
  
    [image: Daddy’s Precious Gift]
  

  
    
      Daddy’s Precious Gift

      Claimed by Daddy Book Three

    

    
      
        Polly Carter

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Blushing Books]
        

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
        Published by Blushing Books

        An Imprint of

        ABCD Graphics and Design, Inc.

        A Virginia Corporation

        977 Seminole Trail #233

        Charlottesville, VA 22901

      

        

      
        ©2020

        All rights reserved.

      

        

      
        No part of the book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher. The trademark Blushing Books is pending in the US Patent and Trademark Office.

      

        

      
        Polly Carter

        Daddy’s Precious Gift

      

        

      
        eBook ISBN: 978-1-64563-748-6

        Print ISBN: 978-1-64563-749-3

        Audio ISBN: 978-1-64563-750-9

        v2

      

        

      
        Cover Art by ABCD Graphics & Design

        This book contains fantasy themes appropriate for mature readers only. Nothing in this book should be interpreted as Blushing Books' or the author's advocating any non-consensual sexual activity.

      

      

    

  

  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Chapter 37

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Polly Carter

      

      
        Blushing Books

      

      
        Blushing Books Newsletter

      

    

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      July

      Missy plonked herself into a beige leather armchair, positioning herself so she was tucked away but still with an uninterrupted view of people entering the hotel’s chandeliered foyer. Checking the time on her phone for the umpteenth time, she wondered why she was late for appointments that mattered, but early for events that didn’t.

      I’m here. In the foyer, she texted.

      K cya in 10, came back.

      With ten interminable minutes to kill, she found a bar and returned to her chair with a gin and tonic. Watching a small crowd making its way in, her eyes picked out Lorelei in a designer dress that looked like a cake decoration, sweeping in on the arm of her current, ridiculously handsome husband. A swathe of jabbering fans attempted to attract the star’s attention as she passed, but melted away in humiliation if they ventured closer than was allowed and were rewarded with a furious glare.

      Missy’s arm moved to wave, but she held it back; she’d have time enough for schmoozing at the party, and at least one champagne on top of the G&T was needed to loosen her enough to call out across a room, and a good deal more than one to gush over that horrible dress.

      She slid her bottom to the edge of the chair and pulled herself up from the waist, set her feet apart and knocked her knees together. If she were the hotel’s interior decorator, she’d burn these chairs. They were fit only for men to recline in, one ankle balanced on their other knee, their manly wares on display, and their expensive neat whiskies out of reach on the low, square, grey occasional table that separated them from their business rivals lounging opposite.

      If she was to keep her feet on the floor, she had three options, all uncomfortable: lean back, semi-prone, limp and defenceless like a damp tea towel tossed aside by a disdainful, passing waiter; sit up, perched on the edge like a teenager at a first job interview; or lean forward with elbows on knees in a position generally reserved for more private sittings.

      Picking her drink up off the table, she slid her legs, encased in white tights, up onto the chair. As she tucked them underneath her pastel rainbow, tutu skirt, she hoped her spiked, black, ankle boots didn’t scratch or tear the upholstery. What did they expect, though? She swallowed two big mouthfuls of her drink.

      Jenna, David, Lexie, Andrew, that blonde girl, what was her name again? — and the sleazy old guy who didn’t deserve to have his name remembered appeared in the foyer after negotiating the revolving door. Watching them check the sign for directions and head off to the lift, Missy used her free hand to fetch her invitation from the square, black bag slung over her head and across one shoulder.

      

      
        
        COPS AND ROBERTS SOUP

        Invites Melissa Simpson to

        CHRISTMAS IN JULY

      

      

      

      Black letters on a red background. One small sprig of holly in the top left-hand corner, and three white snowflakes in the bottom right. Minimalist. Understated. Not Missy’s usual style, but she loved it. Minimalism could so easily be pretentious, and often was: “Look at me being so tasteful, so modern, so on trend,” it screamed. But this was different. It wasn’t being anything but itself. Simple. Informative. Aesthetic.

      Missy pursed her lips in conflicted and begrudging admiration and anticipation. She loved the invitation, despite its plainness and despite not wanting to, and she loved, loved, loved parties despite not wanting to be at this one which she knew from last year’s experience would be anything but plain.

      Last year’s invitation came with its invisible seal of approval. Being invited to SOUP’s Christmas in July, having one’s own name on the invitation rather than tagging along with someone else, was the equivalent of being awarded a graduation certificate. Congratulations, you have now officially made it. You are part of the in-crowd, it carried as its sub-text. How happy Missy had been last year when it had been hand-delivered to her by a courier. And the party was wonderful. She’d had a ball, got smashed, danced, networked, laughed, and eventually in the wee small hours almost taken some guy home, remembered J.D., and gone home alone. In short, it was everything a fancy, film and theatrical party should be, spoiled only by the disapproving and brooding presence of Charlie Roberts.

      Her heart beat a little faster. Not, of course, with pleasurable anticipation. Simply because a man was tall, athletic, gorgeous, dark, successful, wealthy, single, and worshipped by all who knew him didn’t mean he was attractive. She hated the way he looked down on her, and she had to look up to him, and not only because he was at least head, shoulders and half a chest taller than her and, at thirty-nine, six years older. After his few rude remarks, she couldn’t remember exactly what they were due to the drunken haze through which she’d heard them but knew he’d treated her like a naughty child, she had avoided him as she would a two-week-old plate of cat meat.

      “Hey, girl.”

      “Hey, Bobo.”

      Her thoughts about Charlie Roberts and how she planned to spend the evening avoiding him were interrupted. Jumping up, she was enveloped in a hug, then pushed back so she could be scrutinised.

      “Damn, Missy MooMoo. That is one hot outfit. A little bit Goth. Oh those spiked boots! I’m dying. And a little bit wicked princess. A tutu dress teamed with a sexy bodice? Are you for real? I’m dead.”

      Missy laughed. “I know you’re only saying that so I’ll ask what on earth you are wearing. A brown suit? Brown, Bobo? Isn’t that some kind of monumental fashion crime?”

      “It is, my darling. Just call me the smooth criminal.” They both laughed. “I’m practising for the audition you set up for me. A conservative, middle-aged, straight, mousey guy. Bless your cotton socks; what were you thinking? I don’t know, but you are genius, of course. I’m lucky you didn’t dump me when you switched careers. I’m not sure any other agent would have got me an audition, and I never would have thought to try out for Mr Phillips on my own. I’m a natural, though, aren’t I?”

      “It might be a little more authentic without the hand flapping by your ear with its pinkie up.”

      Bobo dropped the offending hand and clasped it with his other to keep it under control. “Okay. Fair call, but I might give that hand permission to party tonight, and a hand can have a good time on its own, can’t it?” he asked grinning and winking.

      Missy slapped his arm, sat down again with her drink, gesturing for him to join her.

      “You are very wicked, Bobo. That’s why I adore you. And don’t worry about your audition. You’ll be amazing, and they won’t be able to sign you up fast enough. You are the best actor in town by a million miles, and I’m going to make sure they pay you accordingly.”

      Bobo flicked non-existent hair behind his shoulder and tossed his head. “Ah, you’re too kind, pet. Right, of course, but too kind anyway. You’re drinking already, dear? Is that wise?”

      “Alcohol is the greatest wisdom I know.” Missy finished her drink and stood up.

      “So, is it away, away and into the fray?” Bobo asked, joining her.

      “Yep. I can hear the champagne calling my name.” She waved the card at him and pulled him toward the stairs. “Here’s my invitation. The party room is on the next floor, and remember you promised to save me from Charlie Roberts if you see him even so much as look in my direction, not that there’s much danger of that. He thinks I’m a complete waste of time, if he thinks of me at all, that is. But I’m still terrified of him.”

      “No-one but a monster could be mean to little you in your little-girl skirt. You look utterly adorable and not at all like the hard-bitten, throw-‘em-under-the-bus, walk-all-over-them casting couch I know you to be.”

      Missy slipped her arm from his and slapped him again before taking hold of the stair rail and skipping up the steps. “If I didn’t know you better, I wouldn’t like you at all. You’re even meaner to me than grumpy Mr Roberts,” she called back as he followed her in a more dignified manner.

      Reaching the top of the stairs, they were caught up in a group of primped, poufed and powdered entertainment industry people of all persuasions exiting the lift and also heading for the glass doors in front of which was a sandwich board announcing Cops and Roberts SOUP’s Christmas in July—‘invitation only’. Missy and Bobo recognised their fellow travellers, and they all greeted each other effusively. At this party, everyone, including strangers, was a potentially useful ally, and no one could be dismissed out of hand without the possibility of missing a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. By evening’s end, hands and arms would be aching from shaking, cheeks from smiling and laughing, and legs from dancing, standing and prowling around the room.

      “Drinks first, Bobo,” Missy said, having flashed her invitation and gained admission for them both. “And then I guess we’d best part company for a while and work the room before too many champagnes start slowing me down. We can exchange info whenever we bump into each other.”

      “Sounds like a plan, sugar plum. Ah, here we go.” Bobo helped himself to two cold flutes of champagne from a passing waiter, and handed one to Missy. He held his glass up for her to clink. “Here’s to a fun and successful night.” He winked. “Whatever you are defining success as tonight. I know what I am.” His eyes swept the room, leaving no doubt as to his meaning.

      “Sucksex, I think you mean,” Missy said with a laugh. “Well, you look utterly splendid and I might have to fight my way through your suitors if I want to talk to you later. I’m not here for any of that, though, believe me. I hate men. They are nasty, two-timing, horrible…”

      “I think you mean that low-life parasite J.D. was all those things, but not all men, darling.” He grinned and she couldn’t help smiling back.

      “Yeah. You’re right, Bobo. You’re none of those things. Maybe it’s only straight men.”

      “Or maybe it’s only turds like J.D.,” Bobo persisted, straightening his suit and running his hand over his almost bald head. “Don’t let that prick colour your judgement of other men. How long is it now? Six months at least, isn’t it?”

      “Nearly eight. I can’t believe it’s already that long. But we were together for nearly ten years remember.”

      “How could I forget when I spent almost every second of that toxic, on-again-off-again, part-time excuse for a relationship wishing you would come to your senses and dump his sorry arse.”

      “It wasn’t like that at the beginning. You didn’t know us then.”

      Bobo looked unconvinced. “The ‘beginning’ can’t have been long then because I met you only a couple of weeks in, if I remember correctly.”

      Missy shrugged in surrender. “I should have listened to you, shouldn’t I?”

      “Of course, darling. You should always listen to me. Like now. You have been mourning that jackass altogether too long. And if you want to know something else for the price of nothing, I don’t think even you liked him that much. You were pretending you were in a relationship so you didn’t have to put yourself out there to find someone who deserves you. Now you have no such excuse, and it’s time…”

      He paused mid-sentence, distracted by a good-looking waiter carrying a tray of full champagne flutes who caught his eye and held it. “Mmm, hello, darling,” he said. The man stopped. “Can we have two of those, please, and could you be an angel and take our empties?” He took Missy’s empty glass from her and put it on the tray with his, took two full ones and handed one to Missy.

      “Certainly, sir,” the waiter replied. “Would you like me to bring you another drink in a little while?”

      “Indeed I would.” Bobo tipped his glass to him with another smile and after an extended look into each other’s eyes; the waiter disappeared into the steadily growing crowd. Bobo sighed happily. “Well, with a bit of luck it looks like I’ve accomplished what I came for.”

      “What you will come for, I think you mean,” Missy said. “That was some pretty hot chemistry.”

      “Nasty child,” Bobo replied after sipping his drink. “But, yum, I fear you are right. It’s going to be a long evening waiting until I can get that waiter out of here and into the sack without getting him sacked by not waiting long enough.”

      “Oh, Bobo,” Missy said with a laugh. “How you do go on when you’re about to fall in love. No. No,” she put her hand up to prevent him from denying her words. “I can see all the signs. And I saw him with my own eyes. What’s not to fall in love with? He’s drop-dead gorgeous. If I didn’t hate men, I might have wasted my entire evening forlornly following those brown eyes, swarthy complexion and tight bum around the room all night myself.”

      “What about this one?” Bobo suggested, stopping another passing waiter to again swap Missy’s empty glass for a full one.

      Missy shook her head and then nodded to the man’s left hand holding the tray. Bobo followed her gaze and nodded as well. “Wedding ring. Damn.”

      Missy drained her glass and handed it to Bobo. “I’m going to leave this with you to deal with and go and satisfy my yearning public.”

      “All right, treasure. I might follow my new true love around and make sure no-one steals him from under my nose.”

      “Okay. If we don’t see each other again, we should meet up when Santa arrives to distribute the gifts.”

      “Do you know who’s doing it?”

      “Richard Dawson, I think. He did it last year. He’s a nice man. Makes a perfect Father Christmas.” She scanned the crowd. “I haven’t seen Charlie yet. Have you?”

      “No. He mustn’t be here. I’m sure the crowd would part like the Red Sea if he wished to walk through it. Or on it.”

      Missy laughed again, a little louder than before. Her head was buzzing nicely. “Look there’s Carmen. Carmen!” she called out, three-champagnes and a G&T making her oblivious to and not caring about the heads that turned in response as she pushed her way towards a familiar face. “How are you, my darling? It’s so good to see you. What a fabulous frock. You were superb in that ad, hey? That’s going to make them sit up and take notice.” She kissed the woman on the cheek, then turned to her companion. “And, oh my God, is this Andrea Frost? Hi, Andrea. I’m Missy, Melissa, Simpson. I caught you at the Brovino last week in “The Cherry Orchard”. You were fantastic. Can I get fresh drinks for you lovelies?”

      Work had begun for the evening.
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      “Miss Simpson. Thank you for coming, dear. I hope you are having a splendid time. You youngsters look like you’re having such fun.”

      Missy’s eyes had swung into dance mode two champagnes ago, and it was an effort to get them to keep still long enough to identify the blurred, middle-aged face behind the voice. Then they did.

      “Oh! Miss Prism… Chish’m… Mrs Chisholm.” Missy blushed scarlet as the still sober part of her brain registered her Freudian slip, and ordered her mouth to say something, anything, in the hope that Charlie Robert’s famous personal assistant had not noticed. “Great party. Really great. All your work? You’re a legend.” She tried to curtsy, but her feet couldn’t remember which one went in front and what the other one did. She was saved from performing an impromptu version of the dying swan by Mrs Chisholm’s steadying hand.

      “Oops a daisy. Careful, lovey. You don’t want to spoil your pretty skirt.”

      Missy looked into the gentle smile and felt her eyes fill with tears of gratitude. Not only was Mrs Chisholm legendary for her management skills, including managing the formidable Charles Roberts, but she was the exact antithesis of what anyone might imagine the personal assistant of so powerful and influential a person would be.

      “Thank you so much, Mrs Chisholm,” she said, almost keeping her slur under control. “And your skirt is pretty, too.” She would cringe tomorrow when she remembered that insincere compliment. To begin with, Mrs Chisholm was wearing a dress: a calf-length, blue-grey dress with three-quarter sleeves, three large buttons from the high neckline to the waist, and a semi-gathered skirt that hung in every direction at once. “And, please thank Charlie,” she blurted out in an attempt to divert attention from her previous faux pas. “Oops, Mr Roberts,” she amended hastily, feeling Mrs Chisholm’s ample chest puff in readiness to defend her master’s dignity if it was being demeaned. “Please thank Mr Roberts for the party.” Missy enunciated slowly and clearly, ensuring she got it right this time.

      “Why not thank him yourself, dear?”

      Missy tutted and looked regretful. “I would love to, but haven’t had the chance. I spotted him a few times, but wasn’t close enough to speak to him. Now I can’t see him anywhere.” Her eyes swept the room. She’d spoken the truth when she said she had spotted him, but failed to add that she’d high-tailed in the opposite direction each time.

      “That’s a shame, dear. Unfortunately, he’s been called away on business, so you won’t be able to spot him at present. Or thank him.” Mrs Chisholm managed to make “spotting but not thanking” a person of Mr Roberts’ importance akin to wiping one’s dirty shoe on him.

      “I’ll send Mr Roberts a very special card tomorrow. Promise.” Missy fidgeted uncomfortably. “I’ve gotta go. It must be late. I’ve had a drink. Two. Maybe even three.”

      “Yes. You have.” Mrs Chisholm looked on the verge of adopting a stern countenance, but then patted Missy’s arm and smiled. “But you haven’t got your present yet, deary. I’m sorry Santa Claus is late, but he is on his way now. Do stay a bit longer.” And with one final bright smile, she swivelled on her thick-heeled court shoes and walked off leaving Missy staring after her, reeling, and wishing she wasn’t so drunk and hadn’t sounded like such a silly ditz.

      “Oh, darling. You look totally squashed. You didn’t just get done by old Chees ‘em, did you?”

      Missy’s stunned expression broke into a smile and she giggled. “Oh, Bobo. You are exactly what I need. Five minutes ago would’ve been better. I don’t know ’bout Miz Chis’m: nice? Or evil witch? It’s a mystery. I need a drink.”

      Bobo’s friendly waiter had appeared with a tray of champagnes. Missy took two, gulped one down and replaced the empty glass, then glugged half the other one as well, sagged in the middle and tried vainly to get Bobo in focus. Her cheeks puffed up.

      “Are you all right, sweetie?” Bobo asked, as the handsome waiter left, and he noticed Missy beginning to look rather grey.

      “I’m perfectly fine,” she said very slowly, then drank the other half of the champagne she was holding and handed him the empty glass.

      “How about I get you home?” Bobo replied, shaking his head.

      “No. No. No can do.” Missy exaggeratedly shook her head. “Meesus Cheesus, Ham and Cheese said I’m not allowed cos Santa’s coming. And I have to get my prezzie.”

      She swayed dangerously. Bobo quickly put his arm around her waist to support her. “Are you sure you wouldn’t rather leave now before you fall down and become the talk of the party for all the wrong reasons?”

      “I’m not going,” Missy slurred carefully. “I want to see Richard; he’s so lovely. And I want my prezzie.”

      While she’d been talking, Bobo had steered her carefully to a chair and sat her down. “Very well. Let’s wait here then. When Santa arrives, you can sit on his knee, tell him what a good girl you’ve been, get your present and then I’m going to get you home and into bed in time for me to get back here and meet Roddy when he finishes.”

      “Roddy with his rod,” Missy said, breaking into giggles. She stood unsteadily as another waiter went by with a tray of drinks and snatched two more, then abruptly sat down spilling most of one in her lap.

      “I don’t think you need any more alcohol,” Bobo began, but Missy had already clumsily downed the rest of the half-empty glass so some of it was running down her chin. “Give me that,” he said, taking the other glass from her and setting it down on the floor behind him. “If you get any drunker, Father Christmas is going to see what a naughty girl you are and will give you a lump of coal.”

      “‘Father’ sounds stern and aus… austere. Should be Daddy Christmas. Mmmm, Daddy. Much nicer. And sexier.”

      Bobo laughed. “I’m not sure the jolly fat man who brings toys to the kiddies is supposed to be sexy.” He tilted his head and nodded. “But you’ve always had a thing about ‘daddies’, haven’t you, naughty girl? It’s probably time you did something about finding yourself one.”

      Missy raised a wobbly hand and waggled her finger at him. “N how, pray tell, do you suggest I do that?”

      Hearing a commotion, Bobo stood up. “Looks like Santa is here with our presents. Why don’t you sit on his knee and ask him for a Daddy for Christmas?”

      “Wha…? Nah.”

      “Go on. I dare you.”

      Grabbing hold of Bobo’s arm, Missy pulled herself up and stood swaying as she looked at the crowd converging on the Christmas-themed grove set up in one corner of the room for Santa Claus. Carrying a large sack, Santa “ho hoed” his way through the gate and along the path, past the electronic reindeer with their moving heads and flashing lights, and sat in a giant gold chair upholstered in red velvet.

      “Right. You’re on. C’mon,” Missy urged Bobo, as she tried to stumble off still holding his arm, but he refused to budge.

      “Whoa! Slow down. I don’t think we should try pushing our way through. Let’s sit here a bit longer and wait till the crowd’s died down. I don’t want to lose you in it. You’re likely to melt onto the floor and get trampled underfoot. Here, sit down and drink some water.”

      He pushed her back gently, keeping hold to prevent her from bouncing from the chair to the ground.

      “Hmmph,” she snorted, then perked up as a waiter approached. “Okay, then. If you make me, I’m having another drink. Waiter! Please wait upon us while we wait upon Santa.”

      The waiter grinned and stopped while Missy took a flute in each hand, and then snatched her hand away, spilling champagne as Bobo tried to take one from her.

      “Nuh uh,” she said slowly and deliberately, shaking her head. “Mine. You get your own.”

      “I wouldn’t drink any more if I were you,” Bobo warned her seriously, “or you might be too drunk to ask Santa for your daddy, and then I’ll win the dare.”

      “I’m not drunk,” Missy said with the completely misguided conviction provided by the better part of two bottles of champagne. “I’m sober.” Bobo watched as she drank half the first glass, stopped, hiccoughed, moaned and held out the other glass to him. “You can have this one.” He took the glass from her, sipped it and put it down by his chair. Missy gulped the rest of her glass, then handed it to him empty.

      “Are you sure you want to wait for Santa, Missy MooMoo? You look done in. Maybe we should call it a night.”

      Slumped in her chair like a messy rag doll, Missy shook her head, gulped, groaned and put her hand to her mouth.

      “No. I want to sit on Daddy Christmas’ knee.” She waved a limp arm. “Tell those people to get lost. It’s my turn.”

      Bobo stood up, looked around and sat down again. “There are still a few people. We’d better wait a few more minutes and then we should be right. Okay?”

      Missy’s head flopped to her chest. “Mm, okay,” she mumbled as the room began to spin.
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      “Okay, Missy MooMoo, the coast is clear. You sure you want to do this?”

      “Yeah. Course. You dared…” Missy tried to get up, but needed Bobo’s help. The room was still spinning and her tummy didn’t feel quite right, but she was going to sit on Santa Claus’ knee, or die trying. Besides, she liked Richard and wanted to say hello to him, and it would only be a moment. He wouldn’t notice she was a bit drunk, and then Bobo would see her home and soon she’d be tucked up in bed.

      Bobo guided her across the room to the entrance to Santa’s grotto. By the time they got there, the queue was gone. Santa looked like he was about to leave, too, but stopped when he saw Missy arrive at the gate.

      “You coming in, little girl?” he asked in a gruff voice, his mouth hidden by an oversized, fake, white beard covering all his face except his eyes and the top of his nose.

      “I am.” Missy pulled herself up into what she supposed was a dignified presence and then stumbled up the path, tripping and falling against the padded softness of Santa’s red jacket.

      “Ho,” he laughed, catching her and pulling her onto his knee. “Have you come for your present?”

      Missy nodded. “Yes. I love presents.”

      “Have you been a good girl?”

      Missy looked up into his big, warm, twinkling, dark brown eyes with her most earnest expression and nodded. “I’m a very good girl.” She frowned and prodded his face with one finger. “That you, Richard? You look different.”

      Santa laughed again, pulling her arm down. “I’m not Richard. I’m Santa Claus.”

      Missy looked puzzled. “But I thought Richard was Santa.”

      “Nope. No Richard,” Santa replied. “You are sitting on the real Santa.”

      Missy giggled and snuggled into him. He was big and soft and warm and cosy, and she was feeling sleepier and weirder and dizzier by the minute, and talking was getting harder and harder.

      “Do I get my present?” she mumbled.

      Santa chuckled and pulled two envelopes from his sack. “Here you are. One for you and one for Bobo.” He folded the envelopes and tucked them into her bag. “You’d best be getting home now, I think. Is Bobo taking you?”

      Missy nodded. “Do you know Bobo? He’s so lovely. He’s my friend. Not my boyfriend. He’s not into girls.”

      Santa chuckled again. “Well, so long as he is going to get you safely home. I’d better speak to him to make sure.”

      “I have to ask you something first,” Missy said, resisting his move to stand up.

      “What’s that?”

      “Bobo dared me to tell you what I want for Christmas.”

      “Did he? Then you’d better tell me, little girl. What would you like Santa to bring you for Christmas?”

      “I want,” she began slowly, looking into those big, twinkling eyes, “a Daddy.”

      “Oh!” Santa sounded more than a little surprised. “A Daddy, eh? Hmm, I think a Daddy might spank a naughty girl who gets so drunk. Are you sure that’s what you want?”

      “Yes. I really do. A lovely big, strong Daddy who cuddles me when I’m good and spanks my bottom when I’m naughty.”

      “I see. Do you think you deserve to be spanked for getting so drunk?”

      Missy giggled, and her head rose and fell in long, slow movements. “Yes. You should spank me. Oh!” She stopped moving her head and gasped. “I’m going to be sick.”

      “Oh dear. Come on then,” Santa said, all ho-ho-hoing vanishing in an instant, as he stood, scooped her up and strode toward the bathroom nodding to Bobo as they passed. He set her down in front of a toilet as he put the seat up, but unable to hold it in, she vomited on his shiny black boots. Fortunately, it wasn’t much, and he swung her over the bowl before the deluge came.

      Lowering her to her knees, he left her clinging to the bowl while he fetched some paper towels and wiped up the mess. When he’d finished, despite her jet-black bob being short enough to be out of danger, he held it back and away from her face, murmuring encouragingly as she heaved and moaned and transferred a good deal of the expensive champagne she’d drunk into the toilet, interjecting ‘sorry’ whenever a lull allowed her. At last her stomach relaxed, and she collapsed exhausted, tears running down her face taking her eye make-up with them, re-imagining the ambitious casting director as a sad clown.

      Bobo, waiting outside the cubicle, watched on as Santa helped the messy, miserable Missy to the basin and washed her hands and face.

      “Are you taking her home?” Santa asked Bobo when she was as clean as she was going to be without a shower and change of clothes.

      “Yes. It won’t be the first time I’ve taken her home, poured water down her throat and then poured her into bed.”

      Santa nodded. “Good. I’ll organise a car, and help you get her out the back way. What’s her address? And you should count yourself lucky you don’t have a Daddy tonight, I’d say,” he whispered sternly into Missy’s ear before leaning her against Bobo and pulling out his phone.
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      August

      Missy was woken the following day by her doorbell, it’s gentle tinkling crashing through her head like a pile driver.

      “I’m coming. I’m coming,” she muttered, her mouth sticking together as though coated with peanut butter.

      Pushing off the blanket and rolling off the couch, she crawled to the door, heaved herself up and opened it to find Bobo managing to look amused, disapproving, concerned, sympathetic, and happy all at the same time. Leaving her clinging to the door to remain upright, he swept past, holding a shopping bag at arms-length in front of him.

      “How are you feeling, party girl?”

      “Like death. Can you help me back to the couch, please? What are you doing here so early?”

      Bobo chuckled. “I thought I’d come before nightfall,” he replied wryly.

      “What time is it? Is it that late?”

      “Don’t worry. It’s only two. I thought you might be up by now, though. Crikey, girl, you look ghastly. Let me get you some water and painkillers, and then jump in the shower while I cook you breakfast.” He held up the bag. “I’ve brought supplies.”

      Missy downed the analgesics, and by the time she’d showered, washed her hair, and dressed in clean jeans and sweater, the pills were taking effect and her head only resembled one small drum instead of an entire percussion section.

      “Ugh. Never again,” she declared, sitting at her kitchen table and resting her elbows on it so she could cup her chin in her hands. “What happened? I can’t quite remember. I didn’t do anything terrible did I? How did I get home?”

      “Well, let’s see,” Bobo replied, putting another large glass of water and a plate of fried eggs on toast in front of her and getting mugs for the coffee. “What happened? You got breathtakingly drunk. Did you do anything terrible? No. Not unless chundering on Santa’s boots counts as terrible and then having him hold your head while you spewed into the toilet. And him washing your face afterwards. How did you get home? I brought you in a cab that Santa ordered for you.”

      “Wait. What the…? I threw up on Santa? You’re kidding. How embarrassing. But how?”

      “You insisted on sitting on his knee to get your present. Next thing, he was practically carrying you to the loo and I guess you missed the bowl.”

      Missy grimaced. “Ugh. That’s terrible. Poor Richard. I’ll apologise, of course, but will he forgive me?”

      “I’m pretty sure it wasn’t Richard.”

      Missy’s fork, laden with toast and egg, stopped in surprise half way to her mouth.

      “Oh. I’m sure he told me he was going to do it. I wonder what happened? So, to whom do I owe my apology then?”

      “Well, that’s the sixty-four-dollar question, isn’t it? Can’t you remember anything? You were a lot closer to him than I was. I can’t say I recognised him, but one man dressed in a red suit with a pillow stuffed in it, and his entire face covered by a mass of white nylon beard looks pretty much the same as another.”

      Missy closed her eyes and looked pained as she tried to visualise the Santa on whose boot she had chundered. She vaguely remembered twinkling brown eyes, a deep, gruff voice, and something he said… No, it was gone again.

      “While you’re thinking,” Bobo said, putting a mug of coffee in front of her and gesturing to her still paused fork, “eat your eggs before they go cold.”

      “Okay. Do I owe you an apology?” Missy asked popping the toast and egg into her mouth.

      “Of course not, Moo darling. You and I are way past that.”

      “I didn’t ruin your night then?” Missy asked between mouthfuls.

      “You most definitely did not. I came home with you, got you sorted, gave you a big drink and paracetamol, and tucked you up on the couch with a bucket strategically placed next to you. Did you need it? And then I got back in time to meet Roddy and fall head over heels in love.”

      “Did you? I didn’t need the bucket, thank goodness. But thank you. And you’ve fallen in love, hey? Good for you. Though, to be honest, I’m not surprised if I remember rightly. That guy is a deadset hunk. I might have fought you for him if I’d thought I’d stood a chance.”

      “I’m glad it didn’t come to that. I want him all to myself. How are your eggs?”

      “Delicious. You are a saint, Bobo. I’m starting to feel almost human.”

      The tinkling doorbell barely caused her to blink this time.

      “I’ll go,” Bobo said, standing up. “You finish your breakfast.”

      “I don’t think I want to see anyone. Can we pretend I’m not home?” Missy called after him, but it was too late; he’d already opened the door. She heard him talking to someone, then the door closed and he re-joined her in the kitchen carrying a bunch of roses, a bottle of sports drink, a packet of ginger tea, a small pink teddy bear with a snap clip, and a card which he handed to her.

      “It was a courier,” he explained as she opened the card and read the message aloud.

      Dear Miss Simpson, The fluids are in case you are feeling a little under the weather today. The teddy is to acknowledge receipt of your Christmas wish, and the flowers are because I wanted to. Santa

      “So you weren’t too drunk to ask,” Bobo asked with a wide grin. “You win the bet then.”

      “What Christmas wish? What did I ask for? I vaguely remember sitting on his lap and asking for my present. He put two envelopes in my bag. I haven’t opened them yet. One was for you. I’ll get it… Here,” she said, having retrieved her bag from by the couch, removed the envelopes, and handed one to Bobo who took it and opened it.

      “Ooh, lovely. Two front row seats, opening night, at the Palace. Roddy told me last night he is desperate to see that show.” He waved the tickets. “Front row! That should impress him. Good old Charlie, eh?”

      “Yes. I’ve got two tickets, too. I’ve got comps already, but not for opening night. And not front row. I can palm those off to my sisters.” Putting the theatre tickets back in the envelope, Missy picked up the card and looked at it again.

      “If Richard wasn’t Santa, who was, do you suppose? How did he know who I was? Miss Simpson is quite formal, isn’t it? It can’t be anyone I know well, although I can kind of remember his eyes. I feel like it was someone I know but can’t think who. What does he mean ‘my Christmas wish’? That’s a complete blank.”

      “I wasn’t close enough to hear, so all I know is that I dared you to ask for a Daddy for Christmas, and you said you would, so maybe you did,” Bobo replied breezily, clearing up the breakfast dishes.

      Missy gasped and put her hand to her mouth as her breakfast threatened to reappear. She swallowed hard. “Are you serious? Oh my God. What a train wreck. I told a complete stranger, or worse still, someone who knows who I am, that I want a Daddy and then threw up on his feet? And what’s worse, what if it’s some guy who is going to make a nuisance of himself now? A teddy? How will I show my face in public again? That’s it. I’m never drinking again. Never.”

      Bobo chuckled as he collected his things. “I’ve heard that one before, my darling. And, now I’ve made sure you are still in the land of the living, I’ve got to run. I’ve got a date. You’ll be all right for the afternoon? Maybe you’d best keep the door locked and don’t let in any roaming, lecherous Santas.”

      Missy shook her head and grimaced. “What an idiot I am. But I’ll be fine. I’ll lock the door and have another nap, and then I’ve got work to do. Thank you so much for brekkie. I think you saved my life. And thank you for looking after me last night. You are a true friend. Goodness knows what would have happened to me if you hadn’t been there.”

      “I think Santa would have taken care of you. He was looking quite concerned, from what I could see of him under his beard, eyebrows and hat.”

      “His eyes,” Missy mused as she saw Bobo to the door and hugged him goodbye. “I’m sure there’s something familiar about his eyes. I might have to ask Mrs Chisholm who stood in for Richard so I know who I should apologise to. I hope it’s no one too important. I’d hate to have ruined my career just as it’s starting to take off.”

      “You worry too much. I’ll call you tomorrow.”

      “Okay. Bye, darling.”

      Alone in her flat, she put the roses in water and set them on the dining table where she could admire them, clipped the teddy bear to her shoulder bag, turned on the television and lay on the couch. Three minutes of show jumping was enough for sleep to beckon her and, as she drifted off, the last image in her mind was a pair of big, warm, twinkling, dark brown eyes. As she looked into them, she remembered a stern warning: I think a Daddy might spank a naughty girl who gets so drunk.
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      Sitting a few rows behind the director and producer, Missy, with her agent’s cap on, was waiting for Bobo to come on stage and do his audition for the part of Mr Philips. She had a notebook on her lap and biro in her hand, not caring who laughed at her old-fashioned way of doing things. As each actor came on stage, she wrote down their name and her evaluation of their audition. Most of them she had seen before, but she knew how much people could be on or off their game. Manny, for instance, had obviously been putting in some serious work and had just done the finest piece of acting Missy had ever seen from him, while Brendan looked tired and washed out, probably pretty much like Missy, herself, had looked after the Christmas in July party three weeks previously. She was younger, though, and had bounced back, none the obvious worse for wear. Brendan, on the other hand, needed a rest. She’d put a note next to his name on her spreadsheet not to put him forward for a while, and she’d have to call his agent to let her know.

      Her phone, on silent, lit up and vibrated on the chair beside her as Bobo came out from the wings. She cancelled the call without seeing who it was from. They’d leave a message if it was important, or she could return the call later. Watching Bobo strut his stuff was the immediate priority. She smiled proudly as he owned the stage, drawing his small audience into the emotional world he was creating, and resisted the urge to stand, clap and call out “bravo” when he’d finished.

      Wanting to speak to him before he left the theatre, she slunk quietly out to the foyer and returned her missed call while she waited for the last actor to do his audition.

      “Hi. This is Missy Simpson. You rang a little while back, but unfortunately I was unable to take your call.”

      “Ah, Miss Simpson,” replied a vaguely familiar voice. “It’s Mrs Chisholm calling on behalf of Mr Roberts.”

      “Oh.” No wonder she’d been unable to place the voice straight away. Not only had she never spoken to Mrs Chisholm on the phone before, she was also about the last person Missy was expecting to hear from. “Hello, Mrs Chisholm. Thank you again for the wonderful party. I had a lovely time.”

      “There’s no need to keep thanking me, Miss Simpson. It was Mr Roberts’ party.”

      “Yes, of course. Sorry.” Missy felt suitably chastised and allowed it to irritate her. “I trust Mr Roberts received my card thanking him personally?” She’d sent a ‘thank you’ card on the Monday after the party, but had chickened out of calling Mrs Chisholm to ask who had been dressed as Santa. She hoped it was no one who knew her personally, and whoever it was had already forgotten her.

      “He did. He wishes to meet you for lunch on Friday at Geraldo’s—do you know it? One o’clock. Sharp. He hates tardiness.”

      “Does he? I’m sure he does,” Missy replied, even more annoyed by the tone of the invitation. She had no idea why Charlie Roberts was summoning her for lunch, but objected to the assumption she was at his beck and call. “Please thank Mr Roberts for the invitation, and ask him if he would mind if you arrange it through my PA, Abby Goldfinch. She handles my appointment calendar. I’m currently out of the office and have no idea if I’m free then. I would hate to double book myself.”

      “Do you think the other appointment might be more important?” Mrs Chisholm asked smoothly in a tone that made it clear she certainly did not.

      “I wouldn’t like to say, Mrs Chisholm,” Missy replied equally silkily. “I hate to be rude, but I must run. I’m actually overseeing auditions right now. Please call Abby. I’m sure she will be able to help you. Thank you for the call. Goodbye now.”

      Missy hung up and discovered she was shaking. “Call Abby,” she commanded her phone. “Hey, Abby,” she said when her personal assistant answered. “I just got a call from Mrs Chisholm all but demanding I have lunch with Charlie Roberts on Friday. I have no idea. Anyway I said she should call you… Yeah. Yeah. Yeah. I know I should be ecstatic the great Mr Roberts knows who I am, but there was something about the arrogance of the summons that annoyed the pants off me. So, I told her to call you… Yes, I did… I don’t care what anyone else can or can’t believe, I just rang to say if she calls you to reschedule, can you tell her I’m busy Friday and see if she suggests another time. If she doesn’t, too bad—I guess Charlie didn’t need to see me that desperately after all. Okay? Good. Thanks, Ab. I’ve got to fly. Bobo’s come out. Okay. Thanks. I’ll be back in a little while.”

      “So, Missy MooMoo, how did I go?” Bobo asked as she held out her arms for a hug.

      “You were absolutely fantastic. I have literally never seen you better. Everyone was stunned… What? You don’t look very happy.”

      “Bum’s rush, I’m afraid.”

      “What? They told you they’re not casting you? Already? What is the matter with them? Let me go speak to David. Surely he made a mistake.”

      “No. No,” Bobo said emphatically, taking her arm and dragging her out the door, onto the street and into a bar a few doors away. “Buy me a drink instead and tell me you love me.”

      “Okay, but I want to know what’s going on.”

      Missy ordered two gin and tonics, knowing that was Bobo’s favourite drink, and took them to the table he’d reserved.

      “Well? You were amazing. Literally amazing,” she said, putting one glass in front of him as she sat opposite.

      Bobo shrugged resignedly. “Yeah, so David said, but he also said they’ve had a budget cut and can’t afford me unless I want to work for peanuts. I told him peanuts are preferable to nothing because I can at least eat them, and I adore the play. He just laughed and I couldn’t convince him I was being serious. So, that’s it then.”

      “Poor Bobo. I’m sure something will come along soon,” Missy said, commiserating with him. They were both in dire need of a break. “But I’m happy to go back and have another crack at talking Dave into hiring you if you are sure you’d be happy doing it for love rather than money.”

      “I suspect you’d be wasting your time. I got the feeling he has someone else he wants for the part and the money thing was an excuse. I guess I’ll have to console myself with Roddy until something else comes along. You haven’t heard of anything fabulous in the pipeline, have you?”

      “No, but I’ve got a few ads on my books I’m about to cast. I can let you have anything you won’t be recognised in. I’ll see if anyone needs a guy in a rooster suit, shall I?” Bobo slapped her hand and rolled his eyes. “Oh, and Charlie Roberts invited me to lunch, so I can have a snoop and see if he knows of anything,” Missy added.

      “O… M… G… Charlie Roberts? Invited you to lunch? This is huge. Why have you let me prattle on without sharing this piece of deliciousness immediately! When is it and where are you going? Come on, girl. Tell all.”

      “It was Friday at Geraldo’s, but I said I couldn’t go. Pity. I’ve always wanted to go to Geraldo’s, but haven’t had a fat enough purse as yet. Still even a greasy burger joint would be better than the dumpsters I’ve been eyeing off lately in case my fortunes don’t change soon.”

      Bobo’s hand had stopped half way to his mouth at her announcement. He put his drink down, leaned over and felt her forehead. “Am I having a nightmare? Is this a parallel universe? Are you mortally ill, child? You said ‘no’ to lunch at Geraldo’s with Charlie Roberts? Are you mad? Perhaps you prefer starvation.”

      “No,” Missy replied simply. “I don’t like being commanded to have lunch with anyone. He’s so arrogant. I suppose he expected me to be frothing with excitement.”

      “Or,” Bobo added pragmatically, “he might have expected you to agree to a business lunch with someone who could do wonders for your, I’m sorry, darling, rather ailing career.”

      Missy laughed. “I guess so. I might have been a bit hasty? Is that your point? Oh well, I didn’t actually refuse outright. I asked Mrs Chisholm to call Abby and make arrangements through her, and then told Abby not to make it this Friday. I don’t want to appear as though I’m at Charlie’s beck and call. If I’ve blown it, I suppose I’ll kick myself later. If not, I’ll see if I can find out anything for you.”

      “If you’ve blown it, Missy MooMoo, I might be forced to give you that spanking I know you deserve and are pretty sure you want.”

      Missy chortled into her drink almost getting it up her nose. As if.
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      September

      What to wear? The perennial question. If she were a man, she could pull on a pair of black trousers, match it with a button-up shirt and jacket and, easy as that, she’d be done. Although she might consider a long-sleeved T-shirt, or even a short-sleeved one instead of the shirt so, okay, maybe men did have to make a few choices, but not as many as women.

      Dress? Short skirt? Long skirt? Tight skirt? Flouncy skirt? Blouse? Jumper? Boots? Shoes? Flats? Heels? Missy looked despairingly at the large pile of clothes she had transferred from her wardrobe to a pile on her bed. Somebody must have devised a law covering the truth that no matter how many clothes a woman has in her wardrobe, the right outfit for any given occasion will not be among them. It should be something like: the number of clothes in a woman’s wardrobe exactly equals the number of occasions for which they will either be unsuitable or won’t fit.

      She sat on the bed and chewed her fake nails. Solving the problem rationally meant identifying the exact first impression she wanted to make. Which was… Well, now, that was a question. Did she want him to think she was a sophisticated, ruthless, career woman happy to joust with him? Or a talented but quirky and slightly bumbling, lovable girl happy to accept a hand up?

      She rang Bobo.

      “What are you doing calling me? Aren’t you supposed to be at lunch with Charlie Roberts?”

      “I came home to change and now I don’t know what to wear. And I don’t like him. You know that. I don’t even know why I said I’d go.”

      Missy heard an exasperated sigh.

      “What?” she demanded. “I already detest the great and fabulous Charlie Roberts and I’ve never even met him. Why is he inviting me to lunch? What do I wear? What do I say? How do I sit there and look at him without making a complete idiot of myself? You’ve seen him. He’s beyond gorgeous. But soo conceited. I have to go, but I don’t want to go. I’m only going because you’re making me. He’ll treat me like a kid and I’ll be mortified and hate him even more.”

      Another sigh. “Stop babbling. You’re going, darling girl, because the sublimely gorgeous, not-at-all-conceited Charlie Roberts has invited you, and you can’t afford to turn down a lunch invitation from the biggest producer in town, in the whole country pretty much, if you and I want to continue eating, and sleeping indoors. Now put on your big girl blouse—I doubt Charlie will care which one you choose—and get out of there. You’re going to be late, and that is never a good look. Go get ‘em, girl. Meet me at Downbeat after for a drink and debrief. I want to hear everything. And now I’m hanging up.”

      He abhors tardiness. Mrs Chisholm’s warning echoed in Missy’s mind as she threw her phone onto the bed. Well, his bad luck then because she was going to be late and there was nothing she could do about it now. Snatching up a short, purple and black checked dirndl skirt and a cream blouse, she ran to the bathroom, dressed, circled her eyes with a black pencil and lengthened her lashes with mascara, put black lipstick on her lips, rubbed it off and reddened them instead, tied her hair up in two short pigtails, set it loose again, combed it, pulled on socks and boots, grabbed a jacket and flew out the door.
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      “Hey, Geraldo. On the patio, please, if you have a spare table.” Ignoring the swivelling heads as he passed, Charlie Roberts, in a skinny-fit, navy suit and open-necked, white business shirt, followed the short, barrel-chested maitre d’ in his spotless tuxedo through the dining room and out the French doors onto an alfresco balcony. Undoing his jacket buttons, he sat at the table indicated, leaving his sunglasses on as he positioned himself facing the sun, and looked up at Geraldo who was patiently waiting for his guest to get comfortable.

      “Miss Simpson will be joining me shortly. Can you show her through for me, please?”

      “Of course, sir.” Geraldo gave a small bow and Charlie, as always, imagined he heard the clicking of heels to accompany it. “Angel’s share while you wait, Mr Roberts?”

      “Something special?” Charlie said with a smile, which he knew Geraldo was returning despite his expressionless face. Geraldo considered himself the finest actor in town. He might only play one role in public, but he prided himself on playing it better than anyone else ever had. So convincing was he, that his unwitting audience invariably failed to recognise him when they passed John Fitzgerald in the street or at the supermarket in his denim jeans, untucked, loose, flannelette shirt, and bulky woollen jumper if the day was cold.

      He could have been a great actor of stage and screen. He didn’t believe that; he knew it in the depths of his heart, but somewhere along the way, John Fitzgerald, aspiring actor, had become so immersed in the role of Geraldo, it had become his life’s work. When that realisation crystallised in his consciousness, he amused himself for a time while walking his dogs or digging in his vegetable garden trying to pinpoint the precise moment it happened. Was there one particular day he dressed for a job that was a means to an end without knowing it was the last day he would do that, and that the following day he would be dressing for the same job that had become the end in itself?

      If there was, it was in the distant past, and this was no longer a job; it was his own piece of performance art. He knew his regular customers almost as intimately as they knew themselves, yet not one of them would be able to remember him quizzing them or intruding into their private thoughts or conversations. He knew, for instance, that Charlie Roberts drank very little alcohol, but adored a very small drop, not much more than a taste, of the world’s finest whiskies, and Geraldo always had something new and special tucked away for him to savour.

      As in the whiskey ageing process, where a small percentage of the liquid, the angel’s share, disappears, evaporating from the barrels into the heavens each year, Geraldo also allowed a small percentage of his finest whiskey to disappear, shared among his favoured clients as a gift.

      “Indeed, sir,” he said now, replying to Charlie’s question. “Glengoyne Teapot Dram.”

      “You have that look,” Charlie said with a grin. “Come on. Tell me the story.”

      “Well, sir. I believe it was a Glengoyne manager by the name of William McGeachie who noticed it was more than the angels taking a share of his whiskey. To discourage his employees from helping themselves, he began giving every one of them one dram of whiskey each three times daily. He dispensed it in the staff room during their breaks, and when Mr McGeachie had left the room, those in his employ, particularly the youngsters, who didn’t want to drink their drams took to tipping the whiskey into a copper teapot left on the table. Fellow workers desiring an extra dram during the day would then help themselves, as it were, from the teapot.”

      Charlie grinned. “Wonderful story and, I’m sure, the whiskey is equally as good. Your opinion?”

      “Well, sir, I believe Glengoyne’s description is, very much like yourself, ‘young and bold’.”

      Charlie laughed loudly. Geraldo’s expression didn’t so much as twitch, but Charlie could see the twinkle in his eye and hear the silent chuckle.

      “I believe some of the flavours you will find are red apples and demerara sugar to begin with, then a luscious mixture of Seville marmalade, cinnamon, cloves, and rich, dark cocoa. So long is its finish, you will still be enjoying it when even the tardiest of guests arrives. To put it in a nutshell, sir, worth the fare to Scotland.”

      Charlie clapped his hands together twice. “What a pitch. Sounds perfect.”

      The legendary length of the whiskey’s finish did, as Geraldo had predicted, prove a match even for Missy’s lateness. Flavours of lemon and lime were still chasing around toasted teacake inside Charlie’s mouth, while his stomach, as empty as the tulip glass that had held his whiskey, was making growling noises when Missy was finally ushered to his table.

      Rising to his feet, he nodded to Geraldo who had escorted her. “Thank you, Geraldo. I will have the Funghi Pie and a fruit cocktail, and the same for Miss Simpson.” He turned to Missy. “Unless you don’t like mushrooms? Or have any special dietary requirements? There’s no meat or dairy, but a little gluten, and it’s not paleo or keto, I’m afraid.”

      “Mushrooms are fine,” she mumbled, adding, “Thank you,” as an afterthought as Geraldo bowed to them both and disappeared inside.

      “Miss Simpson,” Charlie greeted her, his voice friendly but formal, his expression inscrutable. “I’m delighted you were able to make it. I hope I didn’t make a mistake with the time.”

      Missy blushed at the subtle rebuke as she firmly clasped the hand he had proffered and shook it. She looked up at him, then away as his dark sunglasses hid his thoughts.

      “No. It’s my fault. I’m late. Sorry. I tried to get here on time, but… didn’t.”

      “Oh?” It was a question but, as he released her hand and gestured to her chair saying, “Please,” without waiting for a reply, she didn’t elaborate. Once she was seated, he resumed his own seat. “I must ask your pardon for not removing my sunglasses. I hope you will forgive me. The sun is in my eyes and I don’t want to be squinting at you.”

      “It’s fine,” Missy replied putting her own sunglasses back on.

      Charlie smiled.

      “Did you order for me?” Missy asked with a frown.

      Used to being fawned over, it amused Charlie to note that his current lunch companion appeared to actively dislike him. “I did. I couldn’t wait any longer for my food. I am famished and on a bit of a tight schedule, so decided it best to get our meals in front of us as quickly as possible. I don’t want you to have to watch me gobbling my lunch.”

      He grinned, displaying the small but noticeable gap between his two front teeth which Missy immediately found both slightly unnerving, for reasons she couldn’t identify, and sexy. His not having had it fixed revealed a comfortableness with his appearance. He could easily afford cosmetic surgery, but was confident enough not to feel the need to improve, in a futile bid for perfection, on the stunning job nature had already done on his facial features.

      She opened her mouth but, discovering her words had deserted her, closed it again.

      Rubbing his hands together in a mime of anticipated pleasure, Charlie leaned back.

      “If you like mushrooms, you are in for a treat if you’ve not had Geraldo’s mushroom pie before.” He waited but Missy didn’t reply, silently lifting her glass and sipping her water. He pursed his lips.

      “You’re probably wondering why I invited you today. In an industry where it’s almost impossible to deliberately avoid people, somehow we’ve managed to never have spoken more than half-a-dozen words to each other. I thought it was time we did.”

      Missy put her glass down and licked and sucked her lips. “Did you order drinks?”

      “There’s a fruit cocktail on its way.” Charlie turned his head slightly and scratched behind his ear with one finger. “Or did you mean alcoholic?”

      “Well, I…” Missy began.

      “Yes, I gather you quite like a drink,” Charlie interrupted. Missy blushed remembering his party and wondering if he’d heard about and was now referring to her undignified exit. “I have had a small whiskey and shan’t be drinking any more alcohol. I have work to do this afternoon and prefer a clear head. But perhaps your need is greater than mine?”

      “I’m not an alcoholic if that’s what you’re implying.” Missy’s voice was angry and she made as if to stand. Charlie leaned forward and pressed her arm.

      “Sit down, Miss Simpson,” he said firmly. “And don’t glare at me like that. I can see it through your sunglasses. This is a getting-to-know-you business lunch. As far as business goes, there are things we need to know about each other.”

      “I’m not an alcoholic,” Missy declared again. “I do, however, like a wine with my lunch.”

      “Indeed,” Charlie said, sitting up straight as Geraldo appeared and placed a tall, multi-coloured, iced drink in front of each of them. After thanking him, Charlie lifted his glass in a toast.

      “Miss Simpson. Melissa. It’s a pleasure to meet you at last. Here’s to a fruitful relationship.” He chinked the glass she held towards him, his mouth crinkling in the corner to acknowledge his corny joke. “Now drink up. It’s delicious and will quench your thirst.”

      “Missy,” she said. “People call me Missy.”

      “Missy it is then. And people call me Charlie.” He watched her suck the swirling orange, red and yellow fluid up a clear glass straw. Above his glasses, his eyebrows converged slightly as he sipped his own drink and then put his glass down on the table. He studied her silently for a moment, idly rubbing his bottom lip between his thumb and forefinger, curious as to the reason for her unfriendliness. Then sniffed and leaned back against his chair.

      “I’m a bit surprised, Missy. I’d heard you were quite the party girl, but perhaps I’ve caught you on a bad day. Ah,” he continued before she could defend herself, “here’s our lunch. Please excuse me if I talk and eat. I have to get going soon.” Missy didn’t answer him, instead ordering a glass of white wine from Geraldo. Charlie showed no reaction as he waited for her attention again.

      “Try your pie, and let’s get down to business.”

      “Sure.” Missy cut off a piece of pie and covered it with pea gravy before putting it into her mouth.

      “Good?” Charlie asked.

      She nodded. “Yes, thank you. You were quite right about it being delicious. It’s heavenly.”

      “Excellent. So, tell me a little about how you got into this cutthroat business. I’m always interested in what motivates people to torture themselves. Or was it a fall-back position?”

      “Am I a failed actress, do you mean?”

      He grinned at the snap in her voice. It wasn’t unexpected. She had a reputation for being feisty; he was glad he’d drawn it into the open.

      “You wouldn’t be the first. Or last.”

      “Nor am I one in-between. I wanted to be an agent from the moment I saw “Little Voice”. I adore that movie. I know it didn’t make theatrical agents look like nice people, but it was the first time I knew it was a thing people could do for a job and I decided there and then that’s what I was going to do. I never wanted to be on the stage or in front of the camera myself, but being an agent meant I could be part of the industry without having to do so.”

      His mouth full of pie, Charlie nodded and waited until he’d swallowed before speaking. “So how did you make your dream come true?”

      This time it was Missy’s turn to pause until her mouth was empty. “I started writing to every casting agent I could find asking for a job, any job, and then I wrote again three months later. I threw the ‘thanks, but no thanks’ letters in the bin without giving them a second thought, and when I finished school I started going in person and knocking on doors. One day the gods smiled on me, and I knocked on Liv Chester’s door at precisely the right moment. She hired me to make her coffee, and I was in.”

      Charlie chuckled, then took a drink of his juice. “I guess you made good coffee,” he teased gently and was rewarded with a reluctant smile. Her glass of wine arrived and she took a large mouthful of it before answering.

      “I worked hard. Very hard. I was determined to learn everything I could and be the best agent ever. Six years later, Liv retired and I went out on my own. I was lucky some of her clients came with me, so I didn’t have to start from scratch. Then a year ago, I changed from agent to casting director.” She pouted. Then shrugged. “The seven-year itch, eh? Although I’m not sure I might not have just scratched a big hole for myself this time.”

      He smiled. “It’s early days, and I think it was a smart move.”

      Her fork stopped halfway to her mouth. “You do? How come?” Her initial hostility and reservation had subsided, and the question was sincere, her interest in his opinion genuine.

      “Like you, I get out and about as much as possible to keep track of what’s going on and who’s doing what. I caught the new Stringlake play at the Rosemount a few weeks back. I was very impressed. It’s by no means a great play, but it was greatly improved by the inspired casting. I asked Don afterwards how he got the idea to cast it that way and your name came up.” He shrugged. “I thought then it was about time I introduced myself to you. I’m also always on the look-out for talent I can use.”

      Her body visibly stiffened. She lay her knife and fork together on her plate and he saw her hands were trembling. He loved this moment, when an unsuspecting newcomer realised they were on the verge of realising their dream.

      “Oh. Thank you, Mr Roberts.”

      “Charlie. Mr Roberts is for people who work for me, not for people who work with me, and I’m very impressed with your work.” He shrugged and his eyes narrowed behind his sunglasses. “There are, however, other talented people around, and I make a point of only working with people who are reliable and professional. I’ve asked around and you have a good reputation. Personally, a bit eccentric, maybe, but no complaints about your work ethic and performance. We should stay in touch and see what comes up. Do you have a card?”

      Missy fished a business card from her bag and handed it to him.

      “This has both the office number and my mobile.”

      He took it, read it and put it in his pocket, then stood up. “Please excuse me for a moment.”

      Watching him go, Missy’s mouth was open, and her mind spinning. Okay, so he hadn’t actually offered her anything, or even promised her anything, but he had definitely suggested he might be open to hiring her if the right project came up. And if she hadn’t blown it. She’d have to be much nicer to him when he came back.

      But he didn’t come back. Geraldo arrived, instead, with a small chocolate liqueur and note from Charlie. Sorry I had to suddenly cut and run. Please excuse my rudeness and stay as long as you like. Thanks for lunch. It was interesting. It started with me drinking alone. I thought it should end with you doing so. I hope you like this. It’s sweet, but with a bite. Like you. Charlie

      Missy read the note, then read it again. And again. She sipped the liqueur, then gulped it down and collected her things after texting Bobo: On my way. Workshopping her lunch was now a pressing need as she made her way out of the restaurant, thanking Geraldo on the way past. As she reached the street, her phone rang. She stopped to answer it.

      “Hi, Missy. It’s Charlie.”

      “Charlie?”

      “Yes. There’s another matter I want to discuss with you, but it’s less of a business thing, more personal, so I didn’t want to raise it at lunch. I’d like you to have dinner with me on Friday night so we can have a chat.”

      “Oh. Dinner? Friday? What…?”

      “I don’t want to talk over the phone. Say ‘yes’.”

      “Um… Yes?”

      “You might sound a little more enthusiastic,” Charlie said with a chuckle. “I’ll text you my address and I’ll expect you at seven. Shall I send a car for you?”

      “I can drive myself, thanks.”

      “Right. It’s settled then. Seven.”

      “Okay.” But he’d gone. She stared at her phone until his address arrived, and then practically ran all the way to meet Bobo, a drink and debrief more urgent than ever.
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      If I was a cartoon, Missy thought, water would be pouring off my forehead at such a rate I’d be looking for a boat. Her phone rang.

      “Hey, Missy Moo. Are you dressed and ready for his lordship? You’re not going to be late again, are you?”

      “Hey, Bobo,” Missy replied. “Nah, I’m good to go. I started getting ready two days ago to make sure I’d be on time.”

      “I’m not sure even that is a foolproof plan.”

      Missy laughed. “No. Probably not. I spent all Wednesday evening working out what I was going to wear tonight, but when I put it on again this morning to make sure, it looked horrible and didn’t suit Friday at all, so I had to start again. After hustling all day looking for work for you that is! In the end I decided to go casual so Charlie doesn’t get the idea I think this is a date. Black jeans. And a skimpy, white, lace top in case it is a date. What? Stop shaking your head.”

      “How do you know I’m shaking my head?”

      “Aren’t you?”

      “All right I was. Well, good luck. I’ve got to go. Roddy has arrived, but I wanted to make sure you were ready and not about to blow this. So have a great night, girly, and tell me all about it later.”

      “Thanks, B. I will. You too.”

      Having not heard from him since their luncheon, Missy had no idea what Charlie wanted to talk to her about that could be personal in nature, but there was only one way to find out. Slipping on a short pink jacket and collecting her bag, she went out to her car.

      Even people who had never heard of him before the tragedy now knew Charlie lived in a two-storey home. She was not surprised, then, when she pulled in through big iron gates a short time later at the address he’d given her, and stopped in front of a large house. She opened her door and climbed out into the dim glow cast by a single porch light.

      Her eyes swept over the white facade, drawn automatically to the side of the house and up to the balcony, that balcony, with its intricate wrought iron balustrade barely discernible in the deep evening shadows, and then down to the hard paving stones below.

      She shuddered, but her attention was wrenched back to the present by the front door opening and a small group of people emerging. Silhouetted as they were by the bright lights from inside, it took Missy a second to disentangle the individuals. The tallest one was unmistakably Charlie. The three others seemed much younger; two of whom were likely his son, Benny, and daughter, Etty, who’d be around fifteen or sixteen now, she calculated. Two retrievers, jumping around at their feet, created the illusion of a bigger crowd.

      “Ah, Melissa,” Charlie called before reaching her. “Thanks for coming. Just let me get these young reprobates sorted. This is Benny and Etty, and Nick, who’s here nearly as often as they are.”

      Three disinterested faces turned to her, each managing an unenthusiastic ‘Hey’ before they piled into the older model car parked next to hers, Nick in the driver’s seat and Etty next to him.

      “Brie. Stilton.” Benny called for the dogs to jump in the back seat. As they did, he looked at Missy and their eyes met. She felt a bolt, as though he was trying to send her a silent message. Then he looked at his father and Missy was shocked to see something like hatred cross his face. Squeezing in next to the dogs, he pulled the door closed and they were gone.

      “Sorry about their manners. Teenagers, hey?” Charlie said, still looking after the car as the taillights disappeared down the street.

      Staring at the now empty road, Missy was trying to process what she had witnessed. Teenagers could be sullen, but she didn’t believe what had just occurred was bad manners.

      “The dogs went, too?” was all she could think of to say.

      “Yes. They’re all going to spend the night at Nick’s place. Brie and Stilton are allowed to stay over, too, or Benny wouldn’t go,” Charlie added wryly without looking at her. “That kid loves his animals. Passionately.”

      Squinting her eyes sideways sufficiently so she could see him, she shivered. Standing motionless, staring at nothing, he had that aloof look about him, the one that annoyed her so much. It made him seem even taller than he was, and enhanced her feeling that he looked down on other people rather than at them. She wrapped her arms around herself as if for warmth and protection, and to cover the ring of exposed flesh above her jeans. As her hand touched her bare skin, she could feel the roughness of goosebumps.

      “Let’s go in,” he said brusquely, turning to the house, still without looking at her.

      She had an uneasy feeling he was hiding something, avoiding looking at her. She’d found it a little disconcerting that he’d worn his sunglasses at lunch, and tonight he’d stood with his back to the light when greeting her and was now walking ahead. If she was a woman with more fear than curiosity, she might have turned and fled, but she wasn’t. She followed him in through the front door, closing it behind her, and into a large sitting room.

      He stopped and turned, bowing his head and again shielding his eyes as he took both her trembling hands in his. She found herself briefly staring at his short, black hair before he slowly tilted his head up until his big, warm, twinkling, dark brown eyes met hers.

      “Oh.” Deja vu. She frowned, wondering why this virtual stranger suddenly seemed so familiar.

      He chuckled, and the groove in her brow deepened as her eyes squinted together in puzzlement. “What?” she demanded tersely. Charlie Roberts was annoying.

      He pulled her to the couch, sat down and tugged her onto his knee.

      “Does this remind you of something? Would it help your memory if I got a pillow?” he asked, using his hand to hide the lower half of his face. “Or were you too drunk to remember anything?”

      Leaping to her feet, Missy covered her own face in a copy of his gesture, but hers was not done to deliberately highlight her eyes, but as an automatic response to her shock, anger and embarrassment.

      “You were Santa?”

      He nodded, still grinning, as he stood up in front of her, so close she could feel the warmth from his body.

      “Oh my God. I vomited on your shoes.”

      His grin exploded into a laugh. “You did. And you are the only women to have ever done that, I might add.”

      “You sent me this teddy?” She held up the teddy dangling from the bag still slung across her shoulder.

      “I did.”

      “But why?” Missy’s face darkened. “And why didn’t you say something before? Have you been laughing at me? Is that why you invited me here? To humiliate me? I think you’re a horrid, horrid man. I’m going.”

      She turned to stomp out of the room, but Charlie caught her hand and turned her around. Looking into his suddenly stern face, she backed away, but he followed until she was stopped by the wall and could retreat no further. Releasing her, he placed his hands on the wall on either side of her.

      “Calm down, little girl,” he said firmly. “I’m not sure it’s I who owe you an apology, but will you at least let me explain?”

      His eyes roamed over her face as he waited for an answer, then watched his hand as it tucked her hair behind one ear. Her eyes closed as his gentle touch raised a flash of memory but, when she opened them again to find him looking at her, she blushed and ducked her head.

      “What?” he asked, tilting it back up with a finger under her chin.

      “I just remembered you doing that before… in the toilet,” she muttered. “Sorry.”

      “No need to apologise. I’m pretty sure you did more harm to yourself than you did to me. You were a wreck, and very lucky you were somewhere safe and had someone looking out for you.”

      Missy pushed against the arm imprisoning her, stalking away when it moved to release her. “Okay. Sorry. Again. And thank you. Is that what you want me to say?”

      “I’ll accept your thanks,” he replied. He folded his arms across his chest, making him seem even more imposing. “But I was referring to Bobo.”

      “Oh. Of course.” Missy coloured and fidgeted with her bag, then clenched her fists and glared at him. “So if you invited me here for an apology, I’ve said sorry. And thanks. Now I’m going.”

      Once again, Charlie grabbed her hand before she could leave. “Not yet,” he growled, leading her reluctantly back to the couch. “Sit down. I haven’t finished. Can I get you a glass of wine?”

      “I…”

      “I said ‘sit’. And don’t pout.”

      Missy sat. “White?” she asked.

      “Sure.”

      Unable to sit still while Charlie fetched her wine, Missy took the opportunity to sneak a peek at the photos on the dresser: one of Benny with his dogs which made her smile, one of Etty and Nick, and one of Charlie and Maggie. Missy studied Maggie’s face as though there might be something in it, a forewarning of what was to come, a shadow perhaps, but her eyes were open and clear, and her smile seemed genuine. It must have been taken before the trouble, Missy thought; she looked happy, and she certainly was beautiful, with big green eyes and flaming orange hair perfectly set off by the orange scarf tied around her neck. Picking up the photo, she studied the scarf and could see, amongst its folds, what looked like painted birds.

      “Here.”

      She spun around, feeling suddenly guilty as though he’d caught her snooping.

      “That’s a lovely scarf,” she said quickly to cover her discomfort as she replaced the photo and took the glass of wine he was offering her. “Are they birds? They look like they were painted on.”

      He shrugged and looked away. “They were. Maggie painted them. That was the first time she wore that scarf. She loved it. Wore it most days.”

      “She must have been very talented. It’s beautiful,” Missy said, filling an awkward pause. She downed half her drink, and sat back on the couch.

      Charlie sat next to her. She moved away so she was perched on the edge as far from him as possible, and he was half-turned to face her. “I wanted to apologise to you, too,” he said. “I know you must have thought me rude for leaving my sunglasses on while we had lunch, but I was hoping, if you couldn’t see my eyes, you wouldn’t recognise me as Santa.”

      “Why didn’t you want me to know? That was really unfair.” Missy’s voice was rough and her eyes flashed. She finished her drink and held her glass out to him. “Would you mind if I had another, please?”

      He took her glass and returned it to her half-full.

      “I didn’t want to complicate our business lunch, that was all,” he said, picking up the conversation where he’d left it. “I was telling the truth when I said I’ve been keeping an eye on you—professionally, I mean—for a while, and after I saw your casting of Stringlake, I decided it was time we met in person, so I made a mental note to invite you to lunch. I like to be reasonably confident I can have a good working relationship with a person before I lock myself into anything. That was all the lunch was supposed to be. A ‘getting to know you’ as I said. I thought if we gelled and I could trust you would get your job done without any fuss, we could take it from there.”

      “I always get my job done without any fuss,” Missy interrupted, remembering why she detested this man, despite his handsome face and warm eyes. She took a large mouthful of wine, swirled it around in her mouth and swallowed it.

      “I gather that was true, but is it still? I’ve heard talk you’ve become a little erratic over the last few months: you’re frequently late, which I experienced myself when we had lunch, disorganised, and drinking quite a bit. I have had first-hand experience of that last one, too.”

      Missy blanched. Bobo had given her the same warning, but she’d kept pretending to herself she was still doing a great job. Were people really questioning her reliability? She felt a small shiver of fear that she pushed aside with a defiant stare as she took another large mouthful of wine and swallowed it. Charlie glanced down at her glass. Without taking her eyes from his face, she drained her glass and handed it to him.

      “I don’t believe anyone who knows me is saying my work standard has slipped; I think you are just being your usual conceited and mean self. And if you have been gossiping about me, that doesn’t say much about you, does it?”

      “You know quite well the importance of doing due diligence before entangling yourself with anyone who might be trouble. If you don’t, I am surprised you lasted as an agent as long as you did. Anyway, as I said, I’d already planned to have lunch with you, and then the party happened before I had a chance. I wanted to connect with you professionally without any embarrassment or awkwardness about what happened at the party. I knew you hadn’t recognised me on the night, and as barely anyone knew it was me, I figured there was a good chance you would still be in the dark. The only danger was you recognising my eyes. You did stare into them at one point, so I kept them covered. It was rude, but our meeting went ahead pretty much as it would have done if the party had never happened, and you weren’t uncomfortable, which you might have been had you known.”

      “Well, I feel uncomfortable now. And silly. And embarrassed. I think I deserve another wine.”

      “A very small one,” Charlie said, taking her glass. “It will be your last for the evening, and it will mean you won’t be able to drive for a couple of hours.”

      Once again he left the room, returning seconds later with barely more than a mouthful of wine in her glass. She took it from him with a perfunctory “thanks”, and drank half.

      “I owed you an apology for vomiting on you, and a thank you for the tonics and teddy the following day, but I’ve done that and I think I should go now if you have had your fun. Thanks for the wine.” She emptied her glass, stood up and headed for the door.

      “Is that what you think this is?” Charlie said roughly, reaching her in a stride and pulling her around so she had to look at him. “You can see into my eyes now, Missy. Take a good look. Do you honestly believe I only invited you here tonight to demand an apology and humiliate you?”

      Missy’s heart jumped as her eyes locked onto his and she saw not triumph but pain. “Then why?” she muttered, dropping her lids to protect herself from his intensity.

      “Don’t look away from me,” he ordered, pausing until she looked up again. “Like I said, the lunch was a purely professional meeting. I expect us to work together soon enough, and I think a professional relationship with you will be mutually beneficial—if you can behave yourself. But tonight has nothing to do with that. This is not about our professional lives, but our personal ones. Maybe we can be mutually beneficial there, too.”

      Missy pulled away, and walked unsteadily to the other side of the room, but she hadn’t survived in the tough entertainment business by being weak, and her eyes flashed as she turned back. “What do you mean?”

      He faced her squarely. “I want to know how much of that night you remember, and if you remember sitting on Santa’s knee.”

      “Some.” Embarrassed, she looked down.

      “Look at me.”

      Reluctantly, she raised her eyes and shuddered when they met his. Did he have to be so utterly gorgeous? She desperately wanted to despise him and walk out, but her traitorous feet were rooted to the floor, refusing to move.

      “Do you remember what you asked Santa for?”

      She nodded. “But Bobo dared me,” she blurted.

      In a bound, he was in front of her again, so close she could feel his breath on her face. “Are you saying you made it up? It was a dare? No more than that. That you didn’t mean it? And don’t lie to me, little girl. I’ll know if you are.”

      Missy shrugged and squirmed. Never, even if she had been sober, would she have thought she’d wind up having to explain her Christmas wish to Charlie Roberts of all people!

      “I-I-I...” she stuttered, her eyes darting around as she wondered if she should make a mad dash for the front door but, as if reading her mind, Charlie firmly grasped her hand.

      “Don’t be frightened,” he said, gently rubbing the back of her hand with his thumb. “I’m not trying to scare you or upset you. You’ve chosen a cutthroat industry. It can be hard working in it on your own, and I think you know you’re in danger of losing control. Would you like to feel someone is looking after you? I could do that, you know.”

      Missy’s eyes shot up to his, searching his face to see if he was taunting her, but she saw only honesty. She swallowed and opened her mouth. Then closed it again without speaking.

      “Was it just a dare, Missy? Or did you mean it? Either way is fine. If it was no more than a dare and you weren’t being serious, we can forget it ever happened, eat our dinner and never mention it again. Your secret will be safe with me. If you meant it, though, I think we should talk about it.”

      Missy’s alcohol-muddled brain was scrambling, her mouth dry and stuck together, and her eyes glued to the floor. She couldn’t think straight. She needed another drink.

      “And, to be honest, I think you not only want someone to take control of you, but need someone to before you wreck your life,” Charlie said, gently pushing her hair back from her face and holding it behind her ear.

      She allowed his words to inflame her. It was easier than admitting the truth in them. “No, I don’t. I’ve done perfectly fine so far on my own. I don’t want you or anyone else bossing me around.”

      “I think you do,” he growled, catching her around the wrist, “even if you are not honest enough to admit it. I believe your exact words about what you wanted were ‘a lovely big, strong Daddy who cuddles me when I’m good and spanks my bottom when I’m naughty’, and when I asked if you were sure about that, you told me you were very sure.”

      “I was drunk!”

      “You were. Disgustingly drunk. Drunk enough to make a spectacle of yourself, drunk enough to be a nuisance to other people, and drunk enough to have been at the mercy of anyone wanting to take advantage of you. I told you then you deserved to be spanked for it and you agreed. Do you remember?”

      “I didn’t know it was you, though, did I?” Missy felt tiny beads of perspiration forming on her upper lip, and rubbed her damp palms down her jeans.

      “Well, now you do. Personally, I think it’s exactly what you need. Someone to mentor and encourage you, and to spank you when you misbehave. I can’t think of anyone better qualified for that role than myself. I can help you get your personal life back on track, and I can also help you with contacts and advice in your work. I know pretty much everyone in the industry. That will be the extent of our relationship. There will be no sex and no romance. I’ll be your Daddy and mentor, but that will be it. What do you think?”

      “You want to know what I think? I think you are a conceited pig. Always with your nose in the air, looking down on everyone. I still can’t believe you sat there at lunch without telling me you were Santa, just having a good old laugh at my expense.”

      “My expense, actually,” Charlie said, raising his eyebrows and side-eyeing her. “Have you seen Geraldo’s prices!”

      Missy’s face turned from red to purple.

      “Arrrgghh,” she growled throatily. “See? You are a horrible man, and I hate you.”

      She marched to the front door and was about to open it when Charlie put his arm across in front of her.

      “Where do you think you’re going?”

      “Home! Unless you are taking me hostage.”

      Charlie laughed. “I’m not sure what I could trade you for.”

      “Let me go!” Missy tried to open the door.

      Charlie took her by the shoulders and swung her around to face him. “If you want to go home, I’ll take you. But you’ve been drinking and you shouldn’t drive. Stay there and don’t move while I get my keys. You can pick your car up in the morning.”

      Missy didn’t answer.

      “Have it your way, but stay there. Don’t move. I mean it.”

      Missy nodded. “All right.”

      Charlie released her and disappeared through the doorway back into the living room. Immediately, Missy yanked the front door open, dashed through pulling it closed behind her, and ran to her car. She jumped in and slammed and locked the door as Charlie ran out of the house.

      “Open this door,” he ordered, waving his keys. “I’ll drive you.”

      “No thanks,” Missy yelled, shaking her head, starting her car and pushing her foot hard on the accelerator. She reversed up the drive to the road, checked there was no oncoming traffic and then tooted her horn to the man watching her as she swung out and around and headed for home.

      Her phone pinged to announce the arrival of a message. She ignored it until she was safely in her drive and the engine off.

      Next Sunday. Your place. 2pm. Leave your gate open if Yes you want a Daddy. Closed for No. Last chance.
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      Missy was slouched on her couch with a half-empty bottle of sav blanc next to her foot and a half-empty glass in her hand when Bobo arrived the next day.

      “Yoo hoo, Missy MooMoo,” he called out, repurposing the now almost obsolete mail delivery slot in her front door as an intercom.

      “Coming.” Missy trudged to the door and opened it. “Hey,” she said as Bobo swept past into the living room, and stopped in the middle, his feet apart and his hands on his hips as he looked around, his gaze settling on the bottle.

      “Wine?” Missy offered.

      “No, thanks, love. Bit early for me. Fizzy water with a slice of lemon if you have it. Or cup of tea.”

      “Sorry, no can do on the fizzy water and lemon, but I think I can manage tea.”

      “And while you do that, come on, don’t keep me hanging here. What did the divine Charlie Roberts want with you of a personal nature?” Bobo asked following her into the kitchen twirling his hands and emphasising ‘personal nature’.

      Missy faced away from him as she switched on her electric kettle, and put a tea bag in a mug.

      “Nothing much really,” she muttered.

      “Speak up. I can’t hear you,” Bobo sung over the sound of the water hissing as it heated. “Tell me everything.”

      “There’s not much to tell. Honest.” Missy stopped, prepared to leave it at that, but Bobo’s expression told her he was prepared to stare her down. “Okay. Okay. I went. I came home.”

      “Ha!” Bobo put one foot exaggeratedly out in front of him and one hand on his hip, swinging his shoulder back. “This sounds more juicy than even my lurid imagination concocted. Come, dear, spill now.”

      The kettle having boiled and switched itself off, Missy filled the mug and handed it to him; then went back into the living room, picked up her wine and took a drink before speaking again.

      “I’ve always said Charlie Roberts is a despicable, conceited, horrible…” She paused as she momentarily ran out of insulting adjectives.

      “And, most people would say you have always been wrong,” Bobo said calmly. “I take it, though, something happened which you feel justifies your harsh opinion? Come on. I’m dying here.”

      “Turns out that arsehole was Santa at the party. And he sat there at lunch and never said a word. I’m glad I threw up on him.” But her last words were lost under Bobo’s delighted hoot.

      “No! Charlie Roberts was Santa? That is utterly priceless. I can see why he didn’t mention it at a business lunch. Come on, Missy, you can’t hold that against him. He was just being professional. Probably trying to save you from feeling embarrassed.”

      “Probably trying to humiliate me more, you mean,” Missy snapped crossly.

      “Ouch. He has gotten under your skin, hasn’t he? So, he ‘fessed up last night, eh? What was he after? An apology? New shoes?”

      Missy shook her head, finished her drink and poured another, looking everywhere but at Bobo who was frowning at her.

      “Then let me see…” he said.

      Missy almost heard the chink of a coin falling as Bobo whistled through his teeth.

      “Oh, my. My. My. My. My. Let me put two and two together here… You told Charlie Roberts, a.k.a. Santa Claus, that you want a Daddy. Then he invites you over to talk about something ‘personal in nature’. Are you telling me Charlie Roberts wants to be your Daddy? Oh, my.” Bobo fanned his face with his hand and collapsed onto the couch, somehow managing not to spill his tea.

      “I told you, he’s a conceited dick,” Missy said.

      “You didn’t accept his offer? Are you mad? Honestly, Missy, sometimes… sometimes…” He shook his head and grunted in frustration. “Look at yourself. I honestly thought your life would take off like a rocket with J.D. gone. It’s an utter mystery why you’ve fallen in such a pathetic heap.”

      “I have not fallen in a heap, and certainly not a pathetic one.”

      Bobo put his mug on the floor and stood up. “Well, you’ve fallen into some pretty bad habits at the very worst of times—while you’re trying to switch careers. Call Charlie Roberts, apologise and accept.”

      “Now who’s mad?”

      “Not moi, darling. Do it. Have I ever steered you wrong before?” Bobo spread his hands, then crossed them over his chest before removing one so he could wag his finger at Missy. “No. A Charlie Roberts’ reset is exactly what is required here. I’m sure of it.” Bobo giggled. “My God, Missy MooMoo.” Tipping his head back, he placed the back of his hand on his forehead. “Can you imagine how many women out there would climb over a wall of corpses to get into your shoes?”

      Missy had gone quiet and was staring at him. He stared back, dropped his hand and waved at her.

      “Well, my girl, now I have the dirt, I’m off. Just do it.”

      “Do you really think I should… I mean, are you sure?”

      “As sure as I am that Roddy is the most perfect man to ever walk the earth, my dear,” he said, adding over his shoulder, “Which he his.” And then he was gone.
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      Outside, the rain was coming down so hard Missy could hear it gushing from the down pipes and overflowing from the gutters. It was cold and grey and wet and miserable. A small splot, splot, splot was emanating from the kitchen as drops of water coming in through the leaky roof fell into a bowl placed on the counter to catch them.

      With a deep sigh, she poured herself another glass of Riesling, closed her eyes for five seconds, opened them, ran her free hand over her head and sighed again. It had been the week from hell. Even more than usual, anything that could go wrong, had gone wrong. It wasn’t all her fault; in fact, almost none of it was. Being late for an 8:00 a.m. meeting might be classed as her fault by the hasty, but she was positive she had set the alarm in her phone. She couldn’t be held responsible because it didn’t go off. Technology, she’d always believed, is fantastic—until it doesn’t work, and then you’re screwed because everyone relies on it so heavily. And trusts it. And sometimes it just does random stuff. Everyone knows that. She swallowed a mouthful of wine.

      Losing the contracts… all right, maybe she could be held responsible for that. But she had new ones ready by the following day, and personally took them to everyone who’d been at the meeting so they could sign them. It wasn’t like it took up more than an extra five minutes of their day despite them moaning about how going to the meeting had been a waste of time, not giving her any credit for the coffee and muffins she’d provided. It was hardly her fault they had ungratefully refused any refreshments once they discovered they weren’t going to get their contracts that day after all.

      And if people could stop bugging her about the emails she hadn’t gotten around to answering, maybe she would have time to see to them. She drank some more wine, and put the glass down on the dining table.

      There had been something on her mind all week, though, which might have caused her to be distracted were she not such a professional: should she leave the gate closed or open? Open, according to Bobo. In fact, he’d threatened to sneak by and open it himself if she didn’t. It was now 1:45 p.m. In fifteen minutes, she would have made a decision one way or another, and then she would have to live with it. She finished her drink and poured another.

      The thought of leaving the gate open, of saying ‘yes’, terrified her, but it also excited her in ways she had not previously imagined. Oh, she’d dreamed many, many times about having a strong man to cherish, protect and take care of her. And she wasn’t sure she’d ever achieved an orgasm in her life without fantasising about being spanked. But she’d never acted on it. Never told anyone. Certainly not J.D. A few times, it had crossed her mind to share it with him, but each time she’d chickened out, instinctively knowing he wouldn’t understand. She’d hinted to Bobo, of course, and apparently told him she wanted a Daddy, but never gone into details.

      Charlie Roberts, though? The arrogant, conceited Charlie Roberts? What would he expect of her? What would he do to her? He’d said categorically there would be no sex and no romance. That had surprised her, but it had also been a relief. She barely even liked Charlie Roberts, and would not be falling in love with him, so why should she want to have sex with him? But with all that being true, why did her breath catch in her throat, why did her tummy feel sick and heavy, and why did her panties melt whenever she imagined looking up at Charlie Roberts and saying “Yes, Daddy”? She swallowed a quick mouthful of wine.

      And if she left her gate closed? Could she find the strength on her own to get her life back on track? She looked down at the glass in her hand and imagined tipping the remaining wine down the sink, but drank it instead, and emptied the rest of the bottle into her glass. It wasn’t only living out her hidden fantasy, nor having someone to help her reset her life. She was lonely, too. Sometimes. Not all the time. She didn’t want a romantic entanglement any more than Charlie Roberts did. She’d had enough of that with J.D., but it would be nice to have someone in her life to talk to, share things with, maybe even do things with occasionally—especially now Bobo and Roddy were such an intense couple.

      She looked at her phone. 1:56 p.m. Oh well, she’d left it too late to open her gate now. Not making a decision was, in fact, making a decision, so that must have been the choice she’d made. In four minutes, Charlie Roberts would drive past her house, see her gate closed, drive on by and that would be that. And she couldn’t go out in the rain to open it anyway, so passing up Charlie’s offer must be meant to be.

      A sudden rush of terror flooded her. She set her glass down, leapt up, raced out, swung the gate open and raced back, crashing the door closed behind her. The rain had stopped, she noted, and the sun was peeping from behind a break in the clouds. She ducked into her formal lounge room, which faced the street, and peeped through the curtain as a sleek, black Lexus pulled up outside her house. Her heart was pounding so hard it hurt, and her breath was no more than shallow gasps. She leaned against the wall as her legs threatened to give way, and her scalp tightened with a cold shiver as she watched Charlie get out of his car.

      As a jolt of electricity flashed through her belly and lit up her clit, she moaned and squeezed her knees and thighs together, then rubbed herself, hoping to alleviate the pulsing ache before Charlie reached the door. This wasn’t about sex!

      Stumbling into the living room on legs that felt like they belonged to someone else, she sat on the couch, grabbing a book to pretend she was reading even though there was no one to see.

      Knock. Knock. Knock. Charlie’s knuckles on the door were calm and measured. How could he be calm with what was about to happen? Missy swallowed hard. What was about to happen? Apart from trembling, she didn’t move.

      Knock. Knock. Knock. Louder this time and, Missy fancied, displeased.

      “Coming,” she called, her throat so dry and tight her voice was no more than a strangled squeak.

      Reaching the front door, she paused and listened. Eerie silence. Gritting her teeth and filling her lungs, she took hold of the handle, turned it and pulled.
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      “Oh!” Missy gasped. She’d thought she had prepared herself, but at the sight of Charlie’s big frame filling her doorway her brain called time out. It was the first time she’d seen him in anything other than a business suit and button-down shirt—Santa suit excepted—and, while they had hinted at the physique beneath, the tight denim jeans and equally body-hugging white T-shirt she could see now under his unzipped jacket revealed every mouth-watering, heart-stopping bulge and ripple.

      “Hello,” he drawled, his lips curling up in one corner, his eyes transfixing her.

      At the sound of his voice, Missy’s blood started to flow again, hotter and thicker.

      “May I come in?” His grin had widened after a few more seconds had passed with her standing silently gawping at him, offering no indication she was going to do anything else.

      “Oh.” Her brain snapped into action, and her mouth tried to follow but kept tripping over itself. “Please. Yes. Sorry. Oh. Come in.”

      She stepped back to allow him entry and gestured the direction he should go. The hallway was sufficiently narrow for him to have to brush lightly against her as he passed, and his touch burned through her clothes leaving her knees trembling as she followed him into her living room, her eyes fixed on the curve of his muscular buttocks and thighs.

      “So,” he said, putting the backpack he was carrying onto the couch and turning to face her.

      Unable to look at him, Missy picked up her glass and drank the remaining wine.

      “Give that to me,” Charlie said, holding out his hand.

      “Would you like some? I’ll get you a fresh glass.” She picked up the bottle and grimaced. “This one is empty, but I have others.”

      Charlie stopped her, and took the glass. “No, thank you. I don’t want one. And you won’t be having any more either.”

      “But…”

      Charlie put the glass on the nearby dining table.

      “No. And don’t argue,” he added as Missy opened her mouth. She closed it as his eyes dared her to disobey. In the same way his silhouetted form had mesmerised her at the door, his deep, dark gaze staring down at her, froze her to the spot. He reached out and she felt her small hands engulfed in his.

      “Firstly, Melissa,” he said. “Tell me straight. Did you leave the front gate open on purpose?”

      Missy felt her cheeks flame. She dropped her gaze to the floor and nodded.

      “Use words, please,” he demanded.

      “Yes,” she whispered.

      “Excellent. I’m going to explain exactly what that will mean, and then you will have one last chance to change your mind. Okay?”

      She nodded.

      “Melissa!”

      “Yes,” she stammered, feeling herself drawn into his power.

      “Right. We will have two distinct and separate relationships: our professional dealings, and this private arrangement. Professionally, I would like to mentor you wherever I am able, but that will be completely separate from, and not contingent on, you entering into a private relationship. Is that clear?” He smiled, waiting for her reply.

      “Yes. Thank you,” Missy mumbled, dazzled by his smile—a smile that lit up the room and warmed her heart; a smile she would do anything to make happen as often as she could. Maybe she didn’t dislike him quite as much as she had thought.

      “Privately, I will set aside times to be your Daddy.” She felt his hands tighten on hers as she flinched and gulped a mouthful of air at that word, Daddy. “During these sessions, you will call me Daddy and obey me without argument. I will give you boundaries I expect you to follow, and I will punish you if you disobey me. I will also be there for you whenever you need me, and provide encouragement, support and a shoulder to cry on or a lap to snuggle on so you need never feel alone. In short, I will care for you in every way I can.”

      His voice had deepened and Missy felt it washing over and through her, warm and soothing, filling her heart with the promise of a safe place.

      “Is that what you want? If it’s not, you only need to tell me you want to close the gate and all this will end. Even if you want to go ahead now, you can choose to stop anytime by saying you want to close the gate. And it will never affect our professional relationship. I want to make that absolutely clear. You will never jeopardise your working relationship with me by ending our personal one. Okay?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good. Is there anything you want to ask me?”

      She shook her head.

      Charlie chuckled. “Look at me.” Missy looked up at his eyes. “I’ll let that one go, but that’s the last time. From now on, unless and until you close the gate, you will answer me with words and address me as Daddy. Are you still sure you want the gate open? If you say yes, we start from right now.”

      Missy nodded, her mouth dry and her heart racing. In a flash, he’d spun her around and his big hand had come down hard on her denim-clad bottom, once, twice, three times.

      “Oh!” she squealed in surprise more than pain.

      He turned her back around to face him. “I warned you that was the last time I would overlook you disobeying my order to answer me with words and address me as Daddy, didn’t I?”

      “Yes, Daddy.” This time ‘Daddy’, which she’d struggled to say before, popped out almost of its own accord, a warm tingling in her bottom serving as a reminder.

      “That’s better,” he said with that gorgeous smile that melted Missy’s insides, and sent a hot message to her increasingly warm, wet and aching nether region. “Let’s get started, then, shall we? I think it will be easier for you to remember your place during our sessions if you dress accordingly.” He picked up his bag and removed some neatly folded clothes, holding up each garment in turn. “There’s a short skirt, a top that says ‘Daddy’s girl’, in case you forget…” He looked up at her and grinned. “A cardigan, and a pair of panties.”

      Missy blushed as he showed her the words ‘Spank Me’ were printed on the back of the pink panties.

      “If you give me reason to put you over my knee and lift your skirt, your agreement you are deserving of a punishment will be on display. Now go and change, please, and I expect you to wear only these clothes during our sessions from now on unless I say otherwise. Understood?”

      Missy started to nod, then remembered what would happen if she did. “Yes, Daddy.”

      “Off you go, then. I’ll wait here this time but in future I may dress you, undress you, bathe you or anything else I choose.”

      Behind her bedroom door, Missy stripped off, and put on the clothes Charlie had brought her. As a woman who had spent her life doing what she wanted, whenever she wanted and giving a metaphorical, if not literal, finger to anyone trying to boss her around, she was watching herself obeying Charlie Roberts’ commands with surprise.

      She hadn’t been wearing a bra when Charlie had arrived and decided to leave her breasts bare under the ‘Daddy’s girl’ T-shirt. She had been sure she wasn’t interested in having sex with him, but she hadn’t been with a man since JD, and Charlie was physically gorgeous. An afternoon of hot sex might be just what she needed.

      And he might have said there was to be so sex, but she didn’t believe him, especially when she looked at herself in the mirror and saw her ample breasts pushing heavily against her T-shirt, her nipples clearly outlined. Turning around, she flipped up the hem of her short, tartan, pleated skirt and saw her firm, chubby bottom bearing the words ‘Spank me’. She giggled and then winked at her reflection. Let’s see Mr Roberts stick to his ‘no sex’ policy when he caught a load of that. This was going to be fun, and making him eat his words would make up for all the times he’d looked down his nose at her and made her feel small.

      “Are you ready? Or should I come and get you?” she heard him call through the door. Adjusting her face, she left her bedroom and joined him in the living room.

      “Stand in front of me,” he said. “I want to see you.”

      She stood still, looking up at him. He seemed even taller and more imposing as he bent his head and looked her up and down, turned her around and lifted the hem of her skirt so he could see her panties and then turned her back again and opened her cardigan to look at her T-shirt. So close she could smell his musky maleness, feel the heat from his body, and see the hard curves of his abs and pecs and the small, hard nubs of his nipples, her own body responded by swelling her breasts so her nipples protruded towards him.

      His jeans were so tight, she saw the twitch and growing bulge as he looked her over, and had to drop her eyes to hide the triumph in them and the tiny smile curling her lip. This was going to be even easier than she’d imagined.

      Charlie cleared his throat and when he spoke his voice was hoarse. “Yes. That’s good. Now, we don’t have long today, and there’s a few things I want to run through with you.”

      “If we don’t have long, maybe we shouldn’t waste it.” Missy appealed to him with what she hoped was her most beguiling ‘kiss me’ expression.

      His face darkened into a frown. “I’ve explained to you that there will be none of that, haven’t I? This is not a game, Melissa. This is about you getting your life back under control. Now, take a seat at the table, so we can start.”

      “But, Daddy,” she wheedled, moving closer and running one finger up his chest. “I’d much rather…”

      Flinching as though she’d touched him with a flame, he stepped back and grabbed hold of her wrist, pushing her hand off him. “Wilful disobedience and arguing,” he growled. “I see you aren’t taking this seriously at all, are you? Perhaps this will convince you.”

      Still holding her wrist, he pulled out one of the straight-backed dining chairs, turned it around, sat down and pulled her across his knee.

      “Hey!” she yelled. “What the…?”

      Flipping up her skirt, he read the message aloud. “Spank me. That’s what your panties say, and that’s what I’m about to do. Perhaps a thoroughly spanked bottom will convince you I’m not mucking about here.” He paused. “Do you have a middle name?”

      “Jane. Why?”

      “Melissa Jane. Perfect. Well, Melissa Jane, I warned you about misbehaving, didn’t I? And I won’t hesitate to spank you if you do?”

      “But, I didn’t do anything. I thought we could have some fun. You know…” Missy babbled. This wasn’t what she’d had in mind at all.

      “And I am going to have some fun. You maybe less so.” With a chuckle, he pulled her panties down, working them from underneath her until they were bunched at her ankles.

      “No, Charlie.” She would have happily taken her panties off for him if he wanted to strip off too. But this didn’t seem fair, and in her dismay at being exposed in so vulnerable and humiliating a position, she was forgetting the rules.

      A sharp smack, low down on the tender part of her bottom, reminded her. She wriggled and tried to get her hand back to protect herself as his hand came down hard again on the very same spot.

      “Ow. No,” she cried again, wriggling.

      Grabbing her wrist and holding it against her back, he smacked her again, then stopped.

      “Do you want me to stop, Melissa? Do you want to use your safe word and end this now you see what it means to be a naughty girl under the control of her Daddy?”

      Missy whimpered and wriggled.

      “Well? Is the gate open or shut, Melissa Jane?” he demanded. “Speak up or I will assume you want to close it. Do you?”

      “No,” she managed to whisper.

      “Say it, then,” he pushed. “Is the gate open or closed?”

      “Open.”

      She jumped and gasped as his hand came down again, hard, three times in quick succession on her other cheek. She’d thought spankings were supposed to be fun and erotic; she hadn’t realised they could sting so badly. She took a quick breath as he paused.

      “Did you forget something? Let’s try again: Is the gate open or closed, Melissa Jane?”

      Her mind scrambled. Had she forgotten something? She remembered. She could end his painful assault on her bottom right now with her answer, but the thought of him packing and leaving and not being her Daddy anymore gave her a tight, sick feeling in the pit of her stomach, which hurt worse than her spanked bottom.

      “Open, Daddy.”

      “Right. Then keep still while I finish spanking you.”

      “I’ve learned my lesson, though,” Missy pleaded. “I shan’t argue again.”

      “If you do, you’ll get another spanking,” Charlie said calmly, his hand coming down again on the first pink patch he’d created. “I think the more convincing the lesson you receive now, the less likely you are to forget it.” His hand continued to imprint the message onto her darkening flesh.

      “Oh, no, please,” she gasped, squirming under his firm punishment. “Please stop.”

      “I think you should stop asking me that, little girl. It is you who have to obey me, not the other way around, so I shall have to keep spanking you if you keep asking me to stop, shan’t I?”

      “Oh!” Missy’s brain tried to wrap itself around his logic but all it could think about was the fire he’d started in her plump cheeks. She gave up trying to think, and just wailed instead.

      Meanwhile, Charlie had at least moved from her now throbbing right cheek and was concentrating his attention on the left one. Unfortunately, the heat he created in that one rapidly became unbearable as well. Missy cried louder, wriggling and kicking her feet.

      At last he stopped and lifted her off his knee, stood her next to him, and straightened her skirt but left her panties around her ankles. When she bent to pull them up, he stopped her.

      “They can stay where they are, and you can sit your hot bottom on this cold, hard wooden chair. Hold your skirt up as you sit. I want your naked bottom on the chair. You’ll probably enjoy the cooling effect, and any discomfort will serve as a warning to watch yourself in future. Come now, sit, so we can go through some things. You’ve caused us to waste enough time already.”

      Missy sat down gingerly on the dining chair, her face turning the same colour as her bottom as she realised the spanking had mysteriously left her soaking wet and she would leave a telltale spot on the chair. Hopefully, she wouldn’t have to stand up until after he’d left.

      Having fetched a notebook and pen from his bag, he sat at the end of the table.

      “Okay, little girl?” he asked.

      He’d rejected her sexual overture, spanked her bottom sore, made her sit on a hard-wooden chair and, adding insult to her injury, she’d been so aroused she was afraid he’d hear her squelch if she moved. How okay did he think she’d be? Her mouth tightened, and a small snort escaped.

      “What’s that?” he asked, with some amusement. “Did you say something?”

      Missy started to shake her head, but was immediately aware of her aching bottom on the chair. “No, Daddy. I mean, yes, Daddy. I’m okay.”

      “Good.” He patted her arm gently and smiled at her causing her heart to flip. “Now, I’ve brought you this journal, and I’m going to show you how you are to use it. In it, every evening, you are going to record any essential tasks you have to complete the next day. Then, next evening, you are to record whether you completed them and any important notes regarding the task, as well as your tasks for the next day. Am I explaining that clearly?”

      “Yes, Daddy,” Missy said, looking vaguely pained at having to waste her time with this boring exercise every night.

      Charlie opened the book and showed her the first page, which he had already ruled up.

      “We’ll fill it in together now for tonight, so I’m sure you know what I’m expecting of you. I’ll put the date here, and now we have to list any important tasks you have outstanding and any scheduled for tomorrow. So, let’s start with correspondence. Do you have any emails or phone calls? And then we can move onto any diary engagements, paperwork, research and so on. Over here, I want you to record the date the task was completed and any notes or follow up you need to do.”

      Missy watched Charlie’s growing expression of disbelief as they filled the page.

      “I’ve got a bit behind, I know,” she mumbled, “but I was already starting to catch up.”

      “Are you sure we have all the most important things here?”

      Missy nodded.

      “All right, then.” Charlie closed the book and laid the pen on top. “We’ll leave it at that for now. I doubt you’ll get through all that tomorrow, but do what you can, and do it properly. Anything you miss, you can carry over to the next day. I’ll call you tomorrow night and see how you got on. Okay?”

      “Okay, Daddy.”

      “Good girl. Now there’s one more thing I want to do today before I go. I want you to fetch me any alcohol you have in the house.”

      “What?”

      “Don’t ‘what’ me like that unless you’d like another bottom warming before I leave.”

      “No, Daddy. I wouldn’t,” Missy said hurriedly. “Honest.”

      “Then fetch me any alcohol you have. Do you have any wine?”

      “Yes, Daddy.” Missy brightened. “Shall I fetch glasses too?”

      “No. Just the bottles. Show me where you keep them. You can pull your panties up now. I don’t want you tripping over them.”

      Missy stood up and pushed her chair under the table in case any sign of her response to being over his knee was still evident. She slipped her panties back up over her now cool bottom, led Charlie to a cupboard and opened the door.

      “There,” she said indicating a collection of bottles.

      “That’s quite a cellar you have. Do you have a box or bags I can put them in?”

      Missy frowned. “What? Why? What are you going to do with them?”

      “I’m going to take them into safe keeping. You will not be drinking any more unless you have my specific permission.”

      “What? No! You can’t do that!”

      Charlie spun her around, raised her skirt and swatted the top of her thigh causing her to squeal and dance.

      “I beg your pardon?” he asked sternly.

      “I don’t want you to take all my wine,” Missy said miserably. “Can I keep one bottle?”

      “Are you an alcoholic, Missy?” he asked gently.

      “What? No.”

      “No, what? And are you sure. You must tell me the truth about this.”

      “No, Daddy. Honestly. I don’t have to drink every day; I like to.”

      “Then I am going to take your alcohol because your drinking has been affecting your work, hasn’t it?”

      Missy tried to look everywhere else but at Charlie, but she couldn’t deny the truth of what he’d said without lying.

      “Maybe. A little,” she conceded.

      “So, I’m going to take it into safe-keeping and you are not to drink during the week unless you get permission from me beforehand. If I find out you have, the spanking you got today will seem like a love-pat in comparison to the paddling you’ll get for that.”

      Reluctantly, Missy found a box and a bag and packed her wine bottles into them, then added a pack of beer from the fridge. She had half-a-bottle of vodka as well and considered holding onto it until Charlie asked, “Is that everything?” and stared into her eyes. She fetched it and handed it to him, and he rewarded her with his beautiful smile.

      “Good girl. You can have it all back, if you want, when you have demonstrated you are in charge and can drink responsibly. But, if it is a problem for you going without, you must tell me so we can sort that out.”

      After she helped him pack everything into his car, he walked her back to her front door, wrapped his arms around her and held her close.

      “Sweet girl,” he murmured. “Daddy’s very proud of you. I know it’s been a hard and confusing first session with you not knowing what to expect. You’ve done very well.” He chuckled and rubbed his chin gently on the top of her head. “And I only had to spank you once.” He took a step back so he could see her face and spoke seriously. “So you know what you have to do: keep your journal and no drinking. Like I said, I’ll call you tomorrow night to see how you’re doing. Okay?”

      “Yes, Daddy.”

      “And remember, this is between us and only when I say. I want you to be your normal self if we are together at other times—but not drinking unless I say. That applies at all times, no exceptions. And, if you feel afraid, hurt, sad, unsure or need your Daddy for any reason, just text D to my number and I’ll contact you as soon as I can. I don’t want you to ever feel alone or that you have nowhere to turn. You have a Daddy now who will always be there if you need him. Okay?”

      Missy looked up into his handsome face. The expression in his eyes was so warm and gentle she felt safe and secure. She smiled shyly and he smiled back, that same smile that lit up her heart.

      Then he touched her cheek, walked back to his car, nodded his head to her before he got in, and drove away. She didn’t move. Just stood by the door until he was out of sight, her hands crossed over her chest gently cupping the words ‘Daddy’s Girl’.
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      About to dash out of her office, Missy stopped to answer her phone.

      “Hello?”

      “Miss Simpson? This is Audrey Chisholm, Mr Roberts’ P.A.”

      “Oh? I was just leaving. I won’t be late,” Missy babbled, assuming that was the reason for the call. Mr Roberts hates tardiness. She had not forgotten that previous warning.

      “No, dear. That’s not why I’m calling. Mr Roberts asked me to call and apologise. He’s been unavoidably detained and needs to push your meeting back fifteen minutes. He asked me to let you know in case you wished to use those fifteen minutes for something else. On the other hand, if you come at the original time, he will provide you with refreshments and a comfortable seat in the boardroom. He also wanted me to reassure you the meeting will still finish on time in case you have other scheduled appointments.”

      “Oh.” Already standing, her bag with its dangling teddy bear over her shoulder and her hand on the door, Missy couldn’t imagine making much productive use of this unexpected fifteen minutes. “I’ll come now, thank you, Mrs Chisholm. I’m already on my way anyway. I’ll bring my tablet and go through some stuff while I wait.” Considering how little work had been coming her way recently, the only ‘stuff’ she had to go through was social media posts, so drinking coffee in the boardroom at Cops & Roberts SOUP was as good a way as any to kill fifteen minutes.

      She hadn’t seen Charlie since he’d left her place the previous Sunday, but he’d called her on Monday night as he’d said he would. The conversation had been short: Have you drunk? No. Have you kept your journal? Yes. Good. Bye.

      Maybe that was a bit unfair, but Missy had hoped for more. Although she’d fallen asleep Sunday night with her mind still running and re-running every little thing that had happened with Charlie, by next morning it seemed not improbable but downright impossible that the widely renowned, successful, god-like, gorgeous Charlie Roberts should have been at her house, brought her special Little girl clothes, told her he was going to be her Daddy and, she blushed, spanked her over his knee.

      Then Mrs Chisholm had rung on Tuesday to see if she was available for a meeting with Mr Roberts on Thursday. She was. Her appointment calendar was embarrassingly empty, and this time she didn’t ask Abby to pretend otherwise. She desperately wanted to see Charlie again and see if last weekend had been a dream after all.

      Pulling up in SOUP’s car park, she checked her make-up in her rear-view mirror and combed her hair before collecting her bag and laptop off the passenger seat, taking a deep breath, and heading in.

      This was her very first time at the offices of Cops & Roberts SOUP. She knew where it was. Had driven past it and thought ‘One day, I’ll be walking in and out of there like I own it.’ Today wasn’t yet that day, and lately her confidence had been tested to the point of her wondering if she should abandon the idea of forging a career as a casting director and return to being a theatrical agent. Or get out of the game altogether and find something else to do.

      But, she reminded herself, as she prepared to cross the threshold for the first time, she was here now. This one small step that would take her inside could be a huge step on her road to success. She straightened her skirt, wondering if slacks would have looked more professional, filled her lungs and took the lift to the third floor.

      “Ah, Miss Simpson,” Mrs Chisholm greeted her when Missy arrived at her desk. “You’re here now.” She said it sweetly but Missy still felt as though she’d been scolded for being late even though the meeting was not now due to start for another ten minutes. “Please. Come this way.” She led Missy into a light, airy room with a tasteful oak table surrounded by six chairs in its centre. A plate with sandwiches, one with sushi and another with cakes were on the table, along with one jug of orange juice and one of water, and a stack of paper serviettes. A smaller table against the wall held an urn; a small pile each of plain, white bread and butter plates and plain, white saucers; two rows of glasses and two rows of plain, white cups; a sugar bowl; and a small stainless-steel jug of milk coated in beads of condensation.

      Missy went straight to the large window and looked out over the city.

      “Wow. That is an amazing view.”

      “Yes, dear,” Mrs Chisholm replied with a touch of pride and an equal touch of weariness. “Would you like a coffee? Tea, perhaps? Water?”

      “I would like a coffee, thank you. I can get it.”

      “That won’t be necessary,” Mrs Chisholm said firmly. “Please take a seat. I’ll get it for you. Milk? Sugar?”

      “Milk, no sugar, thank you.”

      “You haven’t been here before, have you, dear?” It was a polite question. Mrs Chisholm knew everyone who came and went. She put a cup of coffee in front of Missy and a small plate.

      “There you are, dear. Help yourself to food.”

      “Thank you. No. I haven’t been here before. This is the first time. And to be honest, I have no idea why I am here. Do you know why Charlie wants to see me?”

      “Mr Roberts entrusts me with everything about his business, but it’s not my place to divulge it,” Mrs Chisholm said with a sniff of disapproval and emphasis on the Mr Roberts.

      Missy mentally kicked herself. She had already picked up that Mrs Chisholm regarded the use of Mr Roberts’ first name as a flagrant sign of disrespect.

      “No, of course not,” she said smoothly. “And I’m not surprised Mr Roberts trusts you. You’ve been with him a long time, I believe.”

      Getting people to talk about themselves was the first rule in the schmoozing handbook, and with a bit of luck Mrs Chisholm might drop information about Charlie without Missy having to ask outright.

      “I have,” Mrs Chisholm was answering proudly. “And his father before him.”

      “Oh, of course. Yes, I believe I had heard that. He wasn’t in the entertainment industry, though, was he. Is Char… Mr Roberts like his father, do you think?”

      “Mr Roberts Senior was a brilliant lawyer and the current Mr Roberts is a brilliant producer, if that is what you mean.”

      Missy stood up, suddenly feeling at a disadvantage with Mrs Chisholm standing, and walked over to the small table, refilling her cup to give her standing a purpose.

      “So, have you always been a secretary… personal assistant?”

      “I have. From the time I left school.”

      “I guess you must love it. I think people like us who, kind of instinctively, know what they want to do are very lucky.”

      “Oh no, Miss Simpson. You are mistaken. I didn’t start out wanting to be a… secretary.”

      Missy almost spilled the milk she was pouring, so surprised was she by the venom with which Mrs Chisholm spat the word ‘secretary’.

      “Did you want to do something else?”

      When Mrs Chisholm answered, her voice had returned to its usual silky smoothness.

      “All children have their silly little dreams, don’t they? Mine was to be an entomologist.”

      “Bugs?” Missy asked to make sure she hadn’t misheard.

      “Yes, dear, bugs, as you so elegantly put it. They fascinated me as a child. In fact, they still do—I keep some as pets—but my father was very old-fashioned and didn’t believe in girls going to university. He made it clear I would go to secretarial school and work in an office until I married.”

      “And that’s how you came to work for Mr Roberts?”

      Mrs Chisholm sighed deeply, then straightened her back and held her head up.

      “Mr John Roberts was a saint. I was young and on my own and, frankly, not a very good secretary. I was deeply disappointed and very unhappy. Mr Roberts gave me a job and treated me more kindly than anyone ever had before in my life. I decided I would repay him by being the best secretary he could ever have, and I was… I looked after him until he passed away.” Missy thought she caught the merest trembling of Mrs Chisholm’s lip before it was snapped back under control. “Now I do the same thing for Mr Charlie Roberts. I look after him.”

      Her eyes bored into Missy who was left in no doubt that last was a warning that Mrs Chisholm was keeping an eye on her.

      “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ll leave you to it. Mr Roberts should be here any minute. Please, help yourself to some afternoon tea.”

      Alone in the room, Missy sat at the table and idly munched on a piece of fruit cake while considering Mrs Chisholm’s revelation. The rather dowdy middle-aged lady, famous for being Charlie Roberts’ gatekeeper, had dreamed of being a scientist—an entomologist, no less—but had been forced into secretarial work by a patriarchal father.

      “Ah, Miss Simpson.” Her reverie was interrupted by Charlie bursting through the door. “My apologies for having to delay our meeting. I hope Mrs Chisholm has looked after you.”

      Missy leapt to her feet, noting the amused twinkle in Charlie’s warm, brown eyes as he took in the empty coffee mug, the cake in her hand and the crumb on her chin.

      “Yes, thank you. That’s fine. Hello.” Missy was babbling and knew it. She put the cake down and held out her hand, then realised it was sticky and grabbed a serviette to wipe it.

      “Sit down, Miss Simpson. I didn’t mean to startle you. And, please, finish your cake. I might get myself a coffee, too. Would you like another one?”

      “No. No, thank you,” Missy stammered trying to recover herself and work out how she was supposed to behave. She hadn’t known what to expect, but Charlie’s complete lack of acknowledgement of what had occurred between them only a few days ago had thrown her. He had been adamant that their personal relationship would not impinge on their professional one, but Missy hadn’t been able to imagine how that would work. Charlie seemed to be having no such problem.

      Setting his coffee on the table, he sat opposite. He stared at her coolly for no more than about five seconds, but it was enough time for Missy to start to squirm and feel her face heating.

      “Can I ask you something?” she blurted out, unable to stand the silence.

      “Sure. What would you like to know?”

      “How did you come up with the name, Cops & Roberts SOUP?”

      Charlie laughed. “Kids. They were about six or so when I set up this company. They overhead Maggie and I talking about names. Benny immediately suggested Cops & Roberts. I thought it was so cute and clever, so I agreed. Etty, bless her socks, would have been younger. Four probably. She got it into that delightful but strange head of hers that it should be called SOUP.”

      “So you went with both.”

      “Indeed, and if people insist on knowing what it stands for I tell them Some Odd and Unusual Productions.” He grinned, and Missy’s heart did a tiny somersault. “And that is a perfect segue into why I asked to meet with you today. I guess you’ve been wondering.”

      Missy nodded, then corrected herself. “Yes, D… Ch… Mr Roberts.” She felt herself blush furiously, tried to eat her cake and dropped a piece in her lap. She sensed Charlie’s amusement as she scrabbled around trying to clean it up, but he maintained a straight face and continued.

      “I believe I have already mentioned to you that I have seen some of your work and have been very impressed. SOUP has recently taken on a small but, I think, odd and unusual project. You will have heard about the new avant-garde theatre opening in Cathedral Square?”

      Missy nodded. And left it at that.

      “What about Petra Dalton, the playwright? Have you come across her work yet?”

      Missy shook her head. “No. That’s a new name to me.”

      “It’s not surprising, really. She’s only had a couple of small pieces staged so far, and they were in colleges. She sent me a copy of her latest work: The Many Moods of Mr Green. It’s quite brilliant, very original, and I think definitely worth taking a chance on. It will only be a short run, eight performances—Wednesday to Saturday, in the two weeks before Christmas. SOUP will back it and promote it, and we’ll see what happens from there. I’m hoping it will create something of a buzz. If I’m right, we will be looking at a longer run in a more prominent theatre in January. We’ve put out some feelers already. All round I’m pretty excited about this little project.”

      Missy was staring at him open-mouthed. Her cake forgotten. Breathing all but forgotten. Was this it? The moment her life would change, as the cliché goes. She waited, not daring, not able, to speak.

      He smiled, and even in her state of shock it was as though the sun had come out from behind the clouds.

      “I thought you might be interested in doing the casting.”

      There they were. The magic words. Missy gulped, realised her mouth was dry and licked her lips.

      “I’m afraid it’s not the proverbial cast of thousands,” Charlie was continuing. “Only six speaking parts, and two non-speaking who will also double as understudies. I know it’s not a huge job but, if I’m right, and it takes off, it should be good publicity for you.”

      Missy’s face was frozen in an idiotic grin.

      “You look a bit stunned, Miss Simpson. Or may I call you Missy if we are to work together? Assuming you are interested in the job, that is.”

      “Yes!” Missy was startled back into the present. She could not be more interested. “Oh yes, please. I’d love to do it. Thank you so much, Ch… Mr Roberts.”

      “Charlie, please.” He grinned. “Except when Mrs Chisholm is around.”

      Missy giggled. How could she have ever thought Charlie Roberts was conceited and aloof? Her heart flipped. He was so lovely. She smiled at him, thinking how nice it would be to give him a big hug.

      “One thing before we get down to specifics,” he said seriously. “I want to make very clear that I have been planning on offering you this type of opportunity for some time. I have just been waiting for what I thought would be the right project. I think this one is it, and that it has arisen this week is completely coincidental to anything else. Okay?”

      “Yes. Yes, of course,” Missy said, as heat inflamed her cheeks. She had to keep the personal and professional completely separate. Had he read her thoughts?

      “Well, that settles it then.” Charlie stood up to signal the meeting was coming to an end. Missy collected her things and followed him to the door. He opened it to reveal Mrs Chisholm, holding a manila envelope, appearing mysteriously as though she’d known the precise time they would come through the door.

      “Ah, Mrs Chisholm, you have the envelope for Miss Simpson. Thank you.” Charlie took it from her and handed it to Missy. “You’ll find a copy of the script in here and a contract to have a look at. I’ve organised a small pre-production get-together on Friday night at my house. I’d like you to join us. If you have any questions, we can go through them, and you’ll get a chance to meet some of the others involved, including Petra and Chrissy, the director.”

      “Thank you. Yes. Yes, of course I’ll come.”

      “Excellent. The details, address and time, are in there, aren’t they?” he asked Mrs Chisholm gesturing to the envelope Missy was now clutching.

      “Yes, Mr Roberts.”

      “That’s settled then.” Charlie held out his hand, and Missy shook it hoping hers wasn’t still sticky. “We’ll see you Friday night.”

      “Yes, thank you.” Missy, wishing she hadn’t sounded so repetitive and had had something clever to say, turned and fled in as dignified a manner as she could.
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      “Open the champagne, Abby! And unpack your things.”

      “What?” Abby Goldfinch, Missy’s twenty-two-year-old receptionist, jumped up, startled as Missy burst into her small dark two-room office thirty minutes later. “Did you win the lottery?”

      Missy took hold of her and waltzed them around in small circles. “May as well have done. Charlie Roberts just hired me for a new play he’s producing. It’s not exactly Broadway, but it means we can pay the rent a bit longer. And I can pay you, of course.”

      “Oh, Missy. That’s awesome. I’m so happy for you. And I’m glad I don’t have to look for another job. I like this one.”

      “Let’s drink to that, shall we?”
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      Stifling a yawn, Missy finished off her drink and put down her glass. She’d been sick with excitement about coming tonight for her first time as a bone fide member of a SOUP pre-production team. It was only a small group of seven: herself, Charlie and Audrey, Petra Dalton, Chrissy, the assistant producer, and a marketing manager. After two hours of drinking, nibbling and chatting, Missy was starting to feel quite exhausted. Schmoozing was best done like a drive-by, swoop in, bombard the target with praise and questions requiring very short answers, exchange phone numbers, hug and leave, but she couldn’t do that tonight. She’d had to work hard at sitting still and having proper conversations.

      She’d wanted that with Petra, wanted to tell her how much she adored the script and see how closely her ideas of the characters matched their creators. If they were thinking along the same lines, there would be little resistance from Petra to her casting suggestions, otherwise, there could be a more bumpy road ahead. Most importantly, she needed to get some idea of whether Petra was likely to have any objections to Bobo being cast in the title role of Wilderhall Green. As soon as she’d started reading the script, Missy had imagined it was Bobo talking. It was a unique and complex role, unlike anything he’d done previously, but it was the perfect opportunity for him to fully display his talent. She came away from their conversation optimistic that Petra would consider Bobo with an open mind.

      That warranted a small drink of private celebration, and she wasn’t worried when Charlie squinted his eyes at her from across the room. She had his permission to drink tonight, but now, two more glasses of champagne and another hour of trying to make small talk later, she was finding it harder and harder to keep her eyes off Charlie, and was wishing everyone would go home and leave her alone with him.

      Unable to face more socialising, she let herself out the back for some fresh air. It was a beautiful evening, the sky clear, the moon full, and her jacket warm enough to keep out the cool air. She crossed the paved patio and stood at the pool fence, leaning against it and looking up at the nearby dark silhouettes of a clump of large trees. An owl hooted and, no doubt, countless tiny rodent hearts raced as the bodies that housed them froze at the sound of potential death.

      “Made your escape, have you? You’re Missy, aren’t you? I met you before, briefly.”

      Missy turned, and smiled when she saw Benny. He looked serious but she was glad of the chance to talk with him.

      “Oh, hey, Benny. Yes. I’m Missy. I didn’t realise you were home. You stayed well away.”

      She bent to pat and fuss over the two dogs that accompanied him everywhere.

      “God, yes. All those theatre people. Too boring for words. Oh, hold still,” he said, suddenly more urgently. “Don’t move. You have a spider on you. Don’t panic. I can get it. It won’t hurt you.”

      “Keep an eye on it while I walk over to a bush,” Missy said calmly. “Then see if you can swish it off. Or get a leaf or something for it to crawl onto.”

      “Can you keep still while I get a leaf?”

      “Sure. So long as you keep an eye on it at the same time. I don’t actually want a spider disappearing into my clothing or hair.”

      “It’s not moving. Here, I’ve got a big leaf. Hold still. There he is.” Benny showed her the spider now on the leaf before he carefully placed them both in a bush.

      “Wow. I’m impressed,” he said when the rescue was completed. “I expected you to have a melt down when I said there was a spider on you.”

      “Well, to be honest, I don’t like them walking on my skin, and I don’t like having them in the house. But I can put them outside. I’m not an arachnophobe.”

      “My mum was.” Missy heard the catch in Benny’s voice. “She was terrible.” He chuckled softly. “She would have been absolutely hysterical if she’d been you then. Probably would have jumped straight over the fence into the pool.”

      “I know how she felt. Believe me. I was exactly like that with praying mantises. Instant hysteria if I even caught a glimpse of one on TV.”

      “Was? What happened?”

      “I cured myself.”

      “Wow. Really? How?”

      “I got a book with a big coloured photo of one in it, and left the book lying around at home—closed. Even that was hard to start with, knowing it was there. But I got used to it, so I started picking the book up and holding it. When I was totally comfortable with that, I opened the book to the page the photo was on and left it open, but face down. Then turned it over. Then looked at the picture. Then touched the picture and so on. It took a while, but I don’t get hysterical if I see one any more. Thank goodness. It was awful. I’ve even put one outside when I found it in my house.”

      “I’m impressed,” Benny said when she’d finished.

      As they’d been talking, they’d walked back to the house.

      “I suppose I’d better go in,” Missy said. “It’s probably time to go, and I should say ‘goodbye’ to the others. It was nice meeting you again, Benny, and thanks for saving me from the spider.”

      “Oh, there you are.” Charlie came through the back door and stopped. “I thought I’d better come and look for you, but I see Benny is taking care of you.”

      Benny had stiffened at the sight of his father and, from the light on the porch, Missy saw his lips curl and his brow lower. She felt a shiver rip through her as he said, “Never mind spiders. He’s the only real danger around here. I’d leave and never come back if I were you.”

      He strode off, his dogs running after him, and disappeared around the side of the house.

      “Wow,” Missy said through chattering teeth, wrapping her arms around herself as she began shivering.

      “Take no notice,” Charlie replied, showing no surprise. “You’re cold.” He lightly brushed his finger across her cheek, causing another wave of shivering, but not from the cold. “I think you should come back inside.”

      Missy staggered, the effects of her last glass of champagne reaching her legs and head at the same time. Closing her eyes, she slid her hand up Charlie’s jumper, savouring the hardness of his chest and the warmth of his body heat. Her heart leapt as she felt his arm encircle her waist, and tilted her head up for a kiss.

      Smack! His free hand came down hard on her bottom. Clothed as she was, it didn’t hurt her so much as startle her into awareness.

      “What was that for?” she demanded angrily.

      “Two things,” he said, holding her shoulders and looking into her face. “One, you’re drunk and, two, I thought I had made it quite clear that our relationship—both our relationships—are strictly platonic.”

      “You’re horrible, Charlie Roberts. No wonder even your own son doesn’t like you.” Missy’s ears heard her mouth take off but her brain couldn’t stop it. “I’m leaving.”

      She tried to stalk off, but Charlie was still holding her. She struggled her shoulders free but he caught her hand.

      “I’m sorry you feel that way,” he replied grimly. “You’re too drunk to drive. I’ll take you home. Have you got your things?”

      “Oh, Mr Roberts.” Charlie and Missy both turned to the door as Audrey Chisholm came through. “There you are. I think people are leaving. Would you like me to see them out for you? Did you still want to go through those notes before I leave?” Her voice was pleasant, but not the side-eye she cast in Missy’s direction.

      “Oh, thanks, Audrey. I’ll be right in. I have to organise Missy first. She’s had too much to drink and can’t drive. I’ll call her a car.”

      “Very well.” Audrey sniffed. “I can’t say I’m surprised. She did seem to be drinking an awful lot, if you ask me. I never saw her without a glass all night.”

      “Well, nobody asked you,” Missy snapped rudely. “And everyone can stop fussing. I can get myself home. I’ll be fine. I’ve only had three glasses of champagne, maybe four, all evening.”

      Charlie tightened his grip on Missy’s wrist and his other arm closed around her waist holding her firmly against him.

      “Can you see if you can stall the others for a few minutes, please, Audrey? I’ll get Missy organised and then I’ll be in to see them out.”

      “Very well, Mr Roberts. Miss Simpson clearly can’t look after herself.”

      Missy raised her eyes in time to catch what looked like a death stare from Audrey. She blinked and shook her head, and when she looked back, Audrey was gone. She squirmed again, trying to escape Charlie’s clutches, but he was not letting her go. Instead, he bent down and growled into her ear.

      “I’ve already given you one smack despite this not being a Daddy session and, if you don’t stop this idiotic behaviour, I’m going to drag you into my office right now. So, if you don’t want everyone to hear you getting your pretty bottom thoroughly spanked, I suggest you pull yourself together.”

      Missy froze in stunned silence. Charlie took out his phone and ordered a car before she had time to regain her wits.

      “The car will be here in four minutes. Now come out the front with me while we wait for it. No, not that way,” he said, pulling on Missy’s hand as she headed for the side of the house with the balcony. As they walked around the other side, Missy looked up at Charlie but he was staring straight ahead. She opened her mouth to ask him, then closed it again. Even in its champagne-addled state, her brain was able to formulate the thought, now is not the time!

      “The car will be here in a moment. I will drive your car over to you in the morning. Give me your keys. Is your house key on here?” he asked when Missy had reluctantly handed him her car keys.

      “Yes, but I have a spare one hidden in the garden at home.”

      “Okay. I’ll be at your place at nine in the morning, and I think we’d better have a proper Daddy session, don’t you?”

      “I don’t know,” Missy said truthfully, starting to wonder if having a Daddy was really as nice as she’d imagined it would be. She suspected her Daddy was not going to be in a very good mood tomorrow.

      “Well, I do,” Charlie said firmly. “You will wear the outfit I brought for you last week, and don’t forget the panties! Although they’ll be back around your ankles shortly after I get there.”

      “Oh!” Missy got the message immediately. “No…” she began but Charlie stopped her abruptly.

      “Do not argue with me, Melissa Jane. You are in quite enough trouble already. I wouldn’t make it any worse if I were you. This looks like your car coming now. Send me a text saying ‘okay’ once you’re safely home and inside. Don’t forget. And be dressed and ready for me in the morning. 9:00 a.m. sharp.”
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      Missy’s eyes sprang open as a wave of cold panic swept over her. No! It couldn’t be. She heard it again and, wide-awake as she was now, there was no mistaking that sound as anything other than a knock at her door. Glancing desperately at the clock by her bed, her heart sank. 9:02 a.m.

      “Missy?”

      And there was no mistaking that was anything other than Charlie Roberts sounding concerned.

      “Missy? It’s Charlie. Are you in there? Are you all right?”

      Guiltily, Missy leapt out of bed and did a small unintentional dance as she failed to make up her mind whether to open the door in her pyjamas, or leave Charlie standing on her doorstep while she got dressed. She ran into the living room and yelled, “Coming,” at the door, then raced back to her bedroom, desperately undressing as she went. She wriggled into her Spank Me panties, skirt and Daddy’s Girl T-shirt, shook her head and ran her fingers through her hair and raced to the front door.

      She would have been up earlier if she hadn’t lain awake until daylight tossing up whether or not to greet Charlie at the door, take her car keys, thank him, tell him calmly she had changed her mind about wanting a Daddy, and drive him home. She’d finally gone to sleep having decided that was what she would do.

      But if she’d tried to have that conversation in her pyjamas, it would look like she was making a pathetic excuse for not being ready. It was probably better to go along with the charade for the moment and call it off when she took him home. She opened the door.

      “Oh!” How could she have forgotten how simply divinely scrumptious this man was? Especially in his tight denims and body hugging T-shirt. His jacket was draped over his arm, and Missy’s eyes were glued to his bulging biceps.

      “Good morning.”

      Startled by his voice, Missy looked up. Half-amused, he was contemplating her as he might were he a teacher and she a wayward pupil who’d told him her dog had eaten her homework. She dropped her eyes and stepped back.

      “Hey,” she managed as he brushed against her on the way in. The fleeting touch of his bare arm against her, burned her skin, leaving her shivering and unable to tell if she was hot or cold. She paused to catch her breath as she closed the door, organised her legs to stop buckling in the middle and joined him in the living room.

      “Your keys,” he said, putting them on the table and holding out his hand to her. “Come here.”

      Her wildly beating heart leapt into her throat and she had to swallow hard to force it back down as she shyly took his hand and walked towards him, her body trembling as it anticipated being crushed against him. She licked her lips, imagining his hot mouth engulfing hers. But instead of wrapping his arms around her as she was hoping and expecting, he turned and led her down the hall, looking into each room until he found her bedroom. He went in and pulled her behind him. Her heart leapt up into her throat again, while blood coursed violently in the opposite direction, pooling hot and thick in her groin. She licked her lips, dry with lust and anticipation. He’d said ‘no sex’ but that was last week, and Missy was more than ready to help him out of those constricting clothes. The sooner the better. She squeezed her thighs together against the throbbing ache.

      “Mirror?” he growled, looking around

      Missy pursed her lips in bemusement, but willing to give any of his kinks a go, opened the door of her built-in robe, on the back of which was a full-length mirror. She felt her cheeks flush as she also exposed the chaos of her clothes, crammed higgledy-piggledy onto the shelves, and dangling precariously off hangers. Charlie, however, took no notice as he turned her around so her back was to the mirror and lifted up her skirt.

      “What does that say?”

      Her heart plummeted and disappointment curled her toes. She adopted what she hoped was an irresistibly winsome expression, head tilted, eyes wide open, and shrugged.

      “I can’t read it. The letters are all back to front,” she said with a sad shake of her head.

      In a single deft movement, Charlie had bent her over one arm, his hand still holding up her skirt. His other hand came down, flat, hard and sharp, once on each cheek. Missy squealed in protest.

      “What was that for?” she asked in a hurt voice as he stood her back upright.

      “That was for playing funny buggers and not answering my question. Shall we try again?”

      He turned her again so her back was to the mirror and lifted her skirt.

      “What does that say?”

      “But… but, I don’t want you to spank me,” Missy stammered. “And why should you? What have I done?”

      “Let’s start with last night, shall we? I know it wasn’t an official session, but I’ve warned you about drinking too much and you were more than a little tipsy last night. That was irresponsible enough as you knew you had to drive home, and then you were abominably rude to Audrey and me. And if I hadn’t taken your keys, I think you would have driven home despite being in no condition.”

      “That’s not fair, though,” Missy exclaimed with a pout. “You said I only wasn’t allowed to drink when… when you were here, and I was allowed if you gave me permission at other times. And you did.” Her voice got louder and more confident. “And I wasn’t rude to Mrs Chisholm. I was stating a fact: nobody had asked her. I think she was much ruder to me. And she admitted she’d been spying on me all night. You didn’t say anything to her.” She made a hurt, huffing noise and looked sadly at the ground.

      With a finger under her chin, Charlie tilted her face up.

      “Look at me,” he said in such a serious voice that Missy automatically looked at him in surprise. “You don’t know anything about Audrey and her history with my family.”

      “Yes, I do! She told me. She told me your father hired her and she was his P.A. until he died and then you hired her. So, she’s allowed to be rude to me, is she, just because she’s worked for the Roberts for the last fifty years?”

      “Did she also tell you she nursed my father when he was dying? She barely left his side. She was so grateful to him for giving her a job when she was young and beginning to despair, and then for encouraging her and looking after her, she pretty much devoted her life to him. She was devastated when he died. Dad made me promise I would take her on when he was gone, and she’s been equally as loyal to me. She might have her own idiosyncrasies; I know some people think she’s odd. But the Roberts family owes her a debt, and I expect you to be polite to her.”

      “Oh.” Missy was shocked by the depth of Charlie’s sincerity. She blushed with shame at her boorish and petulant behaviour the previous evening.

      “And if all that wasn’t bad enough,” Charlie went on in a lighter tone, “you weren’t ready when I got here this morning, were you?”

      “I was nearly ready. I didn’t keep you waiting at the door for more than a minute, did I?”

      “I knocked three times and called out twice. I think the neighbours were starting to peep through their curtains to see what the carry-on was about.”

      “I guess I didn’t hear you the first time.”

      “Because you were still in bed?” Charlie asked, tilting his head and raising his eyebrows, daring her to deny it.

      “It wasn’t my fault, though! I couldn’t sleep all night; I didn’t even get to sleep until it was starting to get light.”

      “I see,” Charlie said, tapping his chin with his finger. “Well, if it wasn’t your fault, I promise to sort out the person who had a gun to your head as soon as I’ve dealt with you. One more thing whilst we’re going through all your spankable offences. Tell me the truth, Melissa Jane, did you keep your journal as I asked, and did you drink without asking permission?”

      “Yes, I kept the journal. Let me show you.” Missy tried to turn away, hoping to run from the bedroom and this situation, which seemed to be leading to a most undesirable conclusion, but Charlie prevented her, catching her hand so she had to turn back to him.

      “Not now. I’ll take your word for it, and you can show me later. Good girl, for that though. And the second question. Did you drink during the week?”

      “No,” she started to deny having broken his rule, then remembered. She swallowed hard. She could lie, and maybe Charlie would never find out. She looked up at him, and felt her heart fill and her stomach tighten. He could be anywhere right now, with anyone, but he’d chosen to be with her. She still wasn’t sure why, and she could still barely believe it was true, but what she knew for certain was she didn’t want him to go and never come back. She could confess her sins and take her punishment, or use her safe word and opt out altogether, but she couldn’t disrespect him by lying and trying to manipulate him so she could welch on her agreement.

      She nodded, her head down, then looked up at him, pleading with him to understand.

      “It was only once. Honest. After you offered me the casting job. I was so happy when I got back to the office, I asked Abby to open a champagne so we could celebrate. I had been worried I would have to close the office and let Abby go. And then you threw us a lifeline. Honestly. I promise. I only wanted to celebrate with Abby.”

      “I see.” Charlie nodded, as though he understood. “Then what should you have done?”

      “Oh!” Missy remembered. “I should have asked your permission,” she replied quietly.

      “Well, then, are you ready to tell me what it says?”

      Missy swallowed with much difficulty; her mouth was dry and felt like sandpaper. She licked her lips so she could open her mouth enough to speak.

      “Yes,” she whispered.

      “And one more thing before you do. You haven’t called me Daddy once since I arrived. That alone earns you a trip over my knee. Now stand in front of the mirror with your back to it.”

      Charlie was still holding her hand from when she’d tried to escape out the door, and he tugged on it. Meekly, Missy obeyed his command, shivering as she brushed against him.

      Letting go of her hand, Charlie lifted up her skirt again. “What does it say, Melissa Jane?”

      “Spank me,” Missy managed to squeak.

      “Good girl. Read it again, and add ‘please, Daddy’.”

      Missy’s teeth had begun chattering to match her trembling hands and wobbly knees. Saying anything was almost impossible, but she forced her mouth to form the words.

      “Spank me, please, Daddy.”

      “That’s better, and next time you will obey me the first time. That’s a warning, and I suggest you take it seriously.”

      As he was speaking, he was leading her to the bed. Sitting down on the edge, he guided her so she was standing beside him.

      “Take your panties down so they are around your ankles, and lie across my knee, please,” he ordered her.

      Missy tried to get her hands to obey her, but the only part of her anatomy that wanted to move was her feet that were jigging up and down parodying the movements they would be making if they were carrying her swiftly away from this situation. Her arms managed to swing back and forth jerkily while her fists clenched and unclenched. She emitted a small desperate moan.

      “Quickly, Melissa Jane,” Charlie said, patting his knees. “Don’t make it worse for yourself.”

      “Oh,” Missy wailed. She took a deep breath, wrenched her panties down and plonked herself over Charlie’s lap, her feet, still kicking, sticking up. Charlie pushed them down.

      “Keep your feet down and out of the way, please. I shall be very cross if you kick me.” He flipped back her skirt and tucked it into its waistband. Placing his left arm across her back and holding her waist, he used his other arm to rub her naked bottom.

      “It’s very cute,” he said with a chuckle. “Cool and milky white. Soon it will be hot and cherry red. But still cute.”

      Missy wailed and lifted her head, but Charlie pressed her back to hold her in place.

      “You asked me to spank you because you know full well you deserve it, don’t you, little girl?”

      “No… I…” Missy began garbling, but a serious swat on the underside of her right cheek cut her off.

      “You were saying?”

      “But I didn’t mean…” She was cut off by an equally serious swat to her left cheek, and then three more to each cheek in rapid succession before Charlie paused.

      “Those are for your rudeness to Audrey.”

      “Oh,” Missy wailed, wriggling and kicking her feet, and wondering how she could ever have thought she wanted this as Charlie’s hand landed four hard cracking smacks to the soft flesh of her right buttock, then four to her left.

      This time when he paused, Missy was gasping for breath.

      “Please. I’m sorry. This is too much. You can’t do this!”

      Smack! Smack!

      “Ow, what was that for?”

      “Two reasons. Firstly, you are to address me as Daddy, are you not?”

      He had her there. She couldn’t deny it. “Yes, Daddy,” she replied meekly.

      “And, secondly, it sounded very much like you were telling me what I can and can’t do and what is too much. Is that what you were doing?”

      “No.” Realising her mistake, Missy tried to retract it, but it was too late.

      “I was going to give you five more to each cheek for drinking without permission and end your punishment there, but now you have added to it by not addressing me as Daddy and thinking you can tell me how I should be spanking you. So, that will be an additional six to each cheek. You may have noticed it goes up by one each side for each additional offence? I suggest you keep still and quiet, unless I ask you to speak, until I decide you have been spanked enough. ‘Gate’ is your safe word, should you need this to stop for a real reason, but if you use it without one, I will finish this spanking and then start again from the beginning. You don’t want that, do you? Do you?” he repeated more firmly when Missy failed to answer.

      “No. No… No, Daddy.” Missy remembered the protocol in the nick of time.

      “Right then. Five to each side for drinking without permission, and then six to each side as a reminder that I, and I alone, decide on the length and severity of your spankings. Is that clear?”

      “Yes, Daddy.” Missy’s voice was soft and resigned, as she prepared herself. Or thought she had, but it turned out nothing could have prepared her for the fire her Daddy’s hand lit on her bottom as he spanked her hard and fast, five one side then five the other, all exactly in the same place each side.

      When he paused after the flurry, Missy was breathless and mewling, her heart thumping and her bottom contracting at the thought that she still had to suffer through six more each side. At least for the moment, she could take a few deep breaths as Charlie rubbed her bottom and allowed her time to recover.

      “You okay, naughty girl?” he asked, tenderly squeezing her punished bottom, creating quite a different kind of heat between her legs. Missy moaned softly, feeling his fingers massaging her ever closer to the edge. Only a tiny bit further and they would slide between her thighs into the slippery heat of desire his spanking had aroused. Silently she willed him to plunge his fingers into her, hoping her lust for him would switch his focus from punishing her to pleasuring her. She heard him chuckle and felt her face cheeks burn to match her bottom cheeks knowing he could see how the spanking had excited her sexually.

      “I think we should finish this now,” he drawled, dashing her hopes of his being distracted. “You ready for the last six each side?”

      Missy wanted nothing more now than to get it over with so they could play a much more fun game. “Yes, Daddy,” she said obediently, hoping he might be a little more gentle if she was very, very good.

      But he wasn’t. Slower, but no less hard. And not all in the same place this time either, so by the time he’d finished and Missy was on the verge of tears, her whole throbbing bottom ranged from pink to a deep cherry red.

      “It’s okay, little girl,” he said softly after delivering the last loud smack. “It’s over now. Come here.”

      She was loose and limp, offering no resistance, as he tenderly helped her up and cradled her on his knee, wrapping her in his arms as she laid her head on his chest. He brushed his chin back and forth on her hair and murmured softly.

      “It’s okay now, little girl. Daddy’s got you. I’m sorry I had to spank you so hard, but you were such a naughty girl, weren’t you? You’re not cross with Daddy for spanking you, are you, precious girl?”

      Lulled by the sound of his honey-sweet, baritone voice, Missy was awash with the new and wondrous feelings created by belonging to a Daddy. Her hot, sore bottom pressed against his thighs and his arms wrapped tightly around her reassured her he was strong and in control, and would protect her as well as punish her.

      “Precious?” he prompted.

      “Oh. Sorry, Daddy. What?” Missy had drifted off on a soft carpet of contentedness and not heard his question. She stiffened, worried Charlie might consider inattentiveness another spankable offence, but she felt him silently chuckling and relaxed.

      “I asked if you are cross with Daddy for spanking you?”

      “Oh, no, Daddy.” Missy snuggled against him and slipped her arm around his waist, hugging him tightly and pressing her aching breasts to his chest, then looked up, sure this was the moment he would kiss her.

      He did, one small kiss on the top of her head, and then he lifted her off his knee.

      “Pull your panties up, precious,” he said as he stood up. “Come on. It’s time for breakfast.”
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      Missy took a deep breath of confusion and disappointment, and exhaled slowly as she followed Charlie into the kitchen. She was at a loss to understand his unwavering decree that there be no romance or sex between them. He was so tender and caring that she didn’t believe he felt nothing for her. So why? She dearly wanted to quiz him about it, but he’d smacked her already for not obeying that rule, so it was probably better not to push the point for the time being. She sighed again, looking at his tall, broad-shouldered body in front of her, with its narrow hips and mouth-watering tight buttocks and thighs outlined by his jeans. She longed to lean forward and slide her hands under his T-shirt and up his back, push his shirt up and nibble his skin…

      “Oof!” So engrossed had Missy been in her fantasy of making love to Charlie that she failed to notice he’d stopped.

      “Uh!” He turned in surprise as she banged into the back of him.

      “Oh, sorry. Sorry. I wasn’t looking where I was going,” Missy stammered blushing furiously, wondering what he would think if he’d been able to read her salacious thoughts.

      He chuckled and ruffled her hair. “Funny girl. You’re very cute, you know.”

      Missy smiled happily while silently hoping that, soon, he would see her as more than cute. It wasn’t going to be now, though, as he had opened the fridge door and was peering in at the largely empty shelves.

      “Milk,” he said, listing the items he could see. “Left-over pizza, bread, butter, jam. This is pretty slim pickings.” He opened the freezer. “Frozen berries. That’s something, I suppose. Spring rolls. Frozen pizza. Hmph.” He closed the freezer and looked at her, shaking his head. She looked away, then at her feet, then at him, then away again.

      “I haven’t had a chance to go shopping this week,” she mumbled.

      “I see. Well, how about I take you out for breakfast now, and we do some shopping on the way back. Feeding yourself properly is going to be your additional task for this week, along with continuing to maintain your ‘activity journal’. We can add keeping a food diary to your chores. Run and get changed. I think we’ll keep your special clothes for home.”
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      Our first proper date, Missy thought happily as they sat down to eat in a cosy cafe a short time later. She stole glances at him as he studied the menu, and her heart raced away as he looked up and caught her eye, his eyes crinkling at the edges, then returned his attention to selecting a meal. Missy looked smugly around the cafe certain every other woman must be envying her being with the best-looking man in the world, probably the entire universe. And the more she got to know him, the less he seemed to be the horrible person she’d previously thought. Far from aloof and arrogant, he was easy to be with, and she’d been surprised by how gentle he could be, when she wasn’t across his knee at least.

      Never mind spiders. He’s the only real danger here. Missy shivered, remembering Benny’s strange words. Did they really spring from teenage angst, or was there something else behind them? She remembered the look that had passed between them the first night she’d gone to Charlie’s, and how she’d thought then that Benny’s eyes had seemed to carry a silent warning.

      “What would you like?” Charlie asked, breaking into her thoughts and smiling that smile which melted her insides.

      “Beans, hash brown, and mushrooms, please. And coffee.”

      “How’s your bottom?” he asked with a grin while they waited for their meals. “Not too uncomfortable to sit on.”

      Missy blushed. “No. It’s okay.”

      “Good. I don’t want to seriously hurt you.” He put his hand over hers and squeezed it. “But I also know now, that if you deserve it, I can spank you a bit harder without causing damage.” He chuckled. “Don’t look so worried. It might never happen. But if it wasn’t your bottom making you look uncomfortable before, is there something else on your mind?”

      Missy felt herself colour. She hadn’t realised he’d noticed, but as he had given her an opening, she plucked up the courage to use it. “I hope you don’t mind me asking… but, well… Benny seems to be really angry with you. I was wondering why.”

      Charlie’s face darkened, and his lips set in a hard line as he took his hand from hers and leaned back in his chair. Missy wished she’d kept her mouth shut as he wriggled and, for one ghastly moment, Missy thought he was going to get up and leave. At that moment, their coffees arrived. He relaxed, took a mouthful from the mug placed in front of him and shrugged.

      “I’m sorry,” Missy blurted out, kicking herself for ruining the companionable moment. “It’s none of my business.”

      Leaning forward, he put his hand over hers again, and the sadness she saw in his eyes broke her heart. She lay her other hand over his, sandwiching his big one between her two much smaller ones.

      “Honestly, Daddy. You don’t have to say anything. I shouldn’t have pried. Please don’t be angry. Or sad.”

      Still without speaking, Charlie looked directly at her, his face impassive apart from the movement of his cheek as he ground his teeth. For interminable, loud seconds, he stared, then shrugged and relaxed, his internal wrestling ending with a long breath. Missy was holding her own breath, waiting to see if she’d wrecked their budding friendship by being nosy.

      “I’m going to assume you know my history,” he said flatly, removing his hand from between hers. “What you didn’t read or see in the news, if you don’t watch TV or read newspapers, I’m sure was talked about all over town and social media.” His voice had taken on a bitter tone, and Missy felt worse for having forced him to relive it.

      “Please. I can see you don’t want to talk about it. I didn’t want to make you unhappy.”

      He replaced his hand over hers, smiling gently and sadly.

      “Don’t beat yourself up, sweetheart. That’s my job.” He tried to grin, and Missy smiled encouragingly at his feeble joke. He filled his lungs, held it, then exhaled noisily. “It’s not your fault. I invited you to my house; you have a right to know.” Missy squeezed his hand. “So, you must be aware that Maggie, my wife, Benny and Etty’s mother, committed suicide. Three years ago.”

      Missy nodded. Of course she was aware. Like Charlie had said, it was everywhere. Frothing-at-the-mouth entertainment journalists had followed him about, and camped outside his office, and his home where they’d photographed the balcony a million times with their zoom lenses. They had talked and written about it endlessly until they had exhausted all possible angles, setting new lows for invasions of privacy and imaginative baloney. Throughout, Charlie had shielded his children and remained head up and poker-faced. Or aloof and arrogant, Missy realised, burning with shame at how easily she had judged him by the face he presented to the media bloodhounds.

      “Yes. I know,” she said, her eyes filling. “It must have been terrible for you and your children.”

      “It was.” His voice was thick and his throat was working as flashbacks from those dark days escaped from the memory room in which he had locked them away. He shrugged, mentally rounding them up and shoving them back out of sight. “Anyway, Benny and Etty were at very impressionable ages, and Benny blamed me. It’s not uncommon for pain to be channelled into anger, and I was the obvious person for Benny to be angry with. He loved his mother very much, and couldn’t blame her, so he blamed me.”

      “But how could he think it was your fault?”

      Charlie pursed his lips in a rueful smile. “Let’s say things weren’t quite right between Maggie and myself for a little while and leave it at that. The children had an idea even though we tried to shield them from it. But there are things Benny doesn’t know, and I’m not going to tell him. My shoulders are broad enough to bear his anger and sorrow. Ah, here’s our breakfast. Let’s eat and talk about something else. Then we’d better sort out your kitchen, hey?”

      He smiled, but Missy could see the sadness behind his eyes, and wanted to cry. She decided she would have a chat with Benny.
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      October

      Missy hopped out of the car, collected her backpack from the rear seat and slipped it on. It was a day so beautiful it hurt her heart. The early morning sky was a pale pink-blue wash at the horizon. Above her, it deepened to a darker cerulean with scattered puffy white clouds lazing about like abandoned cotton wool balls. In the bushes, the birds having finished their morning chorus, flitted about in search of food. She closed her eyes to listen to them chirping and chattering, and to savour the fresh air in her nostrils.

      “You ready?” Charlie asked, coming around to her side of the car, his backpack also slung over his back.

      “As ready as I’ll ever be.” She shook her head slowly. “I’m warning you, though, it’s a long time since I did any hiking. I might conk out before we get to your mysterious grail.”

      “See how you go. You might surprise yourself, and while I’m not promising to carry you if you get tired, we can certainly rest whenever you want. It’s not really that far, but a bit uphill.”

      “Great,” Missy replied, trudging after him as he set off along a bush track. At least she had plenty of eye-catching scenery to look at, including the muscular man striding along in front of her. He was one of nature’s wonders himself, and Missy had to chant I’m with Charlie Roberts silently over and over to convince herself it was real.

      She had missed him during the week. Over a second cup of coffee in the cafe the previous Sunday, he’d helped her draw up a menu for the coming seven days. She was a good cook, but had become lazy and stopped bothering, instead ordering in takeaway or opening a packet of soup or can of beans. Charlie had made it clear that was going to stop, and he’d taken her shopping on the way home. Once the groceries had been put away and her fridge and cupboards stocked with the ingredients she would need for a week of healthy eating, he had shown her how to draw up a food diary, then reviewed her activity journal, and helped her set her goals for the coming week.

      When they were done, he’d pulled her gently onto his knee, wrapped his arms around her and rocked her so she felt warm and small and safe. Missy loved these moments. It was everything she’d always imagined having a Daddy would be, and if she could still feel a little tenderness in her bottom, well, that was part of the parcel as well.

      She’d tried to talk him into staying when he said he had to go and had ordered a car rather than letting her drive him home. He had rubbed her bottom, tucked her hair behind her ear, kissed her on the top of her head, and told her he had work to do but would take her hiking the following weekend. He had something special he wanted to show her, and exercising was going to be the next part of her life he would oversee.

      Missy couldn’t remember the last time she’d been for a hike or even a long walk. Walking, any type of exercise wasn’t really J.D.’s thing, apart from the mattress mamba at least, and they’d certainly never done anything like this together. Thinking back now, Missy could see if she took sex out of their relationship, there was very little left. How different it was with Charlie. They’d not yet done so much as kiss and yet she felt closer to him than she had ever felt to J.D. She had finally admitted to herself that she and J.D. were both simply using each other because it was easier than breaking up and being alone. Now she couldn’t be happier he was gone.

      “How are you doing?” Charlie asked, stopping and turning around to check on her. “You’ve been very quiet.”

      “I’m admiring the scenery,” she said with a grin, catching up to him.

      “It’s really something, isn’t it?” Charlie said, missing her compliment. The path they were on was curling up around a hill, and already they were high enough to be looking over the tops of the small trees and bushes on one side of the path. Missy, following his eyes as he gazed around at the panorama, felt deeply happy.

      “It’s so beautiful and peaceful. Hardly a sound except the crickets and birds. I can’t believe I’ve never come here before.”

      “Come on. Let’s get moving. We’ll get to the top and have some breakfast, then I’ll show you what I brought you here for.” He prodded her softly in her side and grinned. “Apart from the exercise, that is.”

      Sitting on a conveniently provided bench at the top of the hill a short time later, Charlie opened his backpack and extracted two mugs, a Thermos flask of hot coffee and two blueberry muffins. He handed a mug to Missy, filled it with steaming coffee, filled a mug for himself, then replaced the lid on the flask.

      “Did you say you came here as a child?” Missy asked, taking the muffin Charlie was offering her and placing it next to her on the bench.

      “Yeah. Mum and Dad brought us here for family picnics.”

      “Us? You and Seb? Your handsome, rich, real estate mogul, playboy brother with the young, beautiful girlfriends.”

      Charlie chuckled and raised a wry eyebrow. “I see you do keep up with social gossip.”

      Missy flushed. “It’s not like I’ve being spying on your family. Sometimes it’s hard to not hear things.”

      “Touché. The big difference between Seb and myself is I do what I can to avoid personal publicity, and he does all he can to get as much as possible.”

      “Are you not on good terms?”

      “Yeah, we are. We might be chalk and cheese but we were very close growing up and, even if we don’t see each other much these days, we get along when we do.”

      “I know a bit about your dad, but I don’t remember you mentioning your mother.”

      “She died when I was nine and Seb thirteen. Around the same ages my kids were when they lost their mother.”

      “It’s a hard age to lose a parent, isn’t it? I mean it’s never good, but worse I think when you’re old enough to remember them, but still a kid. Did your Dad remarry?” She set her mug down, broke off a piece of muffin and put it in her mouth.

      Charlie sighed. “Yeah. He met Suzie about six years after Mum died, and they married a couple of years later when I was seventeen. I was really glad. Dad was on his own a lot, especially as Seb and I were getting older and had our own lives. He changed when he met Suzie. She was so full of life and fun. It was like he was ten years younger again.”

      “Where’s Suzie now?” She took another bite of her muffin.

      “Five years after they married, she died while she was away on holiday. Dad was devastated. It was a ghastly business. I don’t think he ever fully recovered. Benny was born the following year, and that bucked him up a bit, and he adored Etty when she came along. Then, when Etty was four, he was diagnosed with cancer and died two years later.”

      “Oh my God, that’s terrible. How awful! Your poor Dad, widowed twice. You and your brother losing two mothers. Your kids never knowing their grandmothers, losing their grandfather when they were still so young and now losing their mother as well. Such a lot of tragedy.”

      Missy took a drink of her coffee to help her swallow the mouthful of muffin which seemed to be stuck, then wrapped the rest of the muffin in its wrapper and put it on the bench next to Charlie’s untouched one.

      “I don’t know how Dad would have managed without Audrey. I know she can be a bit of a funny old stick at times, but she looked after Dad as though he was the most important person in the world. She got on well with Mum, and she couldn’t have made Suzy feel more welcome in the family. They became real friends, and she was devastated as well when Suzy died. Anyway, if you’ve finished breakfast, I have something to show you.”

      After packing up their leftovers and each discreetly relieving themselves behind a bush while the other kept lookout, Charlie led Missy down the other side of the hill. In less time than it had taken to climb up, they were back on level ground. Turning down a small track, they followed a ringlock and barbed wire fence until they reached a gate bearing a warning sign.

      “There’s an old, abandoned mine in there,” Charlie explained. “It’s very dangerous. There’s a few open shafts, some full of water, and the ground is unstable. It’s a good place to stay away from. Anyway, we’re not going in. Come on, through these bushes here. We’re nearly there.”

      They skirted around the old mine and came out into a small olive grove consisting of six trees in a circle.

      “My dad planted this,” Charlie said proudly.

      “Really?” Missy was surprised. “Why an olive grove in the middle of… well… nowhere, really, I guess?”

      “This land used to be part of the mine site, and was severely degraded. Mum and Dad hiked through here a lot before we were born, and this is where we came for picnics. The mine was already defunct long before, and it was a flat open spot and hardly anyone else ever came here. It was kind of their special place. After she died, Dad wanted to create a memorial to her. She had Greek heritage and olive trees are very hardy and don’t require a lot of water, so they were perfect. He asked the council for permission to put the olive grove in, and they said he could if he rehabilitated the natural bush around it as well, which he did. It’s only this small area, probably not much more than an acre or so. Seb and I helped. We spent a lot of weekends up here. It took a couple of years before it was finally finished, and then we came sometimes for picnics, for Mum’s birthday, stuff like that. Now, come and see this.”

      He led her into the middle of the trees where another bench had been installed. A copper plaque was attached to the middle of the backrest. Missy read the inscription out loud:

      “This bench is dedicated to the memory of John Charles Roberts. 1947 – 2011. Oh, how beautiful. I’m sure your Dad would love it. Did you put it here?”

      “No,” Charlie replied, sitting down, and patting next to him for Missy to sit, too. “Audrey organised it and paid for it. After Suzy died, Audrey took over looking after Dad again, as she had after Mum died. Honestly, the woman is a saint. I can’t remember a time in my life that she wasn’t in it somewhere, helping my family. When Dad was diagnosed with cancer, she insisted on nursing him. I think she still felt incredibly grateful he’d given her a job when he did, and I think she felt guilty about Suzy’s death. Not that it was in any way her fault. But they were on holiday together when it happened, and I think she couldn’t help blaming herself. When Dad got sick, she moved into his house and nursed him until the end. Dad made me promise that when he was gone, I’d employ her as my PA until she retires. I guess our family has as big a debt to her, probably bigger, than the one she feels she owes us. I wanted to tell you this, so you would understand why she has a special place in our family, and why I asked you to not be rude to her.”

      “I’m sorry,” Missy apologised, mortified by her treatment of Mrs Chisholm now she knew her history. “Where’s Mr Chisholm? You haven’t mentioned him.”

      Charlie chuckled. “There is no Mr Chisholm. Never was. Audrey adopted the ‘Mrs’, many, many years ago to avoid any gossip about Dad and his young secretary. To be honest, I doubt there would have been any anyway. Dad was very much in love with Mum when Audrey started working for him, and was too distraught for a few years after her death to think of any other woman. Then he met Suzy and married her. If there was going to be any shenanigans between Dad and Audrey it would had to have been after Suzy’s death, but there was certainly nothing like that as long as I was living at home. Besides, I don’t think Audrey was ever interested in men—or women. Just her bugs.”

      Missy laughed. “Yes. She told me she wanted to be an entomologist but her father wouldn’t let her go to university. She told me she keeps some now as pets.”

      Charlie nodded. “Believe it or not, she has quite an impressive insect zoo at her place. And she’s named them all. Or most of them. I think she has more than bugs—a few reptiles as well, maybe—but I’ve never wanted to find out for sure.”

      Missy looked astonished. “Really? Gosh, I would never have guessed.”

      “No,” Charlie agreed. “You can’t judge a book by its cover as they say. Anyway, I wanted to show you this, and thought the walk would do you good, but we should probably start heading back. Don’t look like that.” He laughed. “We don’t have to go back over the hill. We can go around from here.”
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      Despite her initial trepidation about hiking, Missy loved it, and decided going for long walks with her Daddy was something she’d like to do a lot more of. They picked up some groceries on the way home and, after changing into her Daddy’s girl outfit, she prepared a quick lunch.

      She heated up some Bolognese sauce she’d made during the week, boiled some pasta, threw some salad greens into a bowl, added an avocado and some sun-dried tomatoes with a bit of their oil for dressing, and put out the crusty French stick they’d brought home, and some butter.

      “I feel like we should be drinking wine with it,” she said wistfully as they sat down to eat.

      “Have you drunk during the week?” Charlie asked, knowing she hadn’t asked permission at any time. She shook her head. “And can you drink now?”

      “No. I’m not allowed to drink while I’m with Daddy. But I never, or hardly ever, see you when I am allowed to drink.”

      Charlie took a mouthful of bread and butter and chewed it slowly and thoughtfully. “That’s true. I’m glad you aren’t drinking as much, though. Aren’t you?”

      “I guess so,” Missy answered truthfully. It meant she wasn’t making an arse out of herself anywhere near as frequently, and she wasn’t missing the hangovers. “I wouldn’t mind having one or two glasses of wine sometimes, though.”

      “Well, you know you’re allowed to ask me, don’t you?”

      “Yes, but I thought you might be cross if I did.”

      Charlie smiled at her. “I’m not cross with you, little girl. I want to look after you and protect you, including from yourself if necessary.”

      Missy’s insides turned to liquid goo, slowing down the butterflies that had started flitting around.

      “I tell you what. Since you’ve been such a good girl, I’ll give you permission to have wine with your dinner tonight if you’d like to. But no more than two glasses, okay? And wine glasses, that is, not tumblers.”

      Missy felt a wave of emotion flooding her. She’d stopped thinking about wine. All she wanted now was to be in Charlie’s arms being kissed into a coma by him. She wriggled on her chair, feeling the ache of desire and the gush of wetness. She was more than ready for this gorgeous man to take possession of her body. The sooner the better. There was no denying he’d already taken possession of her heart.

      “Well, precious, I’d best get going. I promised to spend this afternoon with the kids,” Charlie said when they’d finished clearing up after lunch and spent thirty minutes running through her weekly tasks, food diary, and now an exercise diary as well, beginning with at least a brisk thirty minute walk every day. “Come and sit on my knee and give me a cuddle before I go.”

      Missy didn’t need to be asked twice. She’d had such a lovely morning with her Daddy, and she’d probably have to wait another week before they could have another session. She wasn’t ready for this one to end. Surely another thirty minutes wouldn’t hurt, and she knew exactly how she wanted to spend every second of that time.

      Snuggling into him, she pressed herself against his body and allowed her hand to caress his chest. She felt him tense as a shiver ran through him. He wasn’t immune to her then. Emboldened, she raised her head and pressed her lips against his slightly salty neck, breathing in his masculine aroma. He stiffened more, but didn’t move. She kissed him under his ear, and slid her other arm up and around his neck. Then pushed herself up to be level with his mouth.

      “Melissa Jane,” he growled.

      “What, Daddy?” she whispered, feigning ignorance.

      She rubbed her breasts against his chest and felt him harden beneath her.

      “Stop it,” he warned again.

      “But Daddy. I only want a little kiss,” she simpered, hiding a smile of triumph as she took her hand from around his neck and slid it under her. As she cupped her hand over the large bulge in his jeans and pressed gently, he pushed her off his knee, and then pulled her back over it and flipped up her skirt. Missy was indignantly squealing and wriggling, but Charlie was too strong. Hooking one leg over hers to hold them down, and grabbing one flailing arm by the wrist and pressing it against her back, he immobilised her.

      “I’ve told you, Daddy doesn’t have sex with his Little girl, and you are deliberately trying to provoke me. Let’s see if you enjoy this reason for my taking your panties down.” So saying he grabbed them by the waistband and yanked them far enough to expose her bottom.”

      “No, Daddy. I’m sorry. I don’t want you to spank me. Please. I won’t do it again.”

      But Charlie was not going to be swayed by apologies or promises of better behaviour in the future. Nor was he going to allow Missy to retain the slightest misconception that he was anything less than deadly serious about his decree. His hand came down hard and fast over and over, covering her whole rapidly reddening bottom.

      “Ow, Daddy! Ow. You’re hurting me,” Missy cried out, desperately struggling to get out of the way of the swats. The spanking stopped, and Missy could hear him breathing hard as he rubbed her burning cheeks. He pulled her panties back up.

      “Come here,” he said, his voice gentle again. He helped her up and tried to sit her on his knee, but she jumped up, rubbing her bottom and glared at him.

      “You are horrid. That was so unfair. I only wanted to kiss you, and you spanked me!”

      Charlie stood up, too, the colour drained from his face. His mouth was tight and one eye had developed a small twitch in the corner as he squinted them at her.

      “I told you from the start our relationship would not involve sex. I would be your Daddy and act as a mentor and protector, but that would be all. I never misled you and you agreed to it. I didn’t spank you for trying to kiss me, but for disobeying me when you’ve been warned about this already.”

      “I don’t care. I hate you. Go away. I never want to see you again,” Missy yelled on the verge of tears.

      The blood rushed back into Charlie’s face, instantly turning it from pale to the colour of her chastised cheeks.

      “That is up to you,” he said quietly and coldly. “I’m going now as you request. I shall give you a couple of days to think about what you want, and you can let me know what you decide. I think you know what to do if you want to call an end to our relationship. I’ll wait to hear from you.”

      “Well, you won’t hear from me. I always knew you were a horrid, horrid man. I’m glad you’re going.”

      But Charlie had already left. Missy rushed to the door in time to see his car driving down the street. A feeling of desolation like she’d never experienced before overwhelmed her, and she closed the door and ran to her bedroom, throwing herself onto her bed, sobbing uncontrollably and calling him every nasty name she could think of. Angry and miserable, she pulled a blanket over her head, and cried herself to sleep.

      Three days later, she couldn’t bear it any longer. Charlie had been true to his word and left her alone to think about what she truly wanted. With each passing day the pain was becoming increasingly unbearable as she hated him less and missed him more. What was irrefutable now was she had never loved J.D. She had been peeved when he broke up with her, but not broken-hearted as she was now. This was a far worse pain than a thousand spankings.

      Why? she scolded herself. Why had she been so stupid? She knew without a doubt she would rather live forever never kissing Charlie but having him as her Daddy, than live for a week without him in her life. Would he ever want anything further to do with her now, though? She’d been rude and behaved abominably. She’d told him she hated him. But the fear of rejection wasn’t as strong as the pain of separation. She had to try. With shaking fingers, she brought up his mobile number and sent him a text: D

      Her phone rang before she had chance to put it down.

      “What is it, precious?” she heard him say in his beautiful baritone voice, and she burst into tears again, but this time they were tears of relief and happiness.

      “I’m sorry, Daddy. I don’t hate you, and I don’t want you to go away. Please don’t leave me,” she babbled.

      “Hush, baby. Hush. I know you don’t hate me, and I’m not going to leave you. Ever. I promise. You belong to me. We both know that. And if anyone thinks we have an odd relationship, I don’t care. I’m your Daddy and you’re my Little girl, and nothing is ever going to change that. Okay.”

      Missy giggled and hiccoughed through her tears, clamping her teeth together to stop them chattering but then having to open them to reply.

      “Yes, Daddy. I’m so happy you don’t hate me.”

      “Of course I don’t hate you, precious girl. Listen. I have to go, but come for dinner on Saturday night. I’ll even cook for you, and the kids will be home. It will give you a chance to get to know them a bit. Shall I pick you up at six? Would you like that?”

      “Yes. Oh, yes. I would love to come, but I’m going out with Bobo and Roddy in the afternoon. Is it okay if I come over after? I won’t be later than seven. Oh, and Daddy? Can I have another glass of wine tonight, please? To celebrate.”

      She heard him chuckle. “All right, But only one. I’ll have one, too, and think of you.”

      Finally able to breathe properly again after righting things with Charlie, Missy went to bed early, hugging her T-shirt to herself. He had told her she couldn’t have sex with him, but not that she couldn’t have sex with herself while thinking about him. She smiled as she slipped her hand under the covers.
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      As Charlie opened the door to her, Missy’s heart jumped into her throat, its now standard reaction whenever she saw him. He was freshly showered, and had shaved, leaving no more than a dark shadow. She could smell the intoxicating potpourri of aromas as he hugged her against his cute apron.

      “Hi, precious,” he said, nuzzling her hair.

      “Hi, Dad… Charlie. Oops,” she said and giggled, her heart full of happiness to be in his arms again, even if for no more than a platonic, welcoming hello. “Something smells good.”

      Releasing her, he closed the door and led her into a kitchen strewn with pots and knives and vegetable parings. Missy sat at the breakfast bar and watched Charlie layering circles of sliced vegetables in a round baking dish.

      “What are you making? It looks delicious. Can I help with anything?”

      “It’s called briam. Maggie used to make it brilliantly and the kids loved it. I haven’t tried it before, but hopefully, they’ll like mine too. Pretty much everything is done, and I’ve laid the table. Unfortunately, I rather underestimated the preparation time. It’s going to be another hour once I get it in the oven, so I hope you won’t die of starvation in the meantime.”

      He looked ruefully at her from under his eyebrows and her heart lurched. Charlie Roberts might be a powerful executive producer in the entertainment world, but at home he was a sweetly vulnerable dad trying to do something nice for his bereaved family. He smiled.

      “I think I could use a glass of wine right about now, if you’d like to join me. Perhaps you could pour them. There’s a Sav Blanc cooling in the fridge, and some glasses over there.” He pointed an oily finger towards a cupboard. “We have a bit of time to ourselves. The kids aren’t due back from Nick’s for a while. I don’t think they have much faith in my cooking—not that I blame them, by the way—so Etty rang to see what time dinner would actually be, clearly placing little faith in the time I’d given them before. I said I was running late and it was okay if they stayed at Nick’s a bit longer.”

      “They have such a beautiful house here,” Missy mused. “How come they seem to spend their time at Nick’s place? What’s the big attraction there?”

      Charlie sighed. “It’s not so much what’s there as what’s not there, namely me. And memories.”

      Missy felt a stab in her gut as though it was her own pain he’d revealed.

      “I’m sorry. I don’t have any kids of my own, but I imagine it must be incredibly hurtful to be estranged from them. I mean if they are avoiding you.”

      He nodded. “It is, but there’s not much I can do about it except be patient.” He opened the oven door and put the baking dish in. “That’s on now. Let me clean this mess and then we can take our drinks outside for a while. I don’t think it’s too cold, and I have a spare jacket if you need one.”

      It wasn’t too cold. A thick bank of clouds was helping keep the day’s warmth locked in, but it had thoughtfully left a clear path for the waxing moon to shine its silver light into the garden.

      “Warm enough?” Charlie asked, as he and Missy sat on the patio chairs and gazed at the moonlight shimmering on the pool.

      “Perfect,” Missy said, catching his eye, so he’d know she meant more than the temperature.

      “Indeed,” he agreed softly, reaching over to touch her face. “So, we haven’t had a chance to have a catch-up about how the casting is going. I think our meeting to run through who you’re putting up is in about ten days, isn’t it? But I thought we could have an informal chat about how it’s going while we’ve got the opportunity.”

      “It’s going well, I think. I should warn you I’ve got Bobo in mind for Mr Green. I know he’s my friend, but he’s also a very fine actor, so I hope you can see past my friendship with him and…”

      “Whoa,” Charlie said with a laugh, holding his hand up to stop her. “I know Bobo is your friend but I also know he’s got more than enough ability to take that part and make it something special. If you hadn’t suggested him, I would have done. We’ll still have to go through the process, but you won’t hear any objections from me if Bobo wants to audition. Who else have you got in mind?”

      Missy had been working hard on the project and was pretty happy and confident with where she was at, but she also knew that Charlie had much he could teach her. She was greedy for that knowledge, and as he’d promised to mentor her, she had no compunction about quizzing him. Sitting in a comfy chair in the moonlight, sipping wine and listening to Charlie’s sublime baritone talking about the industry they both loved, Missy couldn’t think of a more heavenly way to spend her Saturday evening. Well, maybe one way, but Charlie had put his foot down, the one she’d previously vomited on, and made it clear that if she wanted to keep seeing him, she had to accept a physical relationship was out of bounds.

      The sound of a car arriving out front of the house interrupted them. Charlie jumped up and held his hand out to Missy.

      “Either they’re early, or I should probably have checked the dinner by now. Come on.”

      They arrived in the kitchen at the same time as three teenagers and two dogs piled in the front door and joined them seconds later.

      “Ah. Excellent timing.” Charlie greeted them with a smile, only a faint shadow in his eyes betraying his uncertainty and fear of rejection.

      Missy noted that Etty smiled back, and Nick went straight up to Charlie to take a closer look at the dish he’d removed from the oven and was poking ruefully with a knife.

      “Might be a bit overdone, I think,” Charlie ventured.

      “It’ll probably taste okay, though, Mr R,” Nick replied.

      “Thanks, Nick.” Charlie looked grateful. “I guess we can always send out for pizza if it doesn’t.”

      “I’m going to wash up,” Etty said, and left, Nick following not far behind.

      Meanwhile, Missy had caught Benny’s eye.

      “Hey,” she said.

      “Hey.” He looked uncomfortable but not unfriendly, so she moved closer and patted the dogs that had collapsed at his feet.

      “How have you been?” she asked.

      “Yeah. Good.”

      “Rescued anyone else from spiders?” She was gratified to see him smile as he shook his head.

      “You going to wash up, too, Benny?” Charlie asked. “I’m ready to put the food on the table.”

      Benny glared at him, then gave Missy that same look he’d given her before as he left the room. She took it to mean, What are you doing with this guy?

      By the time Benny returned and joined them at the table, Charlie was helping Missy serve herself, and Etty and Nick were deep in conversation. Missy had discreetly eavesdropped for a few seconds to see if there would be an opportunity for her to join in, but tuned out when she heard the words “pixelated at the Planck length”. She had no idea what that was, but was fairly sure there wouldn’t be a simple explanation. She turned her attention instead to Benny who was scooping some briam from the dish and dropping it disdainfully onto his plate.

      “Would you like some bread?” Missy asked, offering him the plate.

      He took four pieces. “Thanks. I’ll probably need them. This muck looks inedible.”

      Missy had already tried it. It was a bit dry, a bit burnt, and a bit chewy but, while the ‘delicious’ she’d used to describe it to Charlie might have been an exaggeration, she thought ‘inedible’ was equally far from the mark.

      “It’s nice,” she said, as a compromise. “Try it. Your dad went to a lot of trouble.”

      “Well, no-one asked him to,” Benny snapped. He put a forkful in his mouth, then spat it back onto his plate. “Tastes like dog shit.”

      “Benny!” Charlie scolded.

      “What?” Benny’s voice had risen and Missy could see him shaking as he stood up. “Why would you even cook this? You can’t cook for shit. This was Mum’s dish. Not yours. You had no right to make it. She should be here doing it, and it’s only because of you that she isn’t. I hate you. I’m not spending another night under the same roof.”

      He pushed his plate onto the floor and all but ran from the room, grabbing his backpack on the way out the front door.

      “Benny! Benny!” Charlie yelled, about to go after him.

      “Let me go,” Missy said. “You clean up. He might talk to me.”

      Without waiting for an answer she ran out after Benny and his dogs.

      “Wait,” she called, seeing them at the end of the drive. “Wait.”

      He turned, but didn’t stop. Running as fast as she could, and grateful to be wearing flat shoes, she caught up with him not far down the road.

      “Benny. Stop. Where are you going?”

      “Anywhere.” He kept walking, not looking at her, but she could hear the break in his voice and didn’t need to see his face to know he was crying.

      “Listen, mate,” she said, putting her hand on his arm so he would stop. “You can’t sleep on the street, but I get that you don’t want to be around your dad. How about coming to my place? You can bring Brie and Stilton. Stay the night, and come with me tomorrow to visit my sister. She’s got an animal rescue farm not far out of town. Brie and Stilton will love it. There’s dogs there for them to play with and lots of exciting smells. They’ll have a ball.”

      “No. I…” Benny began, but Missy interrupted him.

      “Nope. I’m not taking ‘no’ for an answer. You can’t sleep on the street and it’s not fair on the dogs. You wait here while I get my car, and we can pick up some food for all of us on the way home. How about I get you pizza? Or a burger, if you’d prefer. And some tins of something for these guys.” She leaned over to pat each of the dogs.

      Benny shuffled his feet and looked up and down the street, as though undecided which way to go. Missy pounced.

      “Don’t move. Stay exactly where you are while I fetch my car. I’ll be back in a flash. Okay? You’ll like my sister’s place. You like animals, don’t you?”

      “Better than people,” Benny replied in a surly voice.

      “Okay. Don’t move.”
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      “Have a good day?” Missy smiled at Benny in the passenger seat.

      He nodded and returned her smile, then dipped his head to the exhausted canines on the back seat. “The dogs look like they’ll sleep for a week.”

      Missy chuckled, switching on her headlights as evening began to close in. “They barely stopped all day. I’m not surprised they’re tired. I am too. How about you?”

      Benny grinned. “I am pretty tired. But I could have stayed longer.”

      “I’m happy to take you anytime you want to go,” Missy offered. “And Shona said you’re welcome to turn up whenever; you don’t need to wait for an invitation. I know she means it. It’s a lot of work looking after all those animals and five kids, so she’s always glad of help. She and Dave really appreciated you being there today. You worked like a Trojan.”

      “Is Shona older or younger than you?”

      “Younger. She’s the youngest of the four of us. I’m second youngest. I have another sister I don’t see often, and a brother who lives overseas. Mum and Dad don’t live far from Shona. I visit them whenever I can, but I’m generally too busy to go often.”

      “Do you get on with all your family?”

      Missy shrugged. “I get on best with Shona. We hung around a lot together when we were growing up. Like you and Etty. But I suppose we all get on okay when we’re together—which isn’t often these days.”

      Benny yawned.

      “Have a sleep if you want,” Missy said. “It’ll take us close to two hours to get back to your place. I imagine you’re looking forward to getting home, having a shower and hopping into your own bed. I don’t suppose my couch was that comfortable last night.”

      “I never want to go home again,” Benny spat. “I would happily have slept on the street last night, so your couch was better than that. Thanks for letting me sleep there, by the way. And for taking me today. Believe me if I had anywhere else to go, I wouldn’t be going to that house with that man.”

      “That man?” Missy was shocked. “You mean your dad?”

      “I’d rather not be reminded of that.”

      “Why? Can you tell me? I don’t know your dad very well, but he seems nice. And popular. People like him.”

      “That’s because they don’t know the truth. I hate him.” Benny’s voice cracked, and he quickly cleared his throat to cover it. Missy could see how stiff and tense his body was as he turned away from her to look out the side window.

      She drove in silence, allowing him to collect himself, sensing he was perilously close to tears and struggling not to break down in front of her.

      “There’s some mints in the glove box,” she said when his breathing had calmed and his body relaxed. “Would you mind getting one for me, please? Have one yourself.”

      Benny changed his position so he was facing the front again, and retrieved the bag of mints. He held it out to Missy so she could take one, then took one himself before replacing the bag and closing the glove box. Missy sucked in silence for a little while then reopened the conversation.

      “If you’d like someone to talk to, Benny—I mean about your dad and stuff—I’m happy to listen. And I’m very good at keeping secrets.” She turned to him and smiled. “Promise. I won’t say anything to him you don’t want me to.”

      “You should stay away from him. Right away. I told you already. He’s dangerous. He might not seem like it to you, but you shouldn’t trust him.”

      Missy’s brow creased and she scrunched her mouth. In the short time she’d been getting to know Charlie, she’d seen nothing to help her understand Benny’s warning.

      “Has he hurt you?” she asked, utterly unprepared for Benny’s reply.

      “He’s a murderer,” he announced with grim conviction.

      “Benny!” Missy swung to look at him, momentarily forgetting she was driving a car. She jerked her attention back to the front in time to realise she was drifting across the road, and wrenched the steering wheel to pull the car back onto the right side of the road. The sudden change of direction bounced Benny around.

      “Geez. Sorry,” Missy said breathlessly when she had the car back under control. “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah. I’m fine. What happened?”

      “You told me your father is a murderer. I did not see that coming.”

      “Well, he is. He killed Mum. Don’t believe that bullshit story about it being suicide. It wasn’t suicide.”

      “Why on earth would you think that?” Missy still couldn’t believe Benny was serious, but as she kept glancing his way, being careful not to take her eyes off the road again for more than an instant, she couldn’t see any sign in his face that he was anything but deadly serious.

      “I don’t think it; I know it.” Benny’s voice was becoming surly.

      “Okay. But it’s not something that had even crossed my mind,” Missy replied hurriedly, not wanting him to shut down without offering an explanation for his accusation. “That doesn’t mean I don’t believe you. Why do you think that’s what happened?”

      “There’s no way Mum would have killed herself. She had no reason to. And there was us, Etty and me. She wouldn’t have done that to us. I know she wouldn’t.”

      “I’m sure she loved you, but sometimes people do things which are hard to understand,” Missy said gently.

      “But she said she was going to take Etty and me on a holiday to Europe next year, to Greece and Italy and France. She promised she would, and we’d all been saving, and planning the trip and everything. You don’t believe me, do you?” he added bitterly after Missy didn’t respond. “I should have known.”

      “Honestly, Benny, it’s not that I don’t believe you; it’s a shock, that’s all.” Neither spoke for a moment. “But why do you think it was your dad?” Missy asked at last, breaking the pregnant silence.

      “We went out for dinner that night. Mum didn’t come. She was going to, then suddenly decided to stay home. I reckon Dad told her not to come. While we were out, Dad pretended to get a message and says he has to go to the office. Etty and I stayed at the restaurant. About an hour later, he came back.  Shortly after he got a phone call saying Mum was dead.”

      “That doesn’t prove your dad had anything to do with it, though, does it?”

      Benny scowled at her. “Maybe not. But how about this. The CCTV was turned off, so no one could prove he’d gone back home. Why was it off? Bit of a coincidence, I reckon. Do you still think I’m crazy? I just need to find some proof.”

      “I truly haven’t ever thought you were crazy, and at least now I understand why you are so angry with your dad. Look, how about this. If you go home now, and stay there and try not to get into too many fights with him, I’ll help you investigate your mother’s death and we’ll see if we can find out what really happened. Okay?”

      “Yeah, sure. How are we going to do that?” Benny scoffed.

      Missy took a deep breath and exhaled loudly. “To be honest, I have no idea. But at least let me try. I’ll see if I can find out anything. Will you at least promise me you won’t run away or do anything else rash for a little while, and we’ll talk about this again really soon. Okay?”

      “Would you really try and help me prove Dad did it?” Benny asked, sounding surprised.

      “If that’s what happened. Promise. Cross my heart,” Missy replied, her voice as serious as her words.

      “You’ll run straight to Dad and tell him, won’t you?”

      Missy took her eyes off the road long enough to glance at him. Poor kid. She could see how much he was suffering. She reached out and patted his knee.

      “I won’t. Promise.” She put her hand back on the steering wheel and focused on the road ahead. “Look. If you’re right, we wouldn’t want him to know we’re onto him, and if you’re wrong, there’s no point upsetting him, hey? And if we ask him and he denies it, you wouldn’t believe him, would you? No. There’s no point saying anything to him for the moment. We’ll keep it to ourselves, eh?”

      They nodded to each other to seal their pact, and Missy could see the gratitude in Benny’s eyes. As though his burden had been transferred to Missy, the tension left his body. It took only a few minutes of silence before his eyelids drooped, and he slept until he was awoken, when Missy turned into his drive, by Brie and Stilton jumping around in the back seat, excited to be home.

      “Okay?” Missy asked. “Would you like me to come in with you?”

      “Nah. Thanks. I’m fine. Nick and Etty are here.” He nodded to Nick’s car. “And you said Dad wouldn’t be here, didn’t you?”

      Missy nodded. “Yeah. I haven’t spoken to him since last night when I rang to say you were with me and we were going to Shona’s today, but he said then he’d most likely be out, and for me to call him when we were home. I think he might be going to swing by mine. And don’t worry; I promise I won’t say anything.”

      Benny got out and opened the back door to let his dogs out, then stuck his head back in the passenger door. “Thanks again. It was awesome, eh?”

      Missy smiled. “It was. Thanks for coming with me, and for staying over last night. You’re welcome anytime you feel the need to get away from your place for a while. And we’ll organise another visit to Shona’s soon. Would you like that?”

      “For sure. That would be sweet. Okay then. Bye.”

      “One more thing, Benny. If all the evidence shows your mum did take her own life, and there is nothing to incriminate your dad, will you agree to accept his innocence?”

      “That won’t happen.” His face darkened.

      “But if it does?”

      For a moment, it looked as though he was going to walk away without replying, then he shrugged. “Okay. Fair’s fair. If you can convince me Dad had nothing to do with it, I’ll accept it.”

      Missy smiled. “Cool.”

      “That won’t happen, though,” Benny threw back at her as he headed for the house.

      Missy watched him go. He did look lighter since he’d confided his suspicions about his father, and she wasn’t surprised. She now felt weighed down by her dark secret. She couldn’t share it with Charlie; she’d promised not to, and she couldn’t be sure doing so wouldn’t make things worse instead of better. She would have to come up with some sort of strategy, though—either a way to prove Charlie’s innocence or to at least convince Benny of it. But how?

      I’ve dropped Benny off. On my way home, she texted Charlie, and was surprised by an instantaneous response: Ok. See you shortly lg. Dx.

      Putting her car into gear and heading for home, Missy decided to spend the trip wrestling with her problem and then put it out of her mind while she was with Charlie. Would that be possible though, now his own son had accused him of murder?
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      Once home, Missy showered and changed into the Little outfit Charlie had given her to wear when he was with her as her Daddy. She didn’t feel in the mood, and considered throwing on an old, baggy pair of pants and a shapeless jumper instead, but couldn’t face the thought of having to explain to him why she’d done so. His text had told her he considered this a Daddy session.

      Nor was she sufficiently convinced that Benny’s accusation held any truth for her to risk ruining her relationship with Charlie. In the end, she wore the ‘Spank me’ panties, the little skirt and the ‘Daddy’s Girl’ T-shirt, but paced nervously around the house chewing her fingernails until she heard the knock on her door.

      Half-expecting to be confronted by a monster clumsily disguised as Charlie, Missy opened the door a crack so she could peer around at the man on her doorstep. Immediately, the image of a murdering fiend was expunged from her brain as she was again awe-struck by how divine this man was in person. Tall, strong, handsome, and with eyes filled with warmth, he pushed his way in and caught her in his arms, hugging her tight and lifting her off the ground.

      “I missed our session today, little girl,” he murmured against her hair, kissing her above her ear. “Close the door.” Still holding her off the floor, he moved so she could push it shut before carrying her into the living room, sliding her off him, taking hold of her hands and squeezing them.

      “Thank you for rescuing Benny. It was such a lovely thing to do. I’m sorry if he put you to any trouble.” He looked so grateful and concerned, Missy forgot to be wary of him, wanting only to ease his pain.

      “You don’t have to thank me. Benny is a nice kid, easy to be around, and I wanted to visit Shona anyway. We all had a great day.”

      Pulling her into his arms, he hugged her again, setting her heart fluttering. As she wrapped her arms around his waist and lay her head on his chest, he spoke over her head, his voice cracking with sadness.

      “I have no idea what to do about Benny. We used to be such good friends, though you might find that difficult to believe looking at us now. Did he say anything? I know he blames me for Maggie’s death. I wish I could find a way to explain it wasn’t my fault without saying anything against her.”

      Benny had seemed so certain his father had killed his mother, yet everything Missy knew about Charlie screamed to her that he was not a man who could kill his wife or hurt his family. She tightened her hold on him wishing she could hug away his torment. With her face pressed against him, she could feel his chest rising and falling and hear the beating of his heart. He was no longer the distant and aloof Mr Roberts; he was Charlie, Daddy, a successful but tenderhearted man suffering the pain of losing his wife in dreadful circumstances and now having his beloved son turning against him.

      In a flash, Missy understood why she’d always thought she detested Charlie Roberts. She’d claimed, despite Bobo’s insisting she was wrong, that he was a horrible, arrogant man. But that wasn’t why. She’d been protecting herself. Even from a distance, she had sensed this was the man who could permeate her being and take over her heart and soul. Believing there was no way Charlie Roberts would ever notice her, she’d protected herself by maintaining that she despised him, but as he raised one hand to stroke her hair, she had, at last, to admit the truth. She loved him. Without even realising it, she had been waiting for him her whole life and, were she to be parted from him now, she would wait to be reunited with him no matter how many lifetimes that took. She could no more stop loving him than she could stop breathing. If Benny was right and Charlie had killed Maggie, well then, Missy would have no choice but to accept that she loved a murderer. But she didn’t believe Benny was right. She had to show him how wrong he was.

      “Poor Daddy,” she said, leaning back in his arms so she could see his face, her own sad frown mirroring his. Her face felt oddly frozen, and speaking was difficult, but she forced her mouth to form her words through chattering teeth. “Benny is confused, is all. He’s still devastated by the loss of his mother and can’t accept she would deliberately leave him, so he has to blame someone else. I don’t know if I can help, but I’m going to try. He seems open to the idea of spending more time with me, and has promised to try not to be so hostile towards you. You might have to give him more time.”

      Charlie’s arms tightened around her, like a man adrift in a sea of pain happening upon a life raft. His neck was taut and his face drawn, his lips quivering as his eyes, even darker than usual, roamed her face before settling on her mouth.

      Like conjoined twins, separated only from the chest up, their bodies were moulded together, and Missy stopped breathing as the moment for their first kiss arrived—and passed. With a wretched groan, Charlie enclosed her head in his elbow as he held her against him and laid his head on hers.

      “Bless you, precious,” he whispered into her hair; then, with a deep inhalation, he stood them both up and put her away from him. “We’d better get to work now, little girl. I had planned to spend a lot more of today with you. I am so grateful you spent it with Benny instead, but it hasn’t left us much time. Have you eaten? Shall I send out for takeaway? We need to go through your diaries, too, and set your tasks for the week.”

      “Let me make dinner. You can look at my diaries while I do that, if you want?”

      As she busied herself in the kitchen making a quick vegetable stir fry, they discussed her work, diet and exercise—all of which she’d carefully kept under control, and Charlie set her goals for the following week while they ate.

      “I’m thrilled with how you’re doing, you know, little girl,” he said when they’d finished eating and cleaned up. “You’ve made real changes in these few short weeks, haven’t you?”

      Missy nodded, blushed with pleasure, and looked at the floor. “I have. I feel like I’m really getting my focus back. I have you to thank for that, Daddy.”

      “You are the one who has put in the work. Unless you have something else to do, how would you like to take the rest of the evening off and watch TV with me for a little while as a reward before I go home.”

      “Yes please, Daddy.” She didn’t want him to go home, ever, but she wasn’t going to spoil this close moment, not after what had happened last week.

      “Before we do,” he said, as though he’d read her thoughts, “we need to talk.” He sat them both on the couch, and she waited for him to speak as he silently tucked her hair behind her ear and stroked her cheek. He smiled. “Relax, precious. You look so serious.”

      “I don’t know what you’re going to say.”

      He inhaled and exhaled noisily, then scrunched his lips. “I want you to know I am really enjoying our relationship, being your Daddy and taking care of you.”

      “Me too,” she whispered.

      He looked over her head, and she could see he was struggling. She put her hand to his cheek. Taking it in his, he brushed it over his lips then held it in his lap, his lips quivering into a small sad smile.

      “I’ve already told you it can’t be more than it is now. I need to know you accept that. It’s not that there is anyone else. There isn’t. I don’t want any more than I have with you. Do you believe that? And is it enough for you? I will understand if it isn’t. I know it must seem odd.”

      “I don’t understand,” Missy replied honestly. “But I am certain I would rather have what we do have than have nothing at all. I don’t want you to leave me.”

      “That is not going to happen. I promise,” he growled.

      She sighed. “Then I can accept things as they are.”

      He held her tightly to him, burying his face in her hair. “Good. Then let’s watch TV.”

      They found a comedy, and she curled up next to him, her head on his shoulder, cocooned in a shroud of warm happiness with his arms wrapped protectively around her.

      When it was time for him to leave, he held her hand as she walked him to the door.

      “That was fun,” he said with a wide grin. “I haven’t laughed so much for ages. I think it did me good.”

      Missy chuckled. “My cheeks are sore.” Their eyes met as they both caught her unintended ambiguity at the same moment, and then they collapsed into giggles as he pulled her into his arms.

      “I love that we have a similar sense of humour,” he said, still chuckling. “Even if it is a bit warped.”

      “Me too.”

      He kissed the top of her head. “I’m going to be very busy this week, but you can contact me anytime if you need me. You know that.”

      Missy nodded. “Yes, Daddy.”

      “But keep next Sunday free. I want to spend the whole day with you. And I have something special planned. Okay, little girl?”

      “Oh, yes, Daddy.” Missy couldn’t help bouncing a little with excitement.

      “Excellent. Well, work hard till then. Don’t forget the casting meeting is coming up. It’s important we get the cast locked in and start rehearsals. They’ll be rushed enough as it is. If you have any problems or questions, you can call me anytime.”

      “I will, Daddy. Thank you.”

      “And thank you, precious,” he said with a last squeeze and a tender kiss on her hair.

      Closing her eyes in bed a short time later, Missy rubbed the empty space in the bed next to her. She wished Charlie was there with her, but for the first time in a very long time, maybe ever, despite being on her own, she didn’t feel alone.
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      “Oh, baby. You look utterly precious and adorable. I’m glad the clothes fit so well.” Charlie rubbed his hands together. “I wasn’t sure about your shoe size. Are they comfortable?”

      Missy nodded enthusiastically, pointing the toe of each flat, ankle-length, dark burgundy boot in turn out in front of her, then doing a little happy dance. “They are my favourite shoes ever. You are so clever, Daddy.”

      He chuckled. “You are welcome, my pretty little princess. Now stand still while I get a good look at you. Do you like your pretty new clothes?” He walked around and admired her from all angles.

      “I do. I love them all. I want to look in the mirror again.”

      Charlie laughed out loud. “Quickly then. Off you go. We should get going.”

      “Okay, I’ll fetch my bag, too.”

      Missy ran to her room, pulled open her wardrobe and admired her new clothes in the mirror. They were from her Daddy, so she would have worn them today whatever they were like, but he’d known exactly what she would like and they were perfect.

      Under her short, brown, corduroy overalls with a teddy holding balloons embroidered on the bib, she was wearing a long-sleeved burgundy sweatshirt covered in stars, and white leggings. It was a little less goth than her usual style, but she liked that it made her feel more like her Daddy’s girl. Grabbing her bag and a black jacket with zips and studs and a mandala, built around the flower of life symbol, on the back, she joined Charlie in the living room.

      “I love this outfit. I really do,” she said earnestly “but in case it’s cold, can I take my jacket, too, please?”

      Charlie grinned and ruffled her hair. “Of course, precious. I don’t want you to get cold.”

      “Where are we going?” Missy asked, moments later when they were belted into his car and heading off.

      “Well, I haven’t been to the fairground for years. My kids are too old to go with me now, but I used to love going with them. How would you like to start there?”

      “Oh, yes, please. I love the fairground. I haven’t been for ages either. Will you win me a giant teddy or something?”

      “I can try,” Charlie promised with a laugh.

      Missy couldn’t remember having had so much fun in ages, fun that didn’t rely on consuming copious amounts of alcohol at least. She was struck again by how easy it was to be with Charlie. She saw a whole new side of him as he took her on the rides, threw balls at cans and won her a prize—a large panda—and bought her a candy floss on a stick. They chased each other through a maze of mirrors, collapsing with laughter at seeing themselves short and square, or long and stick-like, and Missy hid her face against him as white sheets and rattling skeletons jumped out in front of them, and feather dusters tickled their faces, in the dark of the ghost train.

      Catching their breath, they wandered through stalls selling windmills on sticks, joke bags, wigs, jewellery, fluffy toys, and clothes. Flipping through a rack of clothes, Missy stopped. Charlie noticed and pulled out the item she was looking at. It was a black onesie with a purple dragon on the front.

      “Do you like that one?” he asked.

      Embarrassed he might think she was asking for gifts, Missy shrugged. “Yeah, it’s pretty cool,” she said, moving away to look at something else, but Charlie followed her.

      “Well, I think it’s adorable. I know there’s a streak of wildness in you; I have a pair of once-soiled boots to prove it. I think a cute dragon suits you perfectly. I’m going to buy it, and you are going to wear it to bed tonight.”

      Missy watched him make the purchase. Never in her wildest dreams could she have imagined that Charlie Roberts would think a purple dragon was ‘cute’, or that he would buy a onesie for his girlfriend to wear. She heard herself think the word girlfriend, and felt a shiver spike through her. She wasn’t his girlfriend; he’d made it very clear he didn’t think of her like that and she wasn’t to think in those terms either. But he had also promised he wasn’t looking for anyone else and he had no intention of ever leaving her, so why had he friend-zoned her? It was a mystery, and one she was increasingly determined to solve the more attached to him she became. She loved being his little girl and having him take care of her, but every night she fell asleep alone in her bed imagining him being there with her, touching her, kissing her, loving her. Somehow, she had to make it happen.
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      “Are you coming in?” Missy asked when they arrived back at her house much later. The sun was setting, taking the day’s meagre warmth with it. It was comfortable in the car with the heater on, but she was glad she was wearing her jacket for the short walk to her front door. She could tell the night air was already chilly.

      “I am,” Charlie replied. “We have to check your homework and set your new goals for the week, have you forgotten, naughty girl? Or are you trying to get out of it? You’re not hiding anything are you?”

      “Oh, of course. I had forgotten. And you’ll see I’ve been very good again this week.”

      “Excellent.”

      Missy looked at the giant panda, and other packages in the back. “I feel so spoilt.”

      “Good.” Charlie played with her hair. “Daddy enjoys spoiling his Little girl, especially when she has been working hard all week. Now,” he went on in a thicker voice, “let’s get in and get your homework out of the way, shall we? And then you can get ready for bed and put on your dragon.”

      “Do you want me to model it for you?” Missy asked with a cheeky grin.

      “I most certainly do. Come on.”

      Missy shivered from more than the bite in the air as she hurried down the path and let them both in. Could Charlie have more on his mind tonight than being her platonic Daddy? She dared not ask him, but he couldn’t be cross with her for silently hoping as she put her panda, dragon onesie and other presents he’d bought for her on her bed.

      Before coming home, they’d stopped at a pancake parlour to share a giant stack of fluffy pancakes covered in fruit, cream and ice-cream, and have a hot chocolate each. It was rich and filling so neither felt like anything else, and they were both happy to get straight to work going through Missy’s goal setting. After checking her fridge and food diary, he was satisfied she was eating healthy food, and she had been maintaining the exercise regime he’d set for her.

      “How are you finding it?” he asked. “Do you think you could extend it by ten minutes a day now?”

      “I feel so much better now than I did a few weeks back,” she admitted. “I don’t know how I was managing then. No wonder my business was going down the drain. I have way more energy and can focus better. I think you saved me from disaster.”

      Reaching over, he cupped his hand behind the back of her head and pulled her closer so he could kiss her forehead.

      “Thank you, precious. That’s a lovely thing to say. So, that’s ten extra minutes of exercise a day.”

      “Oh, Daddy,” Missy groaned. “I didn’t mean I wanted to do more. I meant…”

      But Charlie cut her off. “Shh. Ten extra minutes a day won’t kill you. I’m sure you’ll feel even better for it. Now, work goals. The big thing this week is going to be the casting meeting, but you seem to be pretty much all over that. Unless you have any nasty surprises waiting for me?”

      “What? No!” Missy cried in shock before realising he wasn’t being serious.

      He chuckled and patted her arm. “Sorry, precious. I was teasing you, meanie that I am. I’m more than happy with the job you’re doing. I knew I would be. I wouldn’t have hired you if I hadn’t believed in you, and every indication is my faith was well placed.”

      They finished logging her work goals for the week, and when she had tidied away afterwards, he held out his arms, engulfing her as she sat on his lap and moulded herself to him. “You came to me like a gift from Heaven,” he whispered into her ear, sending a wave of tingles skittering through her as their hearts beat in unison. “And you’ve made so much progress; I’m so proud of you.”

      “Thank you, Daddy. I don’t know where I’d be now if you hadn’t helped me pull myself together again.”

      “We make a great team, I reckon. I love looking after you, little girl, and that’s what I’m going to do now, but in a different way to what we’ve been doing so far.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yes.” He nuzzled into her, feeling her quiver at his touch, then pushed her gently off his knee and stood up and bent slightly at his knees. “Put your arms around my neck.” He lifted her up, putting his arms under her bottom as she hung on with her legs around his waist, and carried her into the bathroom. Setting her down, he turned on the bath taps and adjusted the water temperature, before picking up her toothbrush, rinsing it under the tap and squeezing some toothpaste onto it.

      “Come here, little girl. Let’s clean your teeth while the bath fills.”

      Missy held out her hand to take the toothbrush from him, but he shook his head.

      “No. You are Daddy’s Little girl and Daddy is going to take care of you like a Little girl should be taken care of. Open your mouth.”

      Obediently she opened her mouth, gazing up into his handsome face while he carefully brushed each of her teeth. Momentarily pausing his brushing, his eyes moved up to lock with hers, and he smiled before resuming his brushing.

      “Okay, baby. You can rinse now,” he said, when he was satisfied her teeth were clean. “Then sit on the edge of the bath so I can take off your boots.”

      “I can do it,” Missy protested.

      “I know you can, but tonight you aren’t going to. I am. I am going to do everything a Daddy does for his Little girl.” He adopted a mock stern face. “And you are going to be a good and obedient Little girl and do as you are told.” He tilted his chin down and his face sideways as he looked at her from under his eyebrows. “Understood?”

      Missy giggled, shivering with excited surprise. “Yes, Daddy,” she said, sitting on the bath and holding up her foot.

      Charlie turned the taps off, then squatted in front of her and slipped off each of her boots, standing them out of the way.

      “Up you get.” Taking her hand, he helped her to her feet and took off her jacket, draping it around the back of a chair in the corner. He undid her braces and the button at the side, and bent down to push her overalls to her feet, keeping still as she balanced herself with a hand on his shoulder and lifted each foot in turn. He put her discarded overalls on the chair.

      In tights and a long-sleeved T-shirt, Missy was still fully covered, but that was about to change. It would be the first time her Daddy would see her undressed.

      “Put your arms up,” he said, taking hold of her T-shirt. Missy flinched as his fingers touched her bare flesh, feeling a short, quick stab of electricity. Her top removed and placed on the chair, she instinctively crossed her arms in front of her breasts.

      Charlie smiled. “Are you shy, little one?”

      Missy nodded.

      “Don’t be. Daddy thinks you are absolutely perfect.”

      He bent down again to slide her tights off. Missy tottered as she lifted her foot, and had to put her hand on his back to balance herself. With her tights off, she was now in only her bra and panties. Again, her arms moved instinctively in front to shield herself, but he shook his head and she let them fall back by her side.

      She could see his hands twitching as he drank in the vision of her full, milky-white breasts spilling over the top of her bra, her gently rounded abdomen peaking at the small mound in her panties, and then her short but shapely legs with their smooth thighs and rounded calf muscles. He smiled, thinking of all the walking and the small amount of jogging she’d been doing recently.

      “Okay,” he said briskly. “Let’s get you in the bath before the water goes cold.” Reaching behind her back, he undid her bra and she let it slip down over her arms. This time he didn’t pause to admire her now free breasts with their dark brown tips, but removed her panties and helped her into the bath as though avoiding having to look too closely at her naked body. Instead, he rinsed the flannel that had been hanging over the bath under the warm tap in the basin, coated it with soap and sitting on the bath behind her, began washing her back.

      “Do you like having your Daddy washing you?” he asked, lifting one arm so he could scrub her armpit, then rub the flannel down the length of her arm to her hand, carefully cleaning between each finger. He moved to her front and repeated the process on her other arm, then carefully rinsed the flannel.

      “I love it,” Missy replied. “I can’t remember being washed by anyone since my mum stopped doing it when I was a little girl. It’s nice.”

      She smiled up at him as he carefully washed her face, before putting more soap on the flannel and starting on the front of her torso. After rubbing over her shoulders and around her neck, he scooped soap onto his hands to wash her breasts in case the flannel was too rough on her sensitive skin.

      He ran his hand around and over each one in turn, gently rubbing her nipples until they grew and hardened under his touch. Scarcely daring to breathe, Missy watched his big hand close over each breast, her eyelids drooping shut as tiny stabs of pleasure cut through her as he played with her nipples. She could hear his breathing becoming quicker and rougher. Then he moved his hands away and she felt the ache of loss.

      “Legs,” he said in a clipped voice. “Move back a bit.”

      She slid to the end of the bath so he could reach her feet, and when they were done, he did both her legs.

      “Kneel, now, please, so I can wash between your thighs.”

      “Pass me the soap. I can wash myself there.” How could she conceal her arousal if he explored her hidden places with his fingers?

      “There’s no need,” he replied, soaping his hands. “I’ll do it. I will be gentle. I shan’t use the flannel. I don’t want to chafe you. Kneel, now. I shan’t ask you again.”

      Missy pressed on the rim of the bath to lift herself so she could fold her legs under her. J.D. had insisted she be shaved, but she’d never liked it. It hurt having it done and itched while the hair was growing back. Once he was out of her life, one of the big benefits she’d decided was being able to go au natural, but now she felt self-conscious. What would Charlie think? Would he be disgusted by the little black bush? Would he be happy it was there; some men preferred it, even had a kink for hairy women. Maybe he had no preference.

      She tried to judge his reaction, but his face was a mask as he massaged under her belly with a soapy hand, teasing his fingers between her folds, and then rubbed the froth up the crack in her bottom. He was so close, she could smell his skin, see the individual hairs on his face, and feel his breath. It was more than she could stand. A low moan escaped her as her traitorous hips moved against his hand. He put his free hand behind her, and splashed away the soap from between her bottom cheeks, while he continued to gently run his fingers through her labia.

      “Sit back in the water,” he ordered her gruffly.

      She lowered herself and he rinsed away the remaining soap, then fetched a towel.

      “Come on, baby girl. Let me help you out.”

      As she stood and stepped out, he wrapped her in the towel, picked her up and carried her into the bedroom. He sat on the bed with her on his knee and cuddled her into him.

      “Did you like that, precious? I did. I’d like to take care of you like that all the time if I could.”

      He rubbed the towel against her to dry off most of the water then stood her up so he could finish drying her before she got cold.

      “Let’s put on your dragon, shall we?” he said with a grin when he was done, picking up the onesie, which was lying on the bed.

      “Yes, I want to wear it to sleep in tonight,” she replied letting the towel fall. Giving him another look at her naked body couldn’t do any harm, she figured, and maybe it would even prove too much temptation for him to resist. If he wanted to get naked with her, and use the bed for something other than sleeping, she had no objections.

      Apart from a grunt as he caught sight of her heavy breasts and triangular bush, though, he didn’t react as he slipped the onesie over her head and then bent his head near her pussy to do up the studs between her legs. When it was on, and she was clothed again, he stood up and admired her. Missy could see the bulge in his jeans, and had to look away before she succumbed to a burning craving to kneel for him and bury her face in it.

      “You look beyond adorable,” he said, smiling and running his hand down her body, avoiding her breasts. “Quick now. Find Daddy a book, and I’ll read to you for a while before I go.”

      Missy fleetingly considered handing him her eReader open at a piece of erotica in the hope of giving him ideas, but afraid the only idea it might give him would be either to spank her bottom, and not in a fun way, or to go home, she found a book of poetry instead, handed it to him, and got into bed. He’d turned down the bedclothes for her while she’d fetched the book, and he pulled the bedding up over her as she snuggled down, then lay on the bed next to her and put his arm under and around her so her head was using his chest as a pillow.

      He was holding the book in both hands, encircling her and imprisoning her against him.

      “Close your eyes, sweet precious girl,” he said. “I’ll stay with you until you fall asleep, then let myself out. Do you have a favourite poem, or shall I choose?”

      “You choose, Daddy,” Missy replied, closing her eyes and relishing being pressed up against his hard body. He found a poem and begin to read, his voice, to Missy, more divine, more intoxicating than the sweetest, most profound, words ever penned by a poet.

      She allowed herself to be lulled into a state of total physical relaxation until her body was limp, her eyelids closed, and her breathing slow and regular. After twenty minutes of reading, Charlie slid his arm out from under her, carefully so as not to disturb her, put the book down and let himself out the front door.

      Her mind fully active, despite the stillness of her body, Missy listened to him go. Sleep would not come for a long time as she pondered the strangeness of their relationship. Not strange because he was her Daddy but because, despite their obvious, sizzling connection, his prohibition on their relationship being more than platonic was still firmly in place. Why? It was driving her crazy. She had to find out and change his mind—or she would be in danger of losing her own.
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      “I had such a lovely day yesterday. Thank you,” Missy said as she sat in the chair opposite Charlie.

      Charlie smiled his Daddy smile and nodded, then reset his face. This was a business meeting, his expression said. Suppressing a grin, Missy pulled a file from her bag and put it on the desk.

      “You got my email?” she asked. “I’ve brought an extra hard copy if you want to look at it while we go through the names.”

      “Thanks. Audrey left one on my desk, but it’s good to have a spare. Now then, shall we begin?”

      Missy had spent four weeks compiling a list of actors she was suggesting for roles in the upcoming SOUP-backed play, and this was the first official meeting with Charlie to discuss them.

      “It’s an interesting list,” he said, holding the printout. “But then I expected it to be. That’s why I hired you. There’s a couple of new names here. Perhaps you could tell me a bit about them first, then we can cull any definite no-goes, list those I’d like more info on, and finalise those who can go straight to audition.”

      Thirty minutes later, Missy’s list of names was colour-coded with highlighters: green for audition, yellow for unknown but currently working and worth a look on stage, orange for more information requested, and red for discarded.

      “Good, I think we’re done here, then. The red ones are out; we can forget about them. You can go ahead and organise audition tapes for those in green, and I’ll get Audrey to organise seats for the three shows so we can catch up with the yellow people. If you’re free, it would be good for us to go together so we can discuss them after.”

      “Sure. I’d love to.”

      “Excellent, and you can hunt down the information I want on the orange ones. I’ll see you Saturday night for the next pre-production meeting, of course. We can discuss what we’ve got so far with the others, get some feedback. We’ll need to make some firm decisions fairly soon.”

      “I’m looking forward to seeing Cam Masterton on stage again,” Missy said, referring to one of the actors highlighted in yellow. “He used to be pretty good. I know he’s been overseas for a couple of years, and may have gone off the boil, but hopefully not.”

      Charlie’s face darkened and his fist clenched. “Yes. We have to see him.”

      “It would be a great angle for promotion, too, if we can get him on board… the international star—if that isn’t stretching it. It would be a coup for Petra and the theatre to have such a big name, too. He may not be interested, of course, especially as I want Bobo for the lead role. But I’ve put out some feelers, and we could be in with a chance without him demanding enough money to break the budget. I think he’s been gone long enough to have to start over at least a bit.”

      Charlie stood up, his face was dark and his voice like rolling thunder. “Okay, enough of Cam Masterton. I hate the thought of him being in this play or anything else I produce, but Petra wants him and, you are right, he is a draw card. But that’s enough. I have no wish to discuss him further.”

      “Why?” Missy stood up too. “He was really popular before he left, and he’s done a few plays and a couple of films while he’s been gone. What’s the problem?”

      “The problem, Miss Simpson, is he is the boss, and what he says, goes.”

      Missy spun around to find herself staring into the cold eyes of Audrey Chisholm who had silently appeared behind her.

      “Mr Roberts, I apologise for interrupting, but I wanted to be sure Miss Simpson knows you have another meeting in five minutes.”

      Charlie let out a loud breath, shook his head and rubbed his cheek.

      “Right. Thank you, Audrey. I think we’ve finished, haven’t we, Missy? I’ll get Audrey to reserve seats for his show and the other two, and flick the dates through to you, and we can discuss it further on Saturday evening. If you come up with anything new on those in the orange list, you can give it to me then. We have to get this finalised by the end of next week.”

      Missy put her papers back into her bag and collected her things. She squared her shoulders and nodded to him.

      “Okay. Thank you, Mr Roberts.”

      She turned to leave, but Audrey was in the way, and Missy had to stop or bump into her.

      “Mr Roberts really does know what he’s doing, dear,” she said, putting her hand on Missy’s arm. “You shouldn’t argue with him.”

      “No, I shouldn’t.” Missy turned to look at Charlie over her shoulder. “Sorry.” Audrey was right. Charlie was the boss; he wasn’t top of his field for nothing, and arguing with him wasn’t the greatest career move.

      But none of that explained the look of intense dislike in Audrey’s eyes as she watched Missy leave.
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      “Hey,” Missy greeted Etty as Charlie’s daughter walked into the kitchen wearing her trademark baggy track pants and T-shirt covered by an unbuttoned flannel shirt. Her long brown hair was, as always, in two plaits. “Can I get you something? I’m making tea.”

      “No, thanks. I’m going outside to look at the sky.”

      “Something interesting up there?”

      Etty regarded Missy with cool disdain. “A lot of things actually. Many trillions.”

      Missy laughed. “Oops. Of course. That did sound dumb, eh? I guess I meant is there something of particular interest tonight?” she corrected herself, noting Etty had all the opaqueness and brick wall qualities her father could exhibit, but without the practised social graces. Benny had been much easier, but she was keen to establish a connection with Etty, too, considering she hoped to be spending a lot more time with her and her brother, and particularly their father, in the future.

      “The Southern Taurids Meteor Shower is peaking tonight.” Etty’s tone implied she thought everyone knew that. “I know I probably won’t see anything this year, being a full moon, but Benny and Nick are being boring so I thought I’d have a look. I might get lucky. I saw some fabulous fireballs last year.”

      “Mind if I join you? They’re getting a bit boring in there, too.” Missy nodded her head in the direction of the living room where the pre-production meeting was still underway. The casting had been discussed, so they wouldn’t miss her for a few minutes, and this was an opportunity to get to know more about this distant, self-possessed, interesting and enigmatic young lady.

      “Okay.” Considering her previous ongoing indifference to Missy, Etty sounded surprisingly enthusiastic. “I can’t see the whole sky at once, so you’d be like an extra pair of eyes. So long as you know what you’re looking for, and recognise it if you see anything.” Her face and tone suggested she wasn’t holding out too much hope.

      “I’ll give it my best shot,” Missy promised, pouring hot water over her ginger and lemon teabag and following Etty out into the yard.

      “It’s a good night to look at the sky, eh?” Missy said, looking up and snuggling further into her jacket as the chilly night air bit into her. “I mean with all the no clouds and full moon and everything.”

      Once again, Etty’s disdainful expression was all Missy needed to know she’d showed her ignorance again.

      “No clouds, obviously, or you wouldn’t be able to see the sky at all. But a full moon makes the sky so bright it’s hard to see smaller lights.” She shrugged. “Anyway we might see something. You look that way, and I’ll look this. Probably best lower in the sky for now.”

      “Okay.” Missy peered intently in the direction Etty had pointed, then turned to where Etty was looking in the opposite one. “What, exactly, am I looking for?”

      “Meteors. It’s a meteor shower. You probably call them falling stars. I don’t think we’ll see any. It’s a bit early. It’ll be better after midnight, and it’s not only the moon, there’s really too much light from houses and streets and everything. But…” She resumed her vigil.

      “You’re interested in astronomy?” Missy asked conversationally, then mentally kicked herself. Would they be standing out here in the cold if she wasn’t? “I mean, do you want to be an astronomer when you’ve finished school?”

      “Not really. Nick and are I going to study physics. Quantum physics. And then prove the universe is a hologram.”

      “Oh.” Missy grimaced to herself, thinking it might be hard to find some common ground with Charlie’s daughter. She decided honesty might be the best policy. She would easily be found out if she made any pretence of knowing what Etty was talking about.

      “I don’t know anything about that at all. I mean it sounds interesting, or like it would be interesting if I knew what it meant.”

      Missy mentally ducked to avoid the expected spray, but Etty surprised her by speaking kindly.

      “Don’t feel bad. Most people have no idea. That’s why Nick and I spend so much time together. It’s hard to find people who have the same interests.”

      “That’s true.” An image of Charlie being Daddy and dressing her in her dragon onesie, tucking her into bed and reading her poetry flashed into Missy’s mind. She guessed that wasn’t exactly what Etty meant, but it was a bit similar. “Do you think Benny will be a vet or something else to do with animals?”

      Etty shrugged. “No idea. He is bonkers about dogs.” She turned to look at Missy again. “He told me about the rescue.” She paused. “He said he had a good day.”

      “It was a lot of fun. You’re welcome to come any time, too, if you’d like. And Nick.”

      “Thanks.” Etty turned back to the sky and they both gazed up into the mysterious universe.

      “Benny’s right, you know,” Etty said, breaking their silence.

      “Is he? About what?”

      Missy expected Etty to say something like ‘dogs are better than people’, but was so shocked by what she did say that, at first, she didn’t believe she’d heard right.

      “About Mum being murdered.”

      “What? No! You can’t mean… You can’t think Charl… your Dad would…”

      “No,” Etty interrupted calmly. “Benny is wrong about who killed her. Dad didn’t do it. It was Cam Masterton, that creepy actor guy.”

      “Cam Masterton?” Missy was no longer thinking about meteorites. In fact, the moon, itself, might have exploded and she wouldn’t have noticed.

      “Yeah. They were having an affair, Mum and Cam Masterton. I think he wanted to end it and Mum said she’d tell Dad and that would end Masterton’s career, so he killed her, then ran off overseas. Benny thinks Dad found out about the affair, and that’s why he killed Mum, but Dad could never kill anyone.”

      “Why do you think it wasn’t… that it was murder, though?” Missy asked, still wrestling with the idea that Maggie had been killed by someone else. “Surely there was an investigation when she died?”

      “Yeah. He made it look like suicide, but it wasn’t. She wouldn’t have.”

      “Benny said that.”

      “Well, he’s right. I think she and Dad still loved each other, and I know she loved me and Benny. We were going on a holiday. She wouldn’t have killed herself over a creep like that guy. Nah, she was definitely murdered. Nick and me and Benny have been trying to find evidence. Well, Benny thinks he’s looking for evidence that Dad did it. I’ve tried to tell him he’s wasting his time. It was Cam Masterton.” She paused. “You’d better go in. Your teeth are chattering so hard, they sound like they’re going to break.”

      As she said it, Missy realised she was indeed shivering whether through cold or something else, she couldn’t tell. She certainly felt chilled to the bone.

      “I think you’re right. You coming in?”

      “Not yet. Nick’s coming out when he’s finished the game he’s playing with Benny. Maybe we’ll see something.”

      “Okay. Good luck.”

      It was much warmer inside, and from the kitchen she could hear people still talking and laughing in the living room, but she didn’t feel ready to join them. Her mind was still reeling from her conversation with Etty. Maybe it wasn’t so strange that young impressionable minds might come up with bizarre theories to help them cope with their mother’s death, but she wondered how much Charlie knew.

      “Ah, there you are.” Speak of the devil, she thought, as Charlie appeared in the kitchen doorway looking far more like an angel than a devil. “I thought you must have got lost somewhere.”

      “No. I was looking for meteorites with Etty.”

      Charlie chuckled. “Yeah, that figures. That kid always has her head either in a book or in the stars.”

      “I think I understand why you would prefer not to have Cam Masterton in the play,” she said slowly, unsure of what response she might unleash.

      “Oh?” His jaw had set, but his voice gave nothing away as he crossed the room to her.

      “Etty told me about his affair with Maggie.” Her voice was low to avoid being overheard. “I guess she thought I already knew,” she added hastily not wanting to get Etty into trouble for gossiping about family secrets. Her hand flew to her mouth. Maybe Charlie hadn’t known.

      “It’s okay,” Charlie said gently. “I knew about the affair—if you could call it that. Maggie and I talked about it. She said it only happened a couple of times, that it was a terrible mistake she regretted, and it was over. I believed her. She struggled for a while with guilt about it, taking sleeping pills and drinking too much. I told her I had forgiven her, and I thought we had put it behind us. We were really starting to rebuild our life together. Or so I thought. But maybe she couldn’t forgive herself.”

      He looked so sad Missy forgot about keeping her distance in public and hugged him around his waist. She felt him stiffen, then he enveloped her in his arms and clung to her, his whole body trembling. So engrossed were they in each other, they didn’t notice someone else join them in the kitchen until they heard a polite cough. Jumping apart, they spun round.

      “Ah, Mr Roberts,” Audrey said. “I wonder if you’d mind if I went home now. I’m feeling a bit tired. I’ve got all the notes and will have them ready for you first thing Monday.”

      “No, of course I don’t mind, Audrey. Whenever you want. You know I have never asked or expected you to give up your free time, so it was very kind of you to insist on being here.” He turned to Missy. “Audrey is sometimes too dedicated and efficient for her own good.” He turned back to the older woman and smiled. “I’ll call you a car.”

      “No,” Audrey interrupted him as he pulled out his phone. “I wonder if Miss Simpson might take me. It’s not far, and it would give us an opportunity to get better acquainted. A bit of girl time.” She smiled at Missy in her practised way of ensuring she couldn’t be refused.

      “Uh, sure,” Missy said hesitantly, looking from Charlie to Audrey and back again.

      “Would you mind?” Charlie asked. “I don’t think we need you in the meeting any more. In fact, I think we’re pretty much done anyway. Text me when you’re safely home, and I’ll see you tomorrow to go over that stuff.” He winked and smiled his Daddy smile.

      Missy flushed. “Okay. Sure. I don’t mind, Mrs Chisholm. I can take you home. Come on. I’ll just grab my bag.”

      Leaving Charlie and taking the sometimes prickly Audrey Chisholm home wasn’t how she’d hoped the evening would end, but perhaps it would give her the chance to find out a bit more about Charlie. Audrey would probably face a firing squad before doing anything she considered disloyal to the Roberts family, but it was at least worth a try.
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      Missy spent the twenty-minute drive rehearsing excuses and summoning the courage to invite herself in, but they weren’t needed. Audrey issued her own unsolicited invitation as Missy drew up outside a small, old cottage in a quiet inner-suburban street.

      Walking up the path, Missy thought how incongruous Audrey Chisholm’s house seemed. She’d imagined her in a smart, pathologically neat, modern apartment, rather than a small brick house hiding behind overhanging trees. A sensor light switched on as they approached and climbed the steps to the wooden veranda.

      “Come through, dear,” Audrey said to Missy, leading the way to the kitchen once they were inside. “I’ll put the kettle on, shall I? Or would you prefer a cold drink? Or something alcoholic. You quite like a tipple, don’t you? And then I’ll show you my babies.”

      Out of the office environment, Audrey seemed quite different from the precisely efficient secretary, Missy thought. Fussing about in the kitchen, she might be mistaken for someone’s kindly grandmother, but her eyes glinted as she narrowed them on the word ‘tipple’.

      “Anything is fine, thank you. I’m happy to have whatever you’re having. Oh, but I won’t have any alcohol. I’m driving.”

      “You can sometimes refrain when you’re driving then? That’s good, dear. I’m going to have a small glass of sherry, but if you’re sure you won’t join me, I can make you tea. I have lemon and ginger. Or would you prefer a glass of water.”

      “A glass of water is fine, thanks,” Missy said, feeling that was her host’s preferred option, then wondering if she’d appeared rude as a small snort accompanied Audrey’s exaggerated switching off of the kettle and filling of a glass from the tap. She handed the glass to Missy, and poured herself a sherry from a bottle she took from a cupboard.

      “Have you lived in this house a long time?” Missy asked.

      “I have. Nearly forty years. Mr John Roberts, Mr Charlie Roberts’ father, helped me buy it. He was such a good man.”

      “He does seem to have been from what I’ve heard,” Missy agreed, hoping Audrey would say more, but she didn’t.

      “Come and see my little babies,” she said instead, switching on a light, opening the door leading from the kitchen to the enclosed veranda at the back, and waiting for Missy to follow.

      “Oh!” Missy gasped in shock as she stepped out into an insect and arachnid menagerie. Aquariums, terrariums, and all manner of containers were stacked on every available surface including a table that also held a row of reference books on arthropods generally and insects and arachnids in particular.

      “Do you like little creatures?” Audrey asked. Taking the lid off an elaborate enclosure and lifting out a large black spider that had crawled into the palm of her hand, almost covering it, she held it out towards her guest.

      “Some more than others,” Missy replied honestly, keeping a wary eye on the spider, which appeared to be waving its forelegs in greeting at her, “and I’m not sure I would call that a little creature.”

      “The late Mrs Charles Roberts was terrified of poor Gotthelf.” Audrey held her hand up to her face and moved it around so she could see the spider up-close from all angles.

      “It’s big and hairy and scary for anyone, I would think, but for someone like Maggie…” Missy’s voice tailed off.

      “Like Maggie?” Audrey put the spider back in its enclosure. “What was Maggie like?” she asked, opening a small fridge and removing a container of live mealworms. She scooped up a couple into a spoon and put them in with Gotthelf, who waved his legs again, apparently in thanks this time, before advancing on his dinner.

      Missy, watching mesmerised, hadn’t answered the question, but Audrey seemed to have forgotten she’d asked it as she placed the fortunate mealworms that would live a little longer back in the fridge.

      Audrey pointed to a scorpion in an aquarium. “This is King Barsamia. Don’t worry. I won’t get him out. He has a nasty bite. Don’t you?” she added, tapping the glass next to the scorpion which flicked its tail up menacingly. Audrey moved to another container, opened it and extracted a long, pale, stick insect. “And what about Phantom. Isn’t he magnificent?”

      Missy felt the familiar shiver up her spine, but closed her eyes briefly and took a breath. It wasn’t a praying mantis, her worst trigger; it was a quite harmless and quite lovely stick insect. She opened her eyes and looked at it, forcing herself to remain calm. She didn’t trust Audrey to not be one of those people who found it amusing to chase people with insects to hear them scream.

      “Magnificent, all right.” She looked around at all the enclosures, each one carefully designed and equipped to provide the perfect home for its small occupant, and each one labelled with the occupant’s name and species: Hannibal (Perisceptis carnivora), Nasrullah (Reduviidae), and so on.

      “This is really impressive. I can see you put heaps of work into it. I’m sorry, but would it be okay if I use your bathroom, please? I’m busting.” She wasn’t; it was an excuse to get out of that room as quickly as possible without showing fear or discomfort. “And I wouldn’t mind that cup of tea, if it’s not too late?”

      “Of course, dear.” Audrey put the giant stick insect back in its home. “Let me show you the way, and then I’ll put the kettle back on.

      In the bathroom, the door closed and locked, Missy gave a violent shiver to shake away the creeps, washed her face and ran her fingers through her hair before going back out to the kitchen.

      “I thought we might sit in the living room. I’d like to get to know you better,” Audrey said, handing her a cup of lemon and ginger tea. “Through here, dear.” She gestured Missy to a chair, then put her cup and saucer on a small table. “Please. Sit down. I’m going to use the bathroom, too, if you’ll excuse me. I’ll be back in a moment.”

      “Of course.”

      As soon as Audrey had left the room, Missy crossed the room to get a closer look at a collection of photographs. Keeping her ears open for Audrey coming back, she picked up one of Charlie and Maggie, recognising it immediately as a copy of one she’d seen at Charlie’s. Next to it were two of a much younger Audrey with a tall handsome man, who Missy guessed must be Charlie’s father, John. There was something odd about the photos. Without being able to articulate what it was, Missy pulled out her phone and snapped quick copies of all three.

      Next to the photographs were two ornaments: a mouse holding a heart and a hand-made yellow frog sheltering under a big, green leaf. Missy picked up the frog and looked closely at it, turning it over and reading the inscription on the bottom, the artist’s name and date. She turned it back over and was looking into its face when Audrey joined her.

      “This is really quite lovely,” Missy said, holding up the frog.

      Audrey took it from her, and sat on the couch looking down at the life-like yellow statue in her hand. Missy sat next to her, and was startled to see tears in the other woman’s normally impassive face.

      “Helen, Mr John Roberts’ first wife was a lovely person, but Suzie, his second wife, was like a sister to me. I only knew her for five years but she was the best—only, woman friend I ever had.”

      “What happened to her? She died, didn’t she?”

      “Yes.” Audrey’s eyes flashed and her voice rose in anger. “And it was all this frog’s fault!” She paused, shook her head sadly, and spoke more quietly. “Sometimes I want to smash it with a hammer, but then it’s all I have left of Suzie, so I keep it.”

      “How did that frog kill her?” Missy asked, mystified.

      Audrey sniffed, and stroked the frog. “This isn’t the actual frog that killed her, but it led to her death. It was all my fault. I may as well have killed her with my bare hands.”

      “What? No! Surely not?” Missy was staring at Audrey as though she no longer recognised her as the stern, somewhat foreboding Mrs Chisholm.

      “Suzie loved frogs like I love insects. She was quite obsessed. She gave me this as a birthday present. You know what it is, don’t you? It’s a poison dart frog from South America. Suzie was fascinated by them so, for her birthday the following year, I took her to Choco in Colombia to see them in their natural habitat. She never would have gone otherwise. Mr Roberts was too busy and not really the type to go traipsing through jungles, so she and I went.”

      Audrey walked across the room and put the frog back in its place on the sideboard, then turned to Missy clutching her hands to her chest.

      “Suzie was a real adventurer. Not at all like Mr Roberts. They were such an unlikely couple. I have no idea how she got Mr Roberts to marry her. She was quite wrong for him. I don’t know why he couldn’t see it. Perhaps he would have eventually. Anyway, I planned a three-day trek for the two of us. I was naive, I guess; I didn’t consider the danger. We should have had a guide, but I was caught up in pretending to be a scientist out in the field. On the second day, we got separated. I tried to find her all the next day, but couldn’t. I gave up and feared I was lost but, fortunately, found my way back to where we were staying. I was sure she would be waiting for me, worried herself, but there was no sign of her. The locals organised a search, and Mr Roberts was on the next plane. It took two days to find her body. The autopsy confirmed she’d died from frog poison.”

      “No! That’s awful. But how…? Is it that dangerous? Like swimming with sharks?”

      “Not at all,” Audrey shook her head slowly. “That’s the most tragic part. The frogs are deadly, but it’s incredibly rare for them to kill people. They’re tiny, shy little creatures, and the poison has to get inside, through a cut in the skin or by being ingested—or shot in via a poison arrow. Somehow, Suzie cut her hand. Quite badly. It must have been very painful because she had quite a lot of painkiller in her blood according to the autopsy. The authorities decided she must have cut her hand, and taken a handful of the pills we had with us. They made her groggy, and while she was stumbling around semi-conscious, she’d accidentally put her hand on a frog and the poison had got into her through the cut. Death would have been fairly quick, but still excruciatingly painful. If I hadn’t insisted on taking her, she’d probably be alive today.”

      Missy shuddered and stood up. “That’s terrible. Poor Suzie. Poor you. And how sad for Mr Roberts. And Charlie. She was his stepmother. And his own mother had died. And now his wife. How terrible for him.”

      “Yes.” She shook her head sadly. “Poor man. I know his father, Mr John Roberts, decided being widowed twice was enough. Perhaps Mr Charles Roberts is better off without another woman in his life, too, don’t you think, dear? It would be terrible if he had to endure another tragedy, wouldn’t it?”

      “Oh! I hadn’t thought about it. I don’t know… Maybe. It sounds like Charlie has had so much bad luck already, though, he’s probably had his share. Anyway,” she added, standing up. “I should get going, but can I ask you something before I go?” She crossed to where the photos were and picked up the recent one of Audrey.”

      “I couldn’t help noticing the scarf in this one. It’s lovely, isn’t it?”

      “Yes.” Audrey walked over, took the photo from Missy’s hand, looked at it briefly, then put it down. “It was Maggie’s. I admired it so much, she gave it to me. It was very kind of her. I’m so glad I have a memento of her.”

      “Can I ask you something, please, Au… Mrs Chisholm? Do you think Maggie committed suicide? Benny thinks Charlie killed her, but that’s ridiculous. Charlie is sure it was suicide.”

      “Poor sweet Benny. What a horrible thing for him to think. Mr Roberts is a good man. He would never harm anyone. Certainly not Maggie. He was completely bewitched by her.”

      “Etty thinks Cam Masterton was responsible.”

      The older woman’s eyes narrowed, and Missy shivered, shocked by the look of hatred on Audrey’s face. She guessed Audrey must know about the affair and, it would seem, held Cam Masterton responsible. “Did she say that? She’s a clever little thing, isn’t she? Let me show you out?”

      “Oh, of course.” Missy allowed Audrey to herd her towards the front door. “Thanks for the tea. And showing me your zoo.”

      “My pleasure. Thank you for the lift home, dear. Come back soon and see the rest of my pets. I have some beautiful snakes.” She opened the door. “But you better tell me first if you have any phobias. Is there anything that frightens you, dear?”

      Missy laughed to cover a shudder. “Only Charlie.”

      Audrey looked for a moment as though she were going to scold Missy for being disrespectful, but then gave a short, strangled laugh herself. “That’s probably wise, Miss Simpson.” Her smile faded. “Drive carefully. Remember how many dangers are out there.” With that last word of warning, she closed the door and left Missy alone on the front porch. Walking to her car, Missy pulled out her phone and found a text from Charlie.

      Are you home yet?

      Leaving Audrey’s now, she replied, and called another number.

      “Hey, Bobo,” she began when he answered. “What are you doing in the morning? Can you meet me at The Coffee Pot for breakfast?... Something is bugging me. I’ll tell you everything then… Of course Roddy is welcome. More heads the better. Ten?...” She chuckled. “Okay. Ten-thirty. Done. See you then. Ciao, bella.”

      Ping! Another text from Charlie.

      Ok. Let me know when you’re home safe

      Will do x

      Something was niggling at her like an aching tooth, but her mind refused to stay still long enough for her to pinpoint the source of the disquiet. She had much to think about as she drove home and got ready for bed. So much, in fact, she forgot to text her Daddy, and was under the covers with the lights off when a black Lexus prowled down her street, and slowed in front of her house before driving off without stopping.
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      Missy’s head was spinning and her heart pounding when she arrived home from brunch with Bobo and Roddy the following day, a scribbled-on paper napkin in her bag.

      It had taken one coffee and a plate of scrambled eggs with mushrooms to untangle the threads of her thoughts sufficiently for Bobo and Roddy to get a glimpse of where her mind was going, and to recover from their shock and the conviction that she had lost her marbles.

      With their empty plates replaced by fresh hot coffees, and a biro from her bag in Missy’s hand, they work-shopped through all the details she was able to remember as she recorded them on a paper napkin.

      When that was done, she drew circles around two dates, and added an exclamation point, stabbing the point of her pen into the paper to form the dot.

      “I’m not going mad, then,” she said looking from Bobo’s bemused face to Roddy’s equally bemused one.

      Bobo patted her hand. “Of course you are, Missy Moo. You are stark raving bonkers and, I fear, trying to drive us in the same direction. Yes. Yes. Yes.” He flapped his hands and shook his head as Missy tried to interject. “I know. It looks as weird as me in a sumo outfit but, I’m still inclined to think, as unlikely. I’m sure there’s a simple explanation.”

      Missy, the tip of her pen between her teeth, shook her head and looked unconvinced. “I don’t know. This doesn’t add up. How about one more coffee while we list the things we don’t know and I’ll see what I can find out.”

      When they finally went their separate ways, they’d spent so long over breakfast that Missy was running late. She’d planned on doing her weekly shop on her way home, but in the end only had time to dash in and grab a few essentials. Back home, she shoved them away, and groaned as she realised practically every room in her house was a mess. Kicking herself for not doing it the day before, she ran around picking things up and putting them away, sweeping and vacuuming. It was a rough job, but a small improvement.

      Putting her journals on the table ready for inspection, she remembered they were behind as well, so she scribbled in some notes, then went to dress. Over the last couple of weeks, Charlie had bought her new outfits to wear during their Daddy sessions, and she felt the familiar and, as yet, unsatisfied ache as she looked through them deciding what to wear. She crossed her legs, squeezed her thighs together and jiggled, but that made it worse. Slipping off her jeans, she slid her panties down onto one foot then kicked them up in the air and caught them. The top she was wearing reached down to the start of her curls at the front and the roundest part of her cheeks at the back.

      Being naked from the waist down heightened her arousal. She squeezed her labia together—for relief or stimulation, she wasn’t sure which—and contemplated lying on the bed and fixing herself before her Daddy arrived, but a glance at the time told her she was already running late. She’d have to find a way to get her Daddy to do it for her. She would remind him he was supposed to be looking after her—in a way that didn’t get her bottom spanked!

      Deciding to try ‘cute but seductive’, she settled on the rainbow tutu skirt she’d worn to the ‘Christmas in July’ party, a short, very tight pink jumper Charlie had bought for her while they’d been out, white thigh-high socks covered with pink hearts and with a pink bow at the top that he’d given her as a present, and flat black shoes with a T-bar strap across the top. Kicking the clothes she’d been wearing under the bed, she rushed into the bathroom, freshened the black highlighting around her eyes, brushed her hair and tied it into pigtails, and surveyed the finished picture in the long mirror in her cupboard. Holding her skirt on each side between her thumb and forefinger, she did a couple of little hops and skips, poked her tongue out at herself, giggled and decided the outfit was incredibly cute and hoped her Daddy would think so too.

      A knock on the door jolted her from her daydream and she rushed to open it.

      “Hello, Daddy,” she said breathlessly, her chest and tummy constricting as they always did when she saw him.

      “Hello, naughty girl,” he replied, coming through the front door and putting his arms around her as she flattened her body against him and locked her hands behind his back. He tightened his arms around her and kissed the top of her head, then took her hand and led her down the hall to the living room. “Don’t you look adorable?” She smiled and giggled shyly as he scrutinised her from top to toe and even turned her around so he could see her from behind as well. “Hmm, I love those socks. Good enough to eat.” Missy giggled again, her heart starting to thump hopefully.

      “Now then, little girl. We need to have a talk. Do you have your phone handy?” he asked.

      “Yes,” she replied, her face scrunching in puzzlement at his sudden change of topic.

      “Then can you fetch it, please, and show me the text you sent last night saying you were safely home?”

      Missy had picked her phone up off the table before he’d finished, and she felt a sick thud in her belly as she realised she’d forgotten to do it.

      “Oh,” she mumbled, her brain frantically searching for the very best thing to say in this tricky situation. “I-I didn’t send one.”

      “Because?”

      “Erm… because… because… I forgot.” She squirmed, fairly sure nothing she was saying was helping her cause.

      “I see.”

      Taking a deep breath, Missy mounted a garbled attempt to get herself out of trouble. “I was so long at Mrs Chisholm’s and she showed me her bugs and I was thinking about that all the way home and then I got here and I was still thinking about that and about how late it was and I got ready for bed and hopped straight in and went to sleep, and… and… forgot,” she finished lamely.

      “I see.”

      She wished he’d stop saying that. She had a suspicion she’d prefer it if he wasn’t seeing with such clarity.

      “So, you disobeyed me because you forgot? Disobedience and disorganisation. That’s definitely earned you a spanking before bedtime. How hard and how long your spanking will be will depend on whether I find any other reasons to add to it between now and then. Shall we start with your food journal? Bring it with you while I have a look in the kitchen.”

      “Yes, Daddy,” Missy said as sweetly as she could, picking up the required notebook and following him out of the living room. Her only option now was to be on her very best behaviour, and hopefully she could convince him that she didn’t deserve a hard spanking or maybe any spanking at all.

      “Run me through your diary, and then you can show me what you have planned for the coming week.”

      The first few days of the week she’d taken proper care, so she showed him those and spoke at length, then quickly skipped over the last couple of days. Trying to move on to the next step, she opened the fridge, endeavouring to remember what she’d bought, but he put his hand against the door.

      “Not so fast, little girl. Show me that again.” He held out his hand and she reluctantly put her diary in it. “Hmm mmm,” he murmured as he perused it; then, with it still open, he looked at her and tilted his head disapprovingly. “This isn’t very good, is it?”

      “Some is okay, isn’t it?” Missy asked, then seeing his expression, looked down at her shuffling feet, shook her head and whispered, “No, Daddy”.

      “Can you explain?”

      “I got a bit behind,” she tried hopefully, “and I didn’t have enough time to finish it properly today.” It was obvious he was not looking favourably on her excuse, and her hands involuntarily moved to protect her bottom.

      “I see.” Those two words were rapidly becoming Missy’s least favourite in the universe and, as he opened the fridge, she was pretty sure she was going to hear them again before bedtime. She was right. Each time Charlie said them in his quiet way, gently nodding his head, she felt her bottom clench nervously.

      “Well, little girl,” Charlie said when he’d finished reviewing her homework, and her tasks for the coming week had been determined, “I’m a bit surprised. You have been doing so well lately, and now this. I wonder if, perhaps, it is my fault. Have I been too lenient with you? Encouraging you to think it didn’t matter any longer whether you made a proper effort or not? Is that what’s happened? Perhaps I need to be stricter.”

      “No, Daddy. No. You haven’t been too lenient. I know I’m supposed to make a proper effort. Honest I do. You don’t need to be any stricter. Really.”

      “So, you knew you were supposed to do better than this, but didn’t?”

      Too late Missy saw the trap he’d set for her. She could say she didn’t know, which would be telling her Daddy he should be stricter, or she could say she did know and be admitting to disobedience and dereliction. Either way, she was not escaping a spanked bottom tonight, that was clear. Her only hope was to appeal to his softer side, and maybe she’d get away with a few light taps.

      “I did try, though, Daddy. Honest,” she began. “Look what a good job I did here and here and…” Her voice trailed off as she came to the end of where she’d done a good job.

      “You did do a good job there,” Charlie agreed. “A very good job. And that shows you are quite capable when you want to. But you made no effort for the last three days, did you? I think you scribbled in any old stuff at the last minute. Is that what happened? Is that why it’s all messy and untidy and only half-finished? And you haven’t planned your meals properly. No, Missy. I’m not very pleased with your work this week at all, and I am going to have to give you a good hard spanking to make sure you know to do better next week.”

      “No, Daddy, please. Not hard. I’ll do better, I promise.”

      “I hope you do unless you want another hard spanking next week, too.”

      “No.” Missy shook her head miserably. “I don’t want any spankings at all.”

      “Then you need to be more careful to avoid them, don’t you? Come here.” He tugged on Missy’s hand so she rose from her chair and he sat her on his knee, cradling her to his chest. “Precious girl. You know how much I care about you, don’t you? I want to take care of you, and look out for you, and help you in every way I can. Unfortunately, as well as all the fun things, it means I have to discipline you when you are naughty, when you are disobedient, when you don’t take care of yourself and when you aren’t the very best you can be. You understand, don’t you?”

      Missy nodded.

      “Melissa Jane.” This time Charlie’s voice had an ominous tone.

      “Yes, Daddy,” Missy said, remembering too late that shaking or nodding her head instead of replying with words was forbidden.

      “Well, you have earned yourself so many spankings this week, I think I shall have to give you more than one. So, this is what we are going to do. I am going to spank you now for not sending me a text last night. Six with my hand and then four with a paddle.”

      “Paddle?” Missy gasped.

      “Yes. A paddle. That will be your first spanking. And then after dinner, I will bathe you and get you into your pyjamas, and then before you get into bed I will spank your bottom again, ten with my hand and six with the paddle.”

      “No, Daddy. That will be too hard,” Missy said, squeezing her thighs and clenching her inner muscles.

      “It will be even harder if you argue with me, naughty girl. Do you want that?”

      “No, Daddy.”

      “Stand up then, and bend over the table.”

      While Missy was reluctantly getting into position, Charlie unzipped his backpack and removed a round wooden paddle that he placed on the table next to Missy so she could see it.

      “So, you know what this spanking is for, little girl?”

      “Yes, Daddy. Because I forgot to send you a text last night when I got home.”

      “That’s right, and when you didn’t, I drove past your house to make sure you were home because I was worried about you. I knew you were because your car was here, but it was very thoughtless of you to worry me like that, wasn’t it?”

      “Yes, Daddy,” Missy said sadly, starting to think being scolded might be worse than being spanked. “I’m sorry I forgot, and made you worried. And I’m sorry you have to spank me.”

      “So am I, precious, so let’s get it over with.”

      He flipped up her skirt. “I see your panties are telling me I should spank you, aren’t they?” He raised his hand and brought it down crisply on the tender part of each cheek where it joined her thighs. She squealed and stamped her foot, surprised by the sting.

      “That’s the first two,” he said as he slipped her panties down and let them fall to her ankles. “Step out of your panties and put your feet further apart.”

      Missy obeyed, her face blushing as red as her bottom would soon be, knowing all her hidden places were on show, and the man standing behind could clearly see how wet and swollen she was.

      “Tilt forward a little more, please, Missy,” he ordered, his voice gruff. “I want your bottom as high as you can get it.”

      Missy edged a bit further over the table, opening herself even more to his gaze.

      “Count, please,” he said, placing one hand on her back, and crisply swatting her waiting bottom with the other. “From three.”

      “Three,” she yelped. “Four,” she added with a grunt as he smacked her other cheek. “Five. Six. Ow. Daddy.” She wriggled, but extra pressure from his hand as he held her in place stopped her moving far.

      “Keep still if you don’t want me to add a few extras,” he warned.

      “Sorry, Daddy. No more, please.”

      Missy was gulping and breathing noisily as Charlie rubbed her pink bottom until she calmed.

      “We will be finished soon. Four with the paddle first. Two each side. They will be fast, and you are not to move until I’m finished. Understand?”

      “Yes, Daddy,” she whimpered.

      “Very well. Are you ready?”

      “Yes, Daddy.”

      As good as his word, he cracked the paddle down onto her bottom in quick succession causing her to squeal loudly from the burning sting it immediately created. Still with his hand holding her in place, he laid the paddle on the table and rubbed her inflamed bottom.

      “Good girl. It’s over now.”

      The sting caused by the paddle had been immediate but not lasting and, as it subsided, all Missy was aware of was Charlie’s big hand now pleasuring, not punishing, her bottom, his fingers going tantalisingly close to her gushing tunnel. She closed her eyes, silently begging him to plunge them in, and wriggling her bottom whenever he moved them away. She didn’t want him to stop. Her body was aching with arousal. She hadn’t been with a man for months, and hadn’t wanted to until Charlie had come into her life. Now she was on fire for him, and his no sex/no romance rule was driving her crazy.

      “Please, Daddy,” she begged, scarcely realising she’d said it out loud. His hand stopped.

      “Come here, baby,” he said thickly, taking her hand and pulling her onto his knee as he sat down. “Have you been playing with boys without telling Daddy?”

      “No!”

      “It’s okay, little girl. Daddy has never forbidden you, has he?”

      “No,” Missy agreed. “But I don’t want to.”

      Charlie rubbed his chin gently against her head and tightened his arms. “I don’t want you to either, precious. I hate the thought of anyone but me touching my precious girl.”

      “No-one else will, Daddy. Promise.” She took a deep breath. This was her chance. “But…”

      “But what?”

      Missy didn’t know how to say in words what she wanted, so she wriggled her bottom in his lap, moaning as awareness of the rock-hard bulge beneath her heightened her desire. Charlie slid one hand down onto her thigh, traced along the edge of her sock then moved up to the hem of her short skirt, tracing along the edge of that. Her panties lay discarded by the table, her will to refuse him anything he asked of her keeping them company. Her chest was so tight, she could scarcely breathe, waiting, desperately hoping, to see what he would do next.

      “Is this little girl down here feeling neglected?” he asked in a gravelly voice as one finger tipped under her skirt and, oh so gently, touched her curls.

      A shudder rocked Missy’s body at that first contact. She nodded, not to be disobedient but because her mouth was refusing to work.

      “Maybe it’s time to relax Daddy’s rule about sex. I’m not taking proper care of you if any part of you is feeling neglected, am I? Would you like Daddy to help you relieve all that tension, precious girl?”

      Missy nodded, her breath quickening and dampness appearing on her forehead.

      “Say it for me,” he ordered.

      “Yes, please, Daddy,” she squeaked.

      “Open your legs a little bit then.” He pushed against her thigh to move it. When she’d parted them, he caressed one with his finger as it moved up, dipping into the pool of slippery liquid on its way past and then sliding gently up her slit.

      Gasping at his touch, Missy slid down so her limp body was sprawled on his lap, her head resting in the crook of his shoulder, her legs open as wide as possible, her hips tilted up to permit easier access. Charlie’s free arm was around her, cradling and supporting her as she lapsed into sensuous abandonment. His finger traced every part of her aching, hot flesh, periodically dipping into her pot then spreading her slippery slick until she was so wet she could hear it squelching.

      “You feel so good, baby,” he murmured. “Do you like me touching you here?”

      Missy’s head had begun to move from side to side and she was emitting small groans of pleasure. “Yes, Daddy,” she said breathlessly. “Please, Daddy.”

      “I like touching you here,” he said, slipping his finger half into her, then withdrawing it and sliding it up to her clitoris. She flinched at the pressure on her sensitive bud, then moaned and rocked against his hand. “You are so beautiful, baby. Do you know that?” he crooned as his fingers gently massaged her hardening nub. “Now I want you to come for Daddy. Will you do that?”

      “Yes,” she whispered, feeling the tension in her body increasing to the breaking point.

      His finger moved faster, periodically plunging into her vagina for more lubricant, then back to rub up and down. Missy’s body was rigid with need, her feet pressing on the floor to push her hips further up to him, her belly aching from an increasingly unbearable pressure.

      “Now, baby. Let go,” he said, and her obedience was instantaneous. A loud cry was pushed from the very depth of her being as the tension rose up and broke into shards of rippling pleasure. Immediately, realising her clitoris was now too sensitive to be touched, he moved his hand down and slipped a finger into her so he could feel the muscles in her vagina contracting and releasing. He bent his head to bury it against her, and held her as close to him as he could until her breathing had slowed and her body relaxed.

      “Poor baby. I think you really needed that, didn’t you? Come on, then. We’d better get washed up and think about dinner.” He kissed her loudly on top of her head, gave her one last squeeze and helped her off his knee.

      As Missy hadn’t prepared anything, Charlie ordered pizza. While waiting for it, they made a salad together, and set the table, Missy brushing against him as often as she could, and Charlie rubbing her bottom or stroking her hair whenever she was close enough.

      “Daddy, can I ask you something, please?” Missy summoned the courage to say once they were tucking hungrily into pizza and salad. “It’s kind of personal.”

      About to bite his pizza, Charlie closed his mouth and smiled at her. “Sure, baby. Anything. What’s on your mind?”

      “When I took Mrs Chisholm home last night, she invited me in and showed me her creepy crawly zoo, and told me Suzie was killed by a frog while they were trekking in Colombia? Is that true?”

      Charlie nodded, and his face darkened. “Yep. Bizarre, but true. It was unbelievably horrible.”

      “How old were you?”

      “Twenty-two. Maggie and I had not been married long. Dad was gutted. We all were. Including Audrey. I think it was worse for her. She totally blamed herself.”

      “Why? Was it her fault?”

      “Gosh, no! But she organised the trip, and was with Suzie at the time. I guess she felt responsible. No one else blamed her. And despite how miserable she was feeling, she was with Dad every day. I don’t know how he would have coped if he hadn’t had Audrey to lean on. She’s kind of been the Roberts’ family’s Mary Poppins.” He laughed at his analogy. Missy smiled, but pressed him for more information.

      “What about your mum? How did she die? Your poor dad. It must have been heartbreaking for him to lose two wives.”

      Charlie fiddled with a piece of pizza before replying. “Yeah, and I’ve lost one. I guess the Roberts men are either unbelievably unlucky. Or cursed.”

      Missy eyes popped wide open along with her mouth. “You’re not serious? You don’t believe in curses. Not really?”

      Charlie shook his head while he chewed a mouthful of food and swallowed it.

      “Of course not. I was kidding, but you have to admit it is spookily unlucky: Dad’s first wife, my mum, has a heart attack; his second wife is killed by a frog; and then my wife commits… dies, too. I don’t believe in curses or voodoo or mumbo jumbo, but I’m not sure I’d ever be game enough again to put a woman I love at risk by marrying her—however, ridiculous that is or however small the risk.” He stood up, signalling the end of dinner and the end of the conversation. “Finish up while I put these dishes in the kitchen and start your bath. I’m going to wash you, get you into your pyjamas, spank you and put you to bed. And if you’ve been a good girl, I’ll read to you until you fall asleep.”
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      Benny was outside waiting for Missy when she pulled up in front of the big white house the following Saturday.

      “Hey,” he said as she joined him by the front door.

      “Hey, yourself. Good week?”

      “Meh.” He shrugged. “You?”

      Missy inhaled, then exhaled loudly. “Whew! I thought you’d never ask. Massive week. Mass… ive!”

      She waited but Benny didn’t ask what was so ‘massive’ about it, instead adopting the timeless look of ennui that teenagers use to protect themselves should anyone as old and irrelevant as thirty threaten to talk about their lives. Missy laughed.

      “You know what, Benny? You’re right. It’s none of your business, and I’m not going to tell you even if you get down on your knees and beg.”

      Benny grinned. “That’s a relief.”

      Missy chuckled, but she hadn’t been about to share many details with Benny even if he had been interested. If he’d insisted, she could have tossed off some casual remark about how the cast for the play had been finalised and rehearsals were commencing in a bit over two weeks. She could even have added that Bobo was to play the lead role of Mr Green and Cam Masterton had agreed to take the other major male part.

      What would remain her secret, however, was how every time she sat down for the first three days of the week her bottom had been delightfully tender from the second spanking his father had given her. And how he’d brought her to climax, also for the second time that day, when he was done disciplining her, leading her to wonder if she shouldn’t consider getting herself spanked more often. And how he’d wrapped her in his arms afterwards, kissing her face and hair, snuggling her into him, and telling her she was his Little girl forever now and he’d always take care of her. No, she wasn’t going to tell anyone any of that.

      Nor, at least for the moment, was she going to tell Benny about the jigsaw of information she was collecting and slowly putting together piece by piece, so all that left, was the task at hand.

      “Okay,” she said. “You’re sure your dad isn’t going to be home soon?”

      “Not for at least half-an-hour, but that doesn’t give us long so we better get going.”

      Missy followed him into the house, her heart pounding out of her chest. About to break and enter, disturb a ghost and, most terrifying of all, disobey Charlie, a fate of jail, terror-induced madness, or a paddling could well await her.

      “Have you got a key?” she whispered, despite the nearest other person to her and Benny being across the street.

      “Yes.” Benny, too cool to be worried, answered normally as he stopped outside the room with the balcony. “I pinched it off Dad’s key ring while he wasn’t looking.” He slipped it into the lock and Missy heard the click as it turned. “Come on.”

      Following him in, Missy stumbled under the weight of the atmosphere. The ghosts of lovers hovered over the big bed. Jewellery lay on the dressing table, as though a beautiful woman had removed it only moments before after a romantic evening out. Clothes hung limply in the wardrobe above rows of shoes that had once walked and run and danced, but now stood idle worn only by ghostly feet.

      Benny followed her as she prowled slowly around the room.

      “What are we looking for?”

      Missy shrugged and held her hands out, palms up. “I don’t know. Something. Nothing. Maybe nothing.” She looked at the French doors leading to the balcony. “Can we go out there?”

      This time it was Benny who shrugged, registering his pretence of indifference. “Sure.” He opened the doors.

      Walking out onto the balcony, Missy felt an icy frisson spike through her. The empty space was filled with Maggie’s presence. Missy closed her eyes as they filled with tears, and she clamped her hands over her ears to block out the silent noise of terror and despair.

      “What are you doing?”

      Missy jumped, bumping into the railing as Benny’s voice startled her back to the present, opened her eyes and shook herself.

      “I don’t know. I felt… felt… Never mind.” There were no words. She leaned over the railing, but couldn’t bring herself to look straight down. “This railing is pretty high isn’t it?”

      “Exactly. You can’t jump off. There’s not even anything to stand on.”

      Missy nodded. “It wouldn’t be easy. I guess you’d have to swing one leg over…” She tried to demonstrate, but had to hop up and down. “It could be done, but it wouldn’t be easy. I guess it depends how tall your mum was.”

      “A bit taller than you.”

      “So, she could have got over it.”

      “Yes. Probably. But not easily,” Benny argued. “That’s why I know Dad pushed her. Apart from knowing she wouldn’t have done it herself.”

      “Pretend you’re pushing me.”

      “What?”

      “Pretend I’m your mum, and you be your dad and try to push me.”

      Benny dithered.

      “Come on. Let’s see if it’s possible.”

      With a distasteful grimace, Benny put both hands on Missy’s back and pushed. She ducked and clutched the iron railings. Benny stepped back and rubbed his palms together.

      “I’m sorry, Benny,” Missy said, standing up. “I honestly don’t believe your dad pushed your mum off here. He would almost have had to pick her up and throw her, wouldn’t he? Do you honestly believe your dad is capable of doing something so horrific? He loved your mum, you know.”

      Benny’s face reddened and he stumbled inside. Not looking at him, Missy followed, pulling the balcony doors closed and sliding the bolts back into the floor.

      “She didn’t suicide,” Benny muttered, his fists clenched. “She wouldn’t have.”

      “Etty believes that, too. I know.” Missy put her hand on Benny’s arm. “Listen. How about we make a deal? I’ll accept your mum didn’t take her own life, if you try and accept your dad had nothing to do with it.”

      Benny looked at the floor and shuffled his feet. Missy waited.

      “Okay,” he mumbled. “Who then? How? Why did Dad nick off while we were at the restaurant? Or do you think it was that prick Masterton?”

      “Maybe. Etty does and I think Mrs Chisholm, your Aunt Audrey, might do, too.”

      “What are we going to do about it?”

      “We can’t do anything yet, but I haven’t given up trying to find out more about what happened.” Picking up a framed photograph from the dressing table, Missy squinted at the figures in it. Something about them looked familiar. She pulled out her phone and compared it with the ones she photographed at Audrey’s house. It matched one of them except that in the one she was holding there were three people, not two. She picked up another photo. It was Charlie and Maggie.

      “She was very beautiful, wasn’t she? Your mum.”

      “I took that,” Benny said, a quaver in his voice. “It was the last time I saw her.”

      Missy looked at the photo again, then up at Benny, a frown creasing her forehead.

      “How come you didn’t see her again? When was this photo taken?”

      He flinched. “Just before Dad, and I and Etty went out for dinner that night. Mum was supposed to come. And then she didn’t. Dad can’t bear to look it. That’s why he keeps it in here.”

      A noise downstairs startled them both. “Oh crap!” Missy exclaimed, replacing the photo and heading for the door. She frowned. She’d seen something important, but couldn’t think what and didn’t have time to go back for another look. “There’s someone here. Let’s hope it’s Etty.”

      It wasn’t. It was Charlie. He’d pulled into the drive seconds after they’d left the balcony, and he reached the landing before the bedroom door was pulled shut behind them. His brow furrowed and his mouth set in a grim line as he looked from them to the open door.

      “What do you two think you are doing?”

      Missy adopted a wide-eyed innocent face. “Nothing. Talking.”

      “Benny!” Charlie barked as Benny shut the door and walked off without speaking. “Benny!”

      Missy put her hand on Charlie’s arm. “Let him go.”

      Taking hold of her hand, Charlie half-pulled her down the stairs and to his office, slamming the door behind them.

      “What’s going on?” he demanded.

      Missy stared at him, but her brain refused to make a decision about the best way to answer that question so her mouth stayed shut.

      “Did you go into my bedroom? After I expressly forbade it?”

      Missy’s head dipped. “Yes, but…”

      “But nothing.” He pressed his palm against his brow and then scrubbed the top of his head, his eyes squinting and his eyelids flashing up and down like Morse code. The message didn’t look like good news, though. “I can’t believe you did exactly what I’d told you you weren’t to do.”

      “I’m sorry, Daddy.” Missy put her hands on his chest, but he moved away. “Please don’t be cross. I was trying to help Benny.”

      “By encouraging him to disobey his father? Is that your idea of help?”

      “No, it wasn’t that.” Charlie’s withdrawn coldness was frightening Missy. “I wanted to convince him you didn’t murder Maggie.”

      Charlie laughed without humour. “And is he convinced? And that still doesn’t explain why you went behind my back. You had no right to go into that room. None.”

      Missy’s blood heated defensively, but seeing the pain inscribed on his face, her heart melted.

      “I’m sorry, Daddy. Please don’t be angry with me. I didn’t mean to hurt or disrespect you. Honest.”

      He shook his head, still grappling with the demons gnawing away at his insides. “I don’t know what to do.”

      “Don’t do anything? Cuddle me? Tell me you’re not mad at me?”

      He stared at her blankly as though her words had no meaning.

      Reaching under her skirt, she ripped her panties down, then held her skirt up and bent over the back of a chair so her naked bottom was facing him, then half-raised herself and looked over her shoulder so she could see him.

      “Punish me, Daddy. Spank me for being a bad, bad girl. As hard as you like. But please don’t be angry. Please don’t send me away. I’m sorry. Don’t leave me. Don’t stop being my Daddy. I couldn’t bear it. Spank me, Daddy.” Her voice was breaking and tears were cascading down her face as Charlie regarded her with an expression that looked like disgust.

      “Please, Daddy,” she whispered.

      With a low growl, he strode to her, raised his hand and brought it down hard against her trembling flesh. And again. And again. Missy cried out from the pain in her bottom from his hard hand, and the pain in her heart from his hard face.

      “I’m sorry, Daddy. I’m sorry. Forgive me. Don’t leave me, Daddy. Don’t leave me.”

      He stopped spanking her and dragged her panties back up before wrenching her around into his arms, hugging her so tightly her lungs felt squashed and she had to gasp for breath.

      “Oh Daddy,” she whispered, as he bent towards her, his mouth so close to hers she could taste his warm breath. She closed her eyes and parted her lips, her whole body silenced and still, aware of nothing but her hunger for the pressure of his lips on hers.

      But still she waited in vain. The lips for which she yearned so desperately passed by and nuzzled in her hair.

      “Daddy’s not going to leave you, little girl. Ever. I can’t.” But instead of a declaration of love, his vow sounded like a cry of despair.
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      Waiting for Charlie, Missy’s nerves were so taut they were twanging out the chorus of “Come On and Let Me Drink” as she paced her living room floor. She felt like she could kill for a wine, but having given up her drinking autonomy, her murderous urges were in no danger of being put into practice. Charlie had forbidden her to drink without his permission, and it was still less than a week since he’d caught her breaking into his locked bedroom. She had been terrified she’d gone too far and he would cast her out. He hadn’t, but she wasn’t about to push her luck by breaking any other taboos in a hurry. He’d sent her straight home, but he’d also promised he would never leave her, and had texted and called her multiple times between then and now.

      She hadn’t seen him in person since, and was longing to do so. Missing Charlie and longing to see him when she wasn’t with him was her new state of being. A time had existed when she didn’t think about Charlie Roberts from one day or even one week, perhaps even one month, to the next. Occasionally, she’d spot him around town, or see his name written somewhere, or someone would talk about him, but that was it. She’d not been in his league, only moving on the periphery of his circle, and too busy with her own business to think about him.

      Intellectually, she knew that time had existed, but it seemed so remote to her now she could be remembering some other person’s history rather than her own. It had become impossible for her to imagine her world without Charlie Roberts in it. Bobo had been right when he’d told her she had never loved J.D. She hadn’t. And what she’d labelled a broken heart after he left wasn’t even a stubbed toe when compared to the utter desolation that engulfed her if she considered the possibility of Charlie breaking off their special relationship.

      He’d said he wouldn’t, but things had been strained between them since the bedroom incident. He was on his way now but she didn’t know what to expect. On my way. That was all he’d texted. Was he coming as Daddy? Or as Charlie? Her stomach heaved as the treacherous thought that he was coming to end it sneaked through her mind. She swallowed hard. If that was his intention, he’d better be wearing waterproof shoes—she couldn’t guarantee there wouldn’t be a rerun of Christmas in July.

      Keeping an eye out the window, she saw the headlights signalling his arrival. She waited by the front door, primping her skirt, pulling down her crop top and pulling up her socks, as she listened to his footsteps approaching. Opening the door before he had a chance to knock, she looked up at him, her heart, her life, her fate in his hands. He strode straight to her and, picking her up and engulfing her in his arms, he kicked the door shut behind him, carried her into the living and sat in an armchair with her on his knee.

      “You look utterly adorable, my precious, precious girl,” he murmured into her hair.

      She tried to turn her face up as an invitation for him to kiss her, but he snuggled her into his chest, imprisoning her against him. She could hear his heart racing as fast as hers as they sat silent, motionless, and locked together.

      “I’ve missed you, little girl.”

      “I’ve missed you too, Daddy.”

      “Something’s come up. Work. I have to fly out tomorrow. I’ll be gone a few days. Maybe a week. I won’t be here for the weekend so we’ll miss our special time, but I promise I’ll be back for the weekend after. Will you be a good girl while I’m gone?”

      “I will, Daddy. Promise.”

      “Shall Daddy bring you a present? What would you like?”

      “A kiss,” she muttered inaudibly. It was what she wanted more than anything in the world but she wasn’t allowed to ask for it. She held her breath hoping he hadn’t heard but wishing he had.

      “What was that, baby girl? A dress?”

      She giggled. “Yes, Daddy. A pretty new dress. A special one that you pick out for me.”

      He chuckled with her. “Okay. A dress it is. The prettiest I can find. Have you eaten?”

      She shook her head. Then remembered. “No, Daddy. Not yet.”

      “Well, let’s have dinner and then I’m going to get you ready for bed.” His hand slipped under her skirt and tickled her panties. “And I’m going to take care of here for you. I don’t want my little girl getting needy while Daddy’s not around. There are too many boys around I don’t trust.”

      Missy giggled again, then sucked in sharply as he pushed his finger under her panties.

      “My, my, precious. You are wet already, aren’t you?”

      Missy buried her face against the warm, musky flesh of his neck as he caressed and teased her.

      “Oh, Daddy.”

      Charlie chuckled, his hot breath blowing onto her cheek. “Yes, my precious? You like that?”

      “Mmm, yes, Daddy.”

      Underneath her, his whole body had hardened as his breathing quickened and his fingers played her like a maestro, eliciting a symphony of delightful sensations. As he increased the tempo, her body writhed and her deepening moans of pleasure provided the lyrics until he brought her to a shuddering crescendo.

      “Mmm. Daddy was going to save that till after your bath, but you are too delicious.”

      “Can I still have my after-bath treat, too?” She smiled up at him. He kissed her forehead and the tip of her nose.

      “Of course, beautiful. But first, Daddy is famished.”

      As much as Missy didn’t want to do anything to threaten the sweet closeness between them as they prepared their meal together, she had questions she hoped she could get answers to before he left.

      “Daddy,” she began when he’d almost finished eating and was more relaxed now his belly was full, “can I ask you something, please?”

      “Sure. What would you like to know?”

      “Well, I know some of your family history, about Suzie and Maggie, but I’m not really sure about your mother. I mean about how she died.”

      “She had a weak heart.” He sucked air through the side of his mouth making a squeaking noise. “Dad said the doctors told him she was unlucky. That despite her problem, she could have easily lived a long life. They weren’t expecting her to die at any moment. Then she had a heart attack. Dad said she got a fright, and that’s what triggered it. She recovered, but it weakened her heart even more, and not long after that she had another one. By the time the ambulance arrived it was too late.”

      “Was she alone when it happened?”

      “Yes.” He shook his head. “The second time she was. Maybe if she hadn’t been… Audrey found her lying on the floor and called the ambulance. She tried to save her—CPR and mouth to mouth until the paramedics arrived—but they couldn’t revive her. Dad said Audrey was dreadfully upset and in quite a state that she hadn’t been able to save her.”

      “Wow. I’m not surprised. Even if there wasn’t anything she could do. How ghastly.”

      “Any other skeletons I can open the door on for you?” Charlie said with a chuckle. “Or shall we tidy up and get you into the bath. I’m looking forward to soaping you all over, and then getting you into bed and finding some way to settle you for a good night’s sleep.” He winked at her to make his meaning clear. She blushed but jumped straight up.

      “Let’s tidy up, Daddy.”
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      “Sparkling wine, please,” Missy said to the man behind the bar. What a day it had been. Thank goodness she’d got Charlie’s permission to have a drink tonight. She really needed to unwind. Since word had got around about Cops & Roberts hiring her, offers of work had been steadily increasing. Mostly they were still quite small jobs, but it was enough to keep her busy and her business afloat while she built her reputation.

      “Hey, Missy MooMoo.” Bobo’s clear singsong voice carried over the top of the slowly building crowd as he and Roddy spotted her and made their way over.

      “Mwuh, mwuh.” Bobo exaggeratedly kissed the air on either side of her face. In return she tickled his belly until he hid behind Roddy.

      “Stop that evil woman from attacking me.”

      Roddy laughed, swinging his arm around Bobo’s neck and kissing him on the cheek. “How about I buy her another drink to keep her occupied?”

      “Good idea. Oooh. Look. There’s a free table. I’m going to grab it before anyone else does so we don’t have to be sad barflies. And order some food, can you, luvvies? I am absolutely starving.”

      Missy waited with Roddy, and helped him carry their drinks to the table.

      “Foods coming,” she said as Roddy handed Bobo his drink, and she put her two drinks on the table and sat down. Bobo eyed both glasses.

      “While the cat’s away… eh?”

      “It’s true I haven’t been doing my bit to keep the liquor trade alive lately. I’d better make up for it tonight.”

      “Uh oh. Keep your shoes out of the way, Rods, my darling.”

      Missy laughed. “Nah, your feet are quite safe, Roddy. I promise. I’m enjoying this too much to waste it all over the floor, or anyone’s feet. And we can’t overdo it tonight.” She wagged her finger at Bobo. “As your agent, I will be keeping a close eye on you. Rehearsals start soon and I want you fresh as a daisy.”

      Bobo saluted and took a noisy minute sip of his gin and tonic.

      Missy laughed and turned to Roddy. “So…” she began, drawing the word out to signify she was redirecting the conversation to the reason she’d made the date with them.

      “Yes?”

      “Aha, see, Rods. I told you this wicked woman had a secret agenda. I knew it,” Bobo said with an air of righteousness. “Now what do you want with my man?”

      “Information. You’re a med student, right.”

      Roddy nodded. “I am.”

      Bobo looked anxious. “What’s the matter with you? You’re not sick, are you? And you’d better say ‘no’.”

      Missy smiled and patted his arm. “No. No. Don’t panic. I’m fine.”

      “Aha. I know.” Bobo tapped the side of his nose. “The intriguing mystery. What have you come up with now?”

      “Maybe something; maybe nothing. That’s what I’m hoping Roddy will be able to help me with. It looks interesting, though, I think.”

      “Oooh, yes, that does look interesting.”

      Missy wrinkled her nose and looked at him, but he was looking in the other direction. “What are you talking about, Bobo?”

      “Our food, of course. Look it’s on its way.”

      There was a lull in the conversation while they sorted out their plates and cutlery.

      “Yum. You too talk if you want. I’m going to eat. I’m ravishing,” Bobo quipped, tucking into falafels, chips and salad.

      Roddy waited until Missy was ready then encouraged her to continue.

      “How can I help?”

      “Well, can I run something by you, and see if I’ve understood correctly. Is it possible to tell at autopsy what caused a heart attack? I mean are there different kinds of heart attacks caused by different things?”

      “Oh, you are kidding me.” Bobo stuck a finger in each of his ears. “I am trying to eat my dinner and this is too gruesome.”

      “Hot tip. Med student might not be your soul mate, then,” Missy replied, before continuing her conversation with Roddy as Bobo ‘harrumphed’ at her and tried singing and eating at the same time.

      By the time, the three of them were standing on the street waiting for their respective rides, Roddy had confirmed Missy had correctly understood the information she’d read, and had agreed to help her.

      “Are you sure you won’t kick on with us?” Bobo asked. “It’s a fabulous club. We could dance until dawn. We haven’t done that for a while.”

      “Thanks, guys. I’m beat. I’m going home to bed. Alone.” The two men looked suitably sympathetic at the pathos of her plight. “Thanks again, Roddy.”

      “No worries. Honestly. Glad to help. I’ll let you know how I go.”

      “Sweet. Okay. What’s this number plate? Yep, that’s my car. Ciao, then boys. Have a blast. Don’t let your mothers catch you, and don’t be late to bed, Bobo, or should I say Mr Green.”

      She climbed into the back seat of the car that had pulled up, and waved out of the window as she was carried away.
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      Missy’s phone vibrated as Lana Del Rey’s voice sprang to life with the ringtone she’d personalised for Charlie. She snatched it up. “Daddy?”

      “Hey, little girl. You at home?”

      “Yes. Are you back already?” Her heart began singing, picking up where Ms Del Rey had left off. “Can you come and see me?”

      “Yep. I can be there in about twenty minutes. Is that okay?”

      “It couldn’t be more perfect.” Her feet, refusing to keep still any longer, bounced her around the room in an impromptu happy dance making it hard for her to talk.

      “What are you doing? Are you running or something?”

      She stopped and crossed her legs so she couldn’t dance without falling over. “No. Just standing here.”

      He laughed. “You’re a funny girl. Okay. Off you go. I’ll be there soon. Change if you need to. I can’t wait to see my Little girl.”

      Missy kissed her phone after he’d gone. “Daddy’s coming. Daddy’s coming,” she sang to herself. She hadn’t been expecting him home until tomorrow, and wasn’t sure she’d see him at all until the weekend. But he was going to be here in twenty minutes. She dashed into her bedroom, pulling off her top and trying to hop out of her sweat pants as she went.

      Now he’d given her other Little girl clothes, she didn’t always have to wear the original outfit, but tonight it was what she chose. Tearing off the rest of her clothes and kicking them under the bed, she put on her special panties, skirt and T-shirt, did her face and hair, then raced around the house tidying up any obvious mess. When he still hadn’t arrived, she ran from the window to the door and back to the window and back to the door. Her feet refused to stand still. She ran back to the window. A car pulled up. She ran to the door and opened it.

      “Daddy!” She couldn’t see him behind a giant teddy. “Daddy, what is that?”

      “Hey, precious. I brought you a big teddy to look after you when I’m not here.”

      Missy clapped her hands and danced around as Charlie pushed his way through the door, half getting stuck as he tried to fit himself and the enormous bear through at the same time.

      “Put it down, Daddy. Put it down. I want to sit on it.” Missy said when they reached the living room.

      Chuckling, Charlie set it on the floor, and Missy threw herself on top of it, hugging it and rolling over and over. Relieving himself of another bag he had brought in, Charlie knelt down and started tickling her until she was shrieking and beating him off with her giant bear, breathless with laughter. He relented and stood up, pulling her to her feet as well.

      “I have another present for you, too, little girl. Do you remember what you asked me for?”

      Her hair dishevelled, her cheeks rosy and her top lip beaded with perspiration from her recent exertion, Missy was standing so close she was touching him each time she breathed out. Her body trembled with a nervous giggle. ‘A kiss’ was what she’d asked for, but she’d said it so softly he’d heard ‘dress’.

      “Did you bring me a new dress, Daddy?”

      “I did. It’s in that bag. Why don’t you try it on and show me how pretty you are in it?”

      Without lifting her feet, she swung her shoulders, swivelling her body from side to side.

      “What?” Charlie asked. “Don’t you want to see your dress?”

      “Yes, Daddy. But I want to be with you,” she cried, wrapping her arms around his waist and standing on his feet.

      “Ah.” He smiled and held her tight as he lifted each foot carefully so as not to dislodge her, walking her to pick up the shopping bag and then into her bedroom.

      “How about now, cutie?” He flicked her hair up so he could see her face. She grinned up at him and took the bag, tipping the dress onto the bed.

      “Oh, Daddy it’s so pretty.” She held up a dusty rose, floral mini dress with a shirred bodice, empire line and ruffle hem. “Can I put it on? Please?”

      “Of course, baby. Daddy wants to see.”

      After being bathed and dressed by Charlie, Missy wasn’t too shy to slip her skirt and T-shirt off and pull the dress over her head. It fit perfectly, and she twirled around holding the hem between the thumb and forefinger of one hand. With one overly exuberant twirl, she tripped and fell against Charlie who caught her. She looked up into his eyes and something in the intensity of his expression froze her feet to the floor. His hands moved to grip her shoulders as his smile faded, his eyes narrowed and the muscles in his cheeks rose and fell as he clenched his teeth.

      Feeling as though she were falling through his eyes into his soul, Missy sucked in her breath, a tiny nervous laugh escaping as, with his eyes still fixed to hers, his hands squeezed her shoulders tighter and he lifted her up towards him. She saw his mouth getting closer. The clock stopped ticking, all sounds and movement ceased as his lips brushed across hers so lightly she moaned in protest at the exquisite torment, her own lips reaching out to him. He raised his head slightly allowing his gaze to rove distractedly over her face, connecting with her eyes and then homing in on her mouth as, with the growl of a cornered animal, he pulled her tighter. His lips again brushed hers, then opened wide and, engulfing her, he claimed her mouth in their first deep kiss. Forcing her lips wider, his tongue pushed into her mouth, exploring, tasting, and taking possession.

      Missy moaned, her knees buckling as her whole being surrendered to his demands. Supporting her with his arm around her waist, he manoeuvred her backwards until she collapsed on the bed.

      His mouth still locked with hers, he slipped his hand under her skirt and pulled on her panties until he’d dragged them down and over one foot. Missy cried out against his mouth as his hand slid back up her leg and closed over the heart of her desire. As he rubbed and squeezed, sending lightning flashes of sensation coursing through her, he kissed the bare skin on her chest and then nipped her hard, outlined nipple through her new dress. Her head jerked back, and she moaned as she parted her thighs to allow him full access.

      “Oh, baby,” he muttered against her breast as he slid one finger into her hot tunnel and felt the extent of her readiness. “You’re so wet.”

      Missy cupped her hand against his groin. “And you’re so hard, Daddy. Please.”

      He kissed her again. “Please, what, baby?” he murmured against her mouth. She moaned desperately as his hand disappeared from under her skirt, but she felt him wriggling as he sucked her lips, his hot breath coming in gasps. He pushed his jeans down, and his rock-hard erection sprang out ready for action.

      Missy looked down, licked her hand leaving a small pool of slippery saliva on her palm, then wrapped her hand around his shaft and squeezing it, slid her hand back and forth along it.

      “Are you going to put it in me, Daddy? Please,” she begged.

      He groaned. “I want to, beautiful. I really do, but we can’t. I don’t have a condom, but you touching me is enough.”

      “Yes, we can,” Missy said urgently, letting go of him and sliding far enough up the bed to reach the drawer in her bedside table. Opening it, she took out a small packet and handed it to him.

      He grinned at her, one eyebrow raised, then ripped it open with his teeth, pulled the sheath out, and slipped it over his erection.

      As soon as it was on, Missy slid further under him, and spread her legs so he was nestled between her thighs. Moving over her, he slipped his hand down to make sure she was open for him, guiding his tip to her waiting entrance, while she looped her hands around his neck, and arched her hips up.

      He raised his top half so she had to release her arms, then grabbed her hands, pinned them above her head, and growled deep in his throat. “Look at me.” With a triumphant smile and a cry of victory, the instant his wild eyes locked with hers, he thrust his hips forward, impaling her and making her his. He plunged hard and deep, over and over, forcing her knees up and apart until she was pinned and helpless beneath him.

      Powerless against the primal need driving him, Missy surrendered, offering no resistance as he took her without mercy, the act of submission snapping something in her brain. From a distant place, she heard herself moaning and crying, felt her body catch alight and the fuse of her desire burn hotter and faster until she shook with a shuddering paroxysm of pleasure. A cry burst from her throat, inflaming Charlie who, with two more bruising lunges into her depths, came to a shuddering halt, his face distorted by his own ecstasy.

      Spent, Charlie slipped out, flopping beside her and gathering her into his arms, hushing her whimpers of loss. As their breathing subsided, drained and exhausted they fell asleep still clinging to each other.

      In the early hours, they awakened, and after weeks of deprivation, their mouths found each other in a dark so deep their open eyes saw nothing. But not even a glimmer of light was needed as their hands drew maps of every hard and soft contour of their bodies, their nostrils inhaled the heady aromas of mutual passion, and their mouths alternated between sucking in their lover’s flavour and whispering endearments.

      This time, their lovemaking was detailed and unhurried, but Missy sensed a different kind of intensity, and when it was over he held her with a sense of despair that terrified her.

      “What, Daddy?” she pleaded.

      “Oh, my precious, precious girl,” he moaned, adjusting his arms so she was even more tightly enveloped. “I prayed this day wouldn’t come. I’ve tried to resist, but I can’t anymore. I told myself I could keep you at arm’s length, that it would be fun—for both of us—and that we wouldn’t fall in love. I was a fool. Worse, I think I was lying to myself all along. I wanted you before I met you. I knew the minute you vomited on my shoe that you were the woman I’ve been waiting for all my life.”

      “But Maggie…?”

      “Maggie was a beautiful person. I truly loved her. And she was the mother of my children. I would have been loyal and faithful forever even after her infidelity, but she never owned my soul the way you do and never would have. She was a good wife and a good mother, and we were happy together, but she wasn’t my other half. You are, my precious. I know that now.”

      “That’s how I feel about you, Daddy,” Missy whispered happily, kissing his chest. “I’m so happy.”

      With a cry of sorrow, Charlie wrenched himself away and sat on the edge of the bed, his head in his hands.

      “I told you from the start, my darling, that we can never be together. I love you too much, don’t you see?”

      As the icy hand of foreboding closed around her heart, Missy knelt up, leaning against his back, her arms around him.

      “No, Daddy. Why? How can you leave me if you love me?”

      Reaching behind, he pulled her around and onto his knee, holding her close against him and rocking her.

      “It’s because I love you that I have to leave. I can’t let anything happen to you,” he whispered. “I have to protect you. That includes from me, and the only way I can be certain you will be safe is if I stay away from you. Please forgive me, my precious Little girl.”

      “No. I don’t understand,” she cried. “I love you. I don’t want you to stay away from me. You’re my Daddy.”

      “I know, precious.” His voice was as broken as hers. “And if I could be your Daddy and nothing else, and visit once a week or so, maybe we could keep going, but I can’t. I want to be with you all the time.”

      Early morning light had begun seeping in around the curtains, and his eyes had adjusted sufficiently for him to make out his clothes. Lifting her off him, he stood up and started to dress, but she threw herself at him.

      “I’m not letting you go. You can’t leave me. I love you.” Tears were flooding down her face as she sobbed her heartbreak.

      He wrapped her in his arms and put her back on the bed, and now in the glow of daybreak she could see the anguish in his face.

      “I love you, too, my precious Little girl. More than I can put into words. The only way I can show you how much I love you is to leave now and not see you again other than professionally. We will still have to work together, but that’s all there can ever be. It’s too dangerous for you to be with me. I’m so sorry, baby. I’ve done a terrible thing. I should never have started this. In my heart I knew how I felt about you from the beginning, but I wouldn’t admit it, even to myself. I was too greedy for you. I pretended I could stay in control, but I can’t. I have to go. You’re not safe with me. Stay away. I will kill myself rather than let harm befall you.”

      “No!”

      He kissed her and she knew it was a last kiss. She tried to glue herself to him so he couldn’t pull away, but wasn’t strong enough to hold on. He pushed her down and pulled the covers up.

      “This is one last order from Daddy.” His voice was hard and rough as he did his jeans up and bundled the rest of his clothes into his arms. “I’ll let myself out. Don’t follow me. Think about what we have already had, not what we can’t have. And know I will love you more than anything in the world forever.”
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      “Here we are.” Bobo called out as Missy entered the bar and looked around. “Sit here,” he said, patting the bench seat next to him when she’d reached their table. She flopped down, and he slipped his arm around her shoulders. “You look terrible, girl.”

      Missy managed a rueful, quivering smile. “Thanks, Bobo. I can always rely on you for the truth.”

      “Have you eaten in the last week? It doesn’t look like it, does it?” He directed his question at Roddy who shook his head. “Fortunately, we have food on the way and we aren’t leaving here until you eat something.”

      Tears welled in Missy’s eyes as his bossiness reminded her of her Daddy, except Charlie wasn’t her Daddy anymore and she hadn’t seen or heard from him since he’d slipped out her front door over a week ago,

      “Tut.” Seeing her sadness, Bobo clicked his tongue. “I know you don’t want to talk about it, but isn’t there anything that can be done? I thought it was going brilliantly between you and Charlie. What happened?”

      Missy shook her head. “He said he didn’t want to see me anymore.” Because he’s afraid either he’s going to kill me or that some stupid family curse is, went through her mind, but she didn’t say it out loud. It sounded too ridiculous.

      “Ah, here’s the food. Eat something,” Bobo ordered her as olives, sweet potato chips, and bread and dips were placed on the table in front of them. “Start with this and we can get more later if we want. What will you drink?”

      “Water is fine.” Missy poured herself a glass of water from a bottle already on the table, and ate half a chip. She might not have to report to Charlie anymore, but nonetheless she couldn’t bring herself to go against his orders.

      She swallowed the chip with difficulty and gulped a mouthful of water to help it on its way before she spoke. “What did you have to show me?”

      Looking very pleased with himself, Roddy pulled a piece of paper from his bag and handed it to her. “I got a copy of the autopsy report you wanted. It wasn’t easy. It’s pretty old you know.”

      “You’re amazing,” Missy replied, taking it from him. She read it, then looked up, a puzzled frown creasing her brow. “I don’t really understand what it means. Was I right?”

      Roddy shrugged. “I don’t want to get too technical, but…”

      “No, please, don’t,” Missy interrupted.

      Roddy smiled. “Okay. The bottom line is that when a person dies of fright, the damage to the heart is different from that caused by other heart attacks. In Helen’s case, it is quite possible that her second, fatal, heart attack was triggered by fright in much the same way that the previous one—the one she recovered from—was.”

      “How come no-one said anything at the time?”

      “I guess there was no reason to think it was important, and to be fair we still don’t know it is, do we? Even if we were to say for certain that she died of fright, does it change anything?”

      The colour had flooded back into Missy’s face as excitement reanimated her and she shoved three more chips into her mouth.

      “Maybe. It could do. Thank you so much, Roddy. You are the best.” She stood up, and scooped up hummus on a piece of bread. “I’ve got to go. I have no idea if it will lead to anything. Maybe it won’t, but I have to try; it’s all I’ve got. I’ll let you know. Thanks again.”

      Out on the street, she made a phone call.

      “Hey,” she said, eating and talking. “I’ve found something. I need to get another look. In case. It’s probably nothing. Can you get me in sometime? What? Okay. I’ll wait.”

      She paced up and down, finishing off her bread and hummus, holding her phone in her hand waiting for a call back. When it came, it was from a different number

      “Oh. Hey, it’s you. I was expecting… What? Yes. Now? You’re sure,” she replied to the voice on the other end. “Yes, that’s perfect. Sweet. I’ll be about fifteen minutes.”

      Hanging up, she ordered a ride, and while she waited, she called Abby to say she would be back in the office later. Once in the car and on her way, her mind was whirring. She was a long way out of her comfort zone, and her heart was thumping and her palms sweating. It wasn’t like she hadn’t done plenty of crazy things in her life, wild partying, getting into cars with strange men, mixing alcohol and night swimming, and other things she’d rather not remember, some she couldn’t remember, but that had been when she was much younger, and somehow this felt more real and considerably more dangerous.

      Etty was waiting for her outside when she arrived. Jumping out, she looked around to make sure no one was watching then spoke nervously to the serious-looking teen.

      “Benny told you what I want and you’re sure your dad isn’t going to come home and spring us?”

      “Absolutely sure. I called Aunt Audrey and checked. I said I wanted to see him and was he in. She said he was, but in a very important meeting for the next two hours, and she’d get him to call when he gets out.”

      “Will he check the CCTV?”

      “No. Not unless he thinks there’s a reason. Like if there was a robbery or something.”

      While they were talking, Etty led Missy inside and up the stairs.

      “How are we going to get in?” Missy asked. “Isn’t the door locked?”

      Etty smiled enigmatically, walked up to the door to the master bedroom, turned the handle and pushed it open.

      “Oh, doesn’t your dad keep it locked anymore?”

      “He thinks he does, but Benny unlocked it while he wasn’t looking after you went in last time. In case you wanted to go in again. Dad has never checked.”

      “Good thinking. You’re a pair of smart little cookies, eh?”

      “I am.”

      Missy smiled briefly at the arrogance of youth before the ghosts of the past once more chilled her bones. In that bed Charlie and Maggie had made love. He had kept the loneliness of long nights at bay by holding her in his arms. They had whispered, giggled, and snuggled together, making plans and making babies.

      “What are you staring at?” Etty broke the spell. Missy shook her head and turned to the rest of the room. She opened the closet door, and closed her eyes to try and shut out more ghosts: Charlie and Maggie dressing for work, undressing for bed, carrying out simple domestic tasks like putting away clean clothes. On that Friday, Maggie would have dressed for the day with no way of knowing it would be her last. Missy shivered.

      “Have you found anything?” Etty asked.

      “No.” Missy turned to the doors leading to the balcony and frowned, a new thought occurring to her. “Did your parents spend much time on the balcony?”

      Etty looked at the balcony and beyond and shrugged. “I don’t know. Probably not.” The same thought struck her. “I mean they never had chairs or a table or anything there. They could have had coffee or breakfast or wine or whatever, but I don’t ever remember them doing that. Mum wasn’t a big fan of heights.”

      “So why would your mum have been on the balcony… that day.”

      “Are you saying she would only have been there if she was going to jump off?” Etty sounded hostile.

      “No. Not necessarily. I know you and Benny are convinced she didn’t, but it also seems unlikely she was out there with someone else, like your dad, and he pushed her off, doesn’t it? I mean if they didn’t go out there together, wouldn’t she have wondered why he suddenly wanted her to? And if he had to drag her out, there would have been signs of a struggle. And they would have found bruising on her if someone had dragged her. There wasn’t anything like that, was there? I’m pretty sure I read that somewhere.”

      “So what are you saying?”

      “I’m not sure except she must have had a reason to go onto a balcony that she usually didn’t go onto. And if she didn’t like heights, would jumping off a balcony be her first choice if she decided she wanted to take her own life?”

      “No.” Etty sounded fierce. “I told you. It was Cam Masterton.” Her voice broke and she turned away so Missy couldn’t see her rubbing the tears from her eyes. “I hate him. I’d like to kill him.”

      Ignoring Etty’s usual prickliness, Missy put her arms around her. Etty froze and Missy thought she was going to be pushed away, but then the sad, motherless child briefly allowed herself to be comforted.

      “Would you rather wait outside?” Missy asked as Etty pulled away.

      “No. I’m fine.”

      “Okay. If you’re sure.” Missy opened the balcony doors. “They’re quite stiff, eh? I don’t think even Cam could have opened them while he was holding your mum if she was struggling. They must have been opened first, I think. But why? Anyway, let’s say they were open. Shall we re-enact it? I’m probably a bit stronger than you, so why don’t I try and push you through the doors and see if I could throw you over?”

      Etty blanched.

      “Don’ worry. I promise I won’t actually do anything dangerous. You’re okay with heights?”

      “Yeah, but I don’t want to fall off either.”

      “You won’t. Promise. Okay, ready. Struggle like you mean it though.”

      Missy grabbed Etty and tried to drag her onto the balcony. Etty fought back and they stumbled around banging into the bed and crashing into the doorframe before Missy got her outside.

      “Ow,” Etty complained for the fourth time as she banged against the balustrade. “I’m covered in bruises, I reckon. And you’re hurting my wrists.”

      “Sorry, sweetie.” Missy let go of her. “Yet there were no signs of a struggle.”

      “You do think she jumped, don’t you?” Etty was close to dissolving into tears again.

      “Not because she wanted to. Honestly, I don’t.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Missy shrugged as she methodically peered into every nook and cranny on the balcony and in the creepers hanging down the walls. Having inspected everywhere else, she squatted and crab-walked across the balcony one last time, checking everything at ground level. Reaching the doors, she bent down, stared, then whooped.

      “Oh, Etty. This might be it. We might be in luck. This could be the miracle we need. Quick run and get me an envelope.”

      “What…?”

      “Don’t ask questions. Just hurry. And bring me a knife or something as well.”

      In less than a minute, Etty was back. Missy was kneeling, head down and bottom up, peering at the doorframe. Taking the knife, she scraped something off the wood into the envelope and stood up.

      “What is it?” Etty asked.

      “I can’t be sure. It might be nothing. I’ll fill you in when I know for sure. Now we should get out of here before we get caught.”

      They left the balcony and closed the French doors.

      “Quick, hurry,” Etty urged. “I heard a car. It’s probably Dad come to see what I wanted.”

      Hurrying out the bedroom door, they pulled it shut as the front door opened and closed and footsteps headed up the stairs towards them. They froze momentarily before trying to adopt an innocent air as they made for the stairs.

      “Oh, Aunt Audrey!” Etty couldn’t disguise the relieved surprise in her voice. “I thought it was Dad.”

      Audrey laughed shortly. “Are you up to something you don’t want him to know about?” She looked pointedly at the closed door to the master bedroom, then at Missy. “What are you doing here?”

      Ever the guard dog, Missy thought, but before she could answer, Etty had spoken up. Missy shoved the envelope in her bag.

      “Missy was helping me with some homework, but we’ve finished now.”

      “Really?” Audrey raised an eyebrow. “That’s the first time I’ve ever heard you admit you needed help with your homework.”

      “It was an English thing,” Etty said hastily.

      “Yeah.” Missy joined in with a forced laugh. “No chance I could help her with anything else, like maths or physics, I mean.”

      “Don’t tell Dad, Aunt Audrey,” Etty pleaded. “He’s always telling me to go to my teachers if I need help. He’ll probably yell at me if he knows I asked Missy.”

      “Okay. It will be our secret.”

      “Thanks,” Missy said. “We’ve finished now, so I’d better get going. Let me know what mark you get?” She winked at Etty while Audrey wasn’t looking.

      “I have to get something for Mr Roberts from his office,” Audrey said as the three women made their way downstairs.

      “Do you think she’ll tell your dad?” Missy asked Etty who was waiting with her for the car she’d ordered.

      “Maybe. Who knows? Aunty Audrey has been a bit odd lately, odder than usual that is, but she’s getting old. Anyway, Dad won’t care that much if you helped me with my homework. What are you going to do with whatever you’ve got in the envelope?”

      “I’ll get someone to have a look at it and see what it is. It might well be nothing. I’ll let you know.”
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      December

      The cold, miserable weather matched Missy’s mood. A bright flash outside followed by an ear-shattering crack reminded her, as she leapt in fright, that as depressing as the evening might be with regards to Charlie, there was also going to be excitement, possibly even danger. Flicking through her wardrobe, she bypassed anything short, colourful, cute or flouncy, her heart aching for the lost brief, sweetness she’d shared with Charlie as his Little girl.

      Pulling out a clean pair of black jeans, a sparkly silver jumper—her one concession to the party—and a black jacket, she reflected on how her life had changed in the past few months. The last time she was dressing for a Cops & Roberts SOUP Christmas Party, she had been on a downward spiral. She hadn’t admitted that to herself, but looking back now it was undeniable. She was living on booze and take-away, her exercise regime consisted of walking to her car, the lift, the bar or the fridge, and her career, after she’d switched from being a talent agent to a casting director, was circling the drain.

      The last thing she’d expected when she’d accepted Bobo’s dare and asked Santa for her Christmas wish was that Charlie Roberts would be Santa, and that he would grant her wish, swapping his role as Santa for that of her Daddy. He’d promised to help her get her life back on track and to mentor her on her new path, and he had. The money she’d saved on alcohol had helped her through the financial dip as she changed career direction, and since work had begun flowing in, her bank balance was healthier than ever. In fact, if offers of work continued to increase at the current rate, she would have to consider the possibility of becoming Missy Simpson & Associates in the new year. She was healthier, too—less alcohol, better food, more exercise and more sleep. Until recently, anyway.

      The new improved Missy Simpson’s heart was heavy as she looked at her reflection in the mirror and remembered when she’d worn her rainbow tutu and spiky boots with a defiant zest. That Missy was gone. Despite having spent the better part of three months role-playing being Charlie Roberts’ Little girl, she felt much older now than she had when she’d sat on Santa’s knee and wished for a Daddy.

      Her phone pinged. Here

      Collecting her things, she left the house, dashed through the rain, and jumped into the rear seat of the waiting car.

      “Wait a moment, please.” Resplendent in a shiny dark blue suit, Bobo stopped the driver from setting off. “Are you sure you have everything, Missy MooMoo?”

      Missy frowned at him. “Yes. Why?”

      “I don’t know. You seem to be missing your happy face and party spirit.”

      Missy sighed and faked a smile. “Sorry. I’ll practice on the way,” she replied, adding a flat, “woot”.

      Bobo shook his head and tut-tutted. “Okay. I guess we’re good to go, thanks,” he told the driver. “What happened to the excited detective who called me yesterday when you got the results of that stuff you scraped off the balcony?” he demanded of Missy.

      “Yeah,” Missy conceded half-heartedly. “I was pretty chuffed to find out I was right about that, and I am pretty sure now that I am right about everything, but I still don’t know that it’s going to help.”

      “Okay. Well, enough about Miss Sad Sack, then.” Bobo gestured to himself as the car pulled out from the kerb and set off. “Well?”

      “You look amazing. No. Really. You do. That suit is outstanding. Sorry. But you know how much I don’t want to be going tonight. And, except for our cunning plan, I wouldn’t be. Are we mad, though? Am I mad?”

      “You are. As am I to have mixed myself up in your crazy scheme. But I have, and as Roddy couldn’t come, you are my only partner in crime. You will have to pretend so hard you are having a good time that you will fool even yourself.”

      “Right. And how exactly am I going to do that?”

      Bobo waved his arms around. “Schmooze and chat and gaily mingle. And you’d better smile and drink and be loud and wayward like people expect you to be, or you’ll draw attention to us.”

      “Hmph. You’re the actor.”

      “Well, tonight you will have to be, too. Have you seen the oh so handsome Mr Roberts since… since…”

      “Since he dumped my sorry arse?”

      “Oh, girlie. I’m sure he did no such thing. That’s not how you described it before is it?”

      A loud sad sigh escaped from Missy. “No. But that’s what it feels like. And, yes, I have seen him, but only in our professional capacity. He’s perfected treating me like a casual colleague. It’s like there was never anything between us. It’s too weird. And I honestly don’t know if I can be around him at a party while he’s pretending he barely knows me.”

      “I’ll look after you. I promise. We’ll do what we came for; then, if you want to leave, we will. Okay? We’ll play it by ear. Have you spoken to the kids tonight?”

      “Yep. They really are so lovely. Even if Charlie never has anything to do with me ever again, if I can help Benny and Etty, I guess I’ll be happy with that.”

      “He will. You’ve almost got all your little ducks in a row, haven’t you? One last piece of the puzzle and you can… well, you can do whatever it is that people do when their ducks are in a row.”

      Missy shivered. “It could all backfire. It might be smarter to just keep my mouth shut and forget all about Charlie Roberts. I used to not care about him. Heck. I used to dislike him, intensely. Maybe I could just go back to that.”

      Bobo shook his head and clasped her hand in his. “Sorry, lovey. That is never going to happen. That train has left the station, plunged off a cliff, sunk to the bottom of the ocean and fallen through a worm hole into another time and universe.”

      “Gee, thanks for leaving me some hope.”

      “Well, just being honest. That course of action is without hope, so let us turn our attention to tonight’s programme.”

      “Okay, but this could be a giant disaster, my reputation could be destroyed and I might be looking for a new job tomorrow.”

      “Well, fortunately, I have been having drinks with Lou Steele who got in to a rehearsal and has front row seats for opening night. He’s absolutely besotted with me and dying to sign me onto his books, so I have a back-up if necessary.”

      Missy slapped him. “You are a horrible, horrible man, Bobo. I have no idea what Roddy sees in you.”

      Bobo laughed. “Aha. That’s better. A little fighting spirit. I don’t want to turn up to the party with a limp rag, and it looks like we’re here. So, apply your smile, jazz your pizzazz and let’s find a bottle of expensive, fizzy, courage.”

      Charlie Roberts’ house was festooned with fairy lights and, judging by the sounds of music and laughter, the party was already underway. It wasn’t to be a big crowd, mostly only people associated with The Many Moods of Mr Green that was starting its two-week run in five days. It had already sold out and had such a promising buzz that negotiations for an extension were already tentatively finalised dependent on the reviews. Missy had received an invitation to tonight’s party as casting director and Bobo as a cast member. The rest of the cast and the production crew and their partners had been invited, and a few other people. Missy expected the ubiquitous Mrs Chisholm, who didn’t need an invitation, would be there, and knew Etty would be. Benny and Nick were out but coming later.

      Unsure of what the evening would hold but knowing she had to face it with courage if she was ever to be happy again, Missy pulled her jacket around herself as they got out of the car into the misting rain and ran for the door. Taking one enormous breath, she grabbed Bobo’s arm, heaved her shoulders back, thrust out her chest and marched inside.

      “Just head me straight for the booze,” she muttered. She hadn’t drunk any alcohol since Charlie had stopped being her Daddy but, as it was a party, tonight she was prepared to assume his permission. As they made their way through the house, Missy kept her eyes focused straight ahead, nodding and smiling to anyone who came into her line of vision and ignoring everyone else.

      “Grab a bottle and follow me,” she muttered to Bobo through the side of her mouth when they reached the table laden with food and drink. “I’ve got the glasses.”

      Ducking into the kitchen, she poured herself a drink from the cold bottle of champagne Bobo had hijacked on the way past and inhaled it, refilled her glass and drank it almost as rapidly, and then refilled her glass and drank half. Shaking her head, she flapped her tongue in and out and shuddered. “I think that’s done it. I reckon I’m about good to go. Did you see Charlie on the way through? I avoided looking.”

      “I did. He looks absolutely gutted and couldn’t take his eyes off you. I reckon he’s on his way now if he can scrape Genevieve off him.”

      “Bah! You’re such a liar.”

      “I am not. She’s stuck to him like a limpet. Anyway, you can go see for yourself. Let me top up your glass, and that’s the end of that bottle, so there’s no point staying here anyway. Come on. Our public awaits. Oh, here’s one of our public who couldn’t wait. Hi, sweetie,” he said to Etty as she came through the door. “I’ll leave you two ladies to it. I’m going to cruise for a bit.”

      “Hey.” Dressed, as always, in a long, gypsy skirt, T-shirt and flannel shirt over the top, Etty greeted Missy.

      “Hey, Etty. How have you been? Okay?”

      “Yeah. Only one more week until the holidays, so that’s a bonus.” Her face was impassive, but her eyes glinted with more than anticipation of the upcoming Christmas vacation. As she glanced around, her fists tightened by her side. “We’re going to nail that scumbag tonight.”

      “That’s a very fierce look, Etty. I hope you’re not talking about me. Should I be worried?” Cam Masterton, also a member of the cast, had materialised next to them. He was grinning, but Etty’s face froze and, with no more greeting than a look of disgust, she turned away.

      “I’ll come back when you’re alone,” she said to Missy, with a look that said ‘get rid of him’ as she left.

      “Hi, Missy,” Cam adopted a rueful grimace and nodded in the direction of the departing Etty. “President of my fan club.”

      “You can’t really blame her, though, can you? From where she’s standing, she lost her mother and you were the last one with her.”

      “Geez! That’s a bit unfair. Are you saying she thinks I was responsible for Maggie’s death?”

      “I am. Were you?”

      “Of course not! I was nowhere near her.”

      Missy pursed her lips and bounced her head from side to side a couple of times. “Yeah, yeah, so you’ve said, but maybe Etty doesn’t think that lets you off the hook entirely. And I did hear a certain rumour about you being concerned about your career were Charlie to find out about your in flagrante delicto with his wife.”

      Cam’s shoulders slumped and his mouth set in a hard line. “I loved Maggie. I adored her. I would never have hurt her. I was devastated when she died. I couldn’t even stay here. Geez, I left the fricking country. What does that say?”

      Missy nodded. “I don’t know. Either you couldn’t bear being here, or you were leaving the scene of a crime.”

      Missy wondered if she might have overdone it under the influence of her champagne courage as astonishment and anger vied for control of Cam’s features. “What the hell are you implying?” he snarled. “What’s that little bitch been saying? Or was it Charlie? The rejected husband and his wounded pride.”

      Nausea rose in Missy’s throat, and this time it wasn’t the champagne. Even if Cam wasn’t responsible for Maggie’s death, he’d seriously damaged Charlie’s family by taking advantage of a woman who was, by all accounts, fragile, and he showed no remorse. Nonetheless, now was not the time or place to pick a fight with him, and a scene could ruin everything. Reaching out, she patted his arm. “Sorry, Cam. I’m not really implying anything. I have no idea what happened. I just feel sorry for the kids. I know they’ve both been struggling. I shouldn’t have taken it out on you, though. Forgiven?”

      Cam looked like he’d rather punch her in her forced smile than forgive her, but he knew she was someone he could not afford to alienate. He needed to re-establish himself after his time overseas, and one thing he’d learned since he’d got back was that Missy Simpson, casting director, was fast becoming someone who could make or break a career.

      “I’d better circulate, I think,” Missy added. “I haven’t even said hello to the host yet. Excuse me.”

      Her shoes felt like lead as she left the kitchen and made her way through the dining room and back to the living room. She didn’t like Cam. Her loyalty lay with Charlie and his family, even if Charlie had pushed her away, but as much as she wanted to get away from Cam, she was dreading seeing Charlie. Squeezing past clusters of people drinking and chatting, she caught sight of him. He was impossible to miss. Even with his head bent listening to young and pretty Genevieve-the-limpet, another cast member, he was taller than everyone else.

      He looked up to watch Missy enter the room, and a taser-like jolt hitting her as his eyes locked with hers, caused her to stumble. The drink she was carrying slopped over her hand and onto her clothes.

      “Damn!” She swapped the drink into her other hand, shook the wet one and wiped it on her jumper, spreading the champagne further afield.

      “Here,” said Charlie, standing next to her and holding out a paper napkin.

      Missy stared at him with her mouth open, then exaggeratedly looked around. “Is there some magic device in here that allows people to move through space without moving through time? First Cam, now you. How the hell did you get across that room so fast?”

      He chuckled, bowed and winked at her. “At your service, brought to you by the magic of long legs and a short room. Here, let me hold your glass,” he added, taking her drink.

      “Thanks. Yuck. Champagne tastes good, but it’s horribly sticky. I’m just going to slip into the kitchen and wash my hands.”

      “I’ll come with you.”

      Now as well as lead feet and sticky hands, Missy had jelly knees and a cramp in her belly. How was she supposed to be this close to Charlie and pretend her heart wasn’t pounding, her blood rushing and her panties melting? It was killing her. Even more so because she knew he felt the same but was denying them both because he totally believed in his heart he was endangering her by being with her. How could two people want each other so much, yet be calmly standing in a kitchen, her washing her hands, and him holding out a tea towel for her to dry them on? It was insane. And unbearable.

      “Missy.”

      “Charlie.”

      “What? Sorry. You go.”

      “No. You go.”

      Having handed her back her drink, which she poured down her throat before putting the glass down, Charlie clasped his hands behind his neck and squeezed, then dropped them by his side.

      “How are you?”

      “What do you reckon? Shithouse. You?” Missy stared angrily at him.

      “I ought to spank you for that.”

      “I wish you would.”

      “No. I can’t. Much as I want to. You know that. We agreed. But you’re a beautiful, smart, successful, amazing, adorable, desirable, very spankable woman, Missy. You won’t have any trouble finding another Daddy.”

      “I don’t want another one.” Feeling her bottom lip tremble, she bit it to hold it in place.

      Charlie gripped her by her shoulders. “I can’t do it anymore. You can call me superstitious, a coward, a fool, I don’t care. I’ve lost a mother, a stepmother and a wife. I think that’s about enough for one lifetime. And I love you too much to risk you getting hurt as well. You can’t ask that of me. And I can’t go through it again. I thought… you and I… that we could keep it platonic. For that I am a fool.”

      “No, Charlie. You are a wonderful man. It would be easy if you were a fool; I wouldn’t love you.”

      “Do you love me, little girl?”

      Missy’s heart wept at the pain in his eyes. “Oh my God, yes, Daddy. I love you so much that even if I knew for certain that being with you was a death sentence, I would still want to be with you for as long as I had.”

      “Oh, baby. No. Don’t say that. You don’t mean it. You’re still so young. You wouldn’t sacrifice your life, and I won’t let you. No matter how much it hurts, I would rather be without you but know you are alive and happy somewhere, than risk any harm coming to you.”

      “What if I could prove no harm will come to me?” Missy blurted out.

      “What? How could you prove that?”

      “By proving Maggie didn’t commit suicide, and…”

      “Ah, there you are Charlie, talking to Miss Simpson, I see? How are you, dear?” Audrey Chisholm broke into their conversation with neither having noticed her arrival.

      Missy glanced at Charlie. “Magic room.”

      Charlie grinned, and took a discreet step away from Missy.

      “Ah, Audrey. You came. You really didn’t have to on such a wet night.”

      Audrey moving a step closer and putting herself between them, smiled and put her hand on his arm. “I wouldn’t miss your party, would I? I think the rain has blown over anyway. It seems to have stopped. Can I help with anything?”

      “You did enough this afternoon. I’m sure I never would have been in time without you.” Charlie directed his next comment to Missy. “Audrey, bless her, was here nearly all day helping put up decorations, cooking, getting everything laid out. We wouldn’t even have had napkins to wipe up sticky messes if not for you, eh, Audrey?”

      Charlie raised one eyebrow and looking pointedly at Missy’s front where she’d spilled the champagne. She grimaced.

      “Well, thank you for that, Mrs Chisholm,” she said, feeling she had to say something considering they were both staring at her. “They’ve already come in handy.”

      “You really can’t hold your drink, can you, dear?”

      Momentarily dumbstruck by a joke-telling Audrey, Missy was relieved to see Etty sending her subliminal signals from the doorway. She blinked in reply. “Excuse me,” she said to Charlie and Audrey, squeezing past and quivering as she brushed against Charlie on the way through.

      “I do hope Etty isn’t going to grow up like her.” Audrey waited just long enough for Missy to pass by but spoke loudly enough for her to hear. “Is it a good idea letting your daughter spend time with her? Etty is so young and impressionable. I don’t think her mother would have approved if she’d still been here,” she added, noticing Missy pause.

      “Ignore her,” Missy chided herself. That was just Audrey being Audrey, and her sugarcoated acid tongue would surprise no one.

      “What did Aunt Audrey say?” Etty whispered when Missy was in range. “You looked furious. She didn’t tell Dad about the other day, did she?”

      “To be honest, I don’t know if she has or not. He hasn’t said anything to me, so your guess is as good as mine. It wouldn’t surprise me if she wanted to tell on me, but she’s quite protective of you and Benny isn’t she?”

      Etty shrugged. “Benny, she is. She fusses over him like she does Dad. Me? Not so much. I don’t think she even likes me really.” She shrugged. “Not that it bothers me. Anyway, are we ready? Should I call Nick now and see if they’re okay to go?”

      “Sure, sweet. We might as well get this show on the road. I’m going to grab a little pie or something off the table while I’m waiting. I think I might be hungry. My tummy feels a bit strange.”

      Missy clutched her midriff as she wove across the room and through the door to the buffet table. She couldn’t decide if her nausea and aching gut were the result of not enough food or too much drink, or not enough or too much Charlie. It was a while since she’d eaten, so getting some solid food into herself might settle her insides. She made short work of one small, delicious pie and was about to start on another when the sight of Charlie coming towards her undid whatever calming effect the first pie had had on her digestive system.

      “Hey. Sorry we were interrupted,” he said. “I have to go out for a minute. I shan’t be long. We can talk when I get back.”

      “Oh, you’re going out?”

      “Yeah, Benny just called. Nick’s car’s broken down. I have to go rescue them. Sounds like they might have run out of petrol. I’ll take some with me. They aren’t far away, so I shan’t be long.”

      “Oh, okay.”

      He stared at her. “Would you like to come for the ride?”

      “What?” Missy looked around the room, but not at him. “I… I…”

      “It’s okay if you don’t want to,” Charlie interrupted grimly. “No. Probably best.”

      He hurried off before Missy could reply. Holding onto the table for support, she walked around it until she came to a chair and collapsed. Still unsure if eating something was going to calm her heaving stomach or cause it to explode, she reached over and took two more pies, one in each hand.

      “You okay?” Etty had found her and was regarding her with a worried expression.

      Missy shuddered. “Yeah, I’m fine. I think. Your dad asked me if I wanted to go with him on his rescue mission. It threw me a bit. I’m still hungry, too. I think.” She shoved one of the pies into her mouth.

      “Are you going to stay there?” Etty’s face was creased with concern.

      “What’s happening? Are you ill?” Bobo had now joined them and was staring down at Missy with a similar expression.

      “No, I’m fine.” Missy stood up and gobbled the other pie. “Wow, these are really good!” She grabbed another one on the way past as Etty led her out into the open. Bobo brought up the rear.

      “Okay. Wait here and keep an eye out. I’ll be back in a moment.” Etty disappeared, leaving Missy and Bobo in the hall, from where they could see the guests in the living room and anyone who might come or go through the front door.

      “Is it too late to say I’m starting to think this might be a really bad idea?” Missy looked at Bobo as she took a bite of her last pie.

      “I don’t think you need worry,” Bobo replied. “I ate three of those pies myself and I’m still standing.”

      “Not the pies. Silly,” Missy scolded, but knew he was teasing her.

      Etty returned. “Okay. It’s done,” she said. “Let’s go.”

      Missy dropped back and turned her back on them, while Etty moved in amongst the other guests and took out her phone when it started to ring. After a short, earnest conversation, she put her phone away and spoke to Bobo who was standing next to her.

      “Can I have your attention for a moment, please?” Bobo said in a loud voice. The partygoers closest to him turned in surprise, while those nearer the loudspeakers hadn’t heard.

      “I’ll turn the music down,” Etty said.

      “Hey, everyone. Can I have your attention, please,” Bobo said again, this time into the lull in conversations caused by surprise when the music suddenly went quiet.

      “What’s up?” a voice called out.

      “Charlie’s security firm has just rung because the CCTV has apparently gone off for no reason, and they need to know if there’s a problem, but Charlie and Benny are the only ones who know the password and how to reset it, and neither of them are here. Benny’s car broke down and Charlie’s had to go pick him up. Great timing!” An amused murmur rippled through the attentive crowd. “We could wait till he gets back but the security guys are worried because there’s been reports of a prowler nearby. They’ll send someone over if we can’t restart it, but Etty wondered if anyone could check and see if maybe something has tripped it and we can get it back on.” He paused, glancing around the room and deliberately avoiding Cam Masterton’s eyes. “Does anyone know how it works?”

      The only sound was breaths being held and necks being swivelled as everyone waited for an answer.

      “I do.”

      Missy joined Bobo. “Well, well, well,” Bobo said as they stared at each other, and then at Etty as she left the room with the volunteer.

      “What’s going on?” “Is everything all right?” “Are we safe?” People were starting to mill around, looking worried and bombarding them with questions.

      “Everything is fine, I’m sure. There’s no need to worry. Let’s turn the music back up. And I recommend the pies if you haven’t had one yet. I’m going to have another one before they’re all gone, that’s for sure.” Missy ushered everyone back into the centre of the room, turned the volume up, fetched the plate of pies and started handing them around. “Grab another drink as well,” she encouraged the rapidly relaxing crowd.

      A few minutes later, accompanied by Etty, Bobo turned the music back down briefly. “Drama’s over. The CCTV is back on and the security firm guys have said everything is okay. Turned out the ‘prowler’ was some poor guy who’d locked himself out of his house. So, let’s get back to parrtaaying…” he finished with a dramatic flourish.

      “That didn’t help,” Etty said, looking very disappointed, when she and Bobo re-joined Missy. “What now?”

      “Nothing else for the moment. There’s not much more we can do tonight. Right now, I think I’d like to head off. Too many pies. You can tell Benny and Nick what happened, but best if you all just keep it to yourselves for the moment. That we set a trap, I mean. We don’t want to alert anyone while we work out our next move. Will you be okay till they get back?”

      Etty pulled out her phone and made a call. “They won’t be long. Ten minutes. I’ll be fine.”

      “Okay, that’s good. Our car will be here in about five,” Missy replied after ordering their lift home.

      She hugged a stiff but unflinching Etty, then hooked her arm through Bobo’s.

      “Come on, Bobo. The car is nearly here. See you later, sweetie.”

      Slipping a bottle of bubbles under her jacket on the way past, the co-conspirators let themselves out the back door.

      “Let’s go celebrate,” she said to Bobo, her face split by a triumphal grin.
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      Missy woke the next morning with a thumping in her head, a body on her couch and a knocking at her door. Staggering through the living room, she called out, “Your lift, I presume,” then opened the front door to let in Roddy bearing a tray of takeaway coffees.

      “Oh, you angel,” Missy moaned by way of welcome. “No wonder Bobo loves you. Or at least he did when he was alive. You might have to check to see if he still is.”

      Roddy considered the crumpled heap on the couch, its mouth open with a bit of drool at the corner. “You know, I might leave him a bit longer if that’s okay. He’s at least pain-free at the moment, but I suspect that isn’t going to be the case when he wakes. Do you mind if we drink our coffee first, and I’ll send out for some breakfast? He looks in need of a giant fry-up.”

      “I feel so bad about returning him to you in this condition, I’ll fry some eggs,” Missy offered, two mouthfuls of coffee having partially revived her. “Just let me throw on some clothes and swallow some pills and I’ll be right onto it.”

      A combination of water, coffee and headache pills later, the three were tucking into plates of fried eggs, sausages and toast, and Missy and Bobo were regaling Roddy with every detail of the previous night’s escapade.

      “You are amazing,” Roddy complemented Missy when they’d finished. “You should be a detective or something. I don’t know how you worked it out, but hats off to you.”

      “I couldn’t have done it without both of you, though. Move over Famous Five and Secret Seven, make way for the Tipsy Trio.” They all laughed, but Missy and Bobo quickly stopped, holding their heads and groaning.

      “No more jokes, please,” Bobo begged, and Roddy was the only one to laugh at that, although it wasn’t without sympathy.

      “So, next step? Are you going to the police?” he asked.

      “Not without talking to Charlie first. I just hope I can catch him. He’s flat out at the moment, with the play opening Wednesday, and Christmas two weeks away. He told me this is always a frantic time of year for him.” She stuck her fork into a piece of toast and slid it back and forth over her plate to sop up spilled yolk, then popped it into her mouth, moaning with pleasure. “How good… I mean, really, how good are fried eggs on a hangover?”

      “Can’t you call him?” Roddy asked, then shook his head, answering his own question. “No. I don’t suppose anyone wants to hear over the phone that their wife was murdered.”

      Missy nodded. “Yeah, I definitely think I need to talk to him face to face. I’m not sure he’s going to believe me anyway. The evidence is circumstances.”

      “Circumstantial,” Bobo corrected with a grin, making her giggle.

      “Oh, yeah. I guess the post-hangover eggy-goodness hasn’t quite reached my brain yet. But my stomach is sure feeling a whole lot better.” Putting the last morsel in her mouth, she leaned back and rubbed her belly. “Mmm-mmm.”

      With them all having finished eating, Roddy stood up and collected the plates, but Missy stopped him.

      “Leave that to me. I deprived you of Bobo all night, and you saved my life with coffee this morning. I think you’ve already done more than your share. I’ll clean up. You’d better get that wreck home and spruced up. He’s on stage in four days and I am expecting him to give an award-winning performance.”

      She gestured to Bobo who had managed to eat his breakfast but was remaining uncharacteristically quiet and subdued. Neither of her guests needed asking twice, both happy to leave her alone to tidy the kitchen.

      That done, and despite still feeling a little worse for wear, she found her phone and switched it on. She’d decided last night she didn’t want to talk to Charlie then. The conversation would have been too hard over the phone, so she’d just left a text saying she was fine and he wasn’t to worry, but she was going off-grid for a while and would be in touch soon. Then she’d turned off her phone and chucked it deep in the bottom of her bag.

      A rush of beeps followed it lighting up. She checked the messages: one from her sister, Shona: Family Christmas here. Boxing Day. Bring the kids if they want. Missy smiled. She had no idea what Benny, Etty and Nick would be doing on Boxing Day or if they would even want to hang out with her family, but it was typically sweet of Shona to think of them. Yay. Will do, she replied

      The next message was a row of question marks from Etty, and Benny had left something similar. She smiled again, feeling not unlike their big sister.

      Another message told her she had a voicemail. She listened to it. It was from Charlie. Her heart sped up as she heard his deep voice: “Hey. Where did you rush off to? Is everything okay? If you get this, let me know if you’re home. I’ll come by and check you’re okay.”

      It had been sent the previous evening, and he’d sent another one this morning: “Where are you? I’m a bit worried. I’m busy with meetings all day but at least let me know you are okay. Okay?”

      An hour after the phone call, he’d sent her a message: Call me. D

      Missy squeezed her thighs together when she saw the ‘D’. They didn’t have that relationship anymore so he must be very worried about her if he was making his request for her to contact him an order. With her heart pounding, she brought up his number and pressed the call button. This time she was the one to be disappointed, the call going to voicemail.

      “Hey. Sorry I missed your calls. I’m fine but I want to talk to you about something. Not over the phone though. Can we meet for coffee or something? Somewhere private?”

      It was hours later before she got her reply by text: Crazy week. How about Wednesday pre-show? I could pick you up. Six? You’re going I take it?

      Okay. Yep. I’m going. Sounds good. See you then xx, she texted back.

      It wasn’t ideal with everyone’s minds on the show, but it would have to do. She went to bed that night wondering if she could get through the next few days without bursting.
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      Tiny hairs sprang to attention all over Missy as she read the message she’d just received from Charlie: We need to talk. Now. Meet me at the bench in the grove. I’m bringing Etty. You’re both in danger. Don’t tell anyone. Just hurry. He was supposed to be picking her up in just under four hours for opening night; she couldn’t imagine what could have happened for him to need to see her now or what the danger could be.

      Shoving the tomato sandwich and banana she was about to eat for a late lunch into the bag slung over her shoulder, and grabbing a bottle of water from the office bar fridge, she dashed out.

      “Hold the fort. Back later,” she told a surprised Abby on the way past.

      Oh her way to her car, she tried calling Charlie to find out what was going on, but his phone went straight to voicemail. Giving up, she texted: On my way.

      Thirty minutes later she arrived at her destination, frowning at the empty car park as she pulled in. She’d expected to see Charlie’s black Lexus. Trembling, sweaty and breathless, she jumped out, grabbed her bag and slung it over her head and across her shoulder, locked her car, and dashed up the path alongside the old mine site and through the bushes to the olive grove.

      “Hello,” she called out when again there was no sign of Charlie or Etty or anyone. Getting no reply, she decided she must somehow have arrived before him, and was about to sit on the bench dedicated to his father, eat her lunch and wait, when she heard a faint cry for help. Instantly breaking out in more goosebumps as she recognised Etty’s voice, she hurried carefully in the direction from which it had come.

      “Etty? Is that you? Where are you?”

      “Here. Help.”

      The feeling of dread deepened as Missy realised Etty was in the abandoned mine on the other side of the fence. The ringlock fencing dug into her thigh as she held it down and climbed between it and the barbed wire which caught her jacket causing her to fall to the ground ripping her clothes and taking a deep gouge out of her hand as she caught it on the rusty barbs.

      “Damn! Etty? Where are you, honey? Where’s your dad?” she called again, picking herself up and using a tissue she had stuffed down her bra to staunch the blood oozing from the cut. She shook her hand as it began to sting, bringing tears to her eyes.

      “Is that you, Missy? I’m down here. Watch out.”

      Missy picked her way forward, half-expecting any moment to fall into a camouflaged shaft, or for the ground to give way under her as she trod too heavily on an abandoned tunnel.

      “Be careful,” Etty called.

      “I am. Where’s your dad? Isn’t he with you?”

      “No. Dad’s not here.” Etty’s voice cracked, and whatever she tried to say next, which sounded a bit like “pushed me in” was too distorted to be intelligible.

      “Keep talking so I know where you are,” Missy said. “Where are you?”

      “Here. Here. In the pit.” Missy followed Etty’s voice to a square pit, a little over two metres deep and three metres square, and almost hidden by bushes. Missy could hear Etty’s whimpering distress emanating from the bottom. She dropped to her knees on the edge above the girl semi-prone on the ground.

      “Etty? Are you hurt? I’m here, sweetie. I’ll help you out.” She held out her uninjured hand. “Grab my hand. I’ll try and pull you out. How did you get in there? Why have you taken your boots off?”

      “Be careful.” Etty was hugging herself and rocking back and forth, her boots and socks next to her. She didn’t look up at Missy and made no move to stand. “She’ll push you in. My ankle is hurt. I think it’s broken. It’s swelling up.”

      “Who’ll push me in? There’s no-one here.”

      “Yes, there is, dear.”

      Missy froze as she looked over her shoulder to see Audrey Chisholm step out from behind the bushes, a carryall in one hand and a wriggling canvas bag in the other.

      “You? Of course it was you. Why are you doing this to Etty? I’m calling the police.” Missy pulled out her phone.

      “I wouldn’t do that unless you want Etty to die right now,” Audrey replied, standing at the edge of the pit near Missy and holding up the canvas bag. “Can you guess what I have in here?”

      Missy looked at the writhing bag and felt a rush of nausea. “No! You wouldn’t.”

      “But I would. I have three deadly snakes. Throw your phone over into the bushes as far as you can. Now. Or I’ll tip the snakes into the pit. They might not kill Etty straight away, but she’ll certainly be dead before anyone gets here. You don’t want her death on your conscience, do you, dear?”

      “Why? Why would you want to hurt her? She’s still a child.”

      “Don’t waste time with your questions. Just toss your phone, and I’ll help you pull her out. And then we can have a nice chat. That’s all I want. Just a nice chat. The three of us. But only after you’ve thrown your phone away. Otherwise, the snakes go into the pit. One… Two…”

      Missy suspected Audrey Chisholm wouldn’t think twice about harming Etty. Without further argument, she hurled her phone into the bushes—towards a tall dead tree so she would have a landmark when she looked for it later. “Okay. Okay.” She held up her empty hands, palms towards her adversary. “My phone’s gone. Help me get her out. She’s hurt.”

      “Of course I’ll help, dear. Poor child. I think she hurt her ankle when she fell. We should get her to a doctor.” Audrey moved closer, but Missy took a step back.

      “Don’t bring those snakes any closer.”

      Audrey chuckled. “Very well. I’ll leave them here.” She put the canvas bag and the carryall on the ground. “Maybe if you kneel down, you will be able to get hold of Etty. Then I can pull you from behind.”

      Looking sideways to keep an eye on Audrey, Missy knelt on the edge of the pit and reached down.

      “Come on, sweetie,” she urged Etty. “Come to me and I’ll help you out.” She nodded encouragement as Etty crawled to the edge of the pit dragging her boots with her and pulled herself up onto one leg holding the boots up.

      “Take these.”

      Missy took them and stood them on the ground as Etty raised her hands high enough to allow Missy to lean forward and wrap her hands around the trapped girl’s arms. She winced from pain from the cut in her hand.

      “Okay, I’ve got hold,” Missy said. “Sorry if I get blood on you, sweetie. Give me a hand, Audrey… whoa.”

      “Like this, dear.” A heavy shove in Missy’s back overbalanced her. She flailed her arms about, but couldn’t grab hold of anything as she toppled into the pit, landing with a thud at the bottom, knocking Etty over and the wind out of herself.

      “Whoops,” Audrey said, looking down at her two prisoners. “That was very clumsy of you, dear. You both seem a bit accident-prone. Now how are you going to get out?”

      “Why… Why are… you… doing this?” Missy fought to get air back into her lungs and talk at the same time. She tried to stand, and cried out from a burning pain in her shoulder. The fall had also caused the cut on her hand to start bleeding profusely again. At least, both injuries were on the same side, so she was able to use her other hand to cradle her damaged arm and put pressure on the cut. “Why Etty? She’s just a kid. She’s never harmed anyone.”

      “It’s only a matter of time, though, isn’t it? She’s not quite right in the head, is she? Who knows what she’ll do? And women have always been bad for the Roberts men. Benny and Nick are better off out from under her clutches.”

      Missy looked at Etty huddled and rocking on the ground again, one hand on her swollen ankle.

      “Clutches? You crazy old bag! Etty doesn’t have any ‘clutches’. She’s a lovely kid. How can you not know that?” Missy squatted down next to the injured girl. “Are you hurt anywhere else? Do you have your phone?”

      “No. She tricked me into giving it to her. She threw it into the bushes.”

      Missy went to the edge of the pit and looked up at Audrey. “Why are you doing this? Let Etty go. She’s never harmed anyone.”

      “Can you be sure?”

      “Of course I can be sure.”

      “How? How can you be sure?”

      Sensing that this conversation was going nowhere, Missy changed tack. “Why did you kill Helen?”

      Audrey panted and fanned herself.

      “Oh dear, I feel a bit faint after all this excitement. I’d better sit down. Just a minute, dear.” Opening the carryall, she took out a small, fold-up seat, set it on the ground, and flopped onto it, groaning as she did so.

      “Are you all right? Audrey?” A note of panic coloured Missy’s voice. “We can’t get out of here by ourselves. Please don’t faint or anything before you’ve called for help. Call Char… Mr Roberts. He’ll come and rescue Etty.”

      “I’m scared, Aunt Audrey. My leg hurts. I want to go home. I want to go home.” Etty’s usually expressionless face was white and drawn as she clamoured to her feet and hopped to the edge, then rested her foot gingerly with it barely touching the ground.

      Audrey leaned forward and looked down at her.

      “I’m sorry, dear. It’s not your fault you were born the way you were. But it will be over soon, and the world will go on and be the better for you not being in it. Both of you.”

      “You did kill Helen, didn’t you? Frightened her to death,” Missy repeated.

      “Aunt Audrey killed Grandma?” Etty swung around to look at Missy, crying out in pain and collapsing as her ankle twisted under her.

      Audrey chuckled. “That surprises you, does it, dear? Yes, I killed your grandmother. No, that’s not quite true; I didn’t actually kill her; I just helped her to die.”

      Missy rifled through her bag, brought out a packet of painkillers and the bottle of water and handed them to Etty.

      “Take two of these, sweetie. They’ll help with the pain.” She looked back up at Audrey. “Why, though? To get her out of the way because you were in love with John?”

      “Ooh. Aren’t you the clever one? Yes. I loved John. No better man has ever walked this earth. I devoted my life to him. And he loved me. From the first moment we met. That’s why he offered me a job—so he could be near me. He was always so kind. But Helen was in the way and he was too good a man to get rid of her, so I did.”

      “How?” Etty whispered. “Dad said it was a heart attack.”

      “It was,” Missy replied. “But Audrey knew your grandma had a weak heart, and she also knew she was terrified of mice. That’s what you did, isn’t it? Frightened her to death with a mouse when no-one else was around.”

      Audrey laughed. “Yes. I was delighted when I discovered by chance that she had a phobia of mice. There was one in her kitchen one day when just the two of us were there. She was ridiculous. Got hysterical and started jumping on chairs and yelling. I pretended to be just as scared as she of the harmless mouse hoping she might do us all a favour and drop dead. She threw up and fainted, but Mr Roberts got home and called an ambulance. Unfortunately, they revived her, but it had damaged her heart further so it was surprisingly easy when I decided it was time for her to go. One mouse down the back of her dress was enough. Her heart couldn’t stand it. She collapsed almost immediately. I caught the mouse and let it go, and waited half an hour before I called an ambulance. When it arrived, I was all teary and frantically doing CPR. But it was too late. Poor Helen.”

      “John didn’t marry you anyway, though, did he?” Missy taunted her. “He married Suzie, so then you had to kill her, too.”

      “You killed Nanna Suzie.” Etty’s eyes had stopped squinting in shocked disbelief and were now wide open.

      “Ah. Suzie.” Audrey shook her head sadly. “That was a shame. She had guts. Helen was pathetic. I can’t stand women getting all hysterical over creatures. I never liked her, but Suzie was my friend.”

      “But you killed her anyway.”

      “Of course. She shouldn’t have tricked John into marrying her. He would have married me eventually. I could feel we were getting closer, but then Suzie came along and bedazzled him.”

      “But she didn’t have a phobia you could use against her, did she?”

      “Of course she didn’t. She wasn’t a silly woman. That’s why we were such great friends. And because we both loved something other people revile. I love my insects; she loved her frogs. It was beautifully poetic that she died at the hands of one of the prettiest frogs in the world, don’t you think?”

      “If I’ve figured this out, you took her into the jungle to see the poison dart frogs in the wild. Charlie told me about your trip together, and how it appeared that the frog poison got into Suzie via a cut in her hand. You must have got hold of a frog somehow, cut her hand, wiped the frog poison on it, waited another day, then staggered out with your story about getting lost and separated. By the time they found Suzie it was too late, and no-one suspected it was more than a tragic accident.”

      “You’ve missed out some bits, Miss Smarty-pants like how I drugged her with pain-killers first to keep her still, but it’s close enough. Just out of curiosity, how did you know?”

      “The little frog souvenir at your place. You told me Suzie gave it to you as a present for your birthday before your trip, but I read the label on the bottom. It had the artist’s name and year—it was the same year that Suzie died, but she died before your birthday that year. Once I knew you had lied about the frog, I realised you’d bought it yourself as a trophy.” She turned to Etty. “You know how murderers often keep mementos of their victims? I didn’t realise that that was what the mouse ornament was as well until later. Your trophy for killing Helen.”

      “And Maggie?” Audrey sounded pleased to finally be getting recognition for her evil deeds.

      “Mum!” Etty gasped. “Aunt Audrey killed Mum. You? Not Mr Masterton. And Benny has been blaming Dad. And it was you, Aunt Audrey? Why would you do that? How could you be so horrid?” she wailed before bursting into tears again, her broken-hearted sobbing jumbling up her angry words.

      “She did, sweetie. I’m sorry.” Missy stroked Etty’s hair. “I was pretty sure it was her all along. I didn’t want to tell you, even though I knew you were disappointed that our trap had failed to expose Cam. I was worried, rightly it turns out, that it might put you in danger. Now I wish I had told you.”

      “Aunt Audrey pushed Mum off the balcony.”

      “No.” Missy shook her head, then spoke to Audrey. “You must have been delighted to discover Maggie had a phobia too. They are common enough, especially arachnophobia, and it did make your job easier, hey?”

      Audrey chuckled. “Yep. Another silly woman. Getting rid of Maggie was the easiest of all. She had pills, and she drank too much. And she was terrified of spiders, even my beautiful tarantula, Draupadi. Why don’t you tell us about it, Miss Simpson? Let’s see how close you got with that one.”

      “You seem to make it your business to know everything about Charlie, so I guess you knew he was taking the kids out for dinner and Maggie would be alone. How could you be sure Maggie wouldn’t go with them?”

      “I told her I had something to tell her about Charlie that he couldn’t know.”

      Missy didn’t hide her disgust. “And she trusted you.”

      “Of course she did. Haven’t you heard? I’m the Roberts family’s famous loyal servant. Who would suspect funny, fuddy-duddy old Mrs Cheese ‘n’ Ham—yes, dear, I know what people call me—of wanting to harm anyone, least of all my boss’ wife?”

      “You went over earlier and turned off the CCTV—I knew for sure when we set that trap at the party and you knew how to fix the CCTV that you had killed Maggie,” Missy said, her voice thick with contempt.

      “You knew Aunt Audrey would fix it,” Etty said, “not Mr Masterton?”

      “I don’t know if Cam knows how to work CCTV, but I was pretty sure your Aunt Audrey did. It was her I was setting the trap for, but I was happy for you to think it was Cam. I thought it was better that you didn’t know till I was sure and had told your dad.”

      Missy turned back to Audrey, watching down on them.

      “I don’t know how you lured Maggie into her bedroom, but my guess is you opened the balcony doors and then herded her out onto it by threatening her with the spider. And she was so terrified trying to get away, she scrambled over the balcony and accidentally fell. But the spider escaped, didn’t it?”

      “Again, well done, Miss Simpson. And once more accurate enough if not entirely. But how did you know Draupadi had escaped? I tried to find her. I went back a couple of times. Female tarantulas mostly stay in the same place waiting for a mate so I was sure I’d find her eventually, but then Charlie locked the door and I couldn’t get in.”

      “She didn’t go far, that’s true. I guess one of the times you, or someone else, went onto the balcony, they didn’t see her crawl in behind the door and she got squashed when the door closed. I scraped off some remains and had them identified as tarantula.”

      “Oh! Poor wee girl,” Audrey said sadly. “She deserved better.”

      “You know who else deserved better? Maggie!” Missy’s voice was heavy with loathing. “But you care more about the spider’s death than hers, don’t you?”

      “Of course I do. Draupadi never wanted to hurt anyone. Maggie was running around with that ghastly actor fellow, shaming and hurting poor Charlie. He didn’t deserve that. She had to be stopped.”

      “She didn’t deserve to die, though, did she? And if he was prepared to forgive her, it wasn’t your place to make that decision.”

      Audrey ignored Missy’s question. “I’m still curious about how you guessed it was me.”

      “Maggie’s scarf. You told me Maggie had given it to you, but Benny took a photo of Charlie and Maggie just before they went to dinner that night and Maggie was wearing the scarf. You didn’t know about the photo, did you? She was dead about two hours later. You took it from around her neck while she was laying on the ground. Then you went home, put in a fake call to Charlie so he would go to the office and it would take him longer to get home, and made an anonymous call to the police about Maggie. At least that stopped Charlie arriving home early with the kids and finding her.”

      “I’m not heartless, you know,” Audrey replied. “I didn’t want Charlie and Benny to find her.”

      “I hate you, Aunt Audrey. I hate you. You killed Mum. I hate you.” Etty had stopped crying and her voice was flat and cold. “You should die.”

      “I am going to die, dear.” Audrey’s voice was equally even and unemotional. “Of course everyone is going to die, but the doctors tell me I am going to die quite soon, so I thought it would be much nicer for us all to die here together.”

      “What do you mean?” A chilled blanket of dread descended over Missy, and she hugged Etty. “Let us out.”

      “I’m not stopping you getting out. Get out by all means, if you can. If you can’t, it will probably take a few days for you to die, but I doubt anyone will find you beforehand. I could toss my snakes in with you to make it quicker, but I would rather it were slow.”

      “You haven’t told us why?”

      Audrey sighed as though dealing with someone stupid. “You know why. I can’t let you get your hooks into Charlie. That’s what you’re trying to do, isn’t it? No woman has ever been anything but trouble for the Roberts men, first Helen latching on to John when he didn’t want her, then Suzie, then Maggie with Charlie, and now you. I can’t risk you tricking him into marrying you when I’m gone.”

      “And Etty?”

      “I have to protect Roberts men from bad women. Even Etty. She was born odd.”

      “You’re stark raving bonkers. Call for help.”

      “No, dear. What’s going to happen next is Stheno, Euryale and Medusa are going to envenom me, and then be rewarded with their freedom. It will take me a little while to die. I don’t know for sure how long. It might be over in a couple of hours, or it might take twenty-four, so we can keep each other company while you’re stuck here treading your own slightly slower roads to death. I doubt you’ll last more than about three days with no water; the nights will be cold, but the next few days are going to be unseasonably warm, I hear.”

      “No!” Missy shouted, jumping up and trying to reach out of the pit with her good arm. “Stop it. Crazy woman. Call for help, then kill yourself if you must. But you can’t harm Etty. Look at her. She’s terrified. Call Charlie. Please.”

      She stopped jumping and squatted down. “Climb onto my shoulders, Etty. I’ll see if I can push you up high enough.”

      Etty swung her legs over Missy’s shoulders, but Missy immediately cried out with the agony in her injured shoulder and dropped her causing Etty to squeal with pain from her ankle.

      “Call Charlie, you evil old witch,” Missy yelled at Audrey who had been watching them, her face expressionless.

      “My babies are sick of being in this bag. They are getting quite angry. I think it’s time I let them go, but I have one more present for you first. To keep you company.” From her bag, she retrieved a small cardboard box with pinpricks in the top. Opening it, she shook its contents into the pit, then dropped the box in after them.

      “Assassin bugs,” she explained as two dozen or so insects fell out of the box and into the pit. “They won’t actually kill you, but they have a nasty bite. Not actual bite, more they stab you with their little mouths and inject you with a nasty poison. They are nocturnal, and are particularly unpleasant when you’re sleeping as they like the moisture around the mouth so will bite your faces during the night. That’s how they get their sweet nickname, kissing bugs.”

      She chuckled as Etty and Missy began hopping and jumping around, shuddering, squealing and trying to duck the falling insects, some of which were flapping their ineffectual wings.

      “The torment they can inflict will no doubt make you wish for death, and long for it to hasten to you. I’m sorry I shan’t be here for all of that, but your sounds of distress will lull me to my own eternal sleep. I’m going to let my babies envenom me now. Would you like to watch?”

      Etty and Missy couldn’t take their eyes from Audrey’s piece of deadly theatre. Opening the top of the bag just enough, she slid her arm in without allowing any of the snakes to escape, then held the bag tightly around her trapped arm with her other hand.

      “Arrgh.” Her face turned upward to the heavens, she cried with pain as three sets of fangs plunged into her flesh, the snakes doing their uncomprehending deadly work. “And again.” She moved her arm around in the bag to encourage the snakes to bite her multiple times. “That should be enough,” she said at last in a tight, shaky voice. “Off you go then. Find somewhere safe.” Taking her now bleeding arm out, she tipped the bag up and the three snakes slid away, hurrying into the safety of the bushes.

      “Please. Call an ambulance. Hurry, before it’s too late. You don’t have to die like this,” Missy begged, brushing off a few bugs crawling up her trousers, then jumping and squashing one she could feel on the inside.

      Audrey pulled out two phones and tossed them as far as she could in the direction the snakes had disappeared. “Mine and Mr Roberts’,” she explained. “I had to take his so I could text you, and you would come running. They’re gone now. Our phones, our hope, and soon our lives. It’s done.” She cradled her injured arm. “Oh my. The pain in my arm is quite bad.”

      “Find a phone and call for help!” Missy tried again.

      “No, dear. There won’t be any help. Accept it. I’m going to walk around the pit a few times and watch you. It’ll help spread the venom through my body.”

      “I’m surprised there’s room in your body for any more venom, you poisonous old bag! Are you sure the snakes won’t die from biting you, rather than the other way around?”

      “You are a nasty girl, aren’t you?” Audrey flung back. “I’m glad you’re going to die, too. Of all of you, I’m enjoying killing you the most. I never did like you, you dirty little tart.”

      “What are we going to do?” Etty moaned. “Are we really going to die? Ow. Something bit me.” She jumped up and hopped on one foot, flapping her arms.

      “We are not going to die here,” Missy said firmly. “Don’t listen to her. She can die if she wants, but we are not going to. I promise. First, we have to kill as many of these bugs as we can to stop them biting us.” She picked up a rock and tried to give it to Etty. “Use that.”

      “Ow, ow.” Etty, all colour drained from her face, was paralysed with emotional overload. “They are biting. It hurts.” Ignoring the rock, her head dropped forward, she covered her ears with her hands, and stood motionless on one foot, leaning against the pit wall.

      Missy shook her gently. “I know. That’s why we have to kill them. Come on. Take the rock.” But Etty still wouldn’t raise her head to look at it, or hold out her hand to take it. As Missy was entreating her, she was flicking bugs off the girl’s face and hair, and stomping on any that fell to the ground. Looking at them crawling all over the pit, she felt her own hysteria and sense of hopelessness threatening to overwhelm her.

      Getting no response, Missy focused her will on saving Etty, channelling her own fear and anger into becoming a killing machine, methodically squashing the tormenting insects one at a time. Ignoring what was going on around her, Etty collapsed onto the ground, remaining motionless. After a couple of minutes deeply inside herself, she slowly emerged and joined the war from ground level using a nearby rock.

      After a few minutes had passed, each one feeling like an hour, Missy and Etty had managed to wipe out a significant number of the bugs, but many others had found tiny spaces amongst the few scattered rocks and sticks on the ground, and nooks and crannies in the pit walls, in which to hide until nightfall. While they still had light, Missy was systematically working her way from one side to the other, but too often bugs she disturbed escaped and flew far enough to hide somewhere else, so the rate at which she was able to reduce their numbers had slowed considerably.

      As the shadows lengthened, and evening began closing in, the sounds of Audrey’s suffering increased. She began vomiting and talking deliriously. The words were hard to make out except for the oft-repeated “John”. Unable to bear the noise, Etty pressed her palms to her ears and rocked in a huddle on the ground.

      “What are we going to do? What are we going to do?” she repeated over and over without waiting for an answer.

      “Etty. Etty,” Missy said firmly, pausing in her insect hunt to sit by the girl. “Listen to me.” She spoke with stern authority and waited until Etty was still and staring at her with wide, wild eyes. “It’s okay. Audrey has stopped making that terrible noise. There’s not a lot of daylight left. With my shoulder and hand and your ankle, I don’t see how we are going to be able to climb out. I think we have to resign ourselves to spending the night here. We need to focus on making ourselves as comfortable as we can. That means getting rid of as many bugs as possible or they’ll be unbearable if they really are going to bite us all night.”

      “How are you so calm?” Etty cried, sobbing loudly without tears.

      Missy pulled her into her arms despite Etty’s resistance and hugged her tightly. “I’m not inside, sweetie. I’m as terrified as you and my body feels like it’s on fire from the bites and my buggered shoulder and cut hand, but I will not, ever, give that old hag the satisfaction of having killed me, or even her knowing how miserable I am. And besides, I know for certain that your dad will find us. If no one has worked out we’re missing yet, it won’t be long before they do. Nick and Benny are probably already looking for you.”

      “Aunt Audrey said she needed me to help her. Then she brought me here and tricked me into getting close enough to the pit so she could push me in.”

      “She’s an evil woman.” Missy kissed Etty’s hair, spotted a bug in it, pulled it out and squashed it. “So, when you don’t get back, they’ll come looking for you.”

      “Aunt Audrey rang Dad and said we wouldn’t be back until late tomorrow. She said she was helping me with a secret Christmas surprise for them. They won’t realise anything is wrong before then. They might wait till Friday morning to start looking for me.”

      Sensing Etty was on the verge of another shutdown, Missy tried to be upbeat. “But I was meant to be going to the show tonight with Charl… your dad, so he’ll realise something is up when I miss that. And Abby will wonder why I don’t show for work tomorrow, and Bobo will look for me when he knows I missed the opening night of his play. They’ll find us. Don’t fret, sweetie. I promise, we’ll be okay.”

      Would they though? Missy wasn’t as confident as she was pretending. When she wasn’t home when Charlie arrived to collect her for their pre-show drinks and chat, there was no reason he would assume Audrey had thrown her into a pit with his daughter and a box of assassin bugs. He’d probably assume she’d reverted to being unreliable and had flaked off somewhere.

      What they would make of Etty being missing, she had no idea. If they didn’t suspect Audrey of being a cold-blooded killer, there would be no reason for concern that she had taken Etty away overnight.

      “What about Nick?” Missy asked, struck by a thought. “You guys live in each other’s pockets. Won’t he try to call you?”

      “Yes. He will have tried. He might think it’s odd I haven’t texted him, but he and Benny don’t know Aunt Audrey killed Mum. If we could let him know we need saving, he could track my phone. Then he could find us.”

      Audrey’s moans of pain and delirium started up again, louder and more blood-curdling, and Etty, for whom the noise was literally painful, retreated back to a huddle in the corner, her hands over her ears.

      “Shut up, you murdering bitch,” Missy yelled, and Audrey almost immediately fell silent. Whether or not that had anything to do with her order, Missy had no way of knowing, but she was glad of the peace as she used a rock and stout stick to dig a hole in one corner of the pit.

      “Ignore Audrey,” she said to Etty when she’d finished. “She did this to herself and it’s her fault we can’t help her. I know that sounds callous, but it’s all her choice and we have to look after ourselves. I’ve dug a hole. We can use it as a toilet. You go first—I shan’t look—then I will; then we’ll make some plans before it gets dark.”

      When they had both relieved themselves—Etty kneeling because she couldn’t put her foot down and keeping her hands over her ears as much as possible, and Missy struggling to lower her pants with one arm and winding up soggy—Missy took a small torch out of her bag and slipped it into her pocket, then laid out her provisions: a nearly-full bottle of water, a sandwich, a banana, a candy bar, and analgesics.

      “Okay, kid. Worst-case scenario, we’re going to be here for tonight, tomorrow and tomorrow night, and we’ll be rescued on Friday. Let’s work out our rations now on that basis. Have you got anything with you?”

      “There’s some nuts in my bag, but it’s up there.”

      “Okay. Never mind. We’ll have to make do with what we have. I think we should eat the sandwich now and have some of the water. We’ll leave a bit over half. That will be for tomorrow, and a little for Friday.”

      Missy picked up the sandwich she had been going to eat for lunch and offered half to Etty. “I know you probably don’t feel like eating, but do it anyway.”

      Etty was staring at the sandwich as though it was stuffed with fried assassin bugs instead of cheese and tomato.

      “Eat up, kiddo, and we can have the chocolate bar and banana tomorrow. That’s something to look forward to.”

      Unfortunately, her attempt to cheer up the teenage girl failed, and Etty curled herself into a ball again.

      “I can’t stay here. It won’t work. I want to go home.”

      Missy squatted next to her and stroked her hair. “I know, sweetheart.”

      “I need to talk to Nick.”

      “Me, too,” Missy said, surprising Etty into looking at her. “Or anyone,” she added ruefully. “Come on. Eat your sandwich. Then we’d better organise where we are going to sleep. And you can teach me about the stars once it gets dark. They should look amazing. I guess that will be one benefit of it being cloudless even though it’s colder.”

      Giving in to Missy’s entreating, Etty slowly ate half the sandwich. There was no noise from Audrey, but whether she had died, or was alive and unconscious or asleep, there was no way of knowing. When they’d finished eating, they each had a few sips of water before Missy set about preparing them for the night.

      “The most important things we need to do are try and keep warm and keep ourselves covered so the bugs don’t bite. At least I have long pants and you have a long skirt, so neither of us have bare legs. I’ll tuck my pants into my socks to help stop bugs crawling up inside, and you had better wrap your skirt around yourself as tightly as you can. I wish we had a blanket or something as well, but at least I have this jacket and you have your thick shirt and a T-shirt underneath. Let’s make a place to lie down.”

      She found a stick and used it as a scraper to clear sticks, stones and bumps from the flattest area. Etty joined in, crawling around picking up pebbles and debris and tossing them away. While they were busy, a ghastly bubbling, groaning noise emanating from above told them Audrey was still alive. They both looked up but, apart from Etty’s hands going back over her ears, they had run out of energy to respond to any new horror. Missy shrugged and resumed her work and Etty followed when the noise from above stopped again.

      “Selfish cow could have given us her cardigan,” Missy said when she was satisfied they’d cleared a space for their bed as best they could. She sat down close to Etty and put her good arm around her. “I know you’re not a touchy-feely person, but it will be best to help us keep warm. Try and forget my arm, and show me where the different things are in the sky. Is there another meteor shower or something we can look out for?”

      “Yes. The Geminid Meteor Shower. It peaked last night. Nick and I watched it. It was amazing. The sky is quite dark because it’s only four days to the waxing crescent moon. We might see more tonight. Probably later.”

      Missy chuckled. “Meteor showers look like they are becoming our thing and, if it hadn’t been for you, I might have gone on being totally oblivious to them. Let’s have a sing-along while we’re waiting. It’ll help keep us warm, and, who knows, someone may even hear. Gosh, it’s less than two weeks to Christmas and I haven’t done any Christmas shopping yet. Oh well, let’s sing some carols.” She burst into an enthusiastic rendition of Jingle Bells, and eventually Etty joined in, singing the occasional word.

      “You have a lovely voice, you know,” Missy told Etty when they’d finished. “Unlike my foghorn.”

      “Mum was a really good singer,” Etty said in a quavery voice.

      “Let’s sing for your mum. What was her favourite Christmas song?”

      “‘Christmas is the time to say I love you’, by Billy Squire.” Etty ducked her head and squirmed a little. “You probably haven’t heard of it. I don’t think it’s that well known.”

      “Heard of it! That song is only my eldest sister’s favourite ever Christmas song. She had it on disc and made us play it over and over at Christmas. Still does.”

      She started singing, and Etty hesitantly joined in.

      “I’m not sure I remember any more than that,” Missy said when they reached the end of the chorus, but Etty’s sweet, plaintive voice continued.

      “Oh, that’s right. Of course.” As Etty jogged her memory, Missy sang the lyrics she could remember, opening into full voice when they reached the chorus, and then carrying on into the second verse that she remembered almost perfectly. By the time they reached the third chorus, Missy was waving her good arm over her head in time to the song, and they were both swaying as boisterously as their pain allowed. But as nostalgia overtook enthusiasm, and the reality of their current predicament returned, Missy’s arm retreated to its place around Etty, their bodies came to rest, and their voices faded away.

      In the pit, the cooling night air was still and quiet as they each remembered past joyous Christmases. Etty shuddered with grief for her lost mother, and the recent revelation that she had been murdered by a woman whom she had known as Aunt Audrey for her entire life, a woman who had ensnared them in a deadly trap, and apparently committed suicide in front of them by encouraging her pet snakes to bite her.

      “Okay.” Missy shook herself to bring her focus back to the present, and to help Etty who was clearly struggling. “That’s enough singing for a while. Is it time to see the meteors yet? Let’s get settled for the night and watch the sky. I think we should use the latrine first, so we won’t have to go again until morning. I have a couple more tissues if you need them. Let me help you.”

      Using her torch to light the way, she used her good arm to help Etty, who was holding up her injured ankle, to crawl the short distance to the latrine. After Etty had managed to cope with emptying her bladder despite her broken ankle, Missy followed, wishing for the second time she wasn’t wearing trousers or that she was a man. It was too hard with only one useful arm and hand. Her top lip curled in disgust as she felt warm liquid on her panties turning cold as she tried to pull them up again, and the top of her trousers was also wet. Refusing to allow her mind to imagine how good a hot shower would be, she helped Etty back to the sheltered corner in which she’d prepared their bed, wishing the pain in her shoulder would pause long enough to give her a rest. Etty, too, was puffing and whimpering from the constant ache in her ankle and the sudden, sharp jolts when it moved.

      When they were as comfortable as was possible, Missy took the painkillers and water bottle from her bag.

      “Take two more of these,” she said, handing them to Etty, who obeyed using as little water as possible. Missy swallowed two without water before putting them away. With her back against the wall of the pit, she put her good arm around Etty. “Now snuggle up. You can lie down and use me as a pillow if you want. Don’t the stars look amazing?”

      Distracted by the beauty of the night sky, Etty began to talk and, while Missy was less interested in big bangs, galaxies, planets, black holes, meteor showers and whatever else Etty was on about, she was impressed by Etty’s knowledge.

      “Look. Did you see that?” Etty said, as a streak of light fell across the sky.

      “I did,” Missy replied, grateful she’d had her eyes open at that moment. “A shooting star. Don’t we get to wish on that or something?”

      “It’s not a star, you know,” Etty replied, not scornfully or reproachfully, but as a matter of fact. “It’s a meteor. That’s the light caused by a meteoroid burning up in the earth’s atmosphere. Meteoroids are bits of dust and rock.”

      “Meteoroid? That’s a new one on me. I thought they were meteorites.”

      “Meteorite is a part of a meteoroid that doesn’t burn up and lands on Earth.”

      “Well, there you go. I did not know that. So, the rock in space is a meteoroid. When it falls into Earth’s atmosphere and burns, the light is a meteor, and if it falls to earth it’s a meteorite?”

      “Yes. I reckon that was from the Geminid Meteor Shower. It was in the right part of the sky. We may see more.”

      “Okay. Let’s keep watch for a while. But try to stay close so we stay as warm as possible, and maybe we will be able to get some sleep soon, too.”

      Missy started humming as they gazed up at deep space and toward the very distant past.
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      As the stars faded away against the lightening sky, Missy woke from an uncomfortable, fitful sleep to even greater discomfort. Scrunching her eyes closed as hard as she could, she tried to shut out the pain from her shoulder, the cold, multiple bites from feasting bugs, and bruises and stiffness from first landing on the ground and then sleeping on it. Her hand was also now inflamed and sore where she’d torn it on the barbwire, and as she licked her lips with a dry tongue, she winced at the red, stinging and itching lumps around her mouth.

      She was hungry, but that was bearable. What was less bearable was her growing thirst. The 500ml bottle of water was all they had between them. They’d already drunk about 150mls, which left them one small glassful each until they were found. On the bright side, it would mean fewer times she had to struggle to get her trousers down to use the latrine. She wondered if she could hold on until she could use a proper toilet. Thinking about not wanting to go was making her want to go, so she tried to think of something else.

      Audrey’s phone call to Charlie meant he wouldn’t be worried about or looking for Etty yet, and even when people noticed she, herself, was missing, they would have no idea where to find her. She was wondering whether Audrey was still alive when Etty moved restlessly against her. She sucked in her breath as pain exploded in her shoulder. A small whimper told her Etty was also awake.

      “Good morning.”

      Etty pulled away, wincing and crying out as she sat up. She rubbed her face, especially the itchy red lumps around her mouth. “My leg hurts. I need a pee.”

      “Do you want a hand?” Missy offered.

      “No.”

      “Okay. I’ll look the other way.”

      Etty crawled on her hands and knees to their makeshift toilet, and then back when she was done and had thrown a little dirt from the meagre pile nearby onto her small puddle.

      “Your turn.”

      Accepting there was no point trying to defer the inevitable, Missy stood up. She could at least walk, but with one arm and one hand useless, her trousers and panties were wet again by the time she’d finished. She was going to have to accept smelling unpleasant until they were rescued. She hoped Etty would understand.

      “Sorry, if I smell of urine,” she said, when she’d returned to Etty in the corner they’d claimed as their safe spot. She took the banana she’d brought with her from her bag.

      “I have this, a candy bar and the rest of the water. Take some more painkillers first.” Missy handed Etty two pills and the water. We’ll share the banana now, and have the candy bar for dinner, shall we?” She peeled the banana and held it out so Etty could break off the top half.

      “Do you think Aunt Audrey is dead?”

      “Maybe. I haven’t heard anything. Perhaps she is. What a way to go.” Missy took two pills for pain relief and put the remaining ones back in her bag.

      “Did she really kill Grandma, and Nanna Suzie and Mum? She is evil. I hate her. I hope she’s dead.”

      “Of course you hate her, but try not to think about it,” Missy said gently. “Right now, we need to be strong and focus on ourselves. And at least you know that you and Benny were right: your Mum didn’t choose to leave you.”

      Etty looked away and swallowed hard. After a moment’s silence, she turned back, her facial features had returned to their usual blank expression. She scratched her face and looked at Missy’s mouth. “You’ve got red splotches there, there and there.” She pointed to them as they moved about while Missy chewed her banana. “Do they itch? They’re bites, aren’t they. Is that what these are?” She licked her finger and rubbed the sore spots on her face.

      Missy rubbed hers, too. “Ow. They itch and sting. I reckon they’re bites from the bugs Audrey threw at us. Thanks, Aud!” she yelled in the direction of where Audrey had been sitting on her chair.

      Although it had been light when they’d woken, the sun hadn’t risen. It was now peeping over the bushes, and shining down into their pit.

      “Ahh, feel that sun,” Missy said, shivering as the warmth on her skin reminded her of how chilled her bones were. “I suppose that’s one blessing. Imagine if it was cold and raining. If it doesn’t cloud over, though, we will have to try not to get sunburned. There isn’t going to be much shade in here at midday. Eat your banana.”

      “Are we still going to be here?” Etty asked, obediently sucking her piece of banana.

      Missy shrugged. “I have no idea. There’s a couple of things we can do though. Firstly, I reckon we should see if we can make something to attract attention. I’m going to take off my bra.”

      Etty looked away while Missy struggled out of her jacket and shirt and bra, then back into her shirt and jacket.

      “Now we need a pole or long stick or something.”

      A quick scour of the pit floor revealed only short sticks. Missy collected a couple of the longest ones then looked at Etty’s bare feet and then at her boots above them.

      “We need the shoelaces from your boots to tie them together.”

      Jumping up and using a stick as a hook, Missy tried unsuccessfully to get Etty’s boots back into the pit. That having failed, she tried to tie the sticks together with a tissue, but it wasn’t strong enough. Giving up, she attached her bra to one end of the longest stick, held it aloft and waved it like a flag.

      “Are you going to hold it up all day?” Etty asked.

      “I could kneel on all fours, you could stand on my back and try and stick it in the ground above. That might be better.”

      Etty shuddered and shook her head. “I can’t stand on one leg, and there’s no way I can put any weight on my foot. It hurts too much. You could stand on my back. We’re not that different in size.”

      Missy gave her a look. “Thanks, sweetie pie, but I hardly think I’m quite the waif you are. A broken ankle is enough. I don’t want to break your back as well.”

      “At least try. Please.”

      Etty crouched on the ground and Missy put one foot on her, then jumped as best she could so as to avoid putting all her weight down and jabbed the stick into the ground. It stuck in, but at a forty-five-degree angle to the ground rather than the ninety degrees she been going for, teetered for a few seconds then fell back into the pit.

      “Are you okay?” Missy asked as Etty groaned. “I didn’t hurt you, did I?”

      “Stupid flag. What are we going to do now?”

      “We are going to keep ourselves busy singing in case anyone is around to hear us, and I’ll wave the flag. And I’m going to bug hunt, too. These bites are driving me insane. My lip is so swollen, I can see it if I look down. You rest your ankle.”

      “I’ll help,” Etty insisted. “You’ve hurt your shoulder, too. I can stand for a while leaning against the wall to wave the flag. And I can crawl to look for bugs.”

      “You’re amazing, do you know that? I can’t believe how strong you are. I hate that you have to be here, but I am selfishly grateful that you are. I don’t think I would have made it this far without you.”

      Etty looked away, her expression unchanged. “Me too.”

      “We have to try and stay positive, and believe that even if no-one comes today, they’ll somehow know we are here and come tomorrow.”

      “They’ll know we’re near here somewhere,” Etty said matter-of-factly.

      Missy regarded her with surprise. “Will they?”

      “Yes, of course. Nick will be able to trace my phone, and even if it’s off he’ll know where the closest tower is to when it went off.”

      Missy hugged her. “That’s brilliant. And if Charlie knows it’s somewhere near here, this will be the first place he will think of, won’t it?”

      “Uh-huh,” Etty agreed, squirming at being so close to another person.

      Missy dropped her arms and moved away. “Right, then. Waving our flag and singing in case anyone is around to hear. What shall we sing?”

      “It’s your turn to pick,” Etty said.

      “How about Away in a Manger?”

      And so the minutes dragged agonisingly by. Singing helped to keep despair at bay, and allowed a small amount of hope that a bush walker might hear them. Missy cradled her arm in her jacket to provide some support for her damaged shoulder, but Etty could find no relief from the pain caused by the pressure in her ankle which had blown up to three-times its normal size. It broke Missy’s heart to see the normally composed and assured Etty so burdened by emotional and physical pain, but there was little more she could do to help.

      As the sun rose higher, they turned their backs to it and hid any parts of themselves not covered by clothes. Exhausted by pain and misery, they both managed short sleeps during the day, but apart from that they occupied themselves by bug hunting, taking turns waving their flag, and talking. Missy encouraged Etty to tell her about Nick, and to talk as much about Maggie as she wanted.

      When the sun was finally heading towards the horizon, Missy pulled out their remaining rations. Aware of how grotty her hands were, and with no way of cleaning them, she let Etty break off half the chocolate bar as she had with the banana. The chocolate had melted onto the wrapper, and licking the sticky sweetness off half the paper each occupied them for a few more pleasurable seconds.

      When the food was gone, they took sips of water, swirling it around in their parched mouths, savouring its tepid wetness, reluctant to end the pleasure by swallowing it, drinking all bar enough for a mouthful each in the morning.

      “One more sleep,” Missy said, seeing Etty’s pale face when they’d finished their allotted meagre rations. “I know they’ll come for us tomorrow.”

      “I hope so. I don’t feel well.”

      Missy put her hand on Etty’s forehead, and swallowed a flicker of panic before it showed on her face. Etty’s forehead was hot, but the skin on her arms was clammy. Her cheeks had the rosiness of a teething baby, her eyes were increasingly dull and listless, and the swelling in her ankle had spread up her leg. Missy scraped together a small mound of dirt on their bed and put her bag on top of it.

      “Lie here with your foot up,” she said when it was finished. Etty did so, and Missy took off her jacket and covered Etty.

      “You’ll be cold,” Etty grumbled as Missy sat with her back against the wall and gently laid Etty’s head in her lap.

      “I’ll be fine,” Missy assured her. “This top has long sleeves anyway, and it’s a lot warmer than it looks. And I don’t feel the cold all that much.” It wasn’t true, but Etty’s need was greater than hers.

      And so their second night began. This time Etty was too listless to star-gaze, but she managed to doze fitfully, drifting in and out of consciousness, while Missy kept watch, stroking her hair. But as the night wore on, she became increasingly worried about Etty. Her fever was worse and she’d begun muttering deliriously. Missy used some of their precious water to wet Etty’s lips and trickled a small amount into her mouth.

      At least the pain from her legs, which had gone to sleep as a result of Etty using them as a pillow, was distracting her from her shoulder and, sometime, in the small hours, she managed to fall asleep herself.

      When her eyes opened, it was light. Her face was stinging from new bug bites, and Etty was still lying across her legs, which had lost all feeling. Despite the agony in her body and the terror in her heart at the pallor of Etty’s skin, something else was niggling at her, demanding to be noticed. What was it? What had she missed?

      There it was again. Louder. Rustling and snuffling. She looked up to see two pairs of big soft brown eyes staring down at her as two pink tongues lolled out, dripping saliva into the pit.

      “Stilton! Brie!” she cried joyfully. “Etty. Etty. They’re here. They’ve found us. Hello,” she called out as loudly as she could, then coughed as her dry vocal chords scraped together. She undid the lid of her water bottle, swilled a mouthful and tried again. “Hello! Benny! Benny! We’re over here.”

      And then, like the most beautiful music she’d ever heard, came the sound of Benny’s voice.

      “Dad. Nick. Oh, crikey. Dad. It’s Aunt Audrey. I think she’s dead.” His face appeared above the pit. “And Etty. Nick! Etty’s here. And Missy.”

      “Etty!” Nick’s worried face appeared above them.

      Missy stared up, waiting, not breathing. And then there he was, too, looking down at her. Charlie. The man she loved. Her Daddy and now her saviour.
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      “Etty!” Charlie cried, looking at his daughter laying across Missy.

      Etty opened her eyes. “Nick. Missy, Nick’s here,” she whispered, struggling to get up.

      “What the…!” Charlie exploded. “What’s going on? What are you doing there? Is Etty all right? What happened to Audrey?” A quick look had confirmed Benny’s assessment.

      Tears were streaming down Missy’s face. “Thank God, you’ve come. I knew you would. Audrey made snakes bite her to kill her. She pushed us in here. Etty hurt her ankle when she fell. She’s dehydrated and I think she’s got a fever. She’s not well. She needs water. Those red things on her face are bites. Thank you for coming so early. I was afraid you might not find us for ages yet.”

      “Thank Nick. He was the one badgering us to look for Etty. He guessed something was wrong before I did. I’ll call an ambulance and the police, and then we’ll get you out. Damn! We don’t even have any water with us. Are you okay?”

      With first responders on the way, Charlie, Benny and Nick assessed the situation and decided not to try rescuing the two injured women on their own. If they got into the pit themselves, they might not be able to get out. Etty was lapsing in and out of consciousness and too weak to stand on her own, and they couldn’t pull Missy out by her arms because of her damaged shoulder.

      “I think we’ll wait for the paramedics,” Charlie said. “It shouldn’t be long. Tell me what on earth happened?”

      “We’re all right here a bit longer,” Missy assured him, barely holding herself together. “Do you think you could have a look for our phones before we go? Audrey made Etty and me throw them in the bushes. Mine is over there by the dead tree somewhere. And yours is somewhere around with Audrey’s.”

      “Audrey took my phone? Arrgh, no wonder I couldn’t find it. I had to get another one.”

      Helped by directions from Missy, their three rescuers managed to find all four phones.

      “The ambulance should be here soon. Take Brie and Stilton and wait in the car park so you can show them where we are,” Charlie instructed Benny, who was having trouble keeping his curious dogs away from Audrey’s lifeless body. Benny, relieved to have an excuse to leave the grisly scene, dashed off, his dogs following.

      Nick sat above Etty, and Charlie sat above Missy reaching down to hold the hand she raised up to him.

      “Now, tell me what has been going on?”

      So Missy told him everything she knew about the deaths of his mother, stepmother and wife, the shock and disbelief showing on his face.

      “I can’t believe Audrey was responsible, or that we were too blind to realise.” He squeezed her hand. “I am so sorry, baby. I was really afraid for you, even though I didn’t know why. I thought staying away from you would keep you safe, but it didn’t and I nearly lost you anyway. I’m not staying away anymore. Not for another second. Oh, baby. Imagine if I’d lost you. And my little girl.”

      “Dad?” Etty murmured, fluttering back into brief consciousness. “Am I home?”

      “Not yet, darling, but soon. I promise.”
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      Missy opened her eyes. White walls, pale green door, covered tray on a stainless steel overbed table nearby, a nurse looking down at her holding a blood pressure cuff—she was in hospital. An intravenous line was in the back of one hand delivering a saline solution and electrolytes directly into her vein. Her other arm was in a sling, her elbow bent up so high her hand was pressed against her opposite shoulder.

      “Hello,” the nurse said, seeing her awake. “Here, pop this under your tongue.” She put a thermometer in Missy’s mouth, finished the blood pressure reading, took Missy’s pulse, removed and read the thermometer, then filled in the chart at the end of the bed.

      “All good,” she said with a smile, pushing the table into position across the bed and lifting the lid off a hot meal. “How about some dinner? You must be starving. Would you like to sit up? You can use this to pull yourself.” She handed Missy the shiny, triangular trapeze that was hanging down over her bed, and helped her lift herself until her upper body was upright, then plumped the pillows in behind her.

      “What’s wrong with my shoulder? How’s Etty? What day is it? What’s the time? How long have I been here? Is my phone here? It had a flat battery. Is there a charger?” Missy asked, frowning as she tried to piece together the snatches of memory since her rescue.

      “You have what’s called a separated shoulder. The doctor will explain when he sees you in the morning, but there’s no need for you to worry. Who’s Etty? It’s nearly six o’clock. Friday evening. You came in around lunchtime today, I think I read on the notes.” She smiled again. “Anything else?”

      “Etty came in with me. I don’t know if she’s on this ward. How long do I have to stay here?” Missy blushed. “Has anyone been to see me?”

      “I can’t say for sure, but it’s likely you’ll be able to go home tomorrow. You’ll have to speak to the doctor in the morning. And someone has been in. They left these flowers.” The nurse gestured to a vase overflowing with oriental lilies, and handed her a card from the top of her bedside cabinet. “And your phone is plugged in here,” she added.

      “Bobo and Roddy,” Missy said after reading the card. “I guessed that’s who they would be from. Bobo knows they are my favourite flower.”

      Despite her hunger and little to eat over the past three days, her tummy refused more than a small amount of food. While she ate, slowly, she sent Bobo a text thanking him for the flowers. He’d be at the theatre preparing to go on stage, so she didn’t call him. Instead she called her sister and spent an hour telling her the whole story.

      “I’ll call the hospital in the morning, and if you can leave, Dave and I will come and fetch you,” her sister said as they were saying their goodbyes. “You’re coming here for a couple of days until I’m sure you’re okay. No argument.”

      After she’d eaten, was off the phone, and the nurse had returned, removed her IV line and told her Etty was in a room a few doors down, she was able to walk to the bathroom and then to Etty’s room. Etty was asleep, her injured foot elevated and in a cast, and a saline drip in her hand. Missy’s heart swelled. She felt so bonded to Charlie’s daughter after their terrible shared experience. She blew her a kiss, went back to bed and called Abby. After explaining what had happened and organising to leave Abby in charge for a couple of days, Missy settled down to sleep.

      Getting comfortable in a hospital bed with her arm in a sling wasn’t easy, but after spending two cold nights on the hard ground at the bottom of a pit, even this austere bed felt like luxury.
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      Missy woke to an aching shoulder, a tender hand, a warm sense of well being and a ravenous hunger. It was too early for breakfast so, after a quick trip to the bathroom, she padded down the corridor to Etty’s room again. This time she was awake, and her face lit up when she saw her visitor. It tugged at Missy’s heartstrings with Etty not generally given to showing her emotions.

      “Hey,” Missy said, sitting on the visitors’ chair and respecting Etty’s preference for wide personal space, but leaning forward and briefly squeezing her hand. “How are you?”

      “Okay. My ankle is still aching, especially if I move it. The bites don’t itch as much though.” Etty’s face had set back into its usual unreadable blank mask, leaving Missy no wiser about how much she had been psychologically traumatised by their ordeal. “How did we get here? I don’t remember much. It’s all a blur.”

      Missy recounted as much of the preceding day as she could remember, staying with Etty until the breakfast trolley could be heard rattling through the ward, and then returning to her own bed salivating at the thought of a cooked breakfast. After eating so little of her meal the previous evening, her tummy had been grizzling ever since she’d woken. Not wasting any time after a cheery, chubby lady in blue had delivered her tray, and despite the added difficulty of having to feed herself with one hand, she demolished the cereal, poached eggs, toast, fruit and coffee without pausing. With that, plus painkillers for her shoulder, inside her, she was beginning to feel like her old self.

      “After the doctor has seen you,” was the answer to her question about when she could go home, and “When he gets here,” the answer to when that was likely to be.

      As much as she was looking forward to getting out of hospital, she didn’t want Shona to whisk her off to the country before she’d seen Charlie but, while she was longing to see him, she was also nervous. Now that he’d had time to learn more about the events, did he blame her for putting Etty in danger? He’d said he wasn’t ever going to leave her again, but might he have changed his mind? Had he decided to give her a piece of his mind and cut her from his life? She had told herself that would be understandable, and she should be ready if that was his decision, but the sharp pain gutting her at the thought left no doubt it was not what she wanted.

      And then he was there. Standing in the doorway, looking at her from under his eyebrows. She swallowed a nervous giggle, her heart hammering against her chest as he crossed the floor to her, but before he could reach the bed, two women had joined them.

      “Ah, Miss Simpson,” the physician doing the ward rounds greeted Missy as she looked at the file at the end of her bed. “How are you?”

      “I’ll pop in and see Etty,” Charlie said, gently touching her hand and winking at her. Then he left before Missy could stop him.

      “I’m fine, thank you,” she replied to the doctor, biting her lip with disappointment as she watched Charlie disappear through the door. “Can I go home? Is my shoulder all right? The nurse said it’s separated, but I have no idea what that is.”

      “You had a nasty fall, as I understand, and it looks like you landed on the point of your shoulder. It’s damaged the ligaments that hold your shoulder to your collarbone, but you are quite lucky in that only one ligament has actually torn. The other one is just stretched.”

      “Will they fix themselves? How long do I have to wear the sling?”

      “If you take care of yourself, you have an excellent chance of your shoulder being good as new in a few weeks. We’ll provide you with a care plan for home, and I recommend you see your own doctor in two weeks for a check-up, or at any time before if the pain is persistent or gets worse. Keep the sling on for the first week. After that, you can have breaks, but keep it on as much as possible until your check-up. Okay?” She smiled, nodded, replaced Missy’s file and left with the nurse accompanying her.

      Missy started to follow them. She needed to find Charlie, but was ambushed at the door and engulfed in a hug.

      “Ow,” she squealed as her overly enthusiastic attacker squashed her shoulder.

      “Oops, sorry, sis. Looks like we timed that perfectly. I think you’re good to go. Here’s some clothes. I didn’t know if you had any.” She held out a bag. “Can you manage? I’ll give you a hand to dress. Dave, can you go check at the desk if we can get her out of here? We still have to pick up her car and drop it back at her place, and get back to pick up the kids, so we’d better get cracking.”

      She hustled Missy out, giving her barely a chance to say goodbye to Charlie and Etty, and Nick and Benny who were also with her.

      “I’ll call you,” Charlie promised.

      The last image she had of him was his warm, brown eyes following her as she looked back into them for as long as she could without banging into anything.
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      “Attention. Attention, everyone.” Charlie’s booming voice cut through the excited chatter and laughter of the after-party. “I have a few words I want to say. Firstly, a massively, huge thank you to you all again for the fantastic effort each and every one of you has put in. Obviously, we wouldn’t have the success we’ve had without the awesome talents of Petra and her brilliant play. It may not have won any awards yet, but it looks like it is only a matter of time before it does if the reviewers’ opinions are anything to go by.”

      He paused as his next words were drowned out by clapping, cheering and shouts of “Bravo, Petra.” A radiantly blushing Petra raised her glass in acknowledgement, then gestured back to Charlie. The applause died away as he began speaking again.

      “The cast: what an unbelievably talented bunch of people. I want to thank you all for taking a chance on an unknown play by a little-known playwright running for two half-weeks in a tiny new theatre. It was a gamble, but you, bless you, you wonderful people, took a chance, put your hearts and souls into it, and set the stage on fire. Again, I refer you to the reviews.”

      He raised his glass and wild cheering broke out once more.

      “Now, how, you may ask, were we able to assemble this awesome cast? Well, for that our thanks go to the cutest, most talented casting director working in the industry today. And, no, I’m not biased.” His eyes met those of a very embarrassed Missy as laughter, whistles and applause greeted his remarks. His smile melted her heart, and his little wink sent tingles up and down her spine.

      Bobo, his arm around her, bent to speak into her ear. “Ah, Missy MooMoo. There it is then. Out in the open. It’s official. Well done, girl.”

      Missy’s grin was as wide as her face. Charlie was still talking, but she was no longer aware of his words, just the way he filled her heart. Looking around the room, it was so obvious how much the people in it liked and admired him, and she wondered how she could ever have thought him boorish, arrogant and conceited. He had a kind word to say about everybody involved in the production, treating the back-stage and front-of-house staff with the same respect as the actors, playwright and director. A successful production requires a team effort, and Charlie Roberts had a special talent for turning a bunch of disparate people into a cohesive team. He was a genuine leader, and his contribution to the play’s success was every bit as important as any other, but there was no ‘I’ in his speech, only ‘you’.

      “Okay, that’s enough jabbering from me,” he was saying. “One more quick announcement: as you know, the response to the play has been phenomenal and, as a result, it will be re-opening in late January for an eight-week run at the Crown. And…”

      Another eruption of hollering and cheering drowned out his next words. He held his arms out, palms down, and signalled for quiet. “And,” he continued when he could be heard, “tickets went on sale yesterday and are being snapped up. At this rate, we might be extending again, and… shush, and talks are underway to take the play on the road.”

      His eyes met Missy’s again and he smiled and shrugged, conveying the pointlessness of saying anything else and expecting to be heard. Her heart beat faster as he walked toward her, and she was only dimly aware of Bobo kissing her cheek and slipping away as Charlie reached her and took her hand in his.

      “How are you doing, little girl?” he said into her ear, loudly enough so she could hear.

      She snuggled up against him, not bothering to speak. She knew he understood.
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      Christmas Day

      Missy collected her things together as best she could with one arm, locked the front door, and carried them out the front to wait for the car she’d called. It was a lovely crisp day, the air clean, the sky looking as though it was freshly back from the cleaners, clear and blue.

      Every one of her senses seemed to have been overhauled: the world looked sharper and its colours brighter and more beautiful; the noise of birds, people and even the traffic—what there was about—all sounded like the sweetest music she had ever heard; and she could smell the delicious aromas of Christmas breakfasts.

      Next to her on the back seat, once she was on her way, was a box. Etty had spent yesterday morning helping her make her present for Charlie. She chuckled as she looked at it. She never would have thought of it herself, but as soon as the kids suggested it, she knew it was perfect, even more perfect than they realised. She had grown deeply fond of Etty, Benny and Nick, and was delighted when they enthusiastically accepted Shona and Dave’s invitation to join Missy’s family’s get-together at the farm on Boxing Day. They weren’t family—yet, but it gave Missy hope that her dearest wish, that they would be one day, might come true.

      He hadn’t yet told her in so many words, but Charlie seemed to want that, too. He was obviously pleased by the invitation and the prospect of meeting Missy’s family. They’d not seen each other much since her release from hospital. With her being away, the play, Christmas preparations, friends wanting to catch up and make sure she was okay, and everything else going on, she had hardly had a minute to spend with Charlie.

      Their time together, privately, might have been short, but it was precious and they had made the most of it. Finally able to kiss his sexy mouth whenever she wanted, she was making the most of that, too. And sliding her usable hand under his shirt at every opportunity. Once he knew about Audrey and had got over his shock, he’d completely cancelled his ‘no romance, no sex’ clause, and the only things preventing them from wearing each other out were lack of opportunity and her injured shoulder. The sling was getting in the way, but in a couple more days she would be able to take it off for short periods during the day.

      Etty had not been quite so fortunate. While her ankle wasn’t broken, it was badly sprained, and the short leg cast she was sporting had to stay on for three weeks. Apart from that, a week after their rescue, they were both physically recovered. The psychological trauma was not so easily fixed, and both were still suffering from nightmares and anxiety attacks. They found some comfort in each other’s company, another reason why they’d had such fun together making Missy’s Christmas present for Charlie.

      He’d already told her what his present for her would be. He was taking her away for a few days, leaving the day after Boxing Day and returning on the thirtieth in time to prepare for New Year’s Eve. She couldn’t wait to have him all to herself with no interruptions, but as impatient as she was for that to happen, she enjoyed her pre-Christmas celebrations, especially taking Abby out for lunch and giving her a generous Christmas bonus, and spending Christmas Eve with Bobo and Roddy having dinner and then going to a club. Charlie had spent the evening with Ben and Etty at Nick’s parents’ place, something they’d done for the past two years.

      Today, though, was the start of her time with Charlie. She’d packed for their trip and had everything with her. Her house was shut-up until her return. She was on holiday with the gorgeous, wonderful, amazing Charlie Roberts, and she could not be happier.

      Approaching Charlie’s place, she texted Etty to say she was nearly there so Benny could distract Charlie as he’d promised. Etty and Nick met her outside as she hopped out of the car and, while Nick carried her things to the front door, she took Charlie’s present off the back seat, and Etty helped her to get it ready.

      Opening the door after Missy had rung the bell, Charlie took one look at her wrapped up as a Christmas gift and roared with laughter then leaned over to kiss her lips without disturbing her costume.

      “Come on, Benny,” Etty called out trying not to look at her father kissing Missy. “Let’s go.”

      “Hahaha. Let’s get out of here before Dad unwraps his present,” Benny said with a laugh as he and his dogs barrelled past Charlie and Missy to join Nick and Etty in Nick’s car, then the five of them headed off to Nick’s place for a Christmas breakfast of pancakes.

      Left alone until the youngsters returned later for lunch, Charlie carried Missy’s bags and case inside then took her hand and led her to his bedroom.

      “Looks like we both got what we wanted for Christmas. You have the Daddy you asked Santa for, and I have my Little girl, the most precious gift of all.” Taking hold of a piece of the ribbon in which she was wrapped, he slowly undid the bow.
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      Missy took one more long loving look at the award she held in her hand before placing it on the otherwise empty mantelpiece. She was still gazing at it when Charlie came up behind and placed two cups of hot cocoa next to it. Putting his arms around her, he spread his hands protectively over her belly.

      “You deserved that, you know,” he said. “Is that what you were thinking about?”

      “I was thinking it will be Christmas again before we know it.”

      “Mmm, it will,” he mumbled, nuzzling into her hair.

      She turned to face him and linked her hands behind his neck.

      “It’s strange to think, when I set out for last year’s Christmas in July party, that I had no idea how much that night was going to change my life. Never in a million years could I have imagined I would be here now.”

      “I would have hired you to do the casting for Mr Green anyway you know.”

      “Maybe,” she conceded. “But we can’t know for sure any of the things that have happened since, would have happened, can we? The play. It’s run-away success. The awards. Us—you and me. Discovering the truth about Maggie. And Helen and Suzie.”

      He chuckled at her seriousness. “No, baby. I guess we can’t. So let me say I am deeply, deeply grateful that you accepted the invitation, that Richard couldn’t make it and I had to stand in as Santa at the last minute, and that you got drunk enough to tell Santa your Christmas wish.”

      She smiled. “Me too. And there’s more big changes coming. Next year is looking like it might be as crowded as the last one has been.”

      He nodded. “Very true.”

      Missy looked around at the almost completely bare room.

      “When I sneaked into your old bedroom, I remember how it felt so full of ghosts—ghosts of Maggie, and of you and her together being husband and wife. Now the house is empty and it’s our last night in it, and it feels like that everywhere, like the whole house is full of ghosts: the ghosts of the kids when they were babies and toddlers; you as a young man; your hopes and dreams and sorrow.” She paused. “Are you sure we are doing the right thing? Do you really want to leave all that behind?”

      “I’m sure, precious, absolutely sure. And the kids don’t want to stay. I know they are torn because this is where they lived with their mum, but the ghost, as you call it, of her murder is too painful and always will be. We are all ready for a fresh start. They are genuinely excited about moving into the new house and about the baby coming and about you being their step-mom. We won’t really be leaving Maggie behind; she will always be with us in our memories. And you being careful to include her in our lives, celebrating her birthday and things like that really helps. Come Christmas, we’ll still put her special ornament on the tree, and sing her favourite carols. You’re sure you don’t mind?”

      Missy shook her head. “Gosh, no. I love Benny and Etty, and Maggie was their mother. Of course I expect them to want to remember her and include her whenever they can. And we’ll start our own traditions as well.”

      “Of course. We’ll get you a Christmas tree ornament with your name on it like ours, and sing your favourite carols and include your favourite Christmas lunch foods.”

      “And it looks like going to Shona’s on Boxing Day is going to become a tradition.”

      “I hope so. With my parents gone and Maggie’s parents living in Greece now, Benny and Etty have been a bit starved for grandparents, and your mum and dad have so kindly taken them under their wing.”

      Missy heard the catch in his voice and laid her head against his chest.

      “I feel truly blessed, and I can’t imagine ever feeling any happier than I do right now. I really do love you, Daddy.”

      Charlie rested his chin gently on her head.

      “Get back to me when the baby’s born,” he said with a chuckle. “But it’s a lovely thing for you to say. I know you have made my kids happier than they’ve been since they lost their mother. You’ve helped my family heal, and you make me happier with every day that goes by. I love you, too, little girl. You truly are the gift that keeps giving. My own sweet precious gift.”
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