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Chapter One
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So, a glorious week. Our honeymoon is over.

Mr and Mrs Haswell...

As I pack my case, I’ll admit, I feel a pang.

This place...

This beautiful place...

The sea. The beach. The gulls.

And us.

But it’s time to go. Tomorrow we will be back at work.

But there’s no hurry. Leaving the beach house behind us, my Master drives slowly, taking the scenic route, hugging the coast as far as possible before finally, turning off for the main highway and towards our home.

He lays a hand on my knee. "Elizabeth? You're quiet.”

“I’m fine, Master. It's been a wonderful week...”

His voice is soft. “And now we're heading back to Real Life.” He gives the knee a squeeze. “Don't worry, we'll take some more time for ourselves soon enough. I never truly bothered with holidays and personal time before. But it’s different now. I’ll be sure to make time for us. Christmas and New Year certainly.”

Levering some cheerfulness into my voice, “That sounds good. And they’re not so far away, are they? Yes, that would be wonderful.”

He glances sidelong at me. “You’re nervous about returning to work.” It’s not a question.

“Not... nervous... exactly. I’m just not sure what to expect. Before, I was just... Beth. Now...” I swallow my words... “But I am looking forward to starting work on your project.”

He flashes me a sidelong smile. “Good. We’ll ease you in gradually. I'll arrange a meeting for us, later this week, with Will Stanton. I know you've brushed by each other before, but I'll introduce you properly, give you the chance to get to know each other.” The knee gets another squeeze before being suddenly released as a cat makes a suicide dash across the traffic. He grabs the wheel, swerves, and the cat survives, minus one life.

After the car settles down again, he resumes speaking. “I’m sure you’ll like Will. He's my oldest friend. All apart from you doing work on his behalf, I would like the pair of you to be friends.”

“If you like him, Master, I’m sure I will too. You were at school together? Do I have that right?”

“That's right. He went into the police while I served time for my training in my father's company.”

“Served time? You make it sound like a prison sentence.”

He chuckles. “Poor choice of phrase. In fact, for the most part, I enjoyed it. In effect, I served an apprenticeship. Or maybe an internship would be a better way of putting it. My father placed me, at one time or another, in every section of his company. Even if it was only a brief time on a specific department or task, it meant I had some feeling for everything that any of the staff would encounter in their day-to-day work.”

“And... your father’s company... What he started, you continued?”

“That’s right. He was an astute businessman.” My Master blows air. “I never realised how much so until, when he retired, I took over, and it was for me to carry it forward. When you find that the buck stops here means it stops with you, it changes your perspective on things.”

“I can imagine...”

“It was my father who started the process of buying up disused and brown-field land, derelict sites, whole neighbourhoods sometimes if they had fallen into decay. Once he owned the sites, he put the finance into place to renovate, restore and sometimes, completely rebuild.”

“Like father, like son,” I smile.

He sniffs, shrugging. “Dad was a better builder than I am. He had more of the vision to see how to make the best use of resources. But...” He lifts a finger. “... I'm a better financier than he was. So, once I know what I need, it's easier for me to get a good deal.”

“So... He was a millionaire. You're a billionaire.”

He arches brows. Clicks his tongue. “I didn't grow up with a silver spoon in my mouth if that's what you mean. We weren't poor by any stretch of the imagination, but Dad got to where he did by starting at the bottom. First of all, learning how to lay one brick on top of another, and figuring the rest as he went along.” 

“University of Life?”

“Exactly. I had a much easier start. Education and training not being the least of it. But Dad expected me to pull my weight. Just as he had done.”

“Are you saying your father coerced you into joining his company?”

“Oh, by no means. Far from it. He had his vision. It became my vision. But if I’d chosen a different path, he'd have been fine with it. But he didn't carry freeloaders. If I wanted it, I had to work for it.”

“I suppose that’s fair enough. At least he saw to it you got fair recompense for your work.”

He glances askance. “Are we talking about me, Elizabeth? Or you?”

I don’t want to discuss my father...

“You were telling me about your friends.”

Another sidelong look. And tones as dry as dust. “That was a subtle segue.”

Then, when I don’t answer, “I'm sure you’ll be able to work with Will. What you see is what you get with him. If he likes you, he shows it. If he has a problem with you, he’ll tell you to your face.”

“Sounds like my kind of man. How about your other friends?  You talk about the mayor, although you weren’t very pleased when he called you away last week. But he was at the wedding. Was he a school friend too?”

“Vandervoort?” He sucks at his teeth. “Don't know that I'd call him a friend at all. But unfortunately, I have to get along with him.” He levels a finger my way... “And so do you.” ... then huffs air. “His wife too, I’m afraid. Irene.”

After a moment, he continues “But no, he's not from around here originally, although she is.”

“So, this Irene... She was at school with you and Will?”

“No. Her family lived in the area, but her parents sent her for private education. Irene learned a lot about how to behave. Put her in any social situation and she’ll give you the textbook answer on how to handle it.”

“But you don’t like her?”

He stares straight ahead. “No.”

Interesting how much subtext can lurk behind a single syllable.
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Chapter Two
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“Welcome back! Mr Haswell. Mrs Haswell.” Beaming, my Master’s PA, Francis, rises from the seat behind her desk, already moving for the coffee machine. “I do hope your honeymoon was everything you hoped for?”

“It was, Francis, yes,” says my Master. “And thank you for the wedding gift.” He gives her a lopsided smile. “I never suspected we would need personalised His and Hers socks until Elizabeth unwrapped the parcel.”

Her lips twitch. “What else do I give to the couple that has everything? Including now, the partner each so richly deserves.” My inner glow at her words reflects in her warm smile.

Crinkly-eyed, my Master jerks a thumb toward his office door. “Is there much waiting for me?”

Francis pulls a face. “I filtered out as much as I could, and I’ve put anything that looks like a late-coming congratulations card in a separate pile on your desk. The main items for your immediate attention are a short letter from Alexander Thornton asking for clarification on some details with the Pennington project. I’ve put that one on the top of the heap...” She pauses...

... and my Master continues... “And a whole heap of squalling demands from Vandervoort, I suppose?”

“’Fraid so. I had him on the phone every day last week demanding to know when you’re back.”

My Master scrapes a hand through his hair. “Ah, well. Back to Real Life.”

Francis sucks away a smile. “I told him tomorrow.”

My Master spins, grabbing her by the shoulders... “I’ve said it before, but what would I do without you, Francis?” ... then pops a kiss on the top of her head. 

She dimples. “Thank you, Richard. I did, however, confirm to Commissioner Stanton that you would be available today. He asked if it would be convenient to meet up for lunch?”

“Perfect. Yes, it would. And tell him I’ll be bringing Elizabeth with me...” Surprise flares in Francis’ face, instantly damped down... “...There’s something I want to discuss with him.” He hovers, a finger pressed to his lips... “No, on second thoughts, get him on the phone. I’ll talk to him myself.”

Francis dials, pauses, then, “Is Commissioner Stanton available? I have Mr Haswell for him.” She nods my Master through to his office where his desk phone is beeping.

As he takes the call, he leaves his door standing open, but it is his office. I don’t quite like to go blundering in.

Steam hisses in the background. “Would you like a coffee while you’re waiting, Mrs Haswell?”

“I’d love a coffee. But please call me Beth. At least when we’re in private.”

Francis pauses, her face softening. “Beth then. Suffering from overwhelm?”

“Just a bit, yes.”

Through the internal window, I see my Master casting back. As he sees I am still with Francis, he frowns, looking puzzled, then waves me through.

While he speaks to his friend, I stand by the window, looking out over
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