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Sticks and Stones

Summerskill and Lyon, Book Three

Steve Burford


For Huw, A.A., T.T. And, of course, L.L.L.


Chapter One

“And some sad news just in. A tragic accident today on the site of one of the county’s oldest landmarks has resulted in the death of a Worcestershire schoolboy. Fifteen-year-old Clayton Kerry was killed when one of the walls of a building on the site of the old William Fitzmaurice brewery collapsed.

“The Fitzmaurice brewery, once the producer of some of the county’s most prestigious beers and ciders, has been a familiar site on the banks of the River Severn for as long as anyone in the county can remember. For decades, however, it has been closed and deserted, its buildings neglected and crumbling. All attempts over the years to procure the site for redevelopment have been blocked by legal wranglings within the Fitzmaurice family.

“James Fitzmaurice, oldest surviving member of the brewing family, today said that he and his family were deeply saddened by the death but that they could take no responsibility.

“We’ll have more on that story in our local news bulletin later this evening. And now, over to Duncan Lewis with today’s weather…”

The picture on the screen changed to an earnest young weather forecaster in glasses, smiling in front of a map of the country even as a mass of CGI storm clouds crept in from the west.

“Tragic accident.” The man in the bed yawned, muted the television, and carelessly tossed the remote control to one side. “It was hardly going to be an amusing accident or a laughable misadventure, was it?”

Sitting on the other side of the bed, Dave Lyon paused in the act of pulling on his trousers. “And is that all you’ve got to say about it?”

The man he’d addressed gave one of his typical crooked smiles, laced his hands behind his head, and lay back against the large pillows. The sheets were pulled down low over his stomach, and Dave didn’t doubt that their position and the pose had both been deliberately chosen to afford him a good view of the body he was getting ready to leave. It was a great body. “What do you want me to say?” Sean Cullen asked. “That I’m heartbroken over the death of some kid I’ve never even met? Touch hypocritical don’t you think?”

“You’re an MP. I thought that was part of the job description.”

Cullen smiled again. Dave’s barb hadn’t pierced his thick politician’s skin at all. But then Dave hadn’t thought for a second it would. “And you’re a detective sergeant. Didn’t you detect anything about that report?”

“What do you mean? It was an accident. The report didn’t say anything about suspicious circumstances.”

Cullen tutted slowly, clearly enjoying himself. “You heard them say the old Fitzmaurice brewery has been closed for years, and I mean years. Even I used to slip through its fences and hide in the buildings when I was a kid.”

“Bunking off from your posh public school for a crafty fag with the lads?”

“I was never one of the lads, David, and even if I had been, I wouldn’t have wanted them with me while I was enjoying my cigarette and a copy of Zipper or Vulcan or whatever I’d managed to get my hands on. Anyway, these days the old Fitzmaurice brewery has got more barbed wire around it than the nearest HMP but it’s still notorious as a hangout for kids drinking and taking God knows what. Which means, the victim of our tragic accident would have had to walk through several very obstructive fences and have failed to notice several very prominent warning signs before he made it to the buildings where he was no doubt in the act of doing something very naughty before a ton of bricks fell on his trespassing little head.” Cullen assumed an expression of mock surprise. “I know my constituency, sergeant. Don’t you know your beat?”

Annoyed with himself and with Cullen, Dave was damned if he’d show it. Now he thought about it, he did remember some talk back at the Foregate Street station about the brewery, but he was still comparatively new to the area, and neither the name nor the reputation of the place had struck a chord when he’d heard that television report.

Cullen, of course, made no allowances. The product of an Oxford education, where he had been on a winning Boat Race team, and of an adversarial parliamentary system where he had been, when elected to the House of Commons over a decade previously, one of the youngest MPs in the house, Sean Cullen was an extremely competitive man. And that competitiveness, Dave was discovering, extended all the way into his personal life.

Dave took some comfort from the image of the young public school boy Cullen had been, sneaking off to abandoned warehouses to smoke and enjoy gay wank mags. It was good to remember he hadn’t always been the high-profile, smug arse he was now. “Well, whatever he was doing, I doubt it was going through his collection of gay porn.”

“You think kids have changed so much?”

“No. But they do have the internet. Any young lad these days can pleasure himself blind in the comfort of his own home. Straight or gay.”

Cullen reluctantly conceded the point. “Mind you, it wasn’t all just about the fags and mags.” He yawned lazily, like a self-satisfied cat recalling an empty carton of cream.

Dave buttoned up his shirt, began the search for his shoes, and refused to give Cullen the satisfaction of asking what he meant by that. How was it you could only ever find one shoe when you were trying to leave a guy’s bedroom? “Why’d you even want the television on anyway?” he asked as he searched. “You trying to impress me with the size of your screen?”

“I thought I already had impressed you. And I was hoping,” Cullen went on, before Dave could reply, “to catch something about my Fitness First initiative. I did an interview about it yesterday for the local news. They said it might be on today. We’ve probably missed it. Or it’s been dropped in favour of the tragic accident. I’ll check again later.”

“Want to see how good your profile looks on the television?”

Cullen smiled, the sheet over his body slipping down another inch, almost accidentally. “I know how good it looks on television.”

Yeah, I’ll bet you do. Like the body, Sean’s was a great profile. With those cheekbones, there had to be aristocracy somewhere in his family bloodline. “I’m only surprised you haven’t got a mirror over the bed.”

Cullen yawned. “Too seventies. And it would get in the way of the cameras.”

Missing shoe found, Dave stood, reached for his jacket, and forced himself not to look up at the ceiling over the bed. A joke. Just a joke. Don’t give him the reaction he wants. “I’ll see myself out, shall I?”

“I think you know the way by now.”

At the bedroom door Dave stopped, hand on the handle, and looked back. Cullen’s eyes were closed as if he was already drifting into sleep. “You never ask me to stay.” It was a simple fact, calmly stated.

Cullen didn’t open his eyes. “Would you?”

Dave considered. “No. See you later.”

“I look forward to it.”

Neither man suggested when or where that might be.

This had been their third hookup at Cullen’s house since that night they had walked out of Gallery 48 together, and this was pretty much the way it had ended the previous two times. Dave couldn’t see that changing any time soon.

*

Claire Summerskill looked up from the pile of staff review forms on her dining table. Across the room from her, the television was showing a picture of a teenager and the newsreader was giving the as yet sketchy details of his death. The picture was a school photograph, a head and shoulders shot with all the charm and warmth of the mugshots she was used to down at Foregate Street. But the familiarity of this one had caught her attention. It wasn’t just the sulky I’m only doing this because I have to expression. It was the uniform, specifically the red, green, and white tie that was still visible even though the boy in the picture was wearing it rebelliously loose, the knot so far below the undone top button of his shirt as to almost be cropped out of the picture. “He’s from your school.”

Tony, her oldest son, lounging on the nearby sofa, rolled his eyes. “Can see why they made you detective inspector.”

“They made me DI for doing over snarky young perps so don’t backchat your mam.”

“Yes, Mam.” Tony returned to the lurid graphic novel he was reading.

Claire went back to her paperwork. It was nice, this moment, just the two of them. Okay, she was finishing off soul-crushingly dull admin, and he was deep into some four-colour nightmare with levels of violence and sexual suggestion she knew she probably wouldn’t approve of if she examined it too closely, but still, it was nice and all too rare. And she secretly loved it when he called her mam, even if it was semi-sarcastically, and had the rural drawl of a Worcestershire accent behind it rather than the south Wales music of her own voice. Yes, it was nice. Just her and Tony. Sam, her youngest, fast asleep upstairs.

Of course, it would have been nicer still if Ian, her husband, had been there with them, even if things between him and Tony had become difficult lately. “He’s growing up,” Ian had said. “Turning into a young man. Bound to be a bit of horn-butting as the young colt challenges the old ram, especially when he’s a step-ram.” Ian was shit when it came to metaphors, but he could be really kind and understanding, which was one of the things Claire loved about him. On the other hand, one of the things she hated about him was the endless meetings he was called to. Especially lately. People who said teachers had it easy with short days and long holidays had no idea, she thought. So many meetings.

“Did you know him? The boy in the news?” She asked as much to steer herself away from troubling thoughts as anything else, suddenly wondering if, in fact, the news might have upset her son. Had he been a friend? Shit! Should she have recognised him? Tony’s scornful snort reassured her that he was not unduly grieving.

“Everyone knows Clayton Kerry,” Tony said. “I mean, I don’t know him. Didn’t know him. He’s two years ahead of me, but I knew him. Y’know.”

“That makes no sense at all.” But Claire was relieved.

Tony lowered his book. “He’s a thug, Mum. A really nasty piece of work. Him and his gang of cronies make life a misery for the kids. And teachers.”

“Was a thug, love.”

“Well yeah, right. Sorry. Thing is, though, I don’t think that many people are going to miss him.” Tony raised his graphic novel again as a shield against any more discussion.

Claire sighed and returned to her paperwork. The moment had gone. Still, it had been good while it had lasted. She felt an unexpected twinge of sympathy for the parents of the dead boy. There’d be no more moments like that for them, would there? Ever. Tony had said no one would miss Clayton Kerry, but there had to be someone. How must they be feeling right now? She forced herself to concentrate on the tedious printouts in front of her. She couldn’t imagine it. She didn’t want to.

From out in the hallway came the sound of the front door opening and Ian’s traditional laconic, “Hello?”

Tony immediately got up from the sofa. “You don’t have to go yet, love,” Claire said.

“Bedtime. Tired. See you in the morning. Night.” Tony left the living room, via the kitchen so he didn’t have to bump into his stepfather.

Ian walked into the living room, came over to his wife, and pecked her on the cheek. “How’s it going?”

Claire pushed aside the papers she was working on. “It’s not. And you’re late.”

“Yeah. More to do than expected.”

“There’s some lasagne in the fridge. You can zap it if you want.”

“’S okay.” Ian dropped onto the sofa so recently vacated by Tony. “I’ve been grazing all day. Don’t mind me. You carry on. What’s on the box?” He reached for the remote control.

Claire sat with her dining table covered in forms and photocopies and didn’t touch any of them. She sat, looking at her husband while he lay looking at the television, flicking through the channels searching for something interesting. So many meetings lately.


Chapter Two

“Morning, Tony.”

“Morning, Dave.”

“DS Lyon,” Claire corrected as she and her son got into Dave’s car. It was done without commitment as she knew her son wasn’t listening, and her sergeant never seemed to mind the informality anyway.

“Have a good evening?” Claire asked as she fastened her seatbelt and they pulled off, first to drop Tony at school and then on to Foregate Street.

“Yes thanks. You?”

“Okay, ta.”

It wasn’t often that Claire played the what-if game. We don’t have no time for much of that, as her Pontypridd maternal grandmother would have said. But mornings like this did make her wonder. At one point in the not so distant past, it had seemed a done deal that when she got her promotion to DI, she’d be taking her oppo and best mate Jenny Trent up the ladder with her. But then Dave Lyon had appeared on the scene, summoned up from seemingly nowhere (in actual fact, Redditch) by a well-intentioned equal opportunities initiative both of them had hated. And suddenly, she’d had an unknown man at her side instead of a well-known friend. He was a good man, a good policeman, too, no doubt about that, and Claire was coming to accept that she couldn’t begrudge him his promotion or regret his posting to Foregate Street. Except maybe on mornings like this when instead of the entertaining flood of gossip Jenny would have given her, all she got from Dave was Yes thanks. He was gay for Pete’s sake. Didn’t that mean he was out every free night he had, having meaningless sexual encounters he could then describe to her the next day in shocking detail? Once they’d dropped Tony off, of course. Claire gazed out of the car’s side window and watched the houses and shops pass by. Apparently, it didn’t.

“Big crowd outside the school, Tony,” Dave said.

Claire was roused from her woolgathering and looked out through the windscreen. Past the front gates of Monastery Grove High, the road led to a large, grassed roundabout in front of the school’s main doors. Each morning, parents’ cars and school buses slowly circled it, pausing only to drop off their respective loads. Claire expected to see the usual snail’s pace circulation of vehicles on the road and pupils on the bordering pavement. Instead, the flow of traffic was stopped and up ahead of them she could see a crowd of people milling around the glass entrance doors which seemed, unusually for a school morning, to be closed. Claire peered more closely. More adults than children, too, which was definitely odd for that time.

“Is that a television van?” Dave asked.

Claire followed the direction he was pointing. “Of course. One of the kids was killed in an accident yesterday.”

“Ah, right. I saw it on the news.” Dave glanced up to the driver’s mirror and the reflection of their passenger. “Did you know him, Tony?”

“Not really,” Tony mumbled.

“Don’t know why reporters have to be here though,” Claire said. Her thoughts were already turning to the delay getting into work that this was going to cause. With her reputation for lateness in the morning she could really do without it. “He was killed over at the old brewery, wasn’t he?”

“Yes, but you know how it goes with telly reports. Footage of the grieving parents and a sound bite from the headmaster saying what a great kid he was and how he’s going to be missed.”

From the back of the car came a derisive noise. “I don’t think the head’s going to find it easy to say anything good about Clayton Kerry.” Tony looked quickly down into his lap to avoid his mother’s frown.

Up ahead of them, events seemed to be playing out as Dave had outlined. A man in a suit stood at the top of the small flight of stone steps that led up to the doors. Claire was fairly sure he was the headmaster. She’d seen him once, over two years previously, at a meeting to greet new parents to the school. In front of him was a woman dressed mainly in black holding something out in front of her. From this distance, Claire couldn’t make out what it was, but she guessed it was a microphone given that at the woman’s side stood a much less formally dressed man with a camera over one shoulder.

“Hope this doesn’t take long,” she muttered. “Don’t they know some of us have got jobs to go to? And what are all those parents hanging around for? They can’t all be part of the boy’s family, can they?”

“Rubberneckers, I guess. Although…” Dave leaned forward. Wondering what he’d seen, Claire did the same.

Three of the crowd had mounted the step below the headmaster who was raising his hands as if to ward them off and retreating until his back was up against the glass doors. Normally these would have automatically slid open, but now, for some reason, they were staying closed. The interviewer was still thrusting her microphone into the headmaster’s face, but her companion was focusing his camera on the three figures just one step below him. Letting the window down, Dave and Claire caught shouts, undeniably angry exclamations, and even the sound of what could have been booing.

“Something’s up,” Claire said, reaching for her seat belt buckle.

“What are you doing?” Tony exclaimed, as Dave killed the engine and undid his own seat belt.

“Back in a minute. Stay here.”

“Wait!” Tony yelled. “My friends are out there. They’ll see you.”

Dave grimaced sympathetically at the lad who was twisting himself into knots at the thought of what his mother was about to do to him. When it came to opportunities for embarrassing your kids in front of their mates, no one had it better than a copper. “Sorry, Tony. All in a day’s work. I’ll make sure she doesn’t get hurt.”

“That’s not what I’m worried about.” Tony slouched down deep into the back seat. He appeared to be praying that no one would see him there.

Dave closed the car door and followed his boss.

As Summerskill and Lyon drew closer to the crowd, the words being shouted out became clearer. “Shame!” and “Resign!” were the most often repeated though the occasional “Wanker!” and “Tosser!” added colour.

“Not like any parent teacher meeting I remember,” Dave said.

“You didn’t go to school in Pontypridd. All right.” Claire raised her voice to crowd control level. “If you’d excuse me. Ladies. Gentlemen. Police. Please make way. Thank you. Thank you.” Holding out her ID card in front of her, Claire forced her way through the small crowd and climbed the steps to stand at the same level as the headmaster, the interviewer and her cameraman, and the three others.

“DCI Summerskill,” she said, making sure everyone in the small group could see her card. “And this is DS Lyon.” Dave had taken up his position on the step below her, so that he could face down the small crowd on the steps and beyond, but Claire knew he was also keeping an eye on the small hoodied group on her level for which she was grateful. “Now, would someone mind telling me what is going on here? Please?”

From a distance, Claire had assumed that the three figures confronting the head, dressed alike in jeans and hoodies, were all teenagers. Now, however, the one leading pulled back his hood, revealing a face worn by hardship and ravaged by grief and fury. “My son’s dead!” he yelled, his voice thick with anger, and he jabbed a finger at the suited man in front of them, seemingly unable to say more.

Claire’s eyes automatically went to the man being pointed at. Tall, silvered hair, quite distinguished looking in a senior civil servant sort of way. His face was familiar to her from the school’s prospectus and that new parents’ meeting. But what’s his name? I ought to know. My son goes to his bloody school!

“If I could just…” the headmaster began.

“And this bastard…!” the distraught father yelled, cutting him off before tailing off himself, clearly so choked with violent emotion he couldn’t speak. By his side, the taller of the two figures who still had their hoods up reached out a hand and rested it on his upper arm, muttering something Claire couldn’t make out.

“Please. If we could all just calm down a minute. Mr…?” Claire waited for the man to give his name, but he was still too caught up in his passion and she doubted whether he had even heard her.

“Kerry,” said the figure at his side, his hand still on the man’s arm, consoling or restraining. Maybe both, Claire thought. Of course. The name of that boy who was killed.

“Thank you.” Claire glanced at the face beneath the hoodie. Late teens, early twenties perhaps. Hard to tell with that typically fashionable beard. She looked to the other person in a hoodie but caught only a glimpse before he turned his face away from her. Younger than the bearded lad, and much more of his father in his face. But there was something else, too, someone else he reminded her of. With a stab of guilt and a flash of anger at her own stupidity Claire realised who it was. Of course, he looked so much like that picture of the dead boy. This had to be his brother. She faced the tall lad again. “And you are…?”

“I’m Mark. And this”—indicating the other young man—“is Caleb.” Caleb raised his head just long enough to scowl at Claire before looking down again fixedly at his worn trainers.

Not a family comfortable with the police. Not the younger brother anyway. Claire quickly squashed the thought as unworthy at this time.

She turned back to the starkly contrasting figure in the suit. “Mr…?”

“Blake.”

Of course! “Mr. Blake. Yes.”

“My son is dead,” Kerry shouted again.

“I know, sir,” Claire said. “And please believe me, Mr. Kerry, I am truly sorry for your loss. But this really isn’t the time or the place to be…dealing with it. Now, I’m going to ask if we can take this somewhere else, somewhere a bit more suitable and private. Mr. Blake, is there perhaps some meeting room or space we could use? Inside?”

It was clear from the headteacher’s expression that inviting this man into the sanctuary of his school was the last thing he wanted to do, but before he could reply two things happened with an explosive speed, catching him and both police officers unawares. With no warning, the lad Mark yelled out and threw himself at Claire, sending her flying as he crashed into her. At the same time, a blurred something, the size and shape of a rugby ball, flew past them from the back of the small crowd and smashed into the glass door behind them. Someone screamed.

Claire’s first thought was that Mark had snapped for some reason and attacked her. Quickly, though, she realised that, far from assaulting her, the young man had just saved her, pushing her out of the way of whatever had been flung at them. “Did you see who threw that?” she yelled at Dave as she scrambled back to her feet. Dave shook his head. “Right. Enough is bloody enough. Call for backup.” Claire stepped forward decisively in front of Mr. Blake and raised her arms, hoping with all her might that no one was going to throw anything else at them. “Listen to me,” she shouted. “My name is Detective Inspector Claire Summerskill and if I have to I will…”

Her words were cut off by the urgent blare of police sirens as two squad cars raced up the school drive. “That was quick.”

“Not me.” Dave indicated the reception office window near the doors and the agitated pair of middle-aged women within. One of them was still clutching a phone and nodding with relief as she spoke into it, presumably acknowledging the arrival of the cars.

“All right!” Claire stepped forward to take charge of the arriving uniforms. “I want these people cleared away. And you—” she turned back to Mr. Kerry, softening her tone with a considerable effort. “I would like a word with you, sir, down at the station.”

“I didn’t chuck the fucking brick.”

“I didn’t say you did, sir.” Claire took a second to collect herself, all too aware that she was still acting on an adrenaline rush. Well, someone lobbed a bloody brick at my head, didn’t they? But the man in front of her had just lost his child. And he was right: he hadn’t thrown the object. “I’d still like a word, sir.”

“Are you arresting me?”

Now there’s interesting. Something in the way Kerry had said that tripped her police instincts. More challenge than question. Oh, come on. Give the man a break, her conscience protested, even as her professionalism filed the observation away for future consideration. “No, sir,” she said in as soothing a tone as she could manage. “I am inviting you to the station so that we can have a word in…calmer surroundings. I really would appreciate your cooperation at this moment.”

She watched as Mark, the young man who had pushed her out of the way, leaned into Kerry and whispered something in his ear, giving him a reassuring pat on the shoulder as he did. Kerry’s shoulders sagged as if he was accepting there was no point protesting. “Thank you,” she said. She turned to the other man. “And to you, too, for pushing me out of the way just then.”

“No problem, officer,” Mark said, with a broad smile. He certainly didn’t seem to share either his family’s looks or temperament. Caleb, at his side, gave her another glare from within his hoodie.

“Right, well, Mr. Kerry, if you would be so good as to go with this officer.” She didn’t recognise the constable who had stepped up to them. He had to be one of the station’s recent batch of new recruits. She groaned inwardly, remembering the personnel reports she hadn’t finished reviewing last night. Presumably, his details were in there. She looked round for the rookie’s oppo—someone so new should be partnered up with a more experienced officer—and sure enough found reliable Sergeant Chris McNeil, a way off, calmly listening to some woman’s angry protests and gradually defusing the situation. The newbie seemed capable enough though. With a nod of her head, Claire indicated that he should escort Mr. Kerry to one of the waiting cars. “Thank you. PC…?”

“Jones, ma’am.” The new recruit stepped forward smartly, reached out, and put his hand on Kerry’s shoulder. “If you’d come along with me, sir.”

Kerry bridled instantly at the touch. Summerskill frowned at the young PC and shook her head. Jones immediately dropped his hand but stood his ground. Kerry glared at both of them before stalking off to the police car, Jones following quickly to keep up with him. Rookie error, Claire thought. But that’s what rookies do.

“I don’t suppose you’ll be wanting us as well, will you, officer?”

Claire turned round to face Mark again. “I don’t think so.” Easier to deal with Kerry on his own. “Unless you’d like to come along as well to, you know, support your father?”

Caleb Kelly raised his head as if he was about to say something but ducked his head down again quickly when he felt her eyes on his face.

“He’s not my dad, officer,” Mark said. “He’s, like, my uncle, but thanks all the same. C’mon, mate.” He put his arm protectively over Caleb’s shoulder. “Let’s get you home.” The pair of them turned and walked off in the same direction as the other, now fast-dissipating protestors.

Dave came and stood beside her. “You okay?”

The scene apparently well in hand, Claire took a moment to consider whether she was in fact okay. There were some slivers of glass in her hair and on her coat but otherwise she’d been untouched by the brief instance of violence. “I’m fine. Are you all right, Mr. Blake?”

“I suppose you could say that I am all right. Yes. Yes, I am, thank you.” The tone of his voice suggested that he was very far from happy. Considering the wreckage of his school’s front door and the fact he had been verbally and almost physically abused on the steps of his own school, Claire could hardly blame him. She doubted many school days started like this—even in Pontypridd they’d been rarities.

“I’m assuming, sir,” Dave said, “that your school has some form of CCTV coverage?”

“Of course.”

“Good,” Claire said. “Then if I may, I’ll be sending along a couple of officers a little later to review the cameras covering this area. I would very much like to see who threw whatever that was at me.”

“Large stone, ma’am,” Dave said, holding out a plastic evidence bag in which could be seen the rounded grey rock that had done the damage. “There was a pile of them back there where most of the people were standing.”

“It’s a Japanese Zen garden,” Blake said. “A Year Seven project. Designed to foster calm and tranquillity.”

“Yes, well, you might like to rethink that,” Claire said. “When they come, the officers will also be taking statements.”

“Statements?”

“Yes, sir. At the least this is a case of criminal damage. And even before someone smashed your door, it looked like that man and some of the other people here were threatening you. I don’t know about what yet, and I believe there may be…extenuating circumstances, but we still need to investigate what went down before we can see what, if any, charges need to be brought.”

Blake’s lips thinned. “I see. But I doubt that will be necessary. I know I personally won’t be pressing any charges.”

Claire frowned. “I can understand you might be reluctant to pursue a course that could give the school some bad publicity, but really, I would advise you…”

“Mr. Blake? Mr. Blake? Are you all right? Have you been hurt?”

A woman had managed to evade the work of the uniformed police in clearing the scene, and was now thrusting herself between Summerskill, Lyon, and the headmaster. She shoved something into the latter’s face causing him to jerk back in alarm. Instinctively, Claire went to push the object away before seeing the weapon for what it actually was. A microphone. Of course. She had forgotten about the reporters. And her partner’s camera was pointed unwaveringly in their direction. Shit! Claire hated being filmed.

“Mr. Blake?” the woman repeated. “Sarah Moody, Midlands Now.”

“I remember who you are, Miss Moody.” The headteacher’s tone was undeniably cold.

Completely unfazed, Sarah Moody pushed her microphone into Mr. Blake’s face. “How do you feel?”

Claire knew how she’d feel if someone shoved something practically up her nose like that. Now she watched as the headteacher took a second to collect himself before carefully answering. “I am, of course, disappointed by the events of this morning. But I am sure matters can be sorted and everything can get back to normal.” He paused and when he spoke again his voice had a slightly more rehearsed tone to it. “The people we should be thinking of at this time are, of course, the Kerry family, and, as I have said before, our sympathies are with them at this difficult time. Now, if you’ll excuse me, we have a busy school day ahead of us.” He pointedly turned his back on both camera and reporter to address Summerskill and Lyon. “Inspector, sergeant. I will tell Reception to expect your officers later. Thank you again for your help here this morning.”

He left them, his shoes crunching over the pebbles of reinforced glass the door had largely disintegrated into, and strode through the empty doorframe, back into his school.

“Guess you don’t get to be a head these days without knowing how to handle the media,” Dave said, softly enough that the reporters would only just be able to hear him.

“Inspector?”

Claire turned to find the reporter, Sarah Moody, addressing Dave. “I’m Inspector Summerskill,” she said.

For a second, Claire wondered if the reporter was going to dispute the fact that she, the small blonde woman, was a higher ranked police officer than the man. Moody, however, recovered her television composure in a beat and launched into her reporter’s shtick. “How do you feel?”

Really? That’s the first question you’re going to ask the senior police officer on the scene? Claire wondered if it would have been the first question she’d have asked Dave. “I’m happy to say that what seems to have been quite a minor incident has been cleared up without too much difficulty.”

Behind Moody’s back, holding a stone missile in a plastic bag and standing in broken glass, Dave mouthed the word, Minor? Claire ignored him.

“Do you have any further comment about this incident, and do you think Mr. Kerry will be able to bring charges?”

Claire began to reel off a standard response which could more honestly have been paraphrased as, I have nothing to say. You know I have nothing to say. There will be an official statement later, but then the actual sense of the reporter’s words sank in and she stopped. Would Kerry be pressing charges? What for? Claire realised she might be the senior officer on the scene, but she still had no idea of what the situation had really been about. “It would not be appropriate at this point for the police to comment but as soon as it is, we will release an official statement,” she said, and then she assumed her official stone face, the one that had just enough of a threat in it to deter all but the most insistent and stupid hack. Moody, it seemed, was not stupid, though Claire did see her glance briefly at Dave as if weighing up the chances of getting a good quote from him. Dave also assumed the official face, and Moody was professional enough to know when she was beaten.

She turned to face her colleague’s camera. “Sarah Moody from Monastery Grove, Worcester. And now, back to the studio.”

“C’mon,” Claire said to Dave. The two of them walked back to Dave’s car.

Tony, they discovered, was still mortified. “Can I go now?” he demanded with all the truculence of a young offender in a holding cell.

“Yes. And if a reporter called Sarah Moody tries to stop you for an interview, don’t tell her I’m your mum.”

“Like I would!” Tony slung his sports bag over his shoulder and set off up the school path. “I’m gonna be late,” were the last words she caught from him.

“You and me both.”


Chapter Three

“You’re late.”

“And you’re old. But tomorrow I’ll be on time.”

From behind his desk, DI Rudge grunted. “With age comes wisdom, girly.”

“And arthritis. And Alzheimer’s. And gout. And…”

“I suppose you think you’ve got a good reason to be waltzing in at this time of the afternoon?”

Claire threw her coat over the back of her chair in the office she shared with her former boss and their sergeants. “The school run from hell.”

Rudge grunted again. It was his default form of communication. “Mob of angry villagers baying for blood at the school gates?”

Rudge was a good detective, but this seemed positively supernatural.

“Kind of. How’d you know?”

Rudge jerked a thumb over his shoulder at the tiny room the station laughingly referred to as its Video Lounge. “You’re a daytime TV star.”

Claire signalled to Dave who had followed her in. “C’mon you.”

“I thought we were going to be starting with the kid’s dad. Desk sergeant says they’ve taken him to Interview Three.”

“I reckon you ought to check out the news first,” Rudge said, adding without looking up from his paperwork, “always good to know what you’re letting yourself in for.”

The two of them left Rudge to his admin and third coffee of the day—he’d have been in for over an hour by then—and crossed the corridor to the Video Lounge. From within came the sound of voices and, unexpectedly, laughter. A female voice was saying, “And if you freeze it there, it looks like she’s just sat on something.”

Claire pushed the door open and strode in. “Cracking cases or downloading porn?”

DS Cortez had the grace to look slightly embarrassed. WPC Jenny Trent had no such inhibitions. “Morning, Claire. Day got off to a flying start I see.”

Puzzled, Summerskill and Lyon looked past their colleagues to the screen. At that moment, it was a paused head and shoulders shot of Claire, and the expression did indeed look like she had just sat on something extremely uncomfortable. “Did I really look like that?”

“Not all the time,” Dave said.

“Local telly news,” Jenny explained.

“Shit, that Moody’s quick.”

“Well, this does have to be the most exciting thing that’s happened of a morning for weeks,” Jenny said. “When you consider the second most exciting thing was a suspected outbreak of foot-and-mouth in Hereford you can see why they’d rush it out. They’ll be showing this on the hour every hour for the rest of the day.” She handed the remote to Claire. “I’ve recorded it for you, though, just in case. Enjoy,” and she and Cortez left the room, their laughter only slightly muffled by the door closing behind them.

“Popcorn?” Dave asked as he sat down in the seat nearest the screen.

Claire scowled, rewound the clip to its start, and remained standing as she pressed play. An establishing shot of the front doors of Monastery Grove panned across to one of Sarah Moody speaking directly to camera.

“Last night we reported on the sad news of the death of local schoolboy Clayton Kerry, a pupil here at Monastery Grove High School in the heart of the city. Almost immediately, however, that tragic event was overshadowed by the social media storm that broke out in response to remarks made by Mr. Alun Blake, headteacher of the school where Clayton had been a pupil for over four years.”

The picture changed to show an interior scene, an office in which Alun Blake was sitting at a desk much larger and neater than any desk Claire was used to at Foregate Street. At the bottom of the screen a caption came up giving his name and position. “We were very sad to hear of the death of Clayton Kerry,” Blake said. “It is always a tragedy when a young life is cut short before it has the chance to realise its full potential.”

Cut to a shot of Moody, eyes furrowed in concern. “And how are you feeling right now?”

“Jesus! Has she only got the one question?”

The question might have been lazy, but the response wasn’t what Claire had expected. She’d been braced for the sort of bland expression of sadness and dismay Dave had earlier identified as appropriate. Instead, Blake’s lips thinned again in that expression of near distaste she’d seen less than an hour previously when he was dealing with Moody for a second time on the steps of his school. “It’s very sad,” he said again.
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