
The Master’s Child

The Complete Series

[image: A picture containing icon

Description automatically generated]

​Written By Simone Leigh

[image: A person wearing a mask

Description automatically generated with low confidence]

Copyright © 2020

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, digital, mechanical, or electronic, including photocopying, recording or by any information storage or retrieval system without permission in writing.

Simone Leigh Publishing

An Imprint of Simone Leigh Ltd

13, Park Avenue, Dover,

England,

CT16 1ES


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Please Read This...

Target

Ransom

Hostage

Kirstie’s Christmas

Predator

Prey

Fatale

Vitale

Natale

More From Simone Leigh

About the Author

Follow Simone

Contact Simone

Sign up for Simone Leigh's Mailing List

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​​​​Please Read This...

[image: ]


​​​

IF YOU HAVE NOT MET Charlotte and her Triad previously

​​The Characters – Or ‘What Went Before’

Charlotte:

Originally known as ‘Jennifer Conners’ (Jenny) when she was a child. Charlotte had a grim upbringing. Imprisoned in a ‘Children’s Home’ known as ‘Blessingmoors’, actually an outlet for human trafficking, she never knew her mother and father, and was destined for a life as sex-slave.

To escape that life, Charlotte chose to go to university to give herself the education to make it in the world. To raise the funds to do so, she auctioned herself and her virginity to the highest bidder.

James and Michael:

Charlotte’s ‘Buyer’ was James, long-term Dom, architect-engineer, divorced and stinging from his first marriage. During a madcap week of wild sexual adventure... 

See ‘Mastering the Virgin’ – Box Set One - FREE Download

... James introduced Charlotte to the pleasures of BDSM and ménage with his old friend Michael, who ‘loves women’. Blond, and unusually handsome, Michael lived the life of the ‘Bachelor Free’ for many years until he met Charlotte.

Over time, James became Charlotte’s Master. Michael became first, her ‘Golden Lover’, then her fiancée, and finally her husband. The three formed a Triad, now travelling through life in a three-cornered marriage.

Charlotte is now pregnant by James.

Mitch:

Michelle Kimberley - Charlotte/Jenny’s mother. Driven to escape from a suffocating childhood, Mitch ran away from home at the age of fifteen. She survived by becoming a high-class courtesan, eventually becoming involved with:

Klempner:

Lawrence (Larry) Klemper: ex-mercenary and human trafficker. During an affair with Mitch, before understanding the kind of man he was, she became pregnant by him. Realising too late that she was involved with a dangerous criminal, she ran, eventually marrying Klempner’s friend, Frank Conners, and passing Jennifer off as his child.

Klempner swore revenge, pursuing the couple. When Jennifer was two years old, Klempner captured her, imprisoning her in Blessingmoors. Mitch, believing her daughter was dead, went into hiding for over twenty years.

After events in which many truths were revealed, Klempner came to understand that he had not been betrayed and gave up his revenge. Regretting his past actions, he agreed to walk out of Mitch’s life and to allow her to find happiness on her own terms. 

Richard and Beth:

Richard Haswell, billionaire property developer and Dom, owner of a significant proportion of ‘The City’ and first, James’ employer then his co-director.

Elizabeth: his wife and sub and related by blood to Charlotte.

See ‘Bought By the Billionaire’ – Box Set One – Free Download

Over time, the couple have become close friends with the Triad, and now are part of a developing polyamorous marriage. Richard and James share their pleasures with Charlotte. Michael has just become Beth’s ‘second husband’.

Now read on...

Part One
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Target

​​Michael - Eleven Weeks

I LIE AWAKE, AN ARM propped behind my head. Lying beside me; Charlotte, eyes closed, her breathing steady and slow. Beyond her, James, the rise and fall of his chest equally regular. 

Richard and Beth are in the next room. Perhaps they’re sleeping. I’m not sure. It seems to me I sometimes hear a low murmur of words.

But, my mind a-whirl, sleep escapes me.

Should I get up?

Make a coffee? Read perhaps...

But right now, I don’t want to leave the bed or my sleeping wife. For her perhaps to wake and find me not here.

So, tossing and turning, I while away the darkness, watching slanted moonbeams make their slow progression across the carpet, then the bed, before finally fading. And now the first grey light of dawn creeps across the windows.

A blackbird chirrups its early arpeggio; a sweet melodic prelude to the full chorus that will follow.

And still my mind wheels and turns.

The sheer enormity of what Richard has offered me takes my breath away.

Beth.

Beautiful, sweet, submissive Beth. So like my own Charlotte physically. But so unlike in her every other way.

Richard’s wife. His submissive. So much younger than he is.

And he has... What? Bequeathed her to me?

A second wife?

And Charlotte says she doesn’t mind. Even encourages it.

As does James.

Why?

I roll onto my side, settling to watch my sleeping flame-haired beauty.

And gradually, it dawns on me that her breathing is not the slow steady rhythm of the sleeper...

She’s not asleep...

Pretending?

“Charlotte?”

Her eyes flick open. Not the gradual flutter of the slowly waking, but the snap of the already conscious. And her gaze settles on me. In the daylight, that gaze would be emerald, but now, in the early dawn, she is a pattern of light and shade; a tracery in grey, her eyes a white gleam.

She shifts, crisp linen sheets rustling in the semi-dark and her hand cups my cheek. “You okay?” She leans in, brushing her lips over mine.

“Shouldn’t I be asking you that?”

Her body vibrates; quiet laughter. “I’m fine. Really, I am. Richard asked me before he spoke to you. So...” She strokes my face. “... Are you okay?”

“I’m not sure. It’s hard to put into words...”

“Overwhelm?” A glint from her teeth joins that from her eyes.

“That’s as good a description as any... Charlotte...”

“You’re not changing your mind, are you? About Beth?”

“I’m... I don't know. Charlotte, are you sure you’re alright about this? It’s not every woman who’d be happy for her husband to have a second wife.”

She chuckles. “It’s not every man who would accept that his wife has two husbands. But you’re right. If it were any other woman than Beth, no, I wouldn’t have accepted it.” The chuckle turns to a snort. “I’d have scratched her freakin’ eyes out.” Her voice softens. “But it is Beth...”

I reach for her, sliding an arm around her waist, pulling her, warm and yielding, to me

She snuggles close, contouring herself to my body, nuzzling into the nook of my neck and shoulder. “You smell good.”

“Charlotte, I promised you on our wedding night that you would never have cause to regret marrying me.”

“Yes, you did. And you never have given me cause.”

“Not even now? A bit of partying with Richard and Beth on special occasions is one thing, but this...”

She pulls away, leaning back so she can look me in the face. “Have you changed your mind? Yesterday evening you agreed to it, but we were all there. If you said yes to Richard because you were feeling pressured or for the wrong reasons...”

“No, I wasn't pressured. That’s not it. It’s... you did spring it on me. You obviously all knew about it before. You’d discussed it. I had two minutes’ notice.”

She sits up, knees hugging up to the slight swell of her belly, pulling the sheets to her chest. “If you want to change your mind, you should do it sooner rather than later. Beth and Richard would understand if it happened now. Later...”

“I don’t want to change my mind... exactly... But I wanted to talk to you about it. Talk it through. Last night, we didn’t discuss anything... There was no opportunity to discuss anything... About how it would work. Are we a... a five-some? Or are we an overlapping couple and our Triad. Who would live where? Or when we might all meet up. Or... anything...”

“That’s all detail.”

“I know it’s detail. We can work through it. But... but mainly... I have to be certain that you are alright with this.”

“Michael, I’ve already...”

I cut her off, sitting up to look her in the eye. “Charlotte, I never expected to meet a woman where not only do I want to be faithful to her, I have no inclination to be otherwise. You never asked me to be faithful to you, but it's something I have always wanted to do for you. My gift to you. The only woman I've touched since you and I met is Beth herself, and you agreed, even encouraged that.”

A finger of sunlight creeps across the carpet, the light turning from grey to golden. Her mouth twitches mischief. “How many have you had?”

“What? How many what?” I’m protesting, pretending innocence, but I understand exactly what she’s asking. I simply don’t want to answer her.

“Women. How many women have you had? Before me.”

“I never counted.”

The mischief dances into her eyes. “You never counted your conquests?”

“Women aren't conquests. And they're not numbers either.”

She jerks a thumb to the sleeping James at her side. “Marcie said that the two of you had... what were her words? ‘Worked every sub within twenty miles’...”

Fucking Marcie...

“How about your own past?”

Her forehead creases. “What about my past? You know how we met...” She colours up. “The Auction...”

“Yes, James bought you and he invited me in the following day. But after that week, you went to college. What happened there?”

“What do you mean? What happened?”

“You had no boyfriends at college? After that first week? You’d discovered you enjoyed sex.”

“I... there were a couple. I had a date or two. But it never...” She stutters to a halt. 

“I’m guessing it was a bit pale compared to what James and I give you?”

She nods down to her knees, looking forlorn. “Yes.”

You bastard...

“Babe, I'm sorry if I embarrassed you. The fact is, I have a past. Everyone does.”

“Do you miss it?”

“Miss what? Playing the field?”

“Yes. You had so much freedom when you were single and I wondered, maybe...”

“I think about it sometimes, but if by miss it, you mean, do I want to go back to that? No, I don't. I have you.”

“And now Beth too.”

“And now, Beth.” Framing her face with my hands, “But that doesn’t change in any way how I feel about you, or the fact that you are my wife and I am your husband.”

“I know that.” She smiles, leaning in to meet me half-way and we kiss. 

She breaks off. “Ahh... damn.”

“What?”

She pats her stomach. “I need to pee.” 

I shift to let her past and she climbs out of the bed, supporting her stomach with one hand and clutching at her breasts with the other. “I’m going to have to wear a bra in bed if these damn things get any bigger.”

“They look pretty good to me. But I suspect they'll getter bigger than that. It’s early days yet.”

She gives me a slow look then vanishes off into the bathroom, leaving me with the ‘sleeping’ James.

“You're not fooling me. I know you're awake.”

His eyes flick open, his mouth quirking with humour. “And have been for some time. I’ll admit, I was enjoying the turn the conversation had taken. I would have liked to hear more.”

“You didn't want to join in?”

“You had things you needed to talk through with Charlotte.”

“You could say that, yes. You shared her with me, arranged that I married her and now you've conspired to give me a second wife. Competition for her affections.”

He stares up for a moment, sucking at his cheeks. “I don't know that conspired is the right word...”

“Oh, I think it is.”

He sniffs. “Alright, it is. In the same way that you and Charlotte arranged that her first child would be mine...” 

“That's what friends do for each other.”

“And this is what friends do for each other. There’s no question between you and me of competition for Charlotte’s affection. There’s no jealousy between her and Beth. And you’re perfectly capable of giving each of them what they need and deserve. We all had good reasons for the things we did.”

He sits up, scraping at a blue haze of stubble. “No one should have to deal with what Ben did to you, for all that he convinced himself he was doing it on your behalf. Klempner had it right when he talked about betrayal.”

Klempner...

Wonder where he is now?

*****
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​​Thailand

AT ‘ARRIVALS’, I WAIT, card clutched in hand: Strohmayer Party.
The crowds throng by, sweeping past; wives and husbands, lovers, and teenage sweethearts meet and embrace. Men smile, shake hands and slap backs, women hug and kiss cheeks. Children, olive-skinned, dark-haired and almond-eyed run to meet smiling oldsters, arms outstretched, shrieking as they run.

Nothing of this feels familiar.

But then, when did anyone come running to me?

My mother, a smile on her lips, laughter in her eyes, hunkering down, arms outstretched as I toddle to her, as fast as short legs will carry me... “Larry, Sweetheart...”

And Him in the background; red-faced, scowling, bleary-eyed.

Enough...

...

...

Ah... there they are...

Six in the group, middle-aged, prosperous and coming to ‘party’...

... for a given definition of ‘party’.

That’s got to be them.

I adjust my cap to just the right angle, brush down the jacket and straighten up, making sure the card is prominent.

The leader of the group is scanning the crowd. His eyes settle on the card and he looks back, jerking his chin at me. He struts across...

Rich...

Arrogant...

Jerk...

“Mr Strohmayer?”

“You the chauffeur?” His voice is a nice mix of accent and condescension.

“I’m here to take you to your lodgings, sir, yes.”

“Great.” He thumbs to the back of the group where one of them pushes a trolley piled with what looks like baggage for the lot of them. “Cases are back there. You can take us to the car. Limo? As I ordered?”

“Yes, sir. Everything as you ordered. Air conditioning. Drinks in the chiller. Everything for your comfort. If there is anything...”

“Just get us out of this heat.” He runs a finger around his collar. “Fucking humidity’s got me already. It’d better be everything we were promised. We’ve paid a lot for this.”

I duck my head and copy/paste my best tone of ingratiation. “I think, sir, I can guarantee you the experience of a lifetime.”

“Good. Paid a fuckin’ fortune for this. I want my money's worth.”

In the car - a stretch-limo as ordered; “If there is anything else you want, sirs, or any questions, just...”

“How old are they?” pipes up one. “I’m not looking for some sixteen-year-old claiming to be fourteen. I want the real thing.”

“You can choose, sir. Whatever you want. All ages. Both sexes. Local, foreign, Western, Asian, blond, dark. You name it. You’ll find it.”

“How young?” says one of them. He’s got that seedy hue that comes from spending too much time indoors bending over a screen.

Probably dick-less and can’t pull an actual woman...

“As young as you want, sir.”

Dickless leans back and sighs. “Great. I want it really tight when I...”

“Alright,” snaps Strohmayer. “We don’t want to hear it, Frischmann. Whatever you want’s gonna be there. Where are we eating?”

“I’m taking you there now, sir. A banquet for six laid on. A mix of traditional Thai and Western dishes as requested. Is there anything...”

“Shut the fuck up and give us some privacy.”

“Of course, sir.”

That works for me...

I tap the button raising the glass screen behind me, making sure I turn my face from the rear-view so they don’t see me smiling.

Ain’t the internet wonderful? All those people who, once, would have been so hard to find. Now, in these days of the great and glorious World Wide Web, you locate the right ‘social media’ on the dark-net and, Hey, Presto...

I turn off the main highway and down the track through the rainforest.

“What kind of hotel is this?” spouts one. His voice echoes through the intercom, tinny and reedy. I’m not sure how much of the tone is his own voice and how much the connection, but...

“Obviously sirs, even here, we have to be discreet. You understand that technically this is illegal, regardless of the realities and the consent of the children involved.”

“They have consented, have they?” It’s the runt who was pushing the baggage trolley when I met them.

“Or their parents have consented. Often, the children are supporting older members of their families through the work.”

One of them discovers the drinks cabinet, starts splashing gin and tonic, malt and whatever else. It doesn’t matter which they choose. There’s enough Zolpidem in any of the bottles to incapacitate the drinkers.

As they clink glasses and exchange brags, I knock down the security lock. None of them notices.

*****
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​​Michael - Eleven Weeks
 

IN THE KITCHEN, I FIND James extending the breakfast table. “Six for breakfast.” His face is suspiciously straight. “We need more space.”

Mitch joins us, heading for the jar containing her peppermint tea. She’s wearing an expression which hovers between a twinkle and a question. She turns her gaze on Charlotte. “Yes?”

“Yes, Michael accepted.”

Mitch nods, her expression thoughtful, then turns to help James set out the table. “I’ll do that.”

“Thanks.” He collects eggs from the fridge... “A good breakfast all round, I think.” Then brandishing a bottle, “And perhaps some bucks fizz by way of celebration.”

“Sounds good to me.” In truth, I feel a little awkward, pinned under Mitch’s gaze. She’s barely arrived with us, learning that her long lost daughter has two ‘husbands’, and now one of them has...

What?

... an arrangement that he has a second ‘wife’.

But she doesn’t look annoyed. Her mouth is twitching as she smooths the tablecloth. “You lead an adventurous life, don’t you,” she comments, taking cutlery from the drawer and laying out six sets.

“Are you alright with it? You obviously knew about it. And before I did too.”

“I’m happy if Jenny is happy.”

We’re interrupted by the arrival of Beth and Richard, both casual in jeans and tee-shirts.

Richard, one hand in the small of Beth’s back, gestures her to a chair. “Good morning, James, Michael. Good morning, Mitch.”

Ignoring the heat on my cheeks, I take my place at the table, a seat between Charlotte and Beth. Beth meets my eye, then looks away, a flush rising up her neck.

At least it's not just me...

I give Charlotte a peck on the cheek as, bland-faced, she butters a stack of toast then pushes the rack to Beth, who sits, eyes downcast, face pinking.

Charlotte speaks through a mouthful of crunch. “Aren't you going to kiss your new wife, ‘Good morning’?” Beth’s eyes roll to her, and back to me again.

“Morning, Beth.” I give her a peck on the cheek too. The flush deepens, but she returns the kiss with a muttered ‘Morning’.

Richard says nothing, simply cradling a steaming mug, but the devil dances in his eyes.

James bustles around the kitchen area. “What would you like for breakfast, Beth?”

“What Mitch is having looks nice.”

“Coming up.” James deposits cereal, a bowl of chopped fruit and yoghurt by her. Then he hovers over the table with the jug. “More coffee, Richard?”

Richard winces, then rises, heading for the hob. “No, thanks, James. I’ll make another pot.”

“No need. There’s plenty.”

Richard clicks his tongue. “I’ve tasted your coffee, James. And I value my stomach lining. I’ll make my own.”

The six of us around the table makes for a very convivial breakfast. Half an hour and about ten thousand calories later, we all settle back drinking tea, peppermint and coffee.

“Ah...” James tops up his horrendous brew. “So... where do we go from here?”

Where indeed?

Richard pours for himself from a second jug, then offers it to Beth. “I’d say, let’s take things gradually. There’s no need to force any kind of pace. However, our group relationship develops, there’s no hurry. And we all have different lives.” Putting his cup down, he steeples fingers. “Whatever’s going to happen between us, we should let it happen organically...”

Thank God for that...

Charlotte, wiping crumbs from her lips, mumbles agreement through a mouthful of egg. Beth follows. Mitch simply watches with a cool gaze.

Richard continues, “Just now we are two separate families, in two separate homes. Perhaps as a start, we should spend the occasional weekend with each other?”

“A good idea.” James waves his coffee cup, punctuating his words, putting it down again as it slops over. “And I have another suggestion. How about a couple of weeks at the beach house? We’re in June now. We could make arrangements, organize our workloads for some time off in July or August.”

Richard arches his brows. “Sounds good to me. Elizabeth?”

She looks down, dimpling. “It sounds lovely.” Her hand slips into mine, squeezing my fingers. I squeeze back.

“They do say,” comments Mitch, “that the way to really find out if you get along with someone is to spend a holiday with them.”

Richard nods into his coffee. “There’s a lot of truth in that. And with what we are proposing with our ‘family’ of five, plus extras...” He nods down to first Beth’s belly, then Charlotte’s... “We’d better be sure we have something workable.”

He pauses. “You’re very quiet, Michael, considering your role in all this.”

“Richard, I’m still reeling. But I'd say a vacation at the beach house is an excellent idea.”

“Good. Mitch, will you join us?”

A porcelain cup poised between her fingers, she hesitates. “I don’t think so, no. This is about the five of you. Whatever Jenny’s life-choices are, it is for her to make them work. My being there would simply be interference.”

James exchanges a glance with me, frowning. “Mitch, you’re part of the family now. You’re welcome to join us.”

She sips. “Thank you, James. And I appreciate it. But no one takes the mother-in-law on the honeymoon.”

*****
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​​Michael - Twelve Weeks

I TRY THE SWITCH AND the bulb flicks on, then off again.

Great. The last one.

I spot Mitch, waiting at the door for me to notice her. “I was coming across to see how you’re getting on. Sally asked me to give you this.”

She offers me a tray bearing a pint mug of tea and one of my hotel chef’s monumental ‘sandwiches’. Lifting the lid, I inspect the contents; sausage, egg and bacon, tomatoes, mushrooms and brown sauce; enough protein to feed a small family for a day. And a larger family wouldn’t be going hungry. 

Mitch eyes the creation. “Will you eat all that?”

“Sally lives in eternal torment that I might waste away while her back is turned. I wouldn’t dream of rejecting her contribution to my continued well-being.”

Double-handed, I lift the thing to my mouth and bite in; a deep, delicious mouthful. “I’ve just gotten in the last of the wiring." Wiping a dribble of yolk from the corner of my mouth, I gesture around the room.  "It’s ready for you anytime you want to move in.” 

From ground level, Scruffy yaps, his stubby tail a dust-stirring blur. But I ignore him; I’m entitled to my breakfast.

Okay... Second breakfast...

He yaps again, experimentally, whines... 

Ears drooping, he trots out.

Mitch strolls around, trailing fingertips over the polished timber of the windowsill. “It’s such a lovely space. Are you sure you don’t want it as your office? That was your intention when you started the renovation...”

“I’m fine. There’s plenty more still to work on.” I jerk thumb to the wall. “Next door for a start.”

“You’re making that your work area instead?”

“Nope. It used to be a stable. It’s going to be a stable again... Um...” I mumble a bit through a mouthful of bacon, then follow Mitch’s horrified downward gaze.

Scruffy is back again, something dangling from his mouth. As he sees he has my attention, he drops the back-half of a rat at my feet, making a small, bloody splash on the tiles.

Oh, wonderful...

A mutt that believes in free trade...

On reflex, I stoop to pick up Scruffy’s demi-rodent, then remember that I’m holding my breakfast. I can deal with a little plaster-dust in my food, but...

Sandwich still in hand, I kick the thing hard, out of the door and into some brambles. Piteous whimpering follows and I thumb a sausage downward from between the bread halves.

It’s not as though I can’t spare it.

The sausage vanishes in two chomps and Scruffy resumes his vigil. 

Mitch follows the performance. “Where do you suppose the other half is?”

“I don’t wish to speculate. But at least he’s doing real terrier work and going after vermin. I suppose that qualifies as earning his keep.”

Then I sigh at Kirstie’s pack, forming a disorderly queue by the door. Meg muscles her way in first, growling at the others. It’s not as though I mind hosting the ‘Gang of Four’ while their mistress is still recovering from her injuries...

Ben...

...but my mid-morning ‘Second Breakfast’ doesn’t go nearly as far as it used to.

“Meg! Quiet!”

The barrel-bodied little madam subsides. “Outside, the lot of you.” I march them out. Archie, Mac and Emma sit, waiting expectantly. Meg grumbles as she joins them.

Taking a defiant munch of my breakfast roll, I tear off four chunks, passing them down to assorted waiting mouths then, groaning, tear off another piece as I find Scruffy has joined the end of the line, his lop-sided ears triangulating on a possible second serving. It vanishes with a Chop!

Returning inside with my much-reduced meal, I find Mitch, brow cocked in amusement, offering the mug of tea. “Want me to ask Sally to make you another?”

“No, I don’t think I’d dare tell her most of it went to the wolf-pack.”

She rolls eyes outside. “How long are you keeping them?”

“Scruffy’s here permanently. After Ben...” My throat tightens and I skid away from the thought. “Kirstie’s four are welcome as long as it’s needed. After the way she raised the alarm for you and Charlotte...”

Again, my mind veers from a subject still too painful to dwell on.

Mitch regards me for a long moment then, waving around the interior of the once-was-a-stable, “So, you’re sure about me taking this? Living here? I don’t want to oust you.”

“Absolutely. And you’re not ousting me. We’ll bring across the furniture from your room in the house for the moment. You can re-furnish to your own taste as and when it suits you.”

“Do you mind if I redecorate? Plain cream’s pleasant enough, but...”

“Mitch, do what you want with it. Everyone needs a space to call their own. A bit of privacy. It’s your home for as long as you want it. If you need anything else doing, let me know. I’m happy to do the heavy work if you’ll finish off painting and whatever else it needs.”

“Thank you. You don’t know how much I appreciate this... Michael, how long are you happy for me to stay here? I’m sure when you bought this place, you didn’t plan on having the mother-in-law move in.”

“No, I didn’t. It was intended to be a home for me, Charlotte and James... Which is why I’m offering the mother-in-law a space that is hers exclusively. And private.”

“Actually, it is a good idea.” She blushes. “It’s... It's a bit embarrassing... But last night... I could hear you.”

Cringing at this toe-curling thought, “You’re right. I’d prefer not for that to happen. Anyway...” I give her a nudge and a wink... “You might want some privacy of your own now.” Her eyes widen. “Come on Mitch, a woman like you. You’re a serious looker. If you want... someone... a man in your life... then it would be very easy...” But my words trail off at the far look in her eyes.

What’s she thinking about?

Or who?

Conners?

Ex-husband. Wife-beater. Liar...

The man who let her think her little girl had been murdered...

No.

Klempner?

He said he’d leave us alone and he seems to be keeping his word.

Is she thawing out to him?

None of my damn business.

“Anyway, Mitch. This is what I’ve been doing for you. Let’s go take a look at what you’ve been doing for me.”

And she smiles.

*****
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MITCH CHEWS AT A THUMBNAIL. “Do you like it?”

I turn; around and around; taking it in. “It’s... amazing, Mitch. I know you said you can paint, but I didn’t expect this. You have a real talent.”

Charlotte’s mother volunteered to paint and decorate the new creche facility in the hotel. And the result is... ‘Fantastic’ doesn’t do it justice.

At floor level, grass and flowers frame the walls; cartoon cows and sheep and horses skipping and dancing through a meadow. To one side, bulrushes and lily-pads home dragonflies, ducks and smiling frogs; all in brilliant and unlikely hues. The Amazon rain forest may have seen frogs in those colours, but certainly nowhere around here has.

Above the grass, the walls gradient from a pale pastel to the brilliant blue vault of the ceiling, the sun nesting into one corner. Golden rays finger their way through sapphire sky and white fluffy clouds. Birds swoop across the ceiling or perch on a tree towering over the lilies. Butterflies flit across the walls.

Thick green rubber matting covers the floor and boxes of toys and games are stacked into shelves, teddies and pink rabbits side-by-side with building blocks and fat wax crayons.

It is a small child’s paradise.

“Mitch, it’s fabulous. I can only say thank you.”

The thumbnail is released, much reduced and a bit ragged. “You like it then?”

“Very much. Will you do some more for me? I’m thinking of the spa areas.”

“Definitely, but... I was hoping you would let me decorate the nursery for the baby.” She frowns. “Have you decided on a name yet?”

“James calls the baby ‘Peanut’. And until we know the baby’s sex, I imagine that’s as far as it will go.”

“So... can I paint the nursery?”

“For myself, I’d love you to. But... this time, you’d better ask James. Let him take a look at this.”

*****
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​​James – Twelve Weeks

WOW!

What a great job.

Mitch’s work on the creche is seriously good. No one would think she wasn’t a professional.

“I based it on the room I used as Jenny’s nursery when... When she was a baby... Before...” Mitch’s voice catches.

I lay a hand on her arm. “You have her back now. And she’s not going anywhere.”

“I know. It’s just, sometimes, when I think how I lost her...”

Her voice breaks again...

Spiralling out of control...

Change the subject...

“You have an amazing talent, Mitch. You could easily make a living as an interior decorator.”

She shrinks in on herself... “Oh, I don't think so...”

Too many years of being told she has no worth?

“...Think how much time this takes. I'd have to charge the earth to make it pay.”

“Alright, so you have something to sell where you can charge the earth.” She looks askance at me, frankly unbelieving.

“Mitch, remember who your family members are. Richard and Beth move in the kind of circles where they would love something like this. ‘Paying the Earth’ for it would simply give them bragging value.”

Her brow wrinkles, but behind her eyes, wheels are turning. “You think so?”

“I'm sure so. Take some photos of your work. Get yourself a website and you'd be good to go.”

She huffs. “James, I don't know anything about the internet. I certainly don’t know how to go about setting up a website.”

I lay a hand on her arm. “No, but I do. If you want to do this, I'll get you set up with a site and show how you can do more as you're ready. And I am quite sure Charlotte would be only too pleased to help.”

Her eyes flash to mine, then around the room. “You really think it’s saleable? That I could make a living doing this?”

I fold my arms. Nod. “Yes.”

She paces the room, knuckles pressed to her mouth. Then, “Do you have a camera I could borrow?”

“Only my phone, but that's not a problem. I'll ask Richard to get Marketing to send a photographer across. This will advertise you and your services. It advertises the spa and the hotel. And since, if they decide to visit, they’d at least buy a lunch in the restaurant, it even pays for itself.”

“I’d... I’d not thought of it like that.”

“Well, do. Get into that way of thinking. You have a skill, Mitch. If you learn to sell it, you’re in control of your own future. Once you’re earning in your own right, you’ll be dependent on no one.
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​​Klempner - Thailand

THE TRACK’S A LONG one; a series of muddy ruts that decay to quagmire if I go any further. But it’s fine. We’re far enough off the main highway not to be heard.

Pulling over, I reach under the seat for the Glocks, shoving one into my belt, keeping the other in my hand. “Here’s our stop, gentlemen.”

Chaos in the rear...

“What’s going on?”

“We’re in the middle of nowhere.”

“So, we are.” I get out, then keeping them covered, unlock the rear doors. “Out you come.”

Strohmayer blusters. “What the fuck’s going on?” But he’s sweating as he looks down the barrel of my Glock, and he’s weaving on his feet.

“Delivering, as I promised, the experience of a lifetime, gentlemen. To be precise, the last experience of your lifetimes.”

It doesn’t take long. Two try to run. I take them down first. Trolley-man drops to his knees, pleading. I make it quick for him. A single round through the forehead; not even enough time to feel it.

Strohmayer seems in denial. “Do you know who I am?”

“Yup.” I aim for his stomach, giving him a few seconds to roll around the ground, screaming in on himself as I finish the final two then, muzzle pressed to Strohmayer’s temple, I say, “Don’t be too sad. You’re performing a valuable service to humanity today.

And I squeeze the trigger. 
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​​James - Thirteen Weeks

I PUT THE PHONE BACK into the cradle.

“All arranged?” asks Mitch from her place on the couch.

“Yes, all arranged.” I rub the back of my neck. “I didn’t expect to be the one doing this. I thought Charlotte would be telling me. We should have been seeing a doctor weeks ago...”

Mitch nods, looking thoughtful, then smiles as Charlotte enters.

“Ah, Charlotte,” I say. “Good timing. Just to let you know, I’ve booked an appointment for you at a specialist pre-natal and maternity clinic...”

She stills, going ‘all eyes’. “Master? What for?”

Am I hearing this?

“You’re pregnant, Charlotte. I'd like you to have a full medical examination and...”

“I'm fine, Master. They checked me out at the hospital while I was there. Why do I need another examination?”

Mitch watches, eyes narrowing.

“I’ll repeat. You’re pregnant. Did you really think you wouldn’t be visiting a prenatal clinic? And especially after the damage you took with that fall down the steps and everything else Ben was responsible for.”

“But, Master...”

Why is she resisting?

But I’m not accepting argument on this. “Do as you're told, Charlotte. You're going.”

Her head hangs. “Do I have to?”

“Yes, you do. You chose your pregnancy. And I’m the father. That gives me a say. You’re doing this.”

Mitch rises from her seat, hands out-held. “Jenny, what’s wrong? It’s the right thing to do. And I know the reputation of the clinic James has chosen. When I was carrying you, I could only dream of being able to call on such a place.”

Face lowered, Charlotte mutters something.

I’m losing patience. “What was that?”

Still she looks down, but she speaks more loudly this time. “I don’t like doctors.”

Mitch laughs, patting her on the shoulder. “Tough. You’re going to have to get used to them.”
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CHARLOTTE, FLANKED by me to one side, her mother to the other, scowls as we enter the clinic.

In the waiting area with us, over-made women wearing a fortune’s worth of designer maternity wear and high heels...

How do you wear stilettos when you’re pregnant?

... sit, drinking latte and reading glossy magazines. I pick one up while we wait, flicking through page after page of high-fashion baby clothes, which the babies are surely too young to appreciate.

Who buys this stuff?

More money than sense...

Charlotte sits, unspeaking, unresponsive.

Mitch is brisk. “Jenny, be sensible. Every pregnant woman has to see a doctor and have regular check-ups. Think of the baby.”

“I am thinking of the baby. It’s the only reason I’m here.”

And I’ve had enough.

Hissing under my breath, “Charlotte! If you can’t be polite to your mother, you’ll regret it. Now behave.”

She remains sullen. “You can’t punish me when I’m pregnant.”

Twisting on the seat, I square her up to me by the shoulders. “You think? You really believe I don’t have options? That I’m so uninventive or unimaginative that I couldn’t think of something appropriate if needed?”

Mitch’s mouth twitches and she looks away.

Charlotte swallows. “Sorry, Mom. I didn’t mean to be rude to you.”

Mitch lays a hand on her arm. “I don’t understand what you have against doctors, Jenny. They’re here to look after you.”

But Charlotte just hangs her head.
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THE DOCTOR HAS A BRISK air about her. “Good morning. Mrs Summerford? I am Doctor Redshaw. Please come this way.” She turns to lead her from the waiting area.

Charlotte takes a step or two, looking over her shoulder to me and Mitch, pleading in her eye. I make to follow but the doctor holds up a hand. “Mr Summerford, I assume? I’d rather hold the consultation just with your wife to begin with.”

I don’t see the point in correcting her on my name. It would take too much explaining, but Mitch’s eyes roll my way.

Charlotte’s voice is small. “I’d really prefer him to come in with me. And my mother.”

Why is she so nervous?

The doctor sniffs, pursing her lips. “Very well. If you really feel it necessary.”

She leads us into the kind of bland white space one expects for a medical consultation room. The smell of hand-sanitiser competes with a vase of lilies on the windowsill. The walnut and leather desktop is polished to a high gleam, occupied by one of those clicking chrome executive toys and a brown manila file.

Boxes of instruments, latex gloves and syringes sit alongside shelves of heavy texts and glossy brochures from drugs and medical equipment suppliers. Posters line the wall showing various stages of development of mother and foetus. One, weirdly, asks Have you been using contraception?

Doctor Redshaw waves Charlotte to a seat, repeating that sniff...

Who’s paying who here?

... then pulls out a couple of extra chairs for me and Mitch.

Seating herself, she flicks through the brown file, settling on a page. Looking down at the document, not at Charlotte, she traces lines of text with a manicured fingernail. “You appear to be in overall good health, Mrs Summerford. However, a few questions first. Then we can go over the test results from the examination and the scans.”

Charlotte sits, all but rigid save for the winding of her fingers, knotting and re-knotting.

“I will say,” continues Redshaw, “that having reviewed your medical records at some length, I would like to go over a few specific items.”

Brows raised, she inclines her head, as though asking Charlotte’s permission, but without waiting for a reply, continues, “First of all, I have to ask if you have continued your alcohol habit into adult life and through your pregnancy?”

Mitch’s jaw drops. I think mine does too.

Charlotte comes to life. “I do not have an alcohol habit. I enjoy the occasional glass of wine, but I haven’t touched alcohol since, well, since I started trying to get pregnant. And I’ve never been a heavy drinker.”

The doctor, lips pressed flat, flicks through the file again, then taps a biro on some document. “That’s not what it says here.” 

“What exactly is that file?” Charlotte’s voice is a hiss. And with a sinking feeling, I know the answer.

The doctor blunders on. “It is your own medical records, from when you were in care as a child, Mrs Summerford. They are quite clear that as a teenager, you regularly drank to excess and that...”

“I did not drink!”

Redshaw arches a brow. “And so, how did you come to sustain a broken jaw? And...” She glances at the page again... “Also, a fractured humerus? The record states that you fell down the stairs while intoxicated. Considering that you have recently taken another fall downstairs, it is my duty to ensure that...”

Charlotte stands, white-faced. “I had a broken jaw because I was assaulted. I was a kid and they...” And she bursts into tears.

How did I not know this?

She’s never told me...

Jade...

I jab a finger at Redshaw. “If you check the origin of that file, you will find it was produced by whatever excuse for a medic was working at the Blessingmoors home. Charlotte was a prisoner there as a child.”

“Blessingmoors...” Redshaw blanches, then flips back to the cover page. “Mrs Summerford...”

But it’s too late. Charlotte is stampeding out of the door, Mitch right behind her.

“You’ve not heard the last of this,” I snarl.
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IN THE STREET OUTSIDE, Charlotte is sobbing, Mitch with her arms around her. “Was it Larry? Did he do it to you?”

“No. It wasn’t him. He never touched me. But the supervisor there...”

Mitch persists, “But Larry was in charge?”

“Yes, but he wasn’t there at the time.”

Bile rises in my throat. I want to hold her; to tell her that everything is alright. But I’m not sure if I should interrupt Mitch’s embrace with my own. I settle for moving close, laying my hand on her shoulder. “Was it Jenkins? The man who...” And I swallow my words.

The man who died while pursuing her... 

...the man she believed for years that she had killed...

The last thing she needs to be reminded of right now...

“Yes,” Her sobs break loose again. “Yes, it was him. I’d escaped one time, but the police caught me and took me back to Blessingmoors, like they always did. Afterwards, Supervisor Jenkins was beating me and I ran. He chased me up the stairs then, when he caught me, he punched me down and I fell. That’s when it happened.”

Mitch’s voice is flat, an iced monotone. “Did you get any medical care?”

“No, they didn’t realise at first what had happened, just locked me in the cellars. They only realised a few days later there was something wrong because I couldn’t eat. Then they put me in the medical room and cuffed me to the bed so I couldn’t run again.”

The front door of the clinic opens, Doctor Redshaw appears. “Mrs Summerford, if you would just calm down...”

But Mitch gives her a look that would shrivel the skin from a peach and the woman, po-faced, retreats back inside.

Charlotte is trembling violently, her shoulder shaking under my hand. “I’m not going back in there. I’m not.”

I meet Mitch’s eyes and she passes her daughter into my arms. Holding her close, my cheek pressed to hers, I rock her, very gently, side to side. “No one’s asking you to. As for that woman, I’ll be telling the manager a few home truths about bedside manner. Let’s get you home...”

Where did I park?

“... Mitch, you stay here with Charlotte. I’ll bring the car around.”
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BACK HOME, I LEAVE Charlotte and Mitch together while I make...

Hmmm...

Comfort food...

...hot chocolate for three, topped with whipped cream and marshmallows.

Back in the lounge, Mitch is calming Charlotte, but she’s still a bit weepy. Mitch herself wears a face that looks set to put the country on a war-footing.

I push the mug into Charlotte’s hand. “Don’t worry. I’ll find another clinic for you and I’ll check it out personally first; talk to the doctor myself and make sure we have someone with her brain plugged into reality.”

She sniffles and won’t meet my eye. “If I have to...”

“You do.”

“... can't I go to an ordinary hospital? Where it’s just ordinary people? And not...”

This isn’t my Charlotte...

She’s not afraid of anything...

Until now...

“Alright, I’ll book us an appointment at the City Hospital, but...” I hold up a forefinger... “But if there are any complications, I reserve the right to take you to a specialist. Good enough?”

She takes a couple of breaths. “Yes, Master. Good enough.”

“We’re agreed then. And now...” I glance to Mitch. “You are going to tell me and your mother what happened to you when you were a child.”

“I did tell you.”

“Only in the briefest detail. And I’m sure you’ve skimmed over a lot of it. It’s time to tell the full story.”
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NAUSEA TUGS AT MY STOMACH. I saw those cellars. I read the stories in the papers. But it’s not the same as hearing it from the woman you love.

“Mitch white-faced, her features pinched, “I’ll never forgive him for what he did. Never... And to think I was beginning to...”

Klempner?

She was beginning to warm to him again?

That’s busted his chances...
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​​James – Fourteen Weeks
 

“YOU AND BETH SHOULD leave some of your things here; a change of clothes, toiletries. Pick one of the guest bedrooms and it’s yours.

“A good idea, James.” Richard strokes Beth’s hair. “Are you happy with that? And it means that you and Charlotte can spend more time together while you’re both expecting. Mitch too.”

Charlotte’s mother nods a smiling acknowledgement, but Beth positively glows...

Pregnancy suits her...

“I’d love that. Home from home. And if you’re both working, we’re not by ourselves.”

“Perfect,” I say. “That’s agreed then.”

Michael’s face appears from around the door. “Ah, there you are.”

Clothes dusty, his hair stands in plastered points and a white smear runs from nose to chin. He aims a finger at the coffeemaker. “I’ll have one of those, please.” Then he tosses a small brown envelope onto the tabletop by Mitch.

She picks it up, turning it over in her hand. “What's this?”

Sitting as I offer him a mug of coffee, he swings his feet up onto the table. “What I owe you for the decorating work you did on the creche.”

She double-takes down to the packet. “I wasn’t expecting to be paid for that, Michael. I did it to help.”

His eyes crease. “I know that, but when you do work in the hotel, Mitch, you're on the payroll. I've simply paid you the same as the other decorator quoted...” He scratches at chalky hair. “... Except that's cutting you short. Your work is better than his would have been.” 

Mitch just stares at the packet, not opening it, but turning it over and over...

When was the last time she had money of her own?

Michael seems oblivious. “Anyway, if you let me have your bank details, I'll pay it direct next time.” Forehead creasing, he regards Mitch over the mug which hovers half-way to his mouth. “Is that alright? I hope there’ll be a next time? I’d love you to do some more for me.”

The packet clutched in her fingers, “I don't have a bank account.”

Oh, Jeez...

Michael swings his legs down, sitting upright. “You don't? Why not? Oh...” his face clears. “... Was it a shared account with Frank? You're right. We'd better steer clear of that.”

Still gripping the envelope, Mitch chews at a lip. “No, Frank doesn't have one either. Neither of us do. My account was closed down years ago. And then for so long, it wasn't an option because we might have been traced.”

She finally releases the envelope, laying it on the table. “Then when I saw the news about Blessingmoors, when I heard Larry was in prison, I did try to open a new account, to get back into real life, but the bank wouldn't give me one.”

Michael drains his mug then offers it out for a refill. “But you can't function in the modern world without a bank account.”

“I know that, but they said I couldn't have an account without a credit record first.”

Ahhh...

“And you can't get a credit record without a bank account first,” I say. “Catch-22.”

Her eyes raise to mine, tragedy there. Those great and glorious green eyes that I see in both her and her daughter. “That’s right.”

Richard has remained quiet throughout the exchange, but his gaze flicks between us as he listens in silence.

I lean over the table, propping myself on my elbows. “Does it occur to you, Mitch, that you know just the man; indeed, are part of his family; with the wherewithal to lean on a bank?”

She blinks at me, not understanding at first. Then it dawns and she turns to Richard.

His mouth puckers. “Which bank did you try, Mitch?”

“All of them. None would give me an account. Do you... Do you really think you could do something for me?”

He sucks in air. “I would be proud to, Mitch.” At her startled glance, he simply says, “Family.”

Fishing in a pocket, he takes out his phone, then pauses. “Mitch, did you have any financial problems other than simply having to duck out of the system?”

She sags. “I don’t truly know. I owned an apartment once, but I think it was repossessed when we ran. Certainly, I would have been listed as a defaulter. Maybe even a bankrupt. I don't know. We spent so long living under the radar.”

Richard stares at the ceiling, a fingernail tapping at the mobile screen. After a moment, he scrolls through a couple of screens then, clearing his throat, sets the phone to loudspeaker and places it in the centre of the table.

The mobile rings three times before one of those robotically trained female voices replies. “Good morning. Gerald Hagman’s secretary. How can I help you?”

“Richard Haswell here. I'd like to speak with Gerald if he has five minutes.”

The voice turns off ‘robot mode’ and morphs to ‘startled underling’. “Of course, sir. I’ll see if Mr Hagman is available.”

In something under fifteen seconds, the call clicks through to an artificially cheerful voice. “Richard? How are you? I wasn’t expecting to hear from you until our lunch meeting next week. What can I do for you?”

“I have a favour to ask, Gerald. I have a friend who, through no fault of her own, is having difficulty opening a bank account. I wonder if you could oil the wheels for her. I’d take it as a personal favour.”

“Of course, Richard. Of course. We’ll be happy to help. Um, what is the nature of your friend’s difficulty?”

“Some years ago, she became entangled with the wrong sorts. It resulted in the loss of her account.”

A pause...

Then, cautiously, “Which bank was she with at the time?”

Richard cocks a brow at Mitch.

“City Vanguard.”

The other brow arches. “Did you get that, Gerald?”

“I did, yes. Um, Vanguard collapsed... Oh... Twenty years back.”

“So they did. But I am assuming that City Fidelity Credit can help my friend rejoin the modern age?”

Another pause... Longer this time...

“So she has no track record?”

“That’s the long and short of it, yes.”

“You understand, Richard, that financial institutions are tightly regulated these days...

Richard presses a forefinger to his lips. “Of course.”

“... The restrictions placed on us with the money laundering laws regarding identity and security...”

Richard’s voice remains level. “She doesn't want to borrow funds, Gerald. She’s not asking for credit. She simply wants a functioning cash account.”

“Nonetheless, with no credit record to draw on, I'm not sure I can help you, Richard.” The voice whines. “I’m terribly sorry.”

Richard turns brisk. “That’s fine, Gerald. Don't worry about it. I'll ask Henry Parkes when I see him at lunchtime.” His eyes shift to Mitch, creasing at the corners.

Can a phone radiate silence?

It does.

Then, “You're lunching with Henry Parkes?”

“That's right.” Richard grins a shark grin at Mitch, counting fingers in the air...

One... Two... Three...

... then, “Did you know he's making a pitch for the financing of F and G sites? I thought I might as well hear what he had to say. He was talking of dropping the interest rate by a couple of points if I gave him the whole deal.”

Another silence.

Michael leans close to me, his voice low. “I swear the phone is icing over.”

“Shhhh...”

But Richard’s eyes are dancing. His fingers count another beat...

One... Two... Three... Four... Five...

“Anyway Gerald. My apologies for having interrupted you. I'll see you next week for that lunch. Give my best to Esther.”

“Oh no, don't go Richard. I'm sure we can do something for your friend. Of course, rules can be interpreted...”

“Interpreted, yes.”

“And what are viewed as regulations are often only guidelines...”

“Indeed. Guidelines.”

“Er... You can vouch for this person of course?”

Richard raises eyes to heaven. His voice flat once more, “Of course. You think I would ask otherwise?”

“I'll have the forms sent to your friend. Can you give me her name and address.”

“Just forward them to Francis. I'll get them to her.”

He taps off the phone, checks that the connection has broken, then, “Punctilious little runt. How he became CEO escapes me.”
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IN THE OFFICE, FRANCIS hands me a sheaf of paperwork. “Application forms for Mitch. Bank account application from City Fidelity.”

I riffle through dozens of sheets, scanning reams of small print, written apparently in crapese, translated from burblese.

Where the fuck do they get all this rubbish from?

Richard snaps fingers at me. “James, give them to me. I’ll fill them in. Mitch’ll just need to sign.”

Twenty-four hours and fourteen signatures later, Mitch has re-entered the modern world and holds a bank statement in her hand. The very small balance at the top of the sheet reflects her single wage payment from Michael.

He swings muddy boots up on the table...

Must break him of that habit...

“So, Mitch, you gonna do some more work in the hotel? The decor in the restaurant area’s a bit boring right now.”

Her eyes are glistening. “Point the way.” She brandishes the statement. “But first, I am taking Jenny shopping.”

Charlotte looks wary. “Shopping? What kind of shopping?”

Mitch’s voice is triumphant. “Baby clothes!”
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​​Charlotte – Fourteen Weeks

“THEY'RE SO small.” I stare at the tiny woollen mitts my mother is showing me. 

She sucks in her cheeks, but she’s smiling. “Well, how big did you think Peanut will be when he’s newly born?”

“She.”

“You don’t know that.”

“I’m hoping that.”

“Alright, for now, she. But until it’s confirmed...”

None of this feels real. 

Around me, rack upon rack of displayed baby clothes: onesies, jumpsuits, hats and caps, rompers, socks and booties...

“What is all of this stuff? I thought...”

My mother looks amused. “You thought what?”

“I thought, well, I’d just... dress her.”

“In what? Irish mist? She’ll need clothes, Jenny.”

She rummages through a shelf stacked with packs of bibs, reading the labels. “Three in a pack,” she mutters, then pops four packs in the cart.

“We don’t need that many, surely?”

“You’ll think differently when the whole lot’s in the wash and she’s just sicked down the last clean one.” She revolves, scanning the store. “We need clothes for you too.”

“Me...?”

But she’s already set off; a ship in full sail, aiming for distant lands, snagging three pairs of the pink mittens and matching bootees en-route. I put two of the bib packs back on the shelf and follow her.

Taking a tee-shirt that would be a loose fit on a hippo from its hanger, she holds it against me, shoulder to waist.

“I’m never going to be that size.”

“You think?” She sniffs, and still holding vestment hippopotami up to me, stands back, tilting her head and pursing her lips. “The colour doesn’t suit you though.”

“But I can’t get to that size. You said she’ll be tiny.” I hold up the micro-mittens.

“Yes, but she won't feel tiny when she’s on the way out. And this isn’t for then. It’s for the next couple of months. You’ll have outgrown it by then.”

She takes another top from its hanger, offering the fabric to my face. “Ah, yes, a much better colour.” She smiles, touching my cheek. “You having taken so much after me looks-wise, certainly makes it easier for me to find things that will suit you.” She puts the tee-shirt in the basket. “Now...” 

She takes a pad and pen from a pocket, ticking a couple of items off a list. “We need something fleecy for her to wear...” Her gaze reams the racks and shelves.

“Do we?”

There’s a touch of impatience in her voice. “Jenny, she’s due to be born in December. It’s going to be cold. Ah...” She points her biro at a display of fluffy bunny suits. “Perfect.”

Despairingly, dumping the hippopotamus shirt from the basket, I follow her.
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​​James – Fourteen Weeks
 

MITCH FLOPS DOWN ON the armchair opposite mine, swiping a hand through her hair.
“Mitch, you look shattered. Haven't you enjoyed yourself? I thought you'd have a great time buying baby clothes and everything that goes with them...”

“So did I. I’m not tired. Just frustrated.”

“Because...?”

“I know what’s needed and I was trying to tell her, but Jenny won't buy anything. Take the bibs. I told her she's need a dozen at least. She bought three. I picked up half a dozen romper suits and she put four back.” She radiates bafflement. “Is she so short of money?”

I laugh. “Charlotte’s not short of money at all. She's just tight-fisted. Would you like some wine? Calm yourself down a bit.”

“I’d love some wine.”

I pour, pressing a glass into Mitch’s hand, taking my own to my armchair.

Keeping my tone dry, “It's not a question of money. Charlotte has plenty of her own these days, and that’s before Michael and I are involved. However...” I hold up a forefinger... “For spending on anything except books, she's as tight as a duck's arse... And...”

“And...”

I consider my words...

Do I say this?

“Charlotte’s own childhood wasn’t exactly enriched. She has a very narrow view of what counts as the necessities of life.”

Mitch drums fingers on the chair arm. “I’d do it all myself, but I don’t have that kind of money. And Jenny just doesn’t seem to believe what’s needed.”

“Reality will come winging home soon enough. Look, Mitch...” I slip wallet from jacket, slipping out a credit card. “If you’re happy to do it... You know what’s needed and... Well, you can have fun doing all the shopping you want. I’m guessing you didn’t have a lot to work with when it was your turn?”

She stares at the card. “That’s true. When I was expecting Jenny, I had to make do for everything. There was no money and it was all hand-me-downs from the neighbours and second-hand stores.”

“Not this time, Mitch. There’s all the money you could wish for. If you think it’s needed, get it.”

She stalls. “I don’t want your charity.”

I huff. “Who mentioned charity? This is me spending for my daughter. But... trust me, I don’t want to spend my time chasing around maternity shops. It’s not my thing.”

She dimples and her voice turns sultry. “James, I would love to spend your money on my daughter and grand-daughter.”

With thumb and the tip of a forefinger she slips the card from my fingers. “I’ll take her again tomorrow. And if she won’t buy what’s needed, I’ll get it.”

And with that, she sashays for the door.  As she exits, she throws a glance over her shoulder. “I'm going to enjoy this.”
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​​James - Sixteen Weeks

“EVERYTHING IS LOOKING completely normal,” says the nurse, displaying a clipboard’s worth of ticked boxes and scribblings. “The baby...”

Charlotte interrupts her. “Peanut...”

The nurse’s mouth quirks to a smile. “Peanut is doing just fine. Just a trifle over the average size for the date but well within the norms. All the blood tests have the results you would hope for.”

“Now...” She slides the probe over Charlotte’s expanding midriff, cutting a trail through glistening gel. ““That’s all looking good too.” She traces a line over the screen. “You see? That’s the head and you can see the heart is beating strongly.” 

Charlotte cranes to look. “Can you see what sex the baby is?”

“It’s a bit early and the angle’s off a touch with the way she’s lying, but I’m pretty sure it’s a girl.”

Charlotte beams at me.

I stroke her fingers. “A boy would have been fine. A healthy baby is all that counts.”

“I know Mast... James. But I was so hoping it would be a girl.”

A printer clicks and whirrs.

“There you go.” The tech passes me the print. “’Baby’s first photo’ means something different these days.”

And there, in grainy black and white, is my little girl.

Your gift to me...

Jade...

Tight-throated, I tuck the photo into my wallet. “Thank you.”

*****
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​​James – Eighteen Weeks

I FIND MICHAEL IN THE viewing gallery over the gym. “Hi. I was...”

Michael is leaning back against the wall, shaking. As he sees me, he presses a finger to his lips and thumbs towards the observation window, his eyes brimming with laughter.

As quietly as I can, I join him, keeping my voice low. “What’s so funny?”

He just nods down into the gym. “Look.”

I follow the finger and the gaze...

Wtf?

Charlotte’s in there, on a treadmill, but whereas most runners just... well.... run... She’s....

Dancing?

“What the hell does she think she’s doing?” I hiss.

Is that the Charleston?

“...You wouldn’t think it was possible, would you? How the hell is she doing that?”

Michael is all but helpless with laughter. “Blowed if I know but trust our Charlotte. Every part a moving part, I always say, even with a bulge growing round the middle.” He has that look in his eye.

“Can we pass over that for a minute. You don’t think we should stop her?”

“Oh God, no. If she thought we were here, watching her, I might never get to see this again.”

“She shouldn’t be bouncing around like that. And what if she slips or loses her balance? She is pregnant. And she’s already taken one fall.”

He sobers up on the spot. “You’re right. We’d better get in there.”

*****
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AS WE ENTER THE GYM together, Charlotte becomes a blur of movement and abruptly, is simply walking briskly on the belt. She smiles brightly. “Hi, guys.”

“Hi.” Michael strolls across, all casual nonchalance. “Mind if I join you?” He steps onto the next machine, walks for a few seconds, then moves up to an easy trot.

“Course not.”

I talk to her reflection in the wall mirrors. “You’re not over-doing it are you?”

“No. I just don’t want to seize up. Or get too fat. You know, pregnant and all that.”

I measure her stomach by eye. “You’re right on target. And you haven’t put on any excess weight. Just what’s appropriate to your condition. I don’t think you have anything to worry about.”

“Ah-ha.” She turns up her speed a notch, striding out more briskly. “Just taking precautions.”

*****
[image: ]


​​Richard – Nineteen Weeks

JAMES STRETCHES OUT on a lounger close by, a tall glass and a taller jug of something colourful, floating with ice and fruit, on a side table. The beating sun might fry some of us, but his semi-Mediterranean skin seems able to handle it as he bakes to golden rather than red.

The hat over his face suggests he is dozing in the heat, but a swaying hand shifts with soft music rippling over the terrace, tapping fingers saying he is awake.

Charlotte sits on the pool edge, a light robe protecting her from the sun, dangling her feet in the water. The filmy fabric, a shade of green that complements her eyes and her pale skin, flutters in the lightest of breezes. She watches from under a floppy, broad-brimmed hat as Michael and Elizabeth frolic in the pool.

I sit down beside her, dabbling my feet too. It’s pleasant under the hot sun; heated skin in the coolth of the water.

“How are you now, Charlotte? Enjoying yourself? Looking forward to the great event?” I nod down to the slight swelling of her belly where it protrudes from the filmy wrap.

Charlotte gives me a 'Princess Di' smile, looking at me from under her lashes. It's an unusual expression for her; much more something I would expect to see from my Elizabeth. Charlotte normally looks you in the eye. She may be a sub for James, but for the rest of humanity, you have to take her on her own terms.

“I'm fine.”

Fine?

It's a word the entire male sex should be wary of.

Is she upset about something?

Have I upset her somehow?

Elizabeth's position as Michael's ‘second wife' is settling in. The pair seem entirely relaxed with each other and both James and Charlotte seem comfortable with that.

My own position in the group is a little more ambiguous.

What am I in this?

The ‘Five-Some’. This Quintet.

Or is it a Four-Some plus me?

Am I simply James' occasional sidekick?

Is Charlotte worrying about my coming close to her?

For that matter, is James?

I dart a look to my lounging friend, but his fingers still tap the beat to sixties’ pop: the Monkees believe their daydreams and James taps on.

Perhaps I should have thought things through more thoroughly before I offered Elizabeth to Michael, but his depression after Ben’s death... Ben’s execution... by Klempner... seemed to make the suggestion and the timing perfectly sensible.

I watch the pair in the water. We’re private here, so none of us bothers with costumes for swimming, and it’s clear that the games the pair are playing not just about romping in the sunshine. He’s moving ever closer to her and she’s encouraging him, yelling and splashing water.

Elizabeth bursts out laughing, and Michael is on her. Whatever he's doing under the surface, she likes it.

As Charlotte and I watch, he's steering her to the edge, wrapping her fingers around the sidebar, then murmuring something soft close by her face. 

Elizabeth’s eyes widen, flicking to me, but I simply smile as she steadies herself against the pool wall, shoulders supported and allowing the rest of her body to float. Michael moves closer, running hands over her, thighs, breasts, the curve of her swelling stomach.

Charlotte leaning back on her hands, smiles too, from under her hat.

Yes, she’s perfectly happy with them...

What then?

Charlotte, a few weeks further into her pregnancy, is somewhat larger than Elizabeth, not that it's obvious under the loose sun-robe.

“How are you feeling now? Still getting the nausea at all?”

“No, that's gone now.” She smiles, but the smile is wistful. “I've not felt any sickness for at least a month now.”

So, something else is upsetting you?

Is it me?

Take the bull by the horns.

“Charlotte, is something bothering you? Is it me? Have I done something to annoy you?”

Her glance jolts my way. “Oh, no. No, not at all. It’s great having you...” She stumbles on her words, then sweeps a look by James, then Michael. “... having you as part of us.”

And now she smiles properly at me, with that alike-but-not-alike smile that I know from my own Elizabeth, but which in Charlotte, is uniquely hers.

From the pool, Elizabeth squeals.

Inside, I grow warm. I take her hand, kiss the fingers. “Something is bothering you, Charlotte. What is it? Can I help?”

She flushes. “I... I wanted to get pregnant. To have the baby...” Her gaze flashes to James
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​​Charlotte – Nineteen Weeks
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​​Michael – Twenty Weeks
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​​Klempner - Thailand
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​​James - Twenty Weeks
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​​James - Twenty-One Weeks
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​​James - Twenty-Nine Weeks
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​​Charlotte - Thirty Weeks



























































































[image: ]



​​James - Thirty-Two Weeks
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​​Klempner - Thailand
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​​James – Thirty-Five Weeks
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​​James - Thirty-Six Weeks
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​​Klempner - Thailand
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​​James – Thirty-Seven Weeks
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​​Michael – Thirty-Eight Weeks
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​​Klempner - Thailand
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​​James - Thirty-Nine Weeks
 























































































[image: ]





d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
SHVI'ONE LEIGH

“THE COMPLETE SERIES
= Includes

FE PP rs

Y 1:1/18






d2d_images/image012.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/image005.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





