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Chapter One - James

In the bedroom, Michael holds Charlotte, stroking her hair, talking quietly. “Shhh... It’s alright, Babe. It’s just one of those things.” Gently, he rocks her as she weeps into his chest.

We leave them to themselves; give them the privacy they need for a while.

On the scale of things, ranged against wars and famines, terrorism or natural disasters, their tragedy is a small one; Charlotte’s miscarriage of Michael’s child. But it’s not small for them.

The house is quiet. 

Too quiet.

Downstairs, in the lounge, Klempner stands, hands clasped behind, his back to the fire, swaying from the balls of his feet to his heels and back again.

Cara napping by her side, Mitch knits: tiny blue gloves, now no longer needed by their intended owner. Periodically she puts the work down on her lap to draw a finger under her eyes, then takes it up again, the needles clicking rhythmically. Klempner watches her sidelong, frowning. His mouth opens as though to speak, but then snaps shut as I give a quick shake of the head.

Beth, on the settee, feeds a contently gurgling Adam. Richard, seated next to her, makes a show of reading his paper. But he’s been reading the same page, the same quarter of a page, for twenty minutes now. Eventually, sighing, he folds it away and simply sits, staring into the fire.

Even the dogs are subdued, picking up the vibes from the rest of us I suppose. Bear pads across to sit by Mitch, groans, then drops his head onto her lap. Scruffy circles on the hearthrug by Klempner’s feet, circles again, then drops down, his nose tucked under his tail.

The clock ticks.

Forty-five minutes...

An hour...

Time to check them out...

Back upstairs, I push the bedroom door open, quietly, just in case, and wait, framed by the doorway.

They’re still sitting together on the bed, part-turned away from me. Charlotte nods at something he says, swiping her eyes with the back of her hand. “I know. It happens all the time. Like you say, it was probably for the best...”

Then she shudders and sobs again... Michael’s grip on her tightens... But she straightens up, resting her palm against his chest. “I’m fine. Really, I’m fine...” She sniffles... “It was... just a shock. You’re right. It happens all the time. And it’s not as though it was far along. Too small to be a proper baby yet.”

Michael says little. Kisses her hair. Holds her. Strokes her. Murmurs something quiet.

Am I intruding?

Too soon yet?

Uncertain, I shift and the floorboards creak under my feet. Michael half-turns, looking over his shoulder. “James? It’s alright. Come in.”

Charlotte draws in breath, wipes palms over her cheeks, obviously trying to make herself presentable. “Master?” Tears still swim in her voice.
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Chapter Two - Charlotte
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I’m not exactly crying anymore, but somehow, my eyes still leak tears down my cheeks. Michael’s body is warm against mine. “Shhh... It’s not great, Babe. We both know that. I’m disappointed too. And I do understand that it’s harder for you. But these things happen. We’ll get past it. You’ll see. We’ll try again and, in a year, maybe, you’ll be introducing Cara to her sister or brother.”

His closeness, his heat, the sweet-spicy scent of him is soothing, drawing me back to reality. “I know.” But I’m still snivelling. I swipe the back of my hand over streaming eyes and nose. 

From behind us, the creak of floorboards. Michael shifts, half-turning to look over his shoulder. “James? It’s alright. Come in.”

“Master...” I don’t know what to say. The words won’t come yet. 

“Charlotte?” He sits beside me, takes my tear-dampened hand and kisses the fingers.

Michael stands. “Why don’t I leave you two for a while. You can have a chat.” He brushes fingers over my cheek. “You’ll feel better for that.” 

“Michael...”

But he clicks his tongue, drops me a wink. “It’s fine, Babe. You two have some time together. I’ll only be downstairs if you want me.” Stooping, he presses his lips to mine, then ambles out.

My eyes are swollen and I’m blinking to see properly. “Sorry, Master. I didn’t mean to make such a fuss. It’s just...” And a sob shakes loose from my throat before I swallow it again.

The grip on my hand tightens. “Sorry? You have nothing to apologise for. And everything to feel upset about.” He tilts up my chin, raising my eyes to his: soft, liquid, dark as a moonless night. “You look terrible, you know.”

“I know.” I’m sniffling again and drag my sleeve over my nose and eyes again.

He tuts, snagging my fingers. “That’s a very unattractive habit, you know.” Prising the fingers open, he presses something into my hand. “A lady may always ask a gentleman for the use of his handkerchief.”

Despite myself, I find myself laughing as I clean my face. “Sorry.”

“That’s better.” He draws a thumb over my cheek, wiping under my eyes. “Your mascara’s all to hell too.”

I swipe under my eyes, drawing black streaks across the previously white linen, then wind the handkerchief tight in my fingers.

He extracts it gently from my hands. “A great improvement.” He kisses my forehead, then once more takes my fingers in his. “So, how are you feeling now?”

How do I feel?

I slump, letting out air. “A bit of a failure. I’ve let Michael down. He works so hard to make everything here perfect and...”

“That’s utter nonsense, and you know it.” Irritation crackles in his voice, but it’s soft and quickly muted. 

“I’ve never failed at anything before...” It’s hard to express how I’m feeling...  “... Not if I really wanted to do it.”

His tone turns crisp. “And you haven’t failed now, either. You’ve just had a setback. It happens. Come on, cheer up.” He slings an arm around my shoulder, squeezes. “It's not a disaster, just a glitch. When you’re feeling yourself again, Michael will spend another few weeks pinning your brains to the bedhead two or three times a day. Then you'll find you’re pregnant again and you'll forget this even happened.”

“Yeah... You’re right. And I will feel better, I know. But right now, I feel useless.”

He chuckles. “Charlotte, you are the least useless woman I have ever known, but you do need cheering up, I think.” He scratches an eyebrow. “With any other woman I'd say go out for the day with your mother and Beth, and I'd fund a shopping trip...”

Despite myself, I grimace...

His voice turns dry... “In your case, however, what say we go check out that new bookstore that opened up in town? Everyone can come, and we'll call it a family day out.”

“That sounds... nice...”

“Good. That’s agreed, then. So, for now... You didn’t finish your breakfast. I’ll make you something to eat, and if you want, you can have it in bed. But I thought you might like to have a soak in the hot tub. It’s a bit early, but a glass of wine might help too. We can all join you if you’d like. Or... we can leave you and Michael together if you’d prefer.”

A pale imitation of a smile flits over her face. “I’d like that, yes.”

“Richard and Beth, too?”

She sucks at her lower lip, nods.

“Fine. Come downstairs then. You can eat while I run the tub.”

*****
[image: ]


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Three - James
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Michael accompanies Charlotte, pale-faced, red-eyed, but composed, into the wet room.  He slips the towelling robe from her shoulders, holding her hand in support as she lowers herself into warm bubbles. Beth, already soaking herself, shuffles closer along the step, giving Charlotte’s hand a squeeze.

Richard slides along to sit the other side of her. “Feeling a bit better now?”

Nodding, she forces a smile. “A bit.” 

“Here...” I pass a glass of wine to Richard, then step down into steaming, perfumed water. Michael joins me.

Richard sets the glass in Charlotte’s free hand then, slipping his hand around her shoulder, kisses her forehead. “It will be fine. You will be fine. You’ll see. You and Michael will try again, and the next time, you’ll have a fine, bouncing brother or sister for Cara.”

He tips the glass from under the stem. “Drink your wine. Get this one inside you. Then James will pour you another, and we’ll all just relax and enjoy each other’s company Alright?”

Her smile is a bit wan but is looking more genuine. “Alright.” She settles back, some of her tension easing.

This was the right thing to do...

It was always my hope that when, as will inevitably happen in anyone’s life, disaster strikes our household, we all would have each other for support. And now, it’s proving itself to be so. Sipping wine, surrounded by the people she loves, a faint ray of sunshine brightens Charlotte’s smile.

Family...
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Chapter Four - Klempner
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Jenny eventually emerges from hiding, enveloped in a vast towelling robe, about five sizes too large for her...

Michael’s?

Probably...

She curls up onto the settee, and Mitch descends on her in comforting angel mode, fussing at her, fluffing up cushions, smothering her with hot chocolate and cookies, pressing some book into her hand. 

“Can I do anything?”

Jenny gives me a watery smile, but Mitch, just a quick shake of her head. Neither says anything more and after a few minutes, it dawns on me that I’m surplus to requirement.

“I’ll... um... I’ll go take a walk. Anything I can fetch while I’m out?”

“No, we’re fine,” says Mitch, but she flashes me a brief look of gratitude.

Hmmm...

In fact, I was rather comfortable by the fire. In the hall I hover, deciding what to do with my unsought freedom.

Where are the men?

Haswell and his wife are nowhere in sight, but from the kitchen comes the Clunk! of metal on wood. I meander after the sound, Bear padding behind me.

I find James, a heavy-bladed knife in hand, at his chopping board. A huge basket of onions sits to one side, a mountainous bowl of diced onions to the other. As I watch, he brings the knife down on the next victim with gratuitous violence, and the onion drops into two halves

“They can’t fight back, you know.”

“What?” James looks up, but the knife thunks down again, and two quarter-onions fly over the board in opposite directions, then skid off the counter. “Fuck!” Stooping to retrieve the quarters, he rinses them under the faucet, then replaces them on the board. Finally, he looks back to me, his expression tight. “What was that?”

“I said, ‘they can’t fight back’. And dismembering an innocent victim qualifies as wanton brutality.”

He looks blank for a moment, then blinks. Lips twitching, he shrugs, setting his knife to one of the quarters.

“What are we eating?”

He shrugs again. “No idea.”

“You’ve diced...” I eye the bowl... “... enough for an army, and the enemy camp besides. And you don’t know what you’re making?”

Yet another shrug. “Half the cookbook starts with ‘Chop a medium onion’...”

“Well, you have half a cookbook’s worth of medium onions there.”

James sucks at his teeth and raises brows, looking around the kitchen. “Onion soup it is then.” Looking blue, “It’s a good choice for Charlotte right now. Comfort food.”

Who’s it comforting?

Was James really so invested in another man’s child?

“Anything I can do?”

I’m going to have to stop asking that...

He turns back to his chopping board... “What could you possibly do?” ... slicing the quarters into fine shavings. 

He falls silent and again, after a few moments, I realise I am dismissed. Hands in pockets, I dither...

Now what?

The walk was probably the best idea...

Fresh air...

From beyond the kitchen door, something thumps: the thwack of axe on timber.

I know what I’m hearing. Pausing by the refrigerator, I rummage for what I’m sure will be there, then head outside, following the pounding from the woodshed. Much as I expected, I find Michael, his back to me, stripped to the waist, splitting wood.

A slice of pine sits on his tree-stump ‘anvil’, the cross-section of a trunk.  Axe in hand, he swings with the practised ease of the expert. The blade curves through a long arc to impact squarely on the centre of the pine block, cleaving it into two smaller logs that clunk to the ground, one side and the other.

The whole action is uncannily reminiscent of James back in the kitchen.

Michael’s mongrel lies in one corner, ears drooped, head dropped onto front paws. I move to stand by him, well out of the range of the swinging axe. The stub that passes for its tail gives a perfunctory wag as Bear joins me.

Grunting, Michael reclaims one of the logs, centres it back onto the stump and swings again.

And again.

And again.

Over the next five minutes, the timber slice is reduced to kindling, fingers of pine lying in a scattered heap around his stump.

Sweat trickling down his spine, he rests the axe, head down, onto the stump, his hands clasped over the heel of the handle. Breathing heavily, he stoops over it, resting his forehead on the back of his wrists. 

I shouldn’t be here...

Silently, I edge for the door, when abruptly, Michael straightens up, axe in hand, and with a scream, turns and throws, spinning the axe through the air... 

Fuck!

I jerk back just in time, the air rippling my hair as the blade whirls past, slams into the door frame, bites then, vibrating, hangs there.

“Christ!” Michael strides forward. “Klempner, I didn't know you were there. I didn’t mean...”

Resisting the pounding at pulse and temples, and from under my ribs, I snarl, “First rule of handling a deadly weapon. Fucking look where you’re aiming it.”

He rubs at his scalp. “Klempn... Larry... My apologies. I came out here to...” He grinds to a halt. Looks away.

“To burn off some frustration?”

“You could put it that way.” He gives a lop-sided smile. Offers up palms. “I had a deep urge to hit something. Seemed best to target it usefully.”

“You almost did hit something.” I keep my tone dry. “And almost succeeded where for over forty years, half the globe’s criminal underworld has failed.”

He grimaces. “Really. I’m sorry.”

I hold up my offering from the fridge, a six-pack. “I come bearing gifts.”

He huffs a laugh, droops his head for a moment, then straightens up. “Thanks. Yeah, I could use one.”

Peeling off two cans, I offer one, take the other myself. He sits on the tree stump. Sucks at the beer. Breathes in. Cups the can in his hands. “Funny how life turns out sometimes. All good intentions. Everyone pulling in the same direction. And it still goes wrong.”

“It wasn’t actually your fault,” I say. “I’d not announced myself. I didn't want to startle you.” I aim a finger up at where the axe juts out from the door frame.  “I didn't intend to be on the receiving end of that.”

He rolls eyes at me. “That’s not what I was talking about.”

“Oh... Jenny?”

“Yeah...” He droops.  “It’s strange. I know intellectually that it's just ‘one of those things’.  But it never occurred to me it could happen like this. I never thought it would sting like this.” He takes another gulp of beer... “And that's before I even have children.”

“You already have one child in Cara. She’s calling you ‘Daddy’. And you... in a sense... have two more.”

His throat bobs. “Two more?”

“You are... what... godfather... to the Haswell’s boy. And I wouldn't hesitate to consider you a guardian to Vicky.” His eyes widen... “And...” I continue... “Vicky is your sister-in-law.”

He stares, then chuckles. “So she is. I'd not thought of that. Ye gods...” He gazes into the distance... “We’re a weird mixed-up family, aren’t we. Women with two husbands. Men with two wives. Sisters a generation apart in age. Mitch with a ‘son-in-law’ older than herself. And you...”

“Me?” I keep my tone innocent. “What about me?”

He swings his head. “Nothing.” He tilts back, finishing his can. “There another of those?”

“Sure.” I peel off another beer, pass it across.

He pops the seal. Drinks. Sighs. Sits in silence.

I finish my own can.

“Klempner.”

“What?”

“Thanks for the beer. You know...” He tips his can to me... “You're turning into one of the good ‘uns.”

What the fuck do I make of that?
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Chapter Five - Klempner
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I don’t enjoy feeling useless. Back in the lounge, the fire heating my back, I churn through the possibilities.

Mitch fusses over Vicky in her carry cot, tucking in blankets with what looks to me like unnecessary force.  Our daughter sleeps peacefully through it while Cara whines with the Haswell kid on the settee. Mitch wags a finger at her, Tutting her quiet again. Cara pushes out her bottom lip. Beside her, Adam’s face is reddening. Mitch hooks a finger into the elasticated top of his pants, peering down and in, sniffs, then rummages through Beth’s supply of paraphernalia, producing a packet of nappies.

I’m tempted to comment, but that might result in me being pulled into what the women call ‘pee duty’. I’ve gotten through life so far never having had to change a diaper. I’m happy to keep it that way.

A diversionary change of subject...

“D’you think there’s anything I can contribute to what’s happening with Jenny?”

Mitch tugs Adam into position on a towel. “I don’t think so.” She doesn’t look up, but I can see her throat working.  “It’s something they have to work through themselves.”

“In that case, I’ll make myself useful elsewhere...” She glances up, brow cocked... “You’re sure you’re happy with me giving Stanton the help he asked for? With this killer they’re hunting?”

The glance morphs to a direct stare. Mitch’s chest rises. Falls. “You have the skills and the contacts. I’d say you have a moral duty to help.” There’s a touch of grit in her words. “Are you going to contact him?”

I lift her chin with my fingers. “If you’re sure, I’ll do it now.”

“I’m sure.”

*****
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HASWELL GAVE ME STANTON’S phone number. Few other people have it. The direct line to an old personal friend. I tap in.

Three rings, and it answers. “Commissioner?”

“Who...? Klemp... Mr Waterman? Um... What can I do for you?”

“It’s more what I can do for you, Commissioner. After our last conversation, in consideration of my wife’s sensibilities, I declined your request for assistance in the matter of your serial killer. However, since then, I’ve discussed it with her. Mitch has asked me to render you any support you require.”

A short silence then, “Is that so?” Stanton’s voice booms satisfaction. “Excellent! When can you start?”

“As soon as you like. Can you arrange for me to receive a copy of the relevant files?”

“I’ll have a set put together for you right away. It’s not the kind of material that can be emailed, you understand. I’ll have them couriered to you.”

“Thank you. And remind me, the names of the three you wanted me to interview with regard to your investigation.”

“That would be...” Paper rustles in the background... “... Emilio Schauder, Damien Renberger and Jake Gordonton.”

“You have no cause
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