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​Twenty-Two Years Ago
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A woman in uniform approaches a large building, holding the hand of a small ginger-headed child. Steps lead up to solid timber double-doors with the kind of locks suggesting that once closed, these doors do not open again easily.

The child is perhaps six years old, and the hair, beyond ginger, is, brilliantly orange, straight and short, sticking out at different angles, none of which have much to do with the angle of the head.

There is a thin pale face under attack from a swarm of freckles which threaten to merge into one large freckle. The child is small and slight, and it would be uncertain if it were male or female except that the enormous green eyes say this is a girl.

And she’s crying.

She struggles to break away, digging in her heels and having to be dragged up every step. “Please, no... no.”

“Come on, Jennifer. Behave yourself for once.”

A billboard by the entrance towers above the little girl. It displays cartoon cows and sheep playing in a meadow; ‘Blessingmoors Children's Home’.

The door opens, answered by a sallow-faced man with thin blond hair.

“Lost something?” smiles the woman. “One of yours, I think.”

The man smiles down at the child as she tries to step back, but the woman has a firm grip on her hand. “Ah, yes. Jennifer. We've missed you. That was very naughty of you, running away like that. Anything could have happened to you.” To the woman, “Where did you find her?”

“They picked her up in the supermarket trying to steal sweets.”

He gazes expressionlessly down at the child. “Oh, she'll have to have a smack for that.”

“Take it easy on her. I think she’s learned her lesson.”

“Of course.” His smile is tight. “Come in then, Jennifer. Thank you for bringing her back to us.”

“My pleasure. Bye-bye Jennifer.”

The little girl tries to follow, but now the sallow-faced man has hold of her by the wrist. In a high, piping voice, “Don't leave me here. Please take me with you. Please.”

The woman, with the air of patience wearing thin, turns back to her. “Don't be silly, Jennifer. This is where you live. Mr Jenkins will look after you now.”

“Please. They'll hurt me.”

“And don't tell fibs. That's naughty too. You deserve to be told off for being naughty, the way you behave.”

“Yes, she’s a regular little handful is our Jennifer,” says Mr Jenkins. “Come inside, Jenny.” His grip on the small hand is tight as he clicks the door closed behind her, then draws the bolt at the top.

Faces watch from a staircase, ranging from the very young to perhaps twelve or thirteen years old. None are older. All are silent, watching, but trying not to be noticed. 

The man rounds on them. “What the fuck do you lot think you're looking at?” Then he sniffs. “Still, perhaps you should all see this. Jennifer, Mr Klempner is very cross with you.”

She stares up at him, eyes big and green, face white. 

“Yes, he is. What's the most she's had so far?” drawls a voice. It comes from a tall, fair-haired man leaning by a shoulder against the wall. His stance is all nonchalance, but the little girl swallows, trembling.

“Six.”

“Give her a dozen then, then put her in the cellars for a couple of days. And make her clean that up too, first,” he says, pointing down. “I don't need pools of piss on the tiles.”

“Into the office, Jennifer.” The sallow-faced man points to a door. She doesn’t move. He reaches, grabs her by the wrists and lifts, to carry her dangling into the room, then puts her down again, jolting her to the floor. Staring down, he unbuckles his belt. “Bend over, Jennifer.”

She backs off, shaking her head

“I said, bend over.”

Pressed against the wall, still, she shakes her head.

He tuts, then pokes his head out to the corridor, “You and you.” He jabs fingers at a couple of teenagers. “In here, now. Hold her down over that chair.” Then, when they hesitate... “... Unless you want some yourselves?”

Whimpering, the small girl is forced down, and as the leather thrumms through the air and connects, she screams...
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Curled up small in the pitch darkness, Jenny hugs herself for warmth, trying to ignore the pain, the seeping cold and the sickly sweetish smell in the air.

Something scurries: a scratching sound, Quickly, Jenny sits up, arms wrapped around her knees, trying to hide herself from the scurriers. She wipes tears from her face, but she doesn’t call out. She learned long ago that no-one will come.
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​Fourteen Years Ago
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Perhaps it’s a girl. It’s hard to tell through the unkempt cut of hair, all different lengths at different angles. Mousy brown, it would draw no attention from anyone. Indeed, most fashionable teenagers would immediately colour or highlight or streak it.

Yes, it’s probably a girl.

She stands in the entrance hallway of the grim institution, her arms wrapped around herself, shoulders bowed. She’s trying not to tremble.

A man prods a finger at the breastbone of her flat chest. Wax-faced, pale-eyed, with thin drab hair. Supervisor Jenkins’ voice is flat with menace. “You’ve been a very bad girl, Jennifer, spoiling your hair like that. It was the only pretty thing about you. What do you think Mr Klempner’s going to say when he sees you?”

A man makes his way down the stairs, then stands to look down on the teenager. “He’s going to say that he’s not very pleased about it.” Tall, leanly built, fair-haired, he would be handsome were it not for the cruelty in his eyes, the curl of his lips.

He fingers what is left of the hair. “Made a real mess of that didn’t you, Jennifer. Was it on purpose? Trying to stop yourself growing up pretty?”

She stares at the floor, staying silent.

He addresses the first man. “Get rid of the dye, then keep her under lock and key. I’m getting tired of having to retrieve her.” 

Turning to leave, at the door, he turns back. “Oh, and make sure she understands that she’s misbehaved.” He jabs a finger. “But don’t touch her face.”

“No, Mr Klempner. Of course not.”
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Jenny lies in the hospital bed, conscious of the pain in ribs and arm. Her wrist aches where the cuff bit in until it was removed only minutes before. She wants to speak, but her tongue, her mouth, her throat, won’t respond and the words remain inside her head.

She tries to raise a hand to the approaching figure, but her muscles won’t work properly, and the hand drops back.

The figure is middle-aged and dumpy, wearing the cheap suit of the lower-echelon official. Livy’s hair is too highly coloured for her jowly face and, clipboard in hand, she walks awkwardly. Perhaps her cheap shoes are pinching. “Poor mite. What’s wrong with her?”

Jenkins folds his arms, shakes his head. “She’d been drinking, would you believe. We’ve no idea how she got hold of the vodka, but she fell down the stairs, broke an arm and cracked three ribs.”

Livy’s lips purse. “So, how is she now?”

“Oh, she’ll heal, but we have her sedated against the pain for the moment. I don’t think you’ll get a lot of sense out of her.”

Opening her clipboard, she scribbles the date at the top of the sheet. “I need to make a report on this of course.”

“Of course. I’ll get you the notes.”

“What’s her name?”

“Jennifer Conners.”

“Oh, yes. Her. She’s been a bit of a troublemaker for you, hasn’t she?”

“Fraid so. you just can’t help some of them.”
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​Thirteen Years Ago.
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Jenny stands in line with the others, Mr Klempner looking them over. Lips pursed, he casts a toxic glance at Supervisor Jenkins, who straightens up in a poor copy of attention.

Mr Klempner passes to the end of the line first. The boy there is small, blond and blue-eyed, pretty enough to be a girl. Far prettier than Jenny.

Mr Klempner hunkers down to the boy’s level, hitching up his trousers at the knee. “And what’s your name?”

“Pieter, sir.” The voice is piping, an accent edging through the words.

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

Then he moves to the next in line: a girl. She’s older, with a round face and blotchy skin. He tips up her chin to get a better look. “Mmmm... Can’t say the same about you, can we? Face like a potato. You’re never going to be pretty.”

The girl squeezes her eyes closed. Her shoulders shaking, she looks away. Mr Klempner isn’t interested. He moves on.

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

Jenny doesn’t reply, but simply stares back, eyeballing him. Tall for a girl, she’s almost face to face with the intimidating man.

Somehow, he seems to be enjoying himself, a touch of satisfaction in his voice. “You’ve shot up, haven’t you,” he says, circling her. “Taller than most of the boys.” She follows him with her eyes, powerless but unbowed.

“Good legs,” he says, then stoops, looking more closely. “What’s that?”

Where bony ankles poke out from trousers too short for Jenny’s long frame, a raw wound, swollen and weeping, circles the flesh.

Supervisor Jenkins shrugs. “We have to stop her running somehow.”

Mr Klempner colours up, his face twisting with anger. “Well, get it seen to,” he snaps. “That sore’s infected. She’s no use if she can’t walk. And if you’re going to cuff her, then use some padding. I don’t want damaged goods on my hands.”

Grabbing Jenny at the shoulders, he spins her around, looking her over. “No flesh on you either...” Snarling, he turns back to Mr Jenkins. “...That’s no good. How much does she eat?”

Mr Jenkins pales.  “Everything we put in front of her, sir.”

“Well, put more in front of her. That one too.” He jabs a finger at the next girl in the row, another, all too bony, figure. “They’ll never get tits without body fat.”

Mr Klempner spins, heading away. “I’ve seen enough.” Then, pointing... “Jenkins... Office.”

Mr Jenkins is pasty as the pair march away. The children shuffle uneasily, uncertain if they are dismissed. From the office, Mr Klempner’s voice rises. The words are unclear, but the tone ripples with anger

... a crashing sound and a shout of pain... Mr Jenkins’ voice... The children sneak looks between themselves, smirking...

Mr Klempner’s voice again, now distinct... “Not only have you been caught stealing my money, but you have been taking food out of the mouths of my property. How are they supposed to mature properly if you starve them? I’ve been getting complaints about the quality of the goods....”

And the sound of whimpering...

The children nod and smile, then silently, make their way back to the dorm.
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The landline rings...

Everyone... me, James, Michael... Haswell and Stanton... Even the uniform standing by me with his rifle semi-raised...

All jolt...

Gently, I place a finger on the end of the rifle barrel, nudging it a little to point in some other direction. The uniform relaxes and gives me half a cheesy grin before wiping it from his face when he sees Stanton’s expression. The officer by the door sucks away a smile, looking straight ahead.

Michael, with a semblance of calm... “Will, do you mind?”

Stanton waves him to the house phone. “Put it on loudspeaker.”

Michael strolls across and taps a button on the still-ringing phone. Another tap, then the white noise of a live connection hums over the room.

“Hello?” he says.

“Who’s that?” It’s a female voice, sounding panic-stricken, almost hysterical.

“I’m Michael Summerford. Who’s this please?”

But James is already reacting.

“I’m Marlene Alexanders. Where’s James? I need to speak with him. It’s very urgent.”

James radiates bafflement and anger. “Marlene, what do you want, ringing here? This isn’t a good time...”

“Georgie. Georgie’s missing. Have you seen her?”

“Missing?” James freezes, his face stonewalling. “Missing? What are you talking about Marlene?”

“I mean missing.” The female voice rises to a shriek. “Can’t be found. And there’s a note. It’s addressed to you.”

James jolts, starting to speak, but Stanton booms across the room. “What kind of a note, Mrs Alexanders?”

“What? Who’s that talking? James, who’s with you?”

“Mrs Alexanders, I am Police Commissioner William Stanton. Now please tell us what you mean by a note?”

The voice babbles over the speaker. “It says he’s got her. Says she’s stupid. It says... It says...” The voice quavers... “It says it’s James’ fault...”

James’ eyes widen... “What? My fault? Read it out, Marlene. Word for word.”

A pause, a rustle, then halting, sobbing words... “You mustn’t blame me, James. It wasn’t my fault.”

“Your fault? Marlene, you just said it was my fault. Just read out the fucking note.”

Stanton nods across to the officer by the door, eye-pointing a notepad in his top pocket. “Palinsky...”

“Sir.” Palinsky whips out the pad, scribbling furiously as words sob out from the loudspeaker. 

My Dear James,

Your deeply stupid daughter is with me now. My thanks to your even more deeply stupid wife for her assistance. It was fun while it lasted.

Georgie doesn’t know what’s coming yet, but I’m going to enjoy having my fun. Until I’m bored anyway. After that? Who knows?

Whatever I decide, you and your best bud Klempner, and of course, your charming daughter, will find out what it means to fuck me around. If either of you think it’s over, forget it.

Btw - nice tits. Not much of a handful, but nice and firm.

The loudspeaker falls silent save for the sound of weeping. Palinsky rips the top sheet from his pad and passes it to Stanton who reads the note. His lips move as he examines it, then wordless, eyelids drooping, he hands it to James.

James' fingers tremble as he accepts the note, reads it and rereads it. Will regards him for a second, maybe two then turns back to the speaker. “Mrs Alexanders. Where are you? What is your address and that of your daughter’s? I’m sending officers over now to take a look and to interview you.”

James steps towards the door. “I’ll go too...”

Stanton swings a long arm towards him, forefinger outstretched. “No, you won’t,” he snaps. “Not until I have the whole story here. You’re too mixed up with whatever Klempner here’s been up to. At the very least, you’re a witness to what happened with Mickey Miller and you may be an accessory.”

James blinks, hesitates, then falls still. His face is sheened and his breathing rapid.

“What’s going on?” comes the voice from the speaker. The panic rises an octave. “Why can’t James come here?”

Stanton moves to stand over the speaker. “I’ll explain it later, Mrs Alexanders. We need to establish a few facts first. I’m sending an officer over now to talk to you.”

“Are you saying James had a hand in Georgie’s disappearance? The note says...”

“No, that is not what I’m saying. I’m passing you now to Officer Palinsky. Please give him every co-operation.”

Stanton nods Palinsky to the phone. “Get it off the speaker. Talk to her. Calm her down and get a statement. Check the scene. Hers and the daughter’s. Report back to me as soon as you have a picture.”

Palinsky touches his cap. “Sir.” Producing his pad once more, he taps the speaker back onto handset and, perched on the edge of an armchair, speaks quietly, nods as he listens to the replies, jotting notes.
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James’ expression is stricken. “Will... Georgie... My daughter... I have to...”

“No!” Stanton stabs a finger at him again, eyes white-rimmed against his dark skin. “Not until I’ve gotten to the bottom of what’s happened this evening.”

James sits, resting his face into his hands. I lay a hand on his shoulder, but he shrugs me away.

Stanton turns, aiming the finger at the officer covering Klempner. “Lopez, don’t relax with that one. He has a track record of escape.”

“Sir!” The gun muzzle raises from the room corner to point toward Klempner.

He stands close by the hearth, by the heat. Mitch is right. He looks like he’s been through a war. His face is bruised, swelling in places, and long scratches seep blood on one cheek. His clothes are bloodstained and drenched, steaming in the heat of the flames. He must be chilled to the bone. Certainly, he’s shivering violently. By Klempner’s feet, Bear shoves his snout against him, whining. Without appearing to be aware of what he is doing, Klempner reaches down, rubbing him between the ears and Bear subsides.

Mitch stands close by, clearly wanting to touch him, but he’s... kind of... withdrawn into himself. His gaze passes to Charlotte and holds. His head tilts and he slow-blinks, something passing between them.

Will Stanton regards him, his face thunderous...

Is he going to arrest him?

Mitch pipes up. “Commissioner Stanton.”

He rearranges his features to something resembling good manners. “Miss Kimberley?”

“Please, Larry’s half-frozen. Whatever happened this evening, he’s no good to you if he comes down with pneumonia. Can I get him a change of clothes?”

“Where are these clothes?”

“In my apartment...”

“In your apartment?” Will’s eyes flash between Mitch and Klempner. “Very well, Miss Kimberley. You may fetch the clothes, but they will be checked before they are given to Klempner.”

Mitch nods... “I understand...” ... and heads for the door.

Stanton shouts out towards the hall. “Conway, you hear me?”

The door pushes open and a blue-hatted head pops around. “Sir?”

“Accompany Miss Kimberley here to her apartment. She is collecting a change of clothes for Klempner, and that is all she is to do. You will search the clothes for anything untoward before they are brought into this room.”

“Understood, sir.”

Richard, pale-faced, sits with his arms around the weeping Beth. Her sobbing is subsiding, but I don’t like her colour; pasty, spotted with scarlet at her cheeks. She’s far too close to term to be getting this upset. Richard perhaps is thinking something similar, talking quietly to her, stroking her hair, trying to calm her.

Stanton runs an eye over Klempner: the blood staining his ripped clothes, the damage to his face, his pallid skin. From ground level, a low rumble emerges from Bear’s throat. Stanton doesn’t quite back away, but he regards the monster of a dog with a wary eye.

Klempner stoops, touching his fingers
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