobile close to hand, in case James or Michael tries to call, or for that matter, Will Stanton.

In the bath, up to our necks in warm bubbles, I bathe her, watching water and foam sleek down her skin as I draw a sponge across her shoulders and her beautiful swan neck. Keeping my touch sensual, but non-sexual, I comb the knots from her hair, so that once more it drapes in long red falls to her waist. Then I massage in shampoo, rinsing it through from a jug of water. All the while, she sits, passively, letting me care for her.

“Do you feel able to talk?” I ask. “To tell me what happened?”

She leans into my touch, sighing. “I’d been on the shopping trip with Charlotte and the other girls. The others left, but Charlotte stayed a while longer, and we shared a bottle of wine while we chatted. Then, Ross called to pick me up. I went to the parking lot under the store to meet him as we'd arranged. It was where I usually went for him to collect me....”

Habits....

When this is over, we need to randomise her movements....

“.... I was a few minutes early....”

Her breathing grows irregular and her words hang. “Shhh....” I stroke her hair and kiss her cheek. “You’re safe now.”

She nods, then speaks again, haltingly. “I’m sorry. It’s just remembering it. It was so awful.”

I wait, letting her gather herself together again, then she continues. “There weren't many cars down there, so I suppose I was quite visible to anyone looking. Anyway, two cars came in and stopped, one to each side of me. I didn't take much notice at first because I was standing near the elevator doors, so you would expect people to park there....”

She gulps again, her distress visible. “.... Then men got out, four or five of them, and two came towards me. The others stood by the elevator doors and blocked them off from anyone wanting to come through.

“The two grabbed me. I tried to scream, but one clapped his hand over my mouth. Then, they gagged me with tape. I was trying to struggle, but there were too many. They lifted me and bundled me into the back of one of the cars. Something was pulled over my head, so I couldn't see, a hood or a bag of some kind, and my hearing was muffled too. And then they taped my wrists and ankles too.

“I could feel the car moving, but I don’t think they were speeding or anything. It didn't feel like it anyway. We were outdoors somewhere. I couldn’t see, but the light was filtering through the hood. I'm not sure how long it was, but not long I think, when it went dark and it felt as though we were dropping. After a couple more minutes, the car pulled up and they lifted me out. I think we were in a basement or underground car park. Something like that. The sound echoed, and there was that kind of cellar smell...

“They carried me for quite a while. I think down steps in some places. It jolted as they moved. When they finally took the hood off and let me see again, I was in what looked like one of the old-fashioned waiting rooms on the subways....”

Looks like we had the right of it....

They had her underground....

Elizabeth continues. “None of them spoke to me. That was intimidating in itself. I asked them who they were, why they had taken me, but one just pointed at a WC sign and then at some food and cans of drinks on the side. Then they left, and locked the door behind them.”

“So, they didn’t threaten you? Hurt you?”

“No, they just left me there. I’ve no real idea how long for. Days I think, but it was hard to tell. There were no windows, and I had no way of telling how much time passed except that I needed to eat and sleep. Every so often, one of them would come and bring more food, but no-one ever spoke to me.”

She swallows. “That was the hardest part, that they wouldn’t speak. I found I was talking to myself, or singing, or reciting poems and nursery rhymes just to hear a voice. The only other noise was the sound of trains rumbling around me...

“And then, I’m not sure when it was....” She hesitates.... “Was it earlier today? I’m so confused about time.... But anyway, two of them came in, and this time they gagged me again with the tape and put the hood over my face. And they taped my wrists and ankles and carried me. It took a while, but eventually they put me, I think, in the back of a car and drove for a while. When the car stopped, they carried me out again and when they took the hood and tape off, I was in a sort of cell. There were bars on the windows and only some horrible blankets on the floor to sit on. Things kept biting me and getting in my hair, but there was nowhere else to sit, and just a bucket in the corner.

“I’d not been there long when the door swung open and a man came in. He seemed to be in charge and told one of the others to give me something to eat....” Her words stumble. “.... But the way he looked at me....”

“What about the way he looked at you? Lewdly, you mean?”

Her breathing rate is increasing again and there’s a chill sheen on her face. “Not exactly, no. It was.... so cold. He looked at me as though I was just something to be measured or .... evaluated. It’s hard to describe. And when he spoke to me, his voice was.... was....”

“Threatening?”

“No, it was just so distant, sort of remote, as though he was completely disconnected from me. He was terrifying. He sort-of smiled, but it was the kind of smile that only moves your mouth. Then he just said that I’d clean up well and he’d look forward to seeing me properly presented.... Master, could I have a glass of wine, please.”

“Of course you can. You stay there. I’ll just be a minute.”

I pour her a glass of whatever’s in the fridge, something white and sparkling, then after a moment’s thought, pour myself one too.

It will relax her more if we drink together....

.... and I could use one as well....

I take two glasses, dripping with dew, back to the bathroom, then lower myself in again, once more encircling her with my body. As I slip into place, her spine eases against my chest, her face resting back against my own.

“Go on,” I murmur. “Tell me the rest.”

She sips at the wine, then, “I’d not been there long when the door opened again, and this time it was Charlotte.” She twists around to look me in the face. “Master, I just wanted to cry when I saw who it was. They shoved her inside and locked the door behind her.” Another sip of wine. “She didn’t seem a bit surprised to see me....”

“No, she wouldn’t. Her entire aim was to get to you. To get them to take her to you.”

She ducks her head, shrinking in on herself. “She really set herself up to save me?”

“Yes, she did. Against everything that anyone could do to stop her. Will Stanton suggested the idea, but Michael and James wouldn’t hear of it. They said it was far too dangerous....”

Do I tell her that I tried to stop Charlotte too?

Later perhaps, when she’s recovered....

She digests this. “And those combs she gave me.... It was just an excuse to plant a tracker on me? So you could find me?”

“It seems so. You can ask her yourself when we get her back.”

She swallows hard, pressing against me. “But we’ve lost her again....”

Don’t answer that....

“Carry on with your story. What happened next?”

“After a while, they took us both to a larger room. That man was there again with the others. He knew Charlotte, but he called her Jennifer, and she knew him.... She knew his name....”

“Which was?”

“Lawrence Klempner.”

“My Love, I’m going to interrupt for a moment. Later, Will Stanton is going to want to talk with you, but right now, I’ll get this name to him.”

She nods, but, “You won’t go far, will you?”

“I’m not going anywhere. My phone’s here.”

In fact, I don’t even call Will, simply tapping a message across to him....

got Lzbeth here. man in charge of abductors name of Lawrence Klempner

thnx beth gd to talk?

give me couple hours to calm her

ok stay in touch

will do

I drop back under the warm water, my arms once more around my wife. She becomes more animated.

“Charlotte was incredible. She wasn’t afraid of him, not even when he told her he knew her mother....”

What...???

She twists right around, kneeling in the water to face me. “Master, he hates her for some reason. You could see it in his eyes. He said he wanted payback for Charlie Jenkins.”

Jenkins?

Jenkins?

.... Fuck! Charles Jenkins....

The supervisor at Blessingmoors....

“The man who was killed while he tried to recapture Charlotte? Jennifer as she was then?”

“Yes, and.... He knew her mother.... He said....” Elizabeth dries up. She gulps at her wine.

“He said what?”

“Master, Klempner said.... He said that Charlotte’s mother was a prostitute, and that he had ‘run her’ along with others....”

Oh, sweet Jesus....

“.... But he didn’t know who I was. He said he was going to sell us as a pair. He started to....” 

She looks down, her voice breaking, “.... handle me... They were... they were going to rape us, ‘break us in’ he said, so we’d be ready for his buyer. But Charlotte said he was mad, and he’d get a much better price ransoming me back to you. Klempner didn’t believe at first that I’m your wife. But she told him to look it up on the internet, and then she said that you probably wouldn’t pay to ransom me if he’d been.... If he.... Oh, God....” She drops her glass into the water, burying her face in her hands, sobbing.

I stroke her, kissing her hair, waiting for her to regain her composure.

After a minute, she wipes her face with foamy fingers. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry.”

“You have nothing to be sorry for. Carry on telling me what happened.”

Elizabeth nods and sniffs. It’s an endearing gesture, a little-girl sniffle, and I kiss her cheek.

“Master, let me turn around again. It’s easier if I don’t look at you.”

Elizabeth once more lying back against me, I lock an arm over her chest, stroke her face with my free hand.

She breathes deeply a couple of times, the long slow breaths of someone taking back control, then continues. “Master, Charlotte told Klempner that he’d better not handle me because you’re a billionaire and you ‘like your goods pristine’.... Those were her words.... and that you wouldn’t ransom me if I.... If he....”

I tighten my grip on her, press my cheek against hers. “I hope you didn’t believe that? It was just Charlotte being clever. Talking in a way that a criminal would understand.”

She eases....

You did half-believe it....

“No, of course I didn’t....”

But the tension still in her body gives lie to her words.

You’re so vulnerable....

“.... but Klempner did. He had his men put me back into the cell, but they kept Charlotte there with them.” And now, distress in her voice again, “Richard.... Master.... I think they gang-raped her. When they threw her back in the cell with me, some time later, she was wearing different clothes and she wouldn’t say anything. She’d been beaten, and her rings were gone.... The ones James and Michael gave her.”

Oh, God....

What do I say to James?

Or Michael?

“.... Later she seemed to feel better. She started talking, quietly so that they couldn’t hear us. She told me we were going to be taken out, and that before they got us into the truck, we had to run. I said there was nowhere to run to, that we didn’t know where to go. But she said it didn’t matter, we just had to get away, but she wouldn’t explain why....”

She knew we’d be alert for the tracer coming out from cover....

“.... Then she started banging on the cell door and yelling for her own shoes back. I didn’t understand why at first, but when they gave them back to her, she took off the ones she was wearing and gave them to me. She told me to put them on, wouldn’t take no for an answer.”

“What was that all about?”

“I was still wearing the high heels I’d put on for a shopping trip, but the new ones were flat trainers. Shoes I could run in. Anyway, it was getting dark and they came to take us away. Charlotte whispered that I had to pretend to be very scared....”

Pretend?

“.... and to do exactly as they told us until she said different. She had hold of my hand. Wouldn’t let go. Then, just as they were going to put us in the truck, she set off and took me with her. We ran into the dark. There were trees, and a couple of times we banged into them or hid behind them. There was a lot of yelling and shouting as they came after us. At one point, I nearly screamed, but Charlotte clapped her hand over my mouth. Then we ran again. And we kept running....” Elizabeth’s heart yammers through her body and mine.

“Would you like some more wine?”

“No. Just let me tell it.... We seemed to lose them, and I was breathless. So, she let me rest for a few minutes. We were in the parking lot of a cafe....”

“A road-side cafe?”

“Yes.”

“Fuck! We parked there ourselves for a few minutes.”

She jolts. “That was you? We ran when we heard a car coming. but I felt better by then. I’d caught my breath and....” Her mouth works. “Charlotte made me eat. She found food in the trash can. She made me eat it....”

Second nature to a child runaway....

“.... It was alright, but it came out of the trash can. She told me she’d learned to feed herself that way when she was small, running away from Blessingmoors after she’d been picked up by the police before, for stealing food.... Anyway, it was only a few minutes after that when you saw us. We didn’t realise it was you at first and she tried to pull me away....”

“Yes, we saw that....”

“But then, when you shouted, and the other cars arrived, she just pushed me towards you. She said she’d see me soon when you picked her up as well.... And then....”

She starts crying again.... “Where is she, Master? She’s sacrificed herself to get me back to you, but....”

I hold her to me, nuzzling into her neck. “Shhh... It will be alright. You’ll see. She’s smart and she’s fast-thinking. No-one’s ever beaten Charlotte before.... “

But inside, sick with shame, my gut churns.

“Let’s get you to bed,” I say. “You’ll feel better for some sleep. And who knows, perhaps we’ll have heard something by the time you wake.”

Elizabeth doesn’t move, so I lift her, wrap a robe around her and carry her to the bedroom. She sits, inert, as I towel her hair, then blow-dry the worst of the damp from it, before lying her back and pulling the blankets over her.

But she shows no sign of resting or of trying to sleep. She’s in no condition to be interviewed, so I need to talk to Will, to tell him what she has told me. But I can’t leave her alone like this.

I sit by her, holding her hand, stroking the fingers, waiting for her eyes to close. As her lids droop, I hover for a couple of minutes, then stand to make my call.

Her eyes snap open, full of panic. “Don’t leave me. Please....”

“My Love, I’m not going anywhere. I just need to make a phone call.”

Her hands clutch at me, pulling me close. “Master, please...” There’s pleading in her eyes. “I want you.”

Surely not?

“You want to make love? I thought....”

“Please, Master. I want you inside me. They.... they made me feel dirty....” Her words have a desperate edge. Her eyes are clouded, imploring.

My Love.... What have they done to you?

Elizabeth has been abducted before, but it was only a matter of hours before I reclaimed her. This time they have had her for days....

My beautiful Elizabeth.... Wounded inside....

“Shhh.... Lie back.” I stroke her forehead and her cheek, framing her face with my hands as I press my mouth to hers. Shrugging off my robe, I slide away the sheets to kiss her neck and breasts, my lips around one nipple as I nudge at the other with my thumb. I try to be gentle, to ease her.

Will she come?

Does she want to?

Or does she simply want to feel me inside herself?

I'm not sure....

What is it she wants?

.... Needs....

?

And it comes to me.

Her doubts and fears, raised by Charlotte’s words, spoken in all innocence, and for good reason. My Love fears that I might think her besmirched. Soiled.

Second-hand....

...

...

Take ownership of her again.

Claim her.

Make sure she knows she's mine....

And now, understanding what she wants, seeing the need in her I cease my gentleness. Instead, cuffing her wrists with my hand, I raise them over her head, pulling her taut under me as I cover her with my body. Then, sliding inside, roughly, I take her. Take her body. Take her soul.

Take what is mine.

She trembles, and I feel it in her, to be mine, to be owned again. Wholly. Completely.

And as I enter her, withdraw, enter her, withdraw, I cup her chin between my palms, watching her grey-green eyes flicker and glaze.

“You’re mine,” I say, my embrace and my words fierce. “You're mine. I am your Master, and you are mine. No matter what happens.”

Her eyes growing obscure, her breathing deepens as her body rises and falls to meet mine. I reach beneath, hitching up her hips so I can penetrate her more deeply. Her legs swing up and around, locking, welcoming me. And thrusting more strongly, driving in now, I kiss her, bruisingly hard.

“You're mine. No one else's. And never, ever, doubt that. If we are ever parted, I will always reclaim you....”

She’s shuddering now, moaning under me as need melds to wistfulness....

“.... And the only reason I would ever not reclaim you, is if I believed you did not want me to.”

“Never.” Her words are breathy and broken. “Never.” 

And at the end, her flesh clutching at mine, she gasps and arches, her nails digging into my shoulders....

“Master....”

“Always,” I whisper as I spill into her.

*****
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I lie beside her, in the dark, one arm crooked over her, my hand cupping the warmth of a breast as I wait for sleep to take her.

And all the while I think on her words.

I can speak of some of what happened freely enough. Elizabeth’s abduction, her imprisonment, Charlotte’s plan for their freedom....

But should I repeat to James and Michael the rest? Tell them Charlotte’s mother was a whore?

Dishonour her?

Without the chance to speak and defend herself?

Should I tell Will?

It’s part of the investigation....

Charlotte’s past....

Indecision gnaws at me, a cancer in my belly as I consider what is best to do. After what Charlotte has done for Elizabeth, how can I shame her?

When we get her back, that’s the time....

When we get her back....

Better to stay silent....

.... For now....

*****

[image: ]




	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Seven Years Ago
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“Here, Jenny, can you take this out to Old Jacob in the barn, please.” Mrs Collier passes her a dish of meat and veggies, mash and gravy, placing a lid over the top. “The plate’s hot, so use a tray, otherwise you’ll burn your fingers.”

“Isn’t he eating with us?”

Mrs Collier sniffs. “Feeding him while he’s working here is part of the deal. Having the smell of him at the table isn’t.” She gives Jenny a pointed look. “Unless you want to sit next to him?

“Um...”

“Yes. Um. Old Jacob's not too keen on spending his money on soap and water.” Mrs Collier’s lips settle into a flat line. “He always seems to have plenty for whiskey though. Anyway, he can eat out in the barn. Maybe Charlie and Maggie won’t mind too much.”

Jenny takes the meal across the yard to the barn, where she finds the tramp sitting on a bale of hay, a couple of bluebottles zipping around his head.

“Well if it isn’t young Jenny with vittles for a worker.” He pats the bale next to his. “Why don’t you come keep me company while I eat.”

Jenny eyes the zig-zagging flies with distaste. And....

.... there is something in Old Jacob’s eye that she doesn’t quite care for.

“I can’t stop right now. Mrs Collier’s just serving up dinner.”

He grunts, lifting the plate away, releasing a curl of savoury steam. It smells good, but he looks disgruntled. “Never any time for an old man. Maybe next time, eh?”

“Maybe.”

When she returns to the kitchen, everyone has gathered for dinner. Chatter and clatter and laughter echoes around as she takes her place.

“And how was your day at school, Jenny?” Mrs Collier passes her a dish loaded with beans and greens and carrots.

Even after all this time, Jenny feels guilty at having so much food to enjoy. But still, she is always encouraged to fill her plate. She scoops veggies up high, then passes the bowl to Brett as Nathaniel hands her a dish of succulent, sliced pork, the flesh glistening, the skin crisped and fragrant. Diane, Nathaniel’s hugely pregnant wife, slides a gravy boat across to her.

“My day? It was great,” she says, through a mouthful of mash. Mrs Collier casts her a look and Jenny works to swallow her food before she opens her mouth again to speak.

“What mark did you get for your essay?”

Jenny gulps a chunk of broccoli then, her voice a touch sulky, “I only got eight out of ten.”

“Only eight out of ten?” Tom parrots her words, his voice sarcastic, but he falls silent as Mrs Collier gives him a look too.

“Why only eight out of ten?” she asks calmly.

This time, Jenny remembers to chew her food and swallow it before replying. “Mr Kalkowski said that I have to remember not to split my infinitives, and to learn the correct application of the Oxford comma.” She crunches down on a piece of pork crackling. “He said that once I have demonstrated that I know how to apply the rules of grammar correctly, after that I can learn to break them.”

Blank stares come across the dinner table at her. Diane puts her hand on Nathaniel’s arm. “Do you think I should have done all that at school, Nat?”

The big man looks down at where Diane’s swollen belly brushes the table edge, resting his hand briefly on the bump. “I don't think you need the Oxford common for that, do you?”

Jenny flushes. “Comma,” she mutters.

“Sounds a bit high fallutin’ for we mere mortals,” says Tom with a sneer, punctuating his words by waving a bread roll at her.

“Seems like a whole lot more to learn than you need when you've got that shovel in your hand to muck out Charlie,” snorts Nathaniel.

Jenny doesn't reply. Instead, she turns her attention to her food, but somehow, it doesn't taste so good as it did.

*****

[image: ]


As ever, she is in the library.

What is she looking at?

As he watches, she slips a book from the shelves. ‘Just Six Numbers.’ Martin Rees.

Mr Kalkowski nods a small, satisfied nod. An interest in astronomy is almost bound to lead to an interest in cosmology.

Still unaware of his presence, Jenny sits at the table with her book, humming a soft tune.

“Good morning, Jenny. You’re sounding very cheerful this morning.”

She startles and twists, for one moment, the fear showing....

What happened to her?

Then, recovering herself, she blushes pink, the colour rising from the scooped neckline of her summer dress, up and over her pale skin. “Oh, hello, Mr Kalkowski.”

The teacher pauses, wondering if he has committed a faux pas. “Jenny, is something wrong?”

“Oh no, nothing wrong. It’s just....” She sucks at her lips, her book forgotten. She rises from her seat, then perches herself against the table to face him. “We were keeping it a secret, for now at least, but I want to tell you first. You won’t tell anyone else, will you?”

“Anything you told me in confidence, Jenny, would of course, stay between the two of us.”

She comes close, talking quietly. “It’s about me and Chad. He’s asked me to marry him.”

He rocks on his heels, considering his words. “Chad has asked you to marry him? And.... you have accepted?”

“Yes, I have.” She frowns at his expression. “What's wrong? You don't think I should get married?”

He chooses his words. “A good marriage, Jennifer, is one of the greatest gifts life can give us. Those of us lucky enough to have known such, are truly blessed. But.... Chad? Are you sure, Jennifer? That this is what you want to do?”

She picks at her fingernails, her voice subdued. This isn’t the reaction she expected. “I think so, yes. He's so nice and I really like him. And his parents think it's a good idea too.”

“Marrying for the approval of someone else does not a good marriage make, Jennifer. And also, you are very young to make such a decision, both of you.”

“Oh, yes,” she says airily. “We know we have to wait. But.... it’s so exciting.” She hovers. “You don’t look very pleased,” she says meekly.

“I just want you to be happy, Jenny. A mistake in something like this would be... very painful... for you.”

*****
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Everyone is gathered around the table. A vast amount of food has been eaten and all that remains are the dregs of a custard jug and the last neglected crumbs from a vast blackberry tart.

Everyone is here. A special occasion made up not of a birthday, or an anniversary, or a festival, but simply of friends getting together to enjoy each other’s company.

All the farmhands, with the wives and girlfriends are here. Mrs Collier, of course, heads the table. But Mr Kalkowski sits to one side of her. Chad’s parents are here too.

And sitting together, under the tabletop, Chad squeezes Jenny’s hand.

He gives a nudge. “Now you think? They’ve all finished eating. I don’t think they’re going to move again for a while with that lot inside them.”

She bites down on her excitement. “Mmmm, yes.”

Chad rises from his seat. “Um, ‘S’cuse me, everyone.”

The chatter dies down, everyone turning curiously towards him.

“Sorry to interrupt you all....”

He is nervous, unused to speaking to so many at once. “.... Since everyone’s here together tonight, I wanted to make an announcement.”

He looks down at Jenny. Her eyes, the green of spring grass as it sways in the breeze, shine up at him, and of a sudden, his nerves evaporate.

“.... Or really, Jenny and I wanted to make an announcement.” Chad’s mother and father exchange a knowing glance. “I.... we wanted to tell you all that I have asked Jenny to marry me, and she has said, Yes.”

The room erupts into clapping and congratulations. Mrs Collier rises smoothly from her seat. “Brett, come down to the cellars with me. I think we’ll bring up some of that gooseberry champagne from last year.”

Mr Bennett gives her hug. Then Mrs Bennett. “Thank you, Jenny. I know you’ll make Chad very happy.”

Nathaniel, with a broad grin, kisses her soundly on the lips. “Congratulations, Jenny. Don’t mind if I kiss the bride-to-be, do you, Chad?”

Diane pats at the bump on her belly. “Won’t be long before you have one of these too then, eh, Jenny?”

Jenny blinks and doesn’t know what to say. But she is saved from embarrassment by the return of Mrs Collier and Brett, carrying arm-loads of thick-walled bottles, corked and wired. The first cork eases out, then pops. Pale yellow foam splashes out and the first flute is pressed into Chad’s hand, the second into Jenny’s.

Mr and Mrs Bennett are clinking their glasses. Everyone is laughing and joking and drinking.

Almost everyone.

Sitting in his chair, Mr Kalkowski sips at his wine, looking thoughtful. Then, seeing Jenny watching, he raises his glass, tugging his mouth into a smile. “Congratulations, Jenny.”

*****
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The sound of chatter and giggling drifts across the yard. 

Mr Kalkowski glances upwards, one eyebrow raising. “Don’t you normally get those two down from the haybarn?”

Mrs Collier sniffs. “It’s different now, isn’t it. Two young people, going to get married. They need to.... get to know each other properly.”

“Eleanor, what if...?” His voice trails away.

“Levi, she would hardly be the first girl to walk down the aisle, then achieve in seven months what takes cows and duchesses nine. If they’re getting married, what does it matter?”

He scrapes in the dust with the tip of his walking stick. 

“Levi, what’s bothering you? The two of them have been good friends ever since she arrived here. What’s more natural than that they marry?”

“I’m not at all sure about this, Eleanor. I’m very fond of Jenny. Of both of them, of course, but particularly of Jenny. I don’t want to see her making a mistake.”

Hands on hips, she huffs. “What mistake? They obviously love each other. They’re never apart. How could it be a mistake?”

“It’s really not for me to speculate, Eleanor.”

“Then don’t,” she snaps. “Just be happy for them.”

*****
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“Mr Kalkowski?”

“Yes, Jenny.”

“We’ve set a date now, for the wedding, in the Spring, in May. Mr and Mrs Bennett said that would be a good month because the weather’s so lovely.”

The old man keeps his voice neutral. “May is indeed a lovely month, Jenny.”

“The thing is, you’re invited of course, but....”

“But what Jenny?”

“Well, I don’t have anyone, a father or a brother or anything. Would you give me away?”

His eyes swim ,and he makes a pretence of cleaning his spectacles on a handkerchief. When he doesn’t answer, Jenny sags. “Don’t you want to give me away? I was hoping so much that you would.”

He recovers himself, then swallows hard. “Yes, of course, Jenny. It would be my honour.”

*****
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“Ah, Jenny. You have seen our new equipment?”

“I have, Mr Kalkowski. It’s great. Thank you.”

“It is of course for general use by all pupils of the school, but I imagine that you will use it more than most.”

“I’m sure I will, sir.”

“Now, on a related matter, Jenny, Chad informs me that you would like to enter the Inter-Schools Boxing Championships?”

She flushes. “Um, I’m not sure I’m good enough. It was Chad’s idea.”

“The way to discover if you are good enough, is to try. And while the idea may come from Chad, the question is, do you want to do it? Yes? No?” He tilts up her chin with a finger, eyes twinkling behind his spectacles as he looks down at her.

“I don’t want to be any trouble.”

“You will not be any trouble, Jennifer. If this is something you would like to do, then I will make the arrangements for you.”

“I’d love to try.”

“That is settled then. I shall fill out the application form to enter you for the girls’ section and we shall see what we shall see. Yes, no?”

The tall, slender teenager, long hair swinging around her waist, exits the headmaster’s office with a beaming smile.

Chad is waiting outside for her. “We gonna have a go on that new punch-bag then?”

“You bet! But aren’t you going to enter the competition yourself?”

“Nah, not my thing. I just learned to box so I could handle dorks like Jack.”

“Will you come to watch?”

“Course I will. I'm your trainer,” he says proudly. “Where else would I be?”

*****
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“A boxing competition?” splutters Brett. “For a girl? What comes next? Lion taming? Wrestling crocodiles?” 

Everyone is staring at her and Jenny's enthusiasm trickles away. “Mr Kalkowski thought it was a good idea. Chad says I'm really good. He suggested it.”

“Well, if it was Chad's idea, I suppose that's alright, but it's not the sort of thing I'd want my fiancée to be doing.” Nathaniel glances fondly down at his diminutive wife, sitting next to him, whose swollen belly is now of enormous proportions. “I don't think you're going to be doing much ‘float like a butterfly’ stuff in the next few months, are you?”

Diane shudders. “Not me. I have my man to fight for me if I need it.”

Tom glowers at Jenny from across the table. “Always wanting to be the centre of attention, aren’t you?”

“That’s enough, Tom,” snaps Mrs Collier. Nonetheless, she doesn’t look very happy.

*****
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“Levi, I'm not at all sure I'm comfortable with this. A bit of friendly sparring between Jenny and Chad is one thing, but competitions? It's hardly a feminine activity.”

“Not feminine? To be young and strong and healthy? And to achieve something for herself? Think how withdrawn she was when she first arrived, Eleanor. This will be an achievement for Jenny. Something she can point to and say, ‘I did that’.”

*****
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The old man stands over the class. “Who has not handed in the form signed by your parents to go on the school trip to the Boxing Competition? Several of the papers are missing.”

There is no reply. The old man sighs and works his way through the stack. “Jack, your form is not here. Do I take it you do not wish to attend the competition?”

The brawny boy scowls. “Why would I want to go to a stupid competition to see a stupid girl boxing?”

“Stupid is as stupid does, Master Peterson. I had hoped you might like to go to support the honour of your school?” Mr Kalkowski sucks in his cheeks at the boy’s sour expression. “Perhaps not then. Adam, Matthew, do I take it that you also do not wish to attend?”
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