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​​​A Note From The Author
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‘Charlotte’s Search’ is the continuing story of Charlotte, her Master, James, and her Lover, Michael. The story is a long one and is still on-going.

If you have not met Charlotte, James and Michael before and would like to start with the beginning of the story, you might like to know that you can do so for FREE.

You can read how the tale begins, as told from Charlotte ‘The Virgin’s’ point of view, in ‘Buying the Virgin’ Box Set One (FREE DOWNLOAD)

Or you can start the story as told by ‘The Boys’, James and Michael, in ‘Mastering the Virgin’ Box Set One (FREE DOWNLOAD).

I should also say, that while there is of course, a lot of overlap between these two versions of the story, they are by no means identical. Each contains insights and information that is not present in the other.

You might also find these two links useful:

Suggested Reading Order For The Story

https://www.simone-leigh.com/suggested-reading-order-for-buying-the-virgin/

Timeline Infographic For The Story

https://www.simone-leigh.com/timeline-infographic-for-buying-the-virgin/

On the other hand, if you are happy to start here, then I have tried hard to make the story manageable for the new reader starting at this point.

Whatever you decide, I do hope you enjoy the tale.

Happy Reading 😊

Simone
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​Chapter One - James – The Dream
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Pain....

Blinding, shrieking, unholy agony....

Screaming....

My Jade-Eyes screaming....

Blood....

Pain....

Screaming.

My Jade, weeping....

With a gasp, I rear up, blinking into darkness.

A nightmare....

Just a nightmare....

Beside me in the bed, my flame-haired mermaid, safe and sound, sleeps peacefully. Beyond her: Michael, his chest rising and falling in the steady rhythm of sleep.

Everything is fine. Everything is perfectly normal.

But I’m drenched in sweat, my heart hammers behind my ribs and my breathing snatches. The wound in my thigh throbs a slow, heated beat.

And for the first time, the memory surfaces, how I took the wound.

Corby, his gun trained on Charlotte. Michael, flinging himself bodily at the gunman in a desperate bid to prevent the shot. And looking for refuge, finding none, I seize her, shielding her with my body....

Pain....

Shrieking unbearable agony....

..... And a fall into darkness....

Christ!

I check the time; it’s hours after midnight; getting late enough almost to be early.

I have no desire to sleep, to risk being dragged back into that nightmare.

Coffee....

Swinging out of bed, I snag a robe and pad downstairs to the kitchen. The renovations are all but complete now and the house is cosy and comfortable. A couple of weeks ago we moved out of the annex we first occupied, but I still haven’t grown used to the feeling of ‘home’ here.

Home....

I understand why Charlotte so yearned for a home of her own. Dispossessed for most of her life, with nothing to call her own, this has been Michael’s gift to her, the most precious thing he knew how to give to her. He has put heart and body and soul into it....

.... Not to mention a thumping great mortgage....

.... Which he can barely afford....

But for myself too, it has become home. Divorced so many years ago now, from a marriage which I never understood at the time was so unsuccessful. Only when I met my Jade-Eyes, did I truly understand what it meant to be bonded with another.

And I would do anything for her....

Anything....

In the kitchen, the homely activities of grinding beans, putting the coffeemaker on the hob, calm me....

.... calm me enough that I begin to think clearly about the memory that has just re-emerged. Everyone... Michael... Richard... Beth... has told me how I was injured, that I placed myself in the path of the bullet intended for Charlotte, but it felt like a story or a news report; something that happened to a stranger. A tale from the tv or social media perhaps.

This feels visceral...

Real....

And my stomach clenches at the memory of that searing moment before I lost consciousness.

I squeeze my eyes tight closed, trying to exorcise the thought.

Then the aroma of the coffee invades my nostrils and reality returns.

I take a couple of large gulps of the brew I deliberately made abrasively strong, then, mug in hand, I head outside, inhaling sweet steam as I walk.

The night is an iced hush; early Spring, with the air cold enough to steal my breath into curling clouds, and with the kiss of frost on the ground. But a golden wedge of moon casts over the lake far below, and the water is full of stars.

And slowly, my heart and breathing slow, and I grow still inside.

*****
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​​Chapter Two - James - Planning
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Richard joins me in the kitchen, peering over my work surface and hob, where onions and mince sizzle with the spices. “What are we having?”

“Chilli con Carne.”

“Sounds good. Want some help?”

“No, I’m fine. I enjoy cooking.”

“I’ll rephrase that. Do you mind if I join you? It’s getting a little heated in there.”

“Join me by all means.” I nod across to the bottle. “Help yourself to a drink. Problem?”

Richard examines the label, Hmmms, then pours himself a glass of wine. “Um, not a problem exactly. But I think when Michael accepted my investment in his spa hotel, he thought I’d be a sleeping partner.”

“And...?”

“If you recall, I had the investment made in Elizabeth’s name, and she definitely wants to have an input.”

I pause from chopping chillies as the humour creeps over me.

Of course, he’s used to running everything himself....

When I invested in Michael’s business, I was a silent partner....

But Beth wants to be involved....

I chuckle, rubbing at the side of my nose, then immediately regret it....

Ahhh... Shit!

Chillies....

Quickly I wash hands, then pour a little oil on a paper towel. Eyes watering, I dab at my face, trying to rub away the chilli oil as Richard watches in silent amusement.

Then, “Sure you don’t want any help?”

“Yes, sure. I’m all but done.”

Tipping beans and chillies into the pan with the meat and onions, I glug in tomato puree and the rest of the wine, then clap the lid on tight. “That’ll be ready in a couple of hours.”

I grin. “Let’s see how Michael’s bearing up under the strain, shall we?”

*****
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Michael’s eyes are glazing. Doubt in his voice, sitting over a table-top of rosters and timetables, “We’ve never done anything like that before, Beth.” 

“And that’s a reason for not doing it now?” The normally placid Beth sounds almost strident.

So, she’s a sub, is she?

Michael turns for support. “What do you think, Charlotte?”

The support isn’t forthcoming. “Sounds like a great idea to me.” Charlotte’s eyes sparkle. “The boxing I used to do gives you a really good workout. And at the end of it, you know a bit about how to look after yourself.”

“But... Self-defence?” Michael rakes through his hair. “It doesn’t sound like the kind of thing your friends would want to do, Beth.”

Beth shrugs, unimpressed. “You might be surprised. Most women would like to be able to at least have a shot at protecting themselves. But somehow, it’s not always seen as something they should work at.”

Outrage surges over Michael’s face. “That’s because it’s our job,” he protests. “That’s what men are here for. To protect the women they care about.”

“And if you’re not around?” Beth’s look is pointed. “At the risk of stating the obvious, it was a woman who got me out of trouble last time.” She rolls eyes to Charlotte.

Michael holds up outspread hands. “Okay, you win. Self-defence classes go on the roster. But I’ll have to find some extra staff first. I’ve no one trained in anything like that....”

Next to me, Richard stirs. “Why not use Charlotte?” His face is suspiciously straight. “You’d be willing to help, Charlotte, wouldn’t you?”

Michael gives him a hard stare, but our mermaid returns one of her jade-eyed smiles. “Of course I would. What are we talking about? A couple of hours a week to get it off the ground? And take it from there?”

“Sounds about right,” agrees Beth. “That’s settled then.” She turns back to Michael. “So, if we fit it in here in the morning....” With one long, immaculately painted nail, she taps at a spot on the timetables. “...That would leave the later parts of the day for the clientele to lunch first, then have sauna and spa, massage and all the rest of it. And we’d get them in for the whole day instead of just half a day. All else being equal, that should bring in twice the money.”

Michael chews a lip, nodding slowly. “You’ve thought this through, I can see.”

Richard claps a hand on his shoulder. “You might remember that Elizabeth’s original role in my company was as a trainee in Business Studies.”

Not just a pretty face....

Memo to self: never underestimate a woman just because she’s attractive.

*****
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​​Chapter Three - James – The Best Man’s Speech
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I slam my pen down on the desk.

Fuck!

I’m educated, intelligent and usually articulate. I have no difficulties expressing my thoughts.

So, how difficult can it be to write a five-minute Best Man’s Speech?

I rose early, wanting a little peace and quiet so I could get on with the most classic of a Best Man’s duties. I’d assumed it would be easy and I would run the job off in twenty or thirty minutes.

An hour later, the paper in front of me remains stubbornly blank.

And my eyes ache.

Surely I don’t need another eye test?

It goes with middle-age I suppose....

There’s no upside to getting older....

I need coffee....

Leaning back against the counter, sipping at my drink, my mind wanders, travelling back in time to my first marriage....

No....

My marriage....

For this wedding, it’s Michael who is marrying her.

But it doesn’t feel like that.

It feels like my wedding too.

And I’ll get it right this time....

This is my true marriage.

Even though it will be Michael who says the words....

Memories....

My wife, Marlene, with her screeching complaints. Never happy. Always complaining there wasn’t enough money, even though I was working as hard as I knew how.

I never asked her to work. I wanted her to be a mother to our daughter.

Where are you now, Georgie?

I slip the wallet from my back pocket where I keep her photo. I’d like to have it on my desk, but I’m never sure if it would upset Charlotte.

She looks out at me. Georgie. Seventeen years old. Beautiful. Becoming a woman. Holding up her exam certificate to show me. Beaming brightly because she’d made it to university.

I was so proud of you....

Am still proud of you...

More memories....

Only a few weeks later: Georgie has flown the nest to her university and the sick realisation settles on me that my marriage, such as it was, is over.

Marlene, screaming for money.... Screaming for possession of everything. As though she’d earned it all.

Marlene.... and the growing recognition that she had someone else....

Was she seeing him before the divorce?

Who cares...

Bitch.

Walking away from her: I gave her the house. The car. The fucking lot. I simply wanted out. An end to it.

And the final blow: as it dawned on me that Georgie would no longer talk to me, was refusing to see me....

.... That my ex-wife had poisoned her against me. My little girl, the apple of my eye, would no longer acknowledge me as her father.

Your mother lied to you, Georgie.

I may not have been the perfect husband, but I never did the things Marlene said. And I didn’t leave her without money. It’s hardly my fault she had no control over her spending.

I’ve not seen Georgie for years. And the last time I heard from her was when her university fees needed paying....

Glumly, I stare into my mug, what-ifs and might-have-beens churning.

I hear movement from above, then chuckle as the depression settling on me disperses. There’s no problem with Charlotte’s spending. I’ve never known anyone so careful with money, even now when she has plenty of it.

Tighter than a duck’s arse....

Count your blessings....

And these days, I have so many of them: my closest friend and the woman I love soon to be wed, in the marriage I engineered to ensure the future of our Triad. My work is interesting, fulfilling and earns me more money than I ever dreamed of in those earlier years married to the Wicked Witch of the East. And I have powerful friends....

Richard....

...

How to make the best of that friendship?.

Something hovers at the back of my mind, but the thoughts don’t coalesce.

Don’t think about it....

It’ll come when the time’s right....

I knock back the last of the coffee. 

Time to get on with that speech.

Tucking the photo safely back in my wallet, in much more cheerful mood, I return to my desk.

Since my mind is a blank, I search the internet for inspiration, trying to find the right words.

Quotes about marriage....

“.... A happy marriage is the work of two people....”

Not exactly appropriate....

“.... A perfect marriage is just two imperfect people who refuse to give up on each other....”

Nope... Not that either....

And I chuckle at Wodehouse. “And she's got brains enough for two, which is the exact quantity the girl who marries you will need.”

But hardly appropriate either. 

Michael is nobody’s fool....

And then I find it.

“The real act of marriage takes place in the heart....” I keep reading. After a minute or so, I open the top drawer of my desk, taking out the small box I’m keeping in there....

.... Just for the moment....

Opening it, I look at the ring, turning it in my fingers, thinking of what it represents....

To all of us....

And now I know what I want to say.

Smiling, I pick up my pen and start to write.

*****
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​​Chapter Four - James – What’s Wrong?
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“You look thoughtful.”

Michael twists the wine glass between his fingers, not drinking, simply turning it around and around. “Mmmm. Yes.”

“Is there any more of that wine?”

He reaches to a nearby shelf, takes a bottle, passes it across to me. As I pour myself a glass, “Problem? Something you want to share?”

“I think we should go visit Klempner.”

I hover in mid-pour, meeting his eyes then, without saying anything, finish pouring. Seating myself in the armchair opposite, “Why would you want to go see Klempner?”

“Keep your friends close and your enemies closer?” he muses.

“Not that I disagree with that, but the man’s a psychopath.”

“Yes, but he's a complicated psychopath and he's not stupid.”

“Is that the only reason you want to see him?”

He swipes a hand through his hair, then scratches at his nose before, finally, gulping at his wine. I wait.

“Well, in the first place,” he begins, “Klempner offered a kind of deal. He doesn't make any trouble for Charlotte on condition that she visits him.”

“And you think it was a genuine offer?”

“No. But... Who can tell? A visit would at least show good faith.”

“I’m not comfortable with this, with him seeing her. I know you spoke with the man, but I didn’t and....”

“I know and that’s why, for the first visit, I'd like to talk to him without Charlotte, but with you.”

“Me? You want me to come? Why?”

“Because Klempner was interested in us. You and I. In Charlotte’s relationship with us. It’s something to do with her mother's connection with Klempner and Conners. And....” He shrugs. Sighs... “... you’re naturally more suspicious than I am. Less likely to see the er....”

“.... The better angels of his nature?” 

He chuckles, flashing brows at me. “Quite. We’ll have two different views on the man. If Charlotte is going to visit him, I think you should weigh him up too. First.”

“Alright. I’ll come too.”

*****
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Michael takes the driver’s seat and fires up the engine. I move more slowly as I ease my stiff leg into position, pushing the seat back so as to stretch out as far as I can.

Michael watches with no signs of impatience. “Mind if I make a suggestion?”

“Sure. What?”

Reaching into the glove compartment, he rummages until he finds a small bottle, pushing it into my hand. “Just in case, half an hour or so before we go in, take a couple of painkillers. We don't want that bastard to see you limping.”

“Mmmm... Yes.” I slip the bottle in a pocket.

Driving, Michael glances down at my outstretched leg, seems about to speak, then swallows his words and looks back onto the road.

“What?”

“Um, nothing.”

“What? You were going to say something.”

He looks to me, looks away, then back at me. “When we get back tonight, would you like me to massage the leg? Loosen up the muscles a bit... Or... would that be weird?”

I consider this. “I’d say it’s about an eight or nine out of ten on the weirdometer.”

“Mmmm.... Yes.” He chews on a lip, then, “Would you like me to show Charlotte how to do it?”

“Excellent idea.” 

*****
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​​Chapter Five - Klempner
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Sutcliffe pokes his head around the door. “You have visitors, Mr Klempner.” 

I jolt to attention. “Who? Is it her?”

“No sir, it's two men. The blond one who came with her last time, and another one.”

“Dark-haired? Looks a bad bastard?”

“That sounds like him, yes, sir.”

From outside my cell comes another voice, brusque; Hartland. “Sutcliffe, get on with it. Larry, move yourself. We don’t have all day.”

Sutcliffe rolls eyes, offering me a look of mute apology, then, “Yes, Mr Hartland. We’re coming now.”

In corridors of concrete and steel, sour with the stink of disinfectant and sweat, Sutcliff walks behind me, as per the rules. I speak in a low voice. “You remember what I asked you to do?”

“Yes, sir. Leave it with me.”

*****
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​​Chapter Six - Michael – The Meeting
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Klempner ambles in as though he’d been invited to a tea party. His eyes pass over me, already seated, instead sliding across to James who stands, arms folded, lids hooded, silent.

Klempner sits, the screen separating us. “Only you two?” he drawls. “Where’s Jenny?”

“We came without her on this occasion,” I say, then cock my head across. “James wanted to weigh you up for himself.”

“Is that right?” He looks back at James, apparently considering. “Does she know you're here?”

“No.”

He ignores me, addressing James. “So, what do you want?”

“I want to know why you want to see Charlotte. And why you imagine she would ever want to see you.”

“The last time we met, you broke both my arms. Am I supposed to be pleased to see you?”

“You were on the point of having someone I care about gang-raped. We'll call it even, shall we?” James’ chin lifts. “And it’s worth pointing out that, in fact, it wasn’t me that broke your arms. It was Charlotte. And if the police hadn’t turned up when they did, I might well have shot you with your own gun. I was tempted. That would have finished all our problems, wouldn’t it.”

Klempner looks down, rubs his nose, then back up again. “That's why I'm on this side of the screen, and you're on that side. So... Why should I talk to you?”

James sits back in his seat, folding the arms again. “If you don't satisfy us, me and Michael, Charlotte won't be coming anywhere near you. A show of goodwill on your part would go a long way. A little humility wouldn’t do any harm either.”

Klempner sucks in his cheeks, considering that, then “Okay, shoot. What is it you want?”

“Why do you want to see her?”

Klempner raises eyes, staring up at the ceiling, exhales, then aims a finger at me. “The last time you were here, with her.... When she laughed, it reminded me of... happier times.”

“You're not happy?”

He huffs. “They put me on suicide watch.”

“Really? You're thinking of suicide?”

Klempner gives a long look, then gestures around the miserable room. Unplastered brickwork, painted institutional green. Bars cut across windows. When the guard shifts his position, the sound of the slight movement echoes against hard walls and harder floors. “What do you think?”

“I think that you think far too much of your own skin to go down that path...” Klempner’s eyes narrow... “... If you weren't here... If you were still living your previous life, from before you were captured, would you be happy?”

Klempner shrugs. “What's happy? I worked. I was wealthy. For all the good it did.”

“If it didn't make you happy, why do it?” James' voice is dry, but....

He actually sounds interested....

Klempner’s reply is equally dry. “It's better to cry in a limo than on a bicycle....” His gaze travels the length of James’ expensive suit.... “.... Don’t you think?”

James doesn’t reply, instead pursing his lips. There’s a set to his eyes... 

He leans forward on the counter, his face close to the screen, hands fisting. “I want to know why the man who enslaved, abused, and came close to having Charlotte raped, wants to see her again. Why?”

Klempner stills, silent.

“Do you want to see her again?” I ask. “Or was what you said last time simply a spur of the moment thing? You didn’t really mean it?”

His eyes snap up. “Yes. I want to see her again.”

“Then... Why?” insists James. “If I don’t get an answer that satisfies me, she’s not coming.”

Klempner gives him a slow look. “It seems to me....” he drawls, “from what I saw of her, that if that one decides she wants to come, she’ll ignore your opinion.”

James stiffens, bolt upright, eyes slitted, lips pressed white.

But Klempner continues. “You see, Jenny’s a lot like her mother. She takes after her. There’s damn all of her father in there.”

“She could be your daughter,” I say.

His voice is flat. “She's Conners' daughter.” 

“You're sure of that?”

“I'm sure.”

“How?”

But he doesn't reply, simply looking away.

“What was she like? Her mother?”

“Mitch? Ahhh....” Klempner’s eyes soften. He stares into some unreadable distance. “She was charming and clever, spoilt and selfish. She told me she’d been the youngest in her family, and it showed. She wanted everything her own way. I don’t think she’d ever been refused.” He coughs a laugh, bitter and raw. “She learned better than that with me....”

“I can imagine.”

“.... And she was the most beautiful woman I ever saw....”

“And you’ve seen a few.” James' face is set.

“Oh yes. I’m a good judge of.... female flesh.”

I interrupt. I know trouble brewing when I see it. “How many have you enslaved?”

Klempner’s eyes droop. “I have no idea. I never counted.”

“No idea? Not even roughly?”

“When I'm shipping a cargo,” he snaps, “I don't care what's on board. Just how much it costs and how much it makes.”

He inhales, rubs the back of his neck, blows air. “Why are you here, the pair of you? You didn’t come to ask about my business practices. What is it you want from me? I want to see the girl. What do you want?”

“We want to find her mother. Charlotte wants to find her mother. You robbed her of that when she was a baby. Perhaps you can make amends now.”

Klempner pauses, seemingly thoughtful. “I’ve not seen Mitch in over twenty years.” He speaks slowly. “If I knew where to find her, I’d have done it, long ago.”

“Where did you lose the trail?”

He ponders again, lids lowered, then, “Got a pen and paper?”

Uncertain, I glance at the guard, but he nods permission, watching closely as James take his diary from a pocket, tears out a sheet and slides it under the screen with a pen.

Klempner scribbles something down, slides it back. “That's the address where she was living when she was with Conners and the baby.”

James glances at it, then passes it to me. “You’re the City boy.”

“You’re not from around here then?” Klempner seems genuinely interested.

“Not originally, no.”

I read the address. “This part of the City was demolished. But it would have been the same parish as the church where the wedding certificate shows they were married. It's also quite close to Blessingmoors.”

“Wedding certificate?” Klempner sits bolt upright. “You have that?” Then he recovers himself.

That rattled him....

Why?

James and I exchange a glance.

He saw it too....

I sit back in my chair, folding my hands onto the counter. “Yes, we have that. And her birth certificate,” I drawl.

Klempner’s eyes narrow, but he’s regained his cool. Pursing his lips, he locks eyes with me, wearing I-can-outstare-a-cat expression.

“Got anything to add?” asks James.

“Yes....” Head tilted back, the white of his eyes showing all round, Klempner swings the stare onto James, 

Trying to intimidate...?

.... Good luck with that...

“.... For what it's worth, if you want to find Mitch, I think you're tackling it the wrong way.”

“What does that mean?”

“The other one, the Haswell woman. They're clearly related. Track it down from her end. I set Bech on it....”

“Bech?”

“.... Corby to you. Before he died, I told him to find out who she is, where her family hails from. But he didn't make much progress other than to learn her family name is Kimberley. You might do better.”

“What do you know about Michelle’s family?”

“Not a thing. She never spoke of them.”

“Then I suggest you leave Beth out of this....”

Klempner sneers. “I’m not interested in that one. She's too much of a sniveller. Some women are born to take orders. She's one of them. Haswell is welcome to her.”

“But you are interested in Charlotte.”

“I’m interested in Jennifer. And her mother. Mitch was mine.” 

I don’t like the emphasis in his words. “You know, from most men that would be a statement of love, or at least affection. From you, it smacks of ownership. But of course, that’s what you did, isn’t it? Own people. Enslave them. Before you were caught anyway.... How did Frank Conners die?”

“Who wants to know?”

“My fiancée.”

His eyes drop to my hand, then to James. “Nice rings. A good match to the ones she’s wearing. You’re planning on putting something legal on her?”

“I’m marrying her in a few weeks, since you ask.”

He grins, but there’s no humour there. “I'm sure that my lack of an invitation to the wedding was an oversight, not a deliberate insult.”

“How did her father die?”

“Look in the records.”

“The records aren't there.”

“Really? I suppose I have Bech to thank for that. So why do you think I'm going to give you a full confession?”

“You’ve already confessed. We’d simply like to know the details. How did he die?”

Klempner considers, nods. “In the river. Off the side of the old bridge. I imagine if it was dredged there, something might turn up.”

“Christ, you’re a heartless bastard.”

“I daresay you’re right.” His eyes shift between me and James. “You going to let her visit me then?”

“We’ll think about it,” snaps James. Then to me, “Anything else?”

“I don’t think so, unless....” I turn to Klempner.... “Anything you want to add?”

“Not right now. But I’ll hope to see you again, Michael. With Jennifer.” He nods across, apparently polite. “James.”
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The car door bleeps and we get in. “So, what do you make of that?” I say, starting up the engine.

James buckles up then tips his head back, staring heavenward. “I think he's an appalling bastard. And every bit as dangerous to Charlotte as he was before. He’s obsessive, egotistical and completely fixated on Michelle. And therefore, from that, on Charlotte.”

“I agree, but you know, I think he genuinely loved the woman.”

James blows out his cheeks, musing. “And you believe that makes him any less dangerous?”

“Not at all. His idea of love is ownership. Fortunately....” We drive at a crawl through heavy gates which sweep closed behind us. “.... he’s securely locked up, isn’t he.” A second set of gates swings open to let us exit... “Do we tell Charlotte we've seen him?”

James hmmms. “I don't think so. At least not yet. I think you and I need to digest what Klempner said. If Charlotte gets any ideas, she might just decide to take matters into her own hands.”

“Yes, she might.”

I drive. James, hands clasped, orbits one thumb around the other. “Charlotte's had to think for herself most of her life,” he says. “And she's had someone trying to control her for most of that life. She's not used to having anyone else to rely on. She's not apt to give up her liberty easily.”

“Even when it's you that’s asking?”

His lips pucker to a half-smile. “Even when it's me.”
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​​Chapter Seven - Klempner – Did You Do It?
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“Did you do it?”

“Yes, Mr Klempner. Just as you asked.”

“Perfect. I’ll not forget this, Sutcliffe.”

“Thank you, sir. Is there anything else?”

“No, not right now.”

He leaves, the door clanging shut behind him. The lock grinds as the key turns but the sound no longer bothers me.

Two photos sit on my locker. One old. One new. I pick up the older one....

Happier days....

The photo is faded, the colours no longer true, the corners frayed and yellowing....

.... Mitch, smiling, bright-eyed, beautiful, wearing green as she often did, her arm around my waist.

The other photo....

Jennifer....

.... Mitch’s daughter....

Grown up just like her mother.

Mine.
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​​Chapter Eight - Beth - Albert’s Funeral
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The car crunches onto the drive, pulling up by the front porch. Ross jumps out then walks around the car to open my door. “Will there be anything else, Mrs Haswell?”

“No, that’s fine thank you, Ross. You go home. It’s been a long day.”

Inside, Richard is waiting. “Elizabeth, it’s good to see you.” He kisses my cheek, takes my coat and offers me the armchair near the fire. “How did it go?”

I feel sad. Not upset, but sad. The old uncle I knew as a girl had long since vanished into a haze of confusion and bitterness. His time had come....

No, not upset, but yes, sad.

“Oh, you know funerals. Everyone was there, whether they really knew him or not. All exchanging family chit-chat and nonsense over canapés. No-one was really close to him anymore, not even David and Stephen.”

“David and Stephen?”

“Uncle Albert’s two sons. He’d pretty much stopped talking to them over the years. I think they were just going through the motions today.”

Richard perches on the chair arm next to me. He strokes my face, kisses the top of my head. “I’m sorry, my Love. I know you were fond of the old fellow.” Tilting up my face with a finger under my chin, “Can I get you anything? A glass of wine? Something stronger?”

“A gin and tonic would be nice.”

“Coming up. I’ll just get some ice.”

He reappears a couple of minutes later with two G&Ts clinking with ice and lemon. “Thought I’d keep you company,” he smiles. “Come on. Sit with me by the fire.” He gestures me down, winding an arm around me as we sit together on the rug, staring into the flames.

After a while I say, “Since the whole family was there, I tried asking about Charlotte again. Not the details obviously. Just that I had a friend who looks a lot like me and we think her mother was called Kimberly.”

“And?”

“And, nothing. Blank stares from the younger ones and the older generation found something else to talk about.”

“You think the topic was being cold-shouldered?”

“Mmm, yes. By the oldsters at least. I don’t think the younger ones know anything.”

“So, maybe it was your Uncle George after all? Climbing through bedroom windows and making a scandal.”

“Well, if it was, it's too late to ask him. He died five years ago. That generation has gone now. Uncle Albert as the last of them.”

Richard watches me for a minute, then leans in, brushing his lips over mine. “I don’t think you should dwell on it. It’s obvious that you and Charlotte are something to each other. Why don’t we just call the pair of you cousins and leave it at that?”

“Because Charlotte wants to find her mother.”
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​​Chapter Nine - Richard – Charlotte’s Problem
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“Is something bothering you, Charlotte?”

“Um, it’s a bit embarrassing actually.”

“Can I help?”

She hangs her head.

“Charlotte, we’re friends, aren’t we? Is it something I can help with?”

She watches her own feet, toeing at the ground. “I’ve been looking at the menus for the wedding reception. Michael and my Mast... James, seem to be planning something quite.... complicated.”

“Don’t you like what they’re planning? It’s your wedding too, remember. The bride gets first call. If you don’t like something, you’re entitled to say.”

“Oh, no. It’s great. All of it. It really is... It’s just.... For the meal... There’s all these courses. And I don’t know what most of the food is....”

“Like what?”

“Well, what’s sad-zee-kee?”

Sahdzeekee?

?

?

I try to move my head to Planet Charlotte....

Ah.... Tzatziki....

“It’s yoghurt and mint. It’s a popular dressing on spicy food.”

“Oh....” Her face brightens. “That doesn’t sound so bad. What about Wellington? It sounds like a boot and I.... I didn’t like to ask.” Her head droops again.

“Charlotte, you shouldn’t worry over asking about something you don’t know. How else will you learn? And wellington is beef baked inside pastry. Or sometimes a vegetarian version will be served, with say, a cheese, herb and nut filling.”

“Oh! Well.... That sounds okay as well, I suppose. But then there’s a lot of knives and forks and things.... And I don’t know what I’m supposed to do with them all.” Her face is tragic. “Michael and James... I know they’re both looking forward to it so much. I... I don’t want to look a fool and spoil it for them.”

“Charlotte, it’s easily dealt with. Elizabeth can show you your way around the dinner table. And then, James and I have to attend one of those infernal charity dinners next week. I rather not, but I’m expected to be seen at these events. However, in this case, I think you should be there too. It will give you some practice at, um, formal eating.”

“Thank you.” Her voice is small, subdued.

Poor kid....

All the things she seen and done and gone through, and it’s her own wedding meal that scares her....

Most women would kill for the invitation I just gave her.

“Come on, Charlotte. It’s your wedding. It’s is your day. Learn to enjoy it. Michael and James maybe as happy as sandboys organising it all, but no-one cares about them. You’re the bride. On the day, all the eyes will be on you.”

“That’s what I’m nervous of.”
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​​Chapter Ten - James – The Charity Dinner
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Charity dinner night and the four of us make our way to the table, Elizabeth on Richard’s arm, Charlotte on mine. Like Richard, I detest these events, but these days it’s expected of me and at least this evening I have some entertaining company.

But Charlotte looks glum, muttering under her breath.

“What’s bothering you? I thought you wanted to come?”

“I feel like the ugly duckling.”

?

?

I look down at my Jade, exquisite in a plain black dress, cut to her figure and stopping just short of the knee. “Why Charlotte?”

She gestures around the room. “Look at them all, in their dresses and jewellery and....”

*Sigh*

“Charlotte, look at the other women in this room. They may all have designer dresses and jewellery and bags and shoes. You could have all of that too if it meant a damn thing to you. But it doesn't, and I don't insist, because if you were wearing a sack, you would still outshine every other woman here.”

She rolls eyes at me but looks a little reassured.

Richard harrumphs and I smile to Beth. “Present company excluded of course.” But there’s a twinkle in Richard’s eye. 

I turn back to Charlotte. “Besides which, I’m sure you know as well as I do, the ending to the story of the Ugly Duckling.”

I wink at her, and she smiles.
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​​Chapter Eleven - Richard – The Charity Dinner
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At the large circular table, I have Elizabeth to one side, Mayor Vandervoort to the other. My elegant wife makes a manful effort to smile as she exchanges chit-chat with his wife, Veronica, a couple of seats along. She’s doing a great job. I know she loathes the woman, an overly-made-up blond who nurses the illusion that traffic-stop-red suits her complexion. If you stepped in her personality, you wouldn’t wet your feet.

Beyond her are my old friend, Will Stanton, the Police Commissioner and his wife. Across from us are some of the local Councillors and minor politicians with their assorted females. And finally, there is James, and beside him, looking petrified, is Charlotte.

Completely out of her depth....

.... and her comfort zone....

But the practice is good for her....

When I get her on my Board in a few years’ time, she’ll need to be to grips with this....

However, regardless of the quality of some of the company we are keeping, the food is very good and Charlotte, finally raising a smile, tucks in. Her eyes, I notice, follow Elizabeth as the hors d'oeuvres are served. Her hands hover over the cutlery, before, following Elizabeth, she picks up the tiny rounds of toast and pate in her fingers.

I keep watching, surreptitiously of course.

The soup, a Vichyssoise, is delicious, and after a doubtful moment, while she sniffs then tastes, true to form, Charlotte spoons it up with relish, right to the last drop. Her dish emptied, she tears a chunk from a roll, swiping around her plate, then gulping the bread down in large economical bites as she polishes away the last smear of soup.

After a moment the conversation lulls and she glances up. Everyone is looking at her, watching the performance. Veronica wears a faint sneer.

Charlotte flushes, looking around at the assembly, and then to James who eye-points the remains of the roll in her hand. With a guilty look, she drops it on her side plate.

“You know,” I comment, reaching for the basket of bread. “I’ve often thought....” I take a roll and break off a piece, wiping it into my own bowl. “.... That when we become wealthy, we shouldn’t lose sight of some of the core values that got us here. And one of those is not wasting good food.”

I break off another piece, polishing the enamel with it. “This is, after all, a charity dinner, isn’t it, for the homeless. We should be seen to practice the values we claim to espouse.”

Chatter bursts out, abrupt and noisy.

“Quite right.”

“Yes, just so.”

Suddenly, the basket of rolls is empty and I drop wink to Charlotte.
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Charlotte’s attention becomes distracted, Veronica probing the detail of the wedding; outfits, choice of church, how many bridesmaids, dresses....
How much it’s all costing....

James leans close, speaking in a low voice. “Thanks for that. Charlotte would have been mortified. One of the things I know she was taught on that farm was that you don’t waste food. That it’s bad-mannered not to clear your plate. Between that and starving as a kid, she never....”

I brush it off. “Forget it. I asked you to bring her so she could get used to this kind of thing.”

He arches brows. “Really? Should I read something into that?”

I prevaricate. “She was worried about the wedding reception, about knowing how to behave at a formal occasion. This is good practice for her.”

He nods, chewing his food thoughtfully.

In for a penny....

“As a matter of fact, there’s something else I wanted to run by you.” I glance across to check Charlotte’s attention is elsewhere. It is. She’s listening politely to Veronica....

.... winding her table-napkin in her hands, knuckles turning white....

Good practice....

“Go on,” says James.

“You mentioned to me some while ago that you’d caught her hacking our security system.”

“Ah-ha. Along with whatever else caught her interest.”

“Did you make any attempt to stop her?”

“No, not after you said you were happy for her to see what was going on.”

“Good. So.... We can assume that she’s probably continuing along those lines?”

James sucks at his teeth, then delicately picks a sliver from between with a fingernail. After a long pause, he says, “I don’t know. I didn’t think to check. But I can if you want me to?”

“Not necessarily.  That’s not what I’m thinking.”

He scratches his forehead. “What then?”

“Not now, but later, when she’s had more training, what do you think of the idea of Charlotte as Head of Security?”

James fork drops, landing with a clatter on his plate. He glances around. “Sorry, folks. Clumsy of me.” Then he turns back to me. “Are you serious?”

“Perfectly serious. You don't like the idea?”

“Ummm, I didn't say that.” He ponders. “In fact, as I think on it.... she'd be a natural for the job.”

I pursue the point. “I know I can trust her. And she has the kind of devious mind and the sheer tenacity that a job like that needs. Not to mention the motivation.”

“To be suspicious on our behalf?” 

“Exactly.”

James chews at a lip, turning the thought over. “She wanted to be an engineer.”

“Do the two conflict? I don't see why they should.”

He glances Charlotte’s way, then back at me. “No, they wouldn’t conflict at all. One set of skills would boost the other.” He stares at the tablecloth. “Michael won't like it.”

“You're her Dom.”

“Yes, but not exclusively. Look, suppose we keep this on the table for the long-term and meanwhile, I can.... guide her along appropriate paths.”

“Agreed,” I say. “And if she's permitted to pursue the interest, you'll know what she's up to.”

He huffs. “True.”
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The fish course is next. 

Charlotte leans forward over the table to Elizabeth. “Which is the fish knife?” she hisses. “I thought I knew what it looked like.”

I glance down at my cutlery.

Oh, God....

They’re serving oysters....

Wonder if she’s ever eaten one?

James exchanges a glance with me, rubbing at his chin.

The plate is set before Charlotte. She stares, then her eyes roll up to watch Elizabeth. 

In fact, I know that my wife does not care for oysters, but this time, she makes a show of how to eat one tidily. Squeezing on a little lemon juice, she flicks the flesh clear of the shell with the tiny fork, then tips it back into her mouth.

Which moron set the menu for this meal?

Charlotte watches keenly. Still with an uncertain look, she squeezes lemon juice over one of the shellfish on her plate, then jerks back. “It moved!”

James murmurs something to her.

“They're alive?” Her eyes are wide. “They’re alive and we eat them like that?”

“That’s how it’s done, Charlotte. It’s the only way to be sure they’re fresh.”

“But.... I just saw it flinch when I put on the lemon juice. It’s... it’s like a chemical burn on the poor thing....”

She has the attention of the whole table by now. Brows furrow at her words and some of the dishes are pushed away.

A mutter from one side. “Never thought of it like that.”

“Chemical attack.... She’s right though....”

The waiter’s glance is frosty as he removes Charlotte’s plate, then the others, most of the contents untouched.
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Fortunately, Charlotte enjoys the sorbet which follows, and a salad can hold few surprises. The vegetable terrine is excellent and presents no problems. But when the main course arrives....

Oh my God....

And I know what’s coming. Next to me, James groans quietly.

Charlotte peers at her dish, then up at the waiter. Her eyes pass between me and Elizabeth, then at James. She sucks at her lips. “Um, it’s raw.”

“Steak tartare is meant to be raw, Charlotte,” says James, his voice level. “Why don’t you try it....”
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The evening over, we leave, Elizabeth and Charlotte chatting, James by me. His voice low. “Do we call that a win?”

“I think we just call it a first. Who’s setting the menu for your reception dinner?”

“I am. Perhaps I’ll reconsider my plans.”

“I’d keep it simple if I were you.”

“I’ll hang on to that thought.”

Elizabeth is struggling to keep her face straight. “Did you enjoy that, Charlotte?”

Charlotte sniffs. “Next time give the food direct to the homeless and the needy. Better still, give ‘em the cash.”

She has a point....
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​​Chapter Twelve - James – The Vows
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Charlotte sits cross-legged on the rug by the hearth, the fire glowing warm. Although, in theory, we’re well into Spring and the sun is bright, the day is crisp and cold here on our mountain, as Winter shrugs its last over the heights.

Michael carries in an armful of logs. “Plenty to keep us going.”

In fact, I rather think he enjoys chopping the firewood. I’ve seen Charlotte watching him sometimes, surreptitiously, when she thinks he doesn’t notice. Stripped to the waist for the work in even the coldest weather, from the female point of view, I imagine he makes an engaging sight.

She’s working through catalogues and brochures for invitations, stationery, flowers and dresses. There seem to be more every time I look, and Beth keeps producing more to add to the stack.

“What have you chosen for the vows?” I ask. “Please tell me that you’re not promising to ‘Love, Honour and Obey’. None of us would believe it for a minute.”

She has the grace to blush. “Er, no. I don’t think that would be a good idea, would it? I shall promise to Love, Honour and Cherish’.”

“How about the part where you promise to ‘forsake all others...’” chuckles Michael.

Charlotte’s jaw drops. My gut clenches and Michael’s expression twists to dismay. “Hey, it was a joke....” He looks between us, palms raised.  “Really. It was just a joke.”

But Charlotte’s eyes travel to mine, then his, and back again as she chews at her lip.
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​​Chapter Thirteen - Beth – Michael’s Help
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As I step out of the elevator and into the reception area, Michael is there. Hands behind his head, legs stretched out and crossed at the ankles, he sits staring into space, humming tunelessly.

“Waiting for someone?”

His eyes flick to me. “Hi, Beth,” he smiles. “Yeah, Charlotte’s running late.” He stands, reaching for the box I’m carrying. “Here let me take that for you.”

“Thanks.” Gratefully, I pass it to him, then shake the blood back into my aching hands before brushing myself down of dust and cobwebs.

“Heavy,” he comments, lifting it with no apparent effort. “Where do you want it?”

“In the conference room, please. Just put it down in the corner.”

Michael deposits the box, gritty with the dirt of years, on the expensive carpet of my husband’s meeting room, then swipes hands together with the logic that argues you can clean off one against the other. “Any more like that?”

“I have a carload of the stuff and more where that came from. But don't bother. Ross is bringing it up.”

He eyes the carton. “What on earth is it?”

“A lifetime’s worth of collected junk. I don't think Uncle Albert ever threw anything away, and he made me executor to his will. I'm lumped with going through it all.”

“That sounds like fun.”

“You have no idea. I’ve been quickly through his house. He could barely move in there. He went a bit odd as he grew older, and I don’t think he’s thrown out a newspaper or a jam jar in the last ten years. There are cupboards full of hoarded food and sugar and even toilet rolls....”

“Saving for a rainy day?”

“I think so, yes. He didn’t have much and what he did have, he wouldn’t let go of.”

Twenty minutes later, I’ve emptied half the box onto the conference table and a further eight like it are stacked in the corner. And I know that I have several more carloads to come.

“Will that be all, Mrs Haswell?” asks Ross, picking crawlers from his jacket. Michael reaches out and flicks a particularly long-legged example from the back of his collar.

“For today, yes thanks. Then, whenever it fits in, Ross, just pick up the rest of it. There's no hurry. It's going to take a while to go through what's here already.”

Michael is on his phone, a hand covering the other ear. “Oh, right? So how long d’you reckon? Okay. I'll see you later. No, it's no problem. I didn't have any plans.”

He surveys the avalanche of yellowed paper on the desktop. “Can I help at all?”

With something like despair, I contemplate the task ahead of me. “I don't like to ask, Michael.”

“What, with all the help you've been giving us with the wedding? Don't be silly. I'm happy to help. Unless it's private family stuff of course?”

I pick up a random handful of paper, scanning it. “Well, these are eighteen years old bank statements. I think any shock-horror value ran out a while ago. If you’re happy to volunteer, then I'm happy to say yes.”

He pulls out a chair. “Where do we start?”
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​​Chapter Fourteen - Richard – The Volunteer
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“What on earth...?”

Elizabeth sits to one side of the table. Michael to the other. Each has a mound of paper worthy of a termite mound and a cardboard crate to one side. As I watch, Elizabeth briefly scans a sheet then tosses it into the box beside her. Michael is shaking his head, disbelief writ large.

“He really did keep everything, didn't he. This is a parking ticket from nineteen-ninety-two and this....” He scans the sheet, his lips moving as he does so, “.... is an invoice and guarantee for removal of a wasps’ nest from the following year.”

“How did you get dragged into this, Michael?”

“He volunteered,” says Elizabeth, her voice short. “Please don’t upset my staff member. I might lose him.”

Michael snorts. “You’ve got me for today until Charlotte and James turn up. But I’m happy enough to help. If you like, I can take a box home with me. No harm in doing a bit during the evening in front of the fire.”

Elizabeth swings grateful eyes on him. “Oh, would you?”
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​​Chapter Fifteen - Richard – Wedding Dresses
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“A pleasant afternoon, my Love?”

She flops down in her chair. It’s very uncharacteristic. Normally, my Elizabeth is graceful and carries herself well. Today she has all the signs of being at the end of her tether. 

“It’s been a long afternoon.” She glances around the room. “Master, is there any wine? I’m exhausted.”

“Exhausted? Just from a few hours of shopping for a wedding dress?”

“We have been through every wedding shop I know of, plus several of the larger department stores. I have looked at hundreds of dresses.” She presses a hand to her forehead. “I’ve gone wedding-dress-blind. For someone who normally doesn’t give a hoot about clothes, Charlotte is being very picky about this. I wouldn’t have minded if she was having trouble finding something to suit her. But she looked stunning in everything she tried on.”

I chuckle. “Well, she would, wouldn’t she?”

“Master?”

“She looks a lot like you my Love, and you also looked stunning on our wedding day.”

She smiles, squeezing my hand at the compliment, but there’s something....

What’s wrong?

“So, did she find something she liked in the end?”

She throws her hands in the air. “No. Nothing made her happy. I’m going to have to go with her to do this again.” Then she hesitates, her voice slowing. “Master, I’m wondering if everything’s alright with Charlotte. She was very snappy with me towards the end of the afternoon.”

That’s not like Charlotte....

.... She adores Elizabeth....

“How do you mean? Alright?”

“I’m wondering if she really wants to get married?” Then she slants me a meaningful look. “Or at least, if it’s Michael she wants to marry.”
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​​Chapter Sixteen - James – The Menus


[image: ]


I’m about ready to explode.

Give me strength....

If they don’t stop bickering soon....

Ben picks up a menu card and pulls a face. “The menu’s a bit bland, isn't it? I thought you go for something more adventurous.”

Michael, blank-faced, looks up from the table. He has dozens of small name-cards laid out, moving them around as he works out a seating plan. “Like what?”

“Well, plain roast chicken? Why not say, chicken kiev? It’s a bit more interesting.”

“I set the menu,” I say. “It's not everyone who likes garlic. And if people do want something spicier they can choose a sauce. Or anything from the standard menu for the restaurant. But I happen to know from Michael that at least a couple of the older ones in your family have delicate digestions. So, I opted for chicken, plain.”

He curls a lip. “I still think it’s a bit unadventurous.”

“It’s too late to change it now,” I snap. “All the supplies are in. I've chosen a menu that will be easy to serve to a lot of people. It's the first time the kitchen has served any amount of food and I want it to go smoothly. It’s almost the practice run for the Open Day next week.”

Ben at his most truculent is a trial I can do without. He squares up on me. “And you know something about a hotel kitchen, do you? And how to run one?”











[image: ]


d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
SIMONE LEIGH

Box Set One





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





