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Brighton, September 2007


‘Are you sure this thing works?’ Danny asked Mr Singh, the gizmo man.


‘You want demonstration?’


‘I’d be a mug if I didn’t.’


‘No problem. Where did you leave car?’


‘A little way up the street.’


‘What make?’


‘It’s the old white Merc by the lamp post.’


‘Locking is remote, right?’


Danny dipped his hand in his pocket, opened his palm and showed the key fob with its push-button controls.


‘Very good,’ Mr Singh said. ‘We can test. Go to car and let yourself in. Step out, lock up and walk back here. I am waiting on street with gizmo.’


Danny was alert for trickery. He wasn’t parting with sixty-odd pounds for a useless lump of plastic and metal. But if it really did work, he could be quids in. Thousands.


The gizmo, as Mr Singh called it, looked pretty basic in construction, a pocket-sized black box with two retractable antennas fitted to one end.


No money had changed hands yet, so the guy had nothing to gain by doing a runner. Danny stepped out of the little coffee shop and did exactly as suggested. Walked to the Mercedes, unlocked, got in, closed the door, opened it again, stepped out, locked using the smart key and walked back to where Mr Singh was standing outside the shop with the gizmo in his hands.


‘You locked it, right?’


‘Sure did,’ Danny said.


‘Where is key?’


‘Back in my pocket.’


‘Excellent. Leave it there. Now go to car and try door.’


Danny had walked only a few steps when he saw that the lock pins were showing. Just as promised, the car was unlocked.


He was impressed. To be certain, he opened the door he’d apparently locked a moment ago.


‘Good job, eh?’ Mr Singh said when Danny went back to him.


‘Nice one. Who makes these things?’


‘Made in China.’


‘Wouldn’t you know it?’


‘Simple to operate. You want to buy?’


‘How does it work?’


‘OK. You know how key fob works?’


‘Using a radio signal.’


‘Right. Sending signal from fob to car. Programmed to connect with your car and no other. But this gizmo is signal jammer. Breaks frequency. You think you lock up, but I zap you with this.’


‘Let me see.’


Danny held the thing and turned it over. ‘All I have to do is press this?’


‘Correct. All about timing. You are catching exact moment when driver is pointing fob at car.’


‘Hang on. There’s always a sound when the locks engage. And the lights flick on and off. If that doesn’t happen, the driver will notice.’


‘Did you notice?’


Danny hesitated. ‘There was traffic noise and I was thinking of other things.’


‘So?’ Mr Singh flashed his teeth.


‘In a quiet place the driver would notice.’


‘Don’t use in quiet place. Street is better, street with much traffic.’


Danny turned the jammer over and looked at the other side, speculating. ‘How much are you asking?’


‘Seventy, battery included.’


He made a sound as if he’d been burnt. ‘Seventy is more than I thought.’


‘Fully effective up to fifty metres.’


Danny handed it back. ‘I don’t suppose it works with the latest models.’


‘Now I am being honest. Very new cars, possibly no. Manufacturers getting wise. Any car up to last year is good. That gives plenty choice. To you, special offer, not to be repeated. Sixty-five.’


Danny took a wad from his back pocket, peeled off three twenties and held them out.


Mr Singh sighed, took the money and handed over the jammer.


‘Before you go,’ Danny said. ‘There’s something else. This gets me into the car, but it doesn’t let me drive it away. I was told you have another little beauty for that.’


Mr Singh’s eyes lit up again. ‘Programmer. Which make? BMW, Mercedes, Audi?’


‘I need a different one for each make, do I? How much will it cost me?’


‘Two hundred. Maybe two-fifty.’


Danny whistled. This was getting to be a larger investment than he planned, but he thought about the top-class cars he could steal. ‘Let’s say the Bimmer.’


‘BMW three or five series I can do for two hundred.’


‘Is it difficult to operate?’


‘Dead easy. All cars now have diagnostic connector port. You plug in and programmer reads key code.’


‘Then what?’


‘Code is transferred from car’s computer to microchip in new key. You get five blank keys gratis as well.’


‘So I can drive off using the new key? Have you tried this yourself?’


‘No, no, no, I am supplier only. Supplying is lawful. Driving off with some person’s car is not.’


‘But you can show me how the thing works?’


‘You come back with two hundred cash this time tomorrow and for you as special customer I am supplying and demonstrating BMW 3 series programmer.’


Next afternoon special customer Danny drove away from Brighton with the programmer and the pride of a man at the cutting edge of the electronic revolution. In his youth he’d used a wire coat hanger to get into cars. He’d graduated to a slim Jim strip and then a whole collection of lock-picking tools. But the days of hotwiring the ignition were long gone. In recent years anti-theft technology had become so sophisticated that he’d been reduced to touring car parks looking for vehicles left unlocked by their stupid owners. For a man once known as Driveaway Danny it had become humiliating. The Mercedes he was driving was twelve years old. He’d liberated it in July from some idiot in Bognor who’d left it on his driveway with the key in the ignition.


Everything was about to change.


He would shortly be driving a BMW 3 series.


It wasn’t easy to nail one. For more than a week he patrolled the streets of the south-coast town of Littlehampton (which isn’t known for executive cars) with his two gizmos in a Tesco carrier bag. The new technology called for a whole new mindset. He wasn’t on the lookout for a parked car, but one that happened to drive up while he was watching. He’d need to make a snap decision when the chance came. If the chance came.


Late Sunday evening it did. After a day of no success he was consoling himself with a real ale at his local, the Steam Packet, near the red footbridge over the River Arun. He lived in a one-bedroom flat a few hundred yards away and liked to wind down here at the end of a long day. The pub was said to have existed since 1840, trading under a different name because the cross-channel ferry that departed from there hadn’t come into service until 1863. WELCOME ABOARD THE STEAM PACKET, announced the large wooden board attached to the front with a profile of a paddle steamer – and in case the maritime message was overlooked, the north side of the pub had a ship’s figurehead of a topless blonde (in the best possible taste, with strategically dangling curls) projecting from the wall. With a little imagination, when seated in the terrace at the back overlooking River Road and the Arun you could believe yourself afloat. This was a favourite spot of Danny’s, nicely placed for seeing spectacular sunsets or watching small boats chugging back from sea trips. But at this moment, alone in the half-light at one of the benches around nine thirty on a September evening, his thoughts were not about sea trips or sunsets. He’d just decided he’d wasted his money on Mr Singh’s gizmos. How ironic then that this was the moment when a silver BMW drove up and came to a halt in the parking space across the street.


Danny almost knocked over his beer reaching for the carrier bag. He tugged out the jammer and extended the antennas. Its first use for real. He couldn’t have been better placed, all but hidden by the chest-high terrace wall.


The car’s plates weren’t visible from this angle. He couldn’t tell from the design of the thing which year it had been manufactured, if it was too recent to respond to the jammer. If the trick didn’t work, so what? It was worth the try.


The door opened and the driver got out, no more than a youth, slim, in a dark blue hoodie and jeans. He pushed the door shut. He didn’t immediately use the key.


Danny’s right forefinger was poised over the switch. As Mr Singh had said, this was all about timing. You catch exact moment.


With a springy step and a bit of a swagger, the kid started walking in the direction of the footbridge. No one else was about. He hadn’t used the smart key yet. As if in an afterthought, about three paces from the car, he turned his head and glanced back.


Danny’s view was masked. All he could see was the youth’s back half-turned. It was impossible to tell for sure if the key was in his hand, but reasonable to assume it was. Drivers habitually took a few steps from their vehicle and then turned, pointed the key and pressed.


Now or never. Danny brought his finger down and instinctively ducked out of sight behind the terrace wall.


Nothing happened.


He had to remind himself that the whole point of the jammer was to get a negative result.


When Danny put his head above the wall again, the kid was halfway across the bridge, moving briskly. Danny stowed the jammer in the carrier and hurried out, leaving almost half a glass of real ale behind. On his way through the lounge he raised his free hand in a farewell to the barmaid and stepped out of the building and round the side to where the BMW was parked.


A thousand blessings on Mr Singh. The pins were up. The car was unlocked, begging to be liberated.


But not yet.


He needed to use the second gizmo, the programmer, to make his own key before he could drive his free gift away.


After checking to make certain no one was about, he stepped round to the driver’s side and let himself in. The interior was still warm and smelt faintly of body odour. He left the door open. He dumped the carrier bag on the passenger seat and lifted out the programmer. Now it was a matter of locating the onboard diagnostic system and plugging in the sixteen-pin connector.


Should be simple.


Danny had been given a demonstration by Mr Singh, who was as wiry as a strip of three-core flex. Danny was overweight. Grovelling under the dashboard of a car wasn’t easy. On his knees and breathing hard, he made more room by pushing the seat back to its fullest extent. Just above the pull switch for the bonnet he found the cover with the letters OBD on it. He opened up, plugged in, watched the programmer light up, used the controls to collect the key code and then remembered he would need something else. He reached for the carrier and scrabbled inside for one of the blank fobs, found one and pressed it against the programmer.


All done in under three minutes.


Relieved, he unplugged, extracted himself and stood up. His hands were shaking and his knees were wobbly. He looked towards the footbridge and saw no one.


The next job would be more familiar: driving the thing away to get the registration plates changed. A guy called Stew was the local specialist, always relocating to outwit the fuzz and currently on a trading estate in Chichester, not more than twelve miles away.


Danny got in, slotted in the key and yelped in triumph as the dashboard lit up. The fuel tank was three-quarters full.


Bridge Road, the main road to Chichester, went past the front of the Steam Packet. Danny drove off as sedately as if he was taking his mother shopping. He didn’t want to get pulled over for speeding. The good thing was that the young owner was still unaware his car had been driven away and with any luck he wouldn’t return for a couple of hours. You couldn’t have much sympathy. He was probably some rich kid whose father had bought the thing for him. Dad would shout the odds and then buy him another.


The Bimmer handled well and was a smooth ride. Danny didn’t object to driving an automatic. Not much over two years old, he reckoned. No need for a respray when there were so many silver saloon cars out there. Once this had the new plates, he’d dump the old Mercedes. Selling wasn’t an option in the stolen-car game. But it was all very satisfactory, and for not much outlay so far. Stew would be more expensive than Mr Singh, but that had to be faced. New plates were essential.


Now that he was clear of the crime scene, so to speak, Danny needed to check with Stew that he was willing to take delivery. The guy had never been known to turn down a job, but he liked to be contacted first. Only reasonable. Generally he was in his workshop until around midnight.


Out in open country, after the A259 had changed its identity from Bridge Lane to Crookthorn Lane to Grevatt’s Lane, he found a field entrance with enough room to pull off the road and make the call on a cheap mobile he’d bought specially for this job.


‘You working?’


Stew answered and he knew Danny’s voice right away. ‘Yep. Got something to show me?’


‘If you got time.’


‘When were you thinking of?’


‘Now if you want. Say twenty minutes.’


‘See you then.’


Having made the call, Danny wedged the phone under the back wheel of the car so that it would be crushed when he drove off. Technology is a two-edged sword to anyone in a high-risk occupation. He was tempted to do the same with the gizmos, but they’d been an expensive buy.


Before leaving, he thought he would also clear the glove compartment of the manual and any documents. It’s common sense to remove everything that can reveal the owner’s identity. The seats and door panels were free of obvious clutter, which was a help. For a young owner, it was all incredibly tidy. He leaned across and clicked the latch. The flap pushed against his hand.


An avalanche of banknotes tumbled out. Masses of them, mainly twenties.


The thump, thump wasn’t the money hitting the floor, it was Danny’s heart. Either the young guy who drove this car didn’t believe in using banks or he robbed them. There must have been more than a couple of grand here.


Alternately swearing and thanking God, Danny scooped up handfuls and stuffed as many as possible into his pockets. The rest went down his socks. How glad he was that Stew hadn’t found this lot.


What a turnaround in his luck. If it wasn’t so late in the day he would have bought a lottery ticket.


Fully ten minutes passed before he calmed down enough to drive again. Even then he was mentally spending the money. Good thing the route was obvious. He was through Felpham and Bognor and on to the Chichester Road without registering that he’d passed anywhere.


Concentrate, he told himself. The job isn’t done yet.


The last stretch of the A259 was a dual carriageway leading to the A27. Two roundabouts and he would be at Stew’s. He could safely go up to seventy here and test the acceleration. Watch the speedo, but feel the power.


Faintly over the engine sound he heard the twin notes of a police siren.


Can’t be me, he thought. I’m inside the limit.


In the mirror he saw the blue flashing light. Do what any law-abiding motorist does, he told himself. Pull over and let them pass.


He eased his foot off the pedal. Hardly anything else was on the road and they could easily get by, but he did the decent thing.


Instead of overtaking, they closed in behind him and flashed their headlights. What now?


He pulled over, braked, lowered the window and switched off.


Bluff this out, he thought. They can’t possibly know this quickly that the car is stolen. It’s got to be some minor infringement like a faulty rear lamp.


He grabbed the bag of gizmos and pushed it out of sight under the passenger seat.


They were taking their time, probably checking over their radio that the car wasn’t on their list.


Finally a figure appeared at the window. Heavy black moustache. ‘Evening, sir. Are you the owner of this car?’


‘I am.’


‘Step outside, please.’


What was this? The breathalyser? He hadn’t finished his pint of real ale. He’d be well under the limit. ‘Is something up?’


There was a second officer, a policewoman.


The male cop said, ‘Place both hands flat against the car roof and stand with your legs apart. I’m going to search you.’


‘What for? I’ve done nothing wrong.’ As he said the words, he thought of all the banknotes stuffed inside his pockets.


He did as he was ordered and felt the hands travel down his body. What the fuck was he going to say?


‘What’s your name, sir?’


‘Daniel Stapleton.’


‘Date of birth, please.’


‘Ninth of October, nineteen seventy.’


‘Mind if I call you Daniel?’


‘Danny will do.’


‘What’s this in your pockets, Danny? Keep your hands exactly where they are.’


‘Some cash.’


‘Quite a lot of it, apparently. What’s all this money doing in your pockets?’


‘I, em, did some business. Cash transaction.’


‘What sort of business?’


‘In Littlehampton. I sold a boat.’


‘Is that where you came from – Littlehampton?’


‘Yes.’


‘And where are you travelling to?’


‘Only Chichester. Bit of a night out.’


‘Spending all this money?’


‘Not all of it.’


‘You said you own the car. It’s been reported as stolen. That’s why we stopped you.’


‘This car? Stolen?’ He was able to say the words with genuine disbelief. The young guy had disappeared across the footbridge. He’d been on his way somewhere. He couldn’t have returned so soon and got on to the police.


‘Do you have any proof of identity? Your licence?’


‘That’s at home.’


The search had been progressing down his body. ‘Do you normally keep banknotes in your socks?’


The cop didn’t seem to expect an answer, so Danny didn’t attempt one.


A large amount of cash might be suspicious, but it wasn’t necessarily illegal. They hadn’t found drugs or a weapon. They were probably disappointed. Danny was wondering if the comment about the stolen car had been a bluff.


The cop said to his female colleague, ‘Let’s have a look in the boot, shall we?’


Danny heard her open it.


She said, ‘God help us.’
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Priory Park School, Chichester, September 2014


‘You won’t believe this,’ Jem said.


‘Try me,’ Ella said.


‘The Gibbon has gone.’


Shrieks of amazement and delight from the group. Miss Gibbon was the most disliked teacher on the staff. Her idea of teaching art was endless exercises in perspective.


‘Gone where?’ Ella said. Always primed for excitement, she was the perfect foil to Jem, the information gatherer.


‘I don’t give a toss where. Up her own vanishing point, for all I care. She didn’t tell anyone in the staffroom she was going at the end of last term. I expect the head knew, but none of the others did, so there wasn’t, like, a leaving present or a farewell drink or anything.’


‘Who cares? At last they found out she was a crap teacher. I still haven’t got the faintest idea what she meant by the golden mean and she never stopped talking about it.’


‘Golden section.’


‘Golden balls. Was she kicked out?’


‘A scandal? Touching up the year sevens?’


‘Not the Gibbon. She was sexless. More like pinching the art funds to go on those cultural cruises she was always on about,’ Jem said, and her opinion always triumphed. ‘The thing is, what happens to us in our final A-level year? They’ll have to bring in someone new.’


‘That’s all we need, some new teacher straight out of college.’


‘Could be a bloke.’


More shrieks. Jem, shorter than anyone, had a big personality. She was like a conductor controlling the highs and lows of excited chatter.


‘You wish!’


‘Jem, you’re joking … aren’t you?’


Clearly she had more to tell. She waited for the noise to stop. ‘When I came in I happened to notice a sweet little vintage MG in the staff parking. And then I copped the back view of this tall young guy going into the head’s office.’


‘Get away! What’s he like?’


‘Like an artist. Dark, wavy hair to his shoulders, leather jacket and black chinos, Cuban heels—’


‘Stop – I’m getting the hots.’


‘You’re getting the hots? Think about the head. He was in with her for twenty minutes.’


Everyone was rendered helpless. Even the coy Naseem got a fit of the giggles.


‘Did he stagger out all shaky at the knees?’ Ella said.


‘I waited and waited, but I’d have been late for French conversation.’


‘Wouldn’t it be bang tidy if he was our new art teacher?’


‘Please God!’


‘Dream on.’


‘We’ve only got to wait till third lesson to find out.’


Mel, a pale, watchful girl who didn’t often trust herself to speak, went to the window and looked out.


Jem saw her move and joined her. ‘Em, sorry about this, people.’


‘What? What have you seen?’


‘The MG isn’t there any more. Dreamboat has gone.’


‘Aw, shoot!’


‘The head must have put him off.’


‘She’d put anyone off.’


‘Or …’


‘Or what?’


‘Or he was only a computer salesman and she was like, “While you’re here, young man, how about checking my software,” and he panicked and legged it fast?’


A ripple of amusement, tempered by sighs all round.


‘Back to normal, then,’ Mel said, but she wasn’t heard.


The mood was even more subdued in the art room at eleven, when no teacher appeared. Genuine anxiety surfaced about their exam prospects. Some hoped Jem had got it wrong for once and the boring Miss Gibbon would shortly put her head around the door. She at least knew the syllabus and was capable of getting most of them a grade of some sort.


Naseem said, ‘We ought to tell someone. We’re way down on where we ought to be at this time of the year.’


As usual, it was Jem who took the decision. ‘That’s it, then. Why don’t you go to the staffroom, Ella, and say we’re in urgent need of an art teacher?’


‘I knew you’d ask me. Why don’t you go yourself?’


‘’Cause you’re always on about your future and that.’


‘I was hoping, like, someone else would do it.’


‘I don’t mind going,’ Mel said. She stood, refastened her hair, and left the room.


‘I feel bad,’ Ella said, ‘leaving it to Mel.’


‘Don’t,’ Jem said. ‘She’s a peasant. Let her run the errands.’


‘You asked me first. Am I a peasant, too?’


‘Course not. Your parents pay for you to be here. You’re just a pain in the bum.’


In under ten seconds Mel was back. ‘He’s coming this way.’


‘Who is?’ Ella asked.


‘The new teacher, with the head.’


‘Dreamboat? Never.’


‘It’s true. His car’s back,’ Jem said, from beside the window.


‘Tell me I haven’t died and gone to heaven,’ Ella said.


No time to tidy hair, make-up, anything.


The head entered first, gowned as always, followed by Dreamboat, except he wasn’t dressed as Jem had described. He was in a pinstripe suit, white shirt and tie that made him look like a bank clerk, apart from the long hair.


‘I have an announcement,’ the head said, although no one was looking at her. ‘Through circumstances beyond my control, your art teacher, Miss Gibbon, has taken an extended break from teaching and left the school. However, Mr Standforth will be taking over. He is an accomplished artist and an experienced teacher who will guide you ably through this critical last year of your A level and I have assured him he will have your total cooperation. Because Miss Gibbon left at short notice, I am not entirely sure how much of the syllabus she covered with you. I am confident you girls will be only too pleased to inform Mr Standforth, so that he can effect a smooth transition.’


That was it. A swish of the gown and they had Dreamboat to themselves. The hush was total.


‘Forget the “Mr Standforth” stuff. It’s Tom,’ he said, revealing a set of gleaming teeth. ‘Sorry about the late start. I was here in good time, but stupidly I misjudged the dress code, so I had to nip home and change. Can’t say I’m too comfortable in a suit. If nobody objects, I’ll take off the jacket.’


Take off whatever you want, the dumbstruck class was thinking. Not one of us will object.


His shirt was short-sleeved, revealing muscular forearms and tattoos. He loosened the tie as well and undid the top buttons of his shirt. Thrills in plenty.


‘It will help to know your names,’ he said, perching his breathtakingly cute bum on the front desk. ‘Can’t promise to remember them all right away, but let’s make a start. Who are you, for instance?’


His brown eyes were on Ella. She managed to speak her name in a strangled voice.


‘And is there any topic that excites you, Ella?’


Now she could only blink like a patient with locked-in syndrome.


‘Any topic in art.’


Her mind had gone blank. ‘The golden mean.’


The rest of them spluttered.


‘Well, that’s an answer I didn’t expect.’


‘Golden section, then.’


‘Still surprising to me. I’m impressed. Can’t say I know a huge amount about either, but no doubt you’ll all be able to tell me.’ He raised his hand. ‘Not now. Who are you, next to Ella?’


‘Melanie, sir.’


‘Leave out the “sir”. I’ll let you know when I get my knighthood. What have you been doing with Miss Gibbon, Melanie, or should I call you Mel?’


Jem muttered, ‘The smell,’ and there were sniggers.


‘What was that?’


‘I said she’s Mel,’ Jem said.


‘I expect she can speak for herself. I asked you a question, Mel.’


‘We did exercises in composition. Lots.’


‘Composition. Right.’ He didn’t sound thrilled. ‘The young lady who just spoke, what’s your name?’


‘Jemima. Everyone calls me Jem.’


‘So will I, then. I take it you, too, are well up on composition and the golden mean. Has it helped you creatively, Jem?’


‘Like in my photography?’


‘You’re a photographer?’


‘I wouldn’t say that. I take pictures.’


‘You don’t have to be modest about it. You have a camera, you take pictures, you’re a photographer. Jem the shutterbug.’


Smiles all round, except for Jem, who wasn’t too sure if it was a compliment.


‘I expect the rest of you do some snapping with your smartphones, don’t you, all in the name of art? I’m joking, but your phone can be a useful aid. You’ve all got one, I’m sure.’


‘We’re not allowed to get them out in class,’ Ella said.


‘School rule, is it? Well, I’m not going to report anyone I see using hers as a camera. For one thing, you should all keep a record of your work as it develops, and for another you should always be on the lookout for visually stimulating images.’


This was becoming unbearable. At the mention of stimulating images sounds like cars starting up came from around the room.


‘But here’s a warning,’ he added. ‘I draw the line at video games. Anyone caught playing Dumb Ways to Die can expect more than just a telling-off. Who’s next to give me her name?’


In lunch break, there was only one topic: the man of the hour, the day, the week and probably the year. Eat your heart out, Prince Harry. Everyone agreed Tom Standforth was a perfect ten regardless of how he would shape up as a teacher. The art group were the envy of the school. People who hadn’t yet clocked him made sorties to the staff car park to see the red MG.


For a time the art students were incapable of doing anything except replaying the lesson in their minds.


Jem, a good mimic, had his voice already. ‘“If nobody objects, I’ll take off the jacket.”’


Peals of laughter.


‘“And is there any topic that excites you, Ella?”’


Ella squeezed her eyes shut and said, ‘Don’t.’


‘She goes, “The golden mean.” Anything that excites you, and she’s, like, the golden bloody mean.’


‘It’s all I could think of. Oh my God, I wish he’d ask me again.’


‘“Anyone caught playing Dumb Ways to Die can expect more than just a telling-off.” What did he mean – a spanking? Bags me first.’


Naseem had been using her smartphone. She put an end to Jem’s miming with, ‘I’ve found his website.’


Gasps.


‘You what? He has a website? Yoiks.’ They almost bumped heads trying to see.


‘They must be his paintings. Cool.’


‘Genius. Those colours.’


‘Such energy.’


Active fingertips moved Tom’s output at speed across the small screen.


‘It isn’t only abstracts.’


‘What’s that? She’s starkers. He paints nudes.’


Shrieks.


‘Let’s see. Hold it higher, Nas. The size of those boobs.’


‘They look normal to me,’ Jem said.


‘They would … to you.’


‘I’d rather have mine than your pathetic pair. D’you think he paints these from life?’


‘Of course he does, pinbrain.’


‘Is it, like, his girlfriend? Oh, I hope not.’


‘How would I know? I expect she’s just a model. Look, this one’s blonde. She’s gorgeous.’


‘They can’t all be girlfriends.’


‘Why not? With his looks he could pull whoever he wants.’


Naseem navigated back to the home page and found some pictures of Tom in his studio. The place looked large and cluttered, the walls and easels spattered with colour. ‘Why does he do teaching when he has his own studio?’


‘Maybe he can’t sell anything. All the great painters were like that, living in poverty.’


‘Poverty?’ Ella said. ‘He owns a vintage MG. They’re not cheap.’


‘He’s a proper teacher. The head told us.’


‘And she’s in the best position to know.’ Jem grinned.


‘Who, the head? What position’s that?’


Amid the laughter, Jem said, ‘Ask her. I dare you.’


By the end of the afternoon, the excitement had scarcely abated. The A-level group were watching from an upstairs window when the young man returned to his zippy sports car at the end of the day.


‘There’s only one question left,’ Jem said.


‘Only one? I can think of hundreds. We know sweet FA about him.’


‘Yeah, but this is the one that counts: who gets to ride in the MG first?’
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Tom was shaking up the school. In the first week, his pinstripe suit got so paint-spattered that the head gave him special dispensation to wear whatever casual clothes he liked. And the girls were permitted to bring T-shirts and jeans for art lessons, and change in the dressing room behind the stage.


He’d told year eleven that creating a portfolio sounded boring until you realised a portfolio wasn’t a flat case for carrying a mass of drawings, but an opportunity to create exciting things that would never fit into a flat case. He’d taken them to see landscape artworks at Petworth and West Dean. They’d visited the sculpture park at Goodwood and come away with wholly different ideas about creativity. Inspired, they started on projects of their own. Jem worked on a big scale with a leaping dolphin made from driftwood. Mel was collecting pieces of glass worn smooth by the sea and making an exquisite mosaic no bigger than a dinner plate. Naseem was building a Neptune figure entirely from seaweed. Ella’s was a big abstract fashioned mainly from broken lobster pots.


Some afternoons Tom would drive them in the school minivan to one of the pebble beaches – Bracklesham Bay and Selsey being only ten miles away – and get them scavenging for materials. On these trips he was relaxed about smoking and swearing and he always fitted in a visit to the beach café. He’d chat about almost anything except himself. His personal life seemed to be off-limits. And of course the girls took this as a challenge.


‘Ever come down here at weekends, Tom?’


‘Far too busy, Jem.’


‘What – painting and stuff? How do you relax, Tom?’


‘I’m always relaxed. Haven’t you noticed?’


‘Except you’ve got to be sharp when you’re driving. Have you had it long, your MG?’


‘Some time.’


‘Who chose it – you, or your girlfriend?’


‘That would be telling.’


‘Go on – tell us.’


‘I’ve always liked sports cars. Most guys do.’


‘And your girlfriend, does she like it?’


‘Who are you talking about?’


‘Just now you seemed to be saying there’s someone.’


‘I’m pretty certain I wasn’t – and if there was, I wouldn’t.’


Laughs all round.


‘Spoilsport. Is she an artist like you?’


‘Talking of artists, Ella, give the others a shout, will you? They seem to be chatting up those skateboarders outside the café and I don’t think we can justify it as performance art. It’s time we started back.’


In the van, the interrogation started all over again.


‘Do you have a long drive home, Tom?’


‘No more than anyone else.’


‘We were wondering where you live.’


‘I wouldn’t worry about that if I were you. There are more fascinating topics.’


‘Such as?’


‘Unit three of your A-level art.’


Groans.


‘I mean it,’ Tom said, and started telling them about the personal investigation element of their coursework. The prospect of writing up to three thousand words scared even the boldest of them. A neat way to head off the questions about his home life.


With so many girls desperate to know, it was inevitable that someone would find out. Ella came into the art room one morning and said, ‘It’s Boxgrove.’


‘What is?’


‘Where Tom lives. One of the year nines saw him drive out of the gates of some major estate outside the village.’


‘Is he rich, then?’


‘Got to be a millionaire, hasn’t he?’


‘What’s he doing teaching if he’s as rich as that?’


‘It’s a vocation.’


‘Come again.’


‘Like a mission, making the world a better place through art. He wants to spread the word.’


‘You think?’


‘Or he fancies schoolgirls.’


‘If only.’


‘I’ve been thinking,’ Mel said suddenly.


‘Listen up, people,’ Jem said. ‘The Chosen One is going to tell us something amazing.’


Everything went quiet in the art room. Mel was the odd one out, the only girl whose fees were paid by a trade union. She would have been given an even harder time if she hadn’t been an original thinker.


‘I didn’t say amazing. I was thinking about the Gibbon.’


‘Groan. That’s a thought wasted.’


‘I know she wasn’t popular, but it’s weird how she, like, went off suddenly without even saying goodbye to anyone. Even useless teachers get some kind of leaving present. The head didn’t seem to know where she’d gone.’


‘Does it matter?’


‘All kinds of stuff could have happened. She could have got knocked down by a car and lost her memory.’


‘Or been kidnapped by Somali pirates,’ Jem said.


‘No one better pay the ransom, then,’ Ella said.


‘Yeah, she goes on about the golden mean and the pirates think she’s super rich.’


Mel was still being serious. ‘It’s just a mystery how a teacher can vanish and no one seems to care.’


‘Obvious,’ Jem said. ‘She did something the school wants to hush up, like running a knocking shop.’


‘The Gibbon?’ Ella said.


‘I didn’t say she was on the game. I said running it, like a madam.’


‘I can’t picture that.’


‘The head would have a blue fit in case it got in the papers and no one wanted to send their kids here any more.’


‘You’re all being ridiculous,’ Mel said.


‘Now we’ve got Tom, we don’t want the Gibbon back. She was the pits.’


‘I don’t want her back either.’


‘Shut up about her, then. She’s history.’


Tom didn’t seem fazed when they told him they knew where he lived.


‘OK.’


‘Aren’t you bothered, Tom?’ Jem said. ‘You wouldn’t tell us when we asked.’


‘Because it has bugger all to do with why I’m here, which is to show you lot how exciting art can be. Now you know where I live, perhaps we can talk about something useful, like unit three, your personal investigations – and that means being curious about some topic in art and not my totally boring private life. Remember, this is twenty-five per cent of your course mark.’


They’d been told before and they were ready. ‘I’m doing mixed media and new materials,’ Jem said.


‘Elephant dung?’ Ella said with a grin.


Jem was unamused. ‘And much more, like fabrics, cardboard, wood, porcelain.’


Tom nodded. ‘Sounds promising. How about you, Mel?’


‘I was thinking of postage stamps.’


‘Not another bloody mosaic,’ Ella said.


‘Typical,’ Jem said. ‘Always something small.’


‘Hold on,’ Tom said, ‘let’s have some respect for each other. What is it about stamps you want to investigate?’


‘Like how the designs are done and how they’ve changed. There was a man in the paper last week, an artist who’s just had his first pictures accepted by whoever decides, and there’s masses of stuff on the internet.’


‘Good thinking,’ Tom said. ‘Stamp design has come a long way since the penny black. It’s unusual and it could be a fascinating study. Yes, go for it, Mel. And you, Ella. What’s your area of investigation?’


‘The nude.’


‘OK, OK,’ Tom said over the laughter. ‘Get it over with. I take it you are serious, Ella? How do you propose to make this your special study?’


‘Like the history from ancient Greece to Lucien Freud.’


Sarcastic coos.


‘That’s good – but it’s a huge sweep of history. You might want to come at the subject in a slightly different way, like the nude in landscape, thinking of artists such as Cranach, Giorgione, Monet and Cézanne.’


‘I suppose.’ She didn’t sound convinced.


‘Or you could look at why the naked human form has such an enduring appeal for artists. Maybe interview some people who draw and paint from life. Credit is always given for original research.’


‘She could interview you, Tom,’ Jem said, ever ready to exploit an opening. ‘We’ve all seen your website.’


‘I don’t know if that’s such a good idea. The external moderator might not like your own tutor being involved. Better, really, to talk to artists who are nothing to do with the school.’


‘But how will she meet them?’ Mel asked.


‘Pose for them,’ Jem said.


Everyone enjoyed the prospect while Ella turned pink and said, ‘Thanks a bunch.’


Tom said, ‘Some friends of mine join me most Saturdays for a session in my studio.’


The level of interest rose several notches.


‘I’m thinking it would help you guys a lot to meet a bunch of serious artists and see how they work. It would be time out from your weekend, of course—’


‘No problem,’ Jem said at once. ‘We’re up for it, aren’t we, people?’


They made it obvious she’d spoken for them all.


‘I was thinking three at a time,’ Tom went on. ‘You could sit beside anyone you like and watch, or do some work of your own.’


‘Cool,’ Ella said. ‘Is it all day?’


‘A couple of hours in the morning, starting about eleven, and a couple in the afternoon. I provide soup and a roll or salad.’


‘Are they, like, guys?’


‘A mixed group, men and women, some my age, some older. I’ll need to clear it with them first, but they should be OK with it.’


‘Do you have a model?’ Mel asked.


‘Sometimes. Other days we’ll do still life or just work at our own projects. Being together is the main thing. So is it on?’


‘How will we get there?’ Naseem asked.


‘That’s up to us, obviously,’ Jem said. ‘Tom’s not going to collect us in the minibus, are you, Tom? I don’t mind giving two of you a lift in my Panda – that’s if I’m picked.’ An offer that seemed to some of the others like a gun at Tom’s head.


Jem, Ella and Naseem were the lucky first three. Intense debate followed over what to wear, this being an out-of-school activity. Ella had no problem. She was a goth at weekends, with white foundation and dark eyeliner, black leather and fishnets. Naseem would be sure to come in a gorgeous sari. Jem, with a free choice, was given so many suggestions that in the end she told no one what she’d decided – and on the Saturday put up her hair to make herself taller and wore a favourite red dress with lots of sparkle and spaghetti straps. Also platforms she needed to change into after driving the car. Not one of the outfits was suitable for art, but that hadn’t entered their heads.


They arrived late, at Jem’s suggestion. ‘They’ll think we’re only a bunch of schoolgirls if we get there on time.’


So at eleven twenty they drew up at the gate of Fortiman House, a mile along a small road out of Boxgrove, and turned down the car radio.


High walls surrounded the property and there was a double gate of wrought iron.


‘Awesome,’ Ella said.


‘Are you sure this is the place?’ Naseem said.


‘Positive.’ Jem was checking her face in the rear-view mirror.


‘Shall I see if I can open it?’ Ella said. They were all nervous.


Just then, a middle-aged man in a Barbour jacket, jeans and wellies approached the gate from the other side. He was carrying a trug. ‘Morning, young ladies. Are you visiting?’


‘We’re artists,’ Ella said, ‘here to join the Saturday group.’


‘And liven it up,’ Jem said, becoming bold again.


‘They do their art in the stables. Drive straight up to the house and leave the car where you see the others. I’m Ferdie, by the way. I’ll open up.’


‘Cheers, Ferdie,’ Jem said, as they drove through, and then asked the others, ‘Was he after a tip, do you think?’


‘Some hopes, from three hard-up schoolgirls,’ Ella said.


‘Students.’


‘Still hard up.’


Along the gravel drive all chatter stopped. Ella’s first reaction of ‘awesome’ was the only word for Tom’s house, a massive flint building with seven gables along the front and a pillared entrance. Several cars were lined up, including the red MG and a yellow Lamborghini. Tom was waiting nearby and waved them into a space.


‘Trouble finding us?’ he said, opening the car door. ‘I was wondering if you’d decided to go shopping instead.’


‘I must change my shoes,’ Jem said.


‘Good thinking,’ Tom said. ‘Comfort is the name of the game.’ But when he saw the platforms going on, it became obvious comfort wasn’t high in Jem’s priorities. Tom didn’t comment. Neither did he say anything about the others’ outfits. Naseem was in a peacock blue sari and Ella’s goth outfit was little more than a basque over black lace.


‘Did you bring sketchbooks?’


None of them had – not even Naseem.


‘Ah, well, I’m not short of paper. We have a model today, so we got started on time.’


The stables weren’t recognisable as a place where horses had been kept. The building must have been gutted and reconstructed with large picture windows and a raked roof with dormer windows.


‘If you’re wondering how a teacher can afford a conversion like this, I can’t,’ Tom told them. ‘All of this belongs to my old man, Ferdie.’


There was a moment to take in the name.


‘We just met him,’ Ella said. ‘We thought he was the gardener.’


‘Dad grows orchids. They’re in all the shops. Been lucky in life, and so have I, by association. Let’s go in. Don’t open the door too wide or there’s a wicked draught.’


They edged inside, where a surprise awaited. The model was male.


Ella mouthed, ‘Oh my God!’


Artists and easels were ranged around the nude man, hairy, dark and with a beer belly, who faced the door in a standing pose on a table, his arms held high, hands clasped behind his neck.


Tom handed boards, sheets of paper and charcoal to his students. ‘Why don’t you move about and decide where you’d like to be?’


All three made straight for the rear view.


Twenty minutes in, the model was given a break. He did some twisting and flexing before stepping down from the table. An unnerving moment. What if he came over and struck up a conversation? Relief all round when he picked up a black silk gown and pulled it on.


Tom had been doing some drawing of his own. He came over to Ella. ‘How’re you getting on?’


Even she could see hers was a poor start.


‘Come and see some of the others. You may get a different take on life drawing.’ He walked over to a black man in a Rasta beanie hat who had been working in a sketchbook and had moved position several times during the session. ‘Do you mind, Manny? I’d like Ella to see the sort of thing you do.’


Manny gave him a suspicious look. ‘You kidding, man? I’m just having fun.’


‘That’s the point. Ella isn’t … yet. If she sees your work, she’ll loosen up a bit.’


‘You think so?’ With a shrug and a sigh, Manny handed the sketchbook to Tom. To Ella, he said, ‘This is how I get found out.’


Tom opened the book and flicked over some pages. ‘Was this today’s effort?’


‘Today’s, sure,’ Manny said. ‘Effort, not so sure.’


The page was filled with small cartoon figures drawn in ink with a minimum of strokes that captured the essence of the characters. He’d drawn just about everyone in the room except the model. Ella recognised Tom straight away from the mop of unruly hair over an exaggerated nose and chin.


‘Is that allowed?’ she said, smiling.


‘It is here. Anything goes.’


‘Is this me with my friends?’ Ella asked, pointing to three young females pictured in a huddle looking furtively over their shoulders.


Tom grinned. In a few skilful lines, Manny had caught the girls’ embarrassment.


‘You must be a professional cartoonist,’ Ella said.


‘No way,’ Manny said. ‘Just the dogsbody round here.’


‘Manny’s employed here keeping the garden under control,’ Tom said. ‘Mowing, hedge clipping, leaf blowing and tree surgery. Damned hard work.’


‘Anyone ask,’ Manny said, ‘I’m the estate manager. Saturdays he let me hang out here. Say it’s good for my soul.’


Tom moved on to the next artist. ‘This is Geraint. He works with a palette knife.’


Ella managed a twitchy smile at Geraint, a tall, gaunt man wearing a butcher’s apron marked with paint. Sunken, bloodshot eyes looked at her over half-glasses. Geraint didn’t return the smile.


‘See how the form is starting to emerge on the thighs,’ Tom said. ‘The slashes of blue and brown are bringing the lighter areas forward. It’s so much more than simple shadow.’


‘Fantastic.’


Geraint wiped the paint from the knife and she thought she heard him say, ‘Bloody liar.’


More knives of various sorts, from table cutlery to what looked awfully like a stiletto, were ranged on the donkey bench beside Geraint.


Ella took a step away.


‘There’s just time to look at Drusilla’s work,’ Tom said, moving on to the next easel, a pencil drawing difficult to interpret.


Drusilla came over from the window, a willowy woman in corduroy trousers and an ethnic sweater that looked as if it was made from an unwashed fleece. She was more gracious than Geraint. ‘There isn’t much to show for my efforts, dear,’ she said. ‘It’s a slow process. I don’t draw the model. I look at the shapes the background makes against his outline and if I get them right the figure will emerge. We all have fixed ideas about the way the human shape is formed, arms, legs, torso and so on. By ignoring all that, I trick my brain into producing a more honest image, if you understand me.’


‘I think so.’


‘Have you drawn from life before?’


‘Only other students in their clothes.’


‘Much more difficult.’


Tom said, ‘The headmistress would have a fit if they worked from the nude.’


‘It was the same in my day,’ Drusilla said. ‘All I ever got to draw was a vase and I was the despair of the art teacher. I could never get the ellipse right.’


The model had mounted the table again.


‘Is the model always male?’ Ella asked Drusilla when Tom had moved away.


‘Davy? We draw him more than anyone else. He’s good at it and he’s been coming for years. But we also have women from time to time. By the way, don’t let Geraint get to you. He’s a pussycat really.’


With another posing session under way, Ella checked the other artists. An overweight woman opposite, her hands black from charcoal. The man to her left wearing a clerical collar. Another man looked about eighty. Next to him was a tall woman in expensive designer clothes.


In the lunch break, there was a chance for the Priory Park trio to take their tomato soup and apple juice to a bench outside the barn and talk about the experience so far.


‘I nearly had a fit when we walked in,’ Jem said. ‘I didn’t know where to look.’


‘Haven’t you seen a willy before?’ Ella said.


Hoping she sounded nonchalant, Jem said, ‘Of course I have. It was just, like, so unexpected. Be honest, Ell, you were embarrassed, too. I thought they wore a posing pouch.’


‘Why should they? Women don’t wear anything. My sister went to a hen party where they were all given pencils and paper and supposed to draw a buck naked model. She said he was a hunk who worked out at the gym and he had a good laugh with them. Not like this guy. He’s gross.’


‘That’s mean.’


‘It’s true.’


‘You want a chunky model. Better for drawing.’


‘Listen to the expert.’


‘I was shocked, too,’ Naseem said. ‘I hope my parents don’t ask to see what I drew when I get home.’


‘Don’t,’ Jem said. ‘My dad would be round the school Monday morning. We can say we watched the artists at work, which is true. Let’s agree on that, shall we?’


‘But we can tell the others at school,’ Ella said.


‘We absolutely must. This is too good to waste. What did Tom say to you in the break?’


‘He was introducing me to some of the artists. Geraint, the one with the serial killer face. If you get a chance, take a look at his collection of knives, all laid out on the bench beside him. I said his work was fantastic and he called me a bloody liar, the only words he spoke.’


‘Charming!’


‘So who did you start up a conversation with?’ Ella said as if she’d been socialising all morning.


‘No one in particular,’ Jem said. ‘One looks like a vicar. I heard Tom call him Bish.’


‘A bishop?’


‘I expect it’s a joke.’


‘Someone’s coming.’


It was Ferdie, pushing a bag of compost in a wheelbarrow. Now that they knew he was Tom’s dad and the owner of the house, he would get more respect.


He stopped to speak. ‘Will you be coming every week, then?’


‘No. Some others will get a turn next Saturday. Tom says three at a time is best.’


‘How many of you are there?’


‘In our A-level group? Twelve.’


‘That’s not many. And will you become better artists by coming here?’


‘Tom reckons,’ Jem said.


‘Seeing how real artists work is a big help,’ Ella said.


‘You’re real, aren’t you? You look real to me.’


‘You wouldn’t call us artists if you saw our stuff,’ Jem said.


Ferdie wagged a grimy finger. ‘Never undersell yourselves. From what I’ve seen of the art world, there are no rules about how it has to look. It’s more about persuading people your product is special, and you won’t persuade anybody if you talk like that.’


‘We have to persuade Tom and an external examiner.’


‘No problem. It’s a matter of confidence. Those artists in there have got it. They believe in themselves.’


‘Be nice if some of that rubs off on us,’ Ella said.


‘It’s not for me to interfere,’ Ferdie said, ‘but I don’t see why you have to take turns to visit here. You could take your drawing boards outside and draw the scenery. If the weather’s bad you could do interiors in the house.’


‘I don’t know if Tom would agree,’ Jem said.


‘Never mind Tom. Would you find it useful?’


‘Incredibly useful.’ Jem was beginning to think they had an ally in Ferdie.


‘I’ll put a word in,’ he said before wheeling his barrow away.


The girls returned for the afternoon session feeling more relaxed about life drawing, a state of affairs that didn’t last. Tom announced that Davy the model would take up a new pose. Davy disrobed and stepped up with a wobble and a grunt and some minutes were spent deciding what was required. He was turned left and right and finally square on to the girls with legs astride and his member quivering.


‘OK for everybody?’ Tom asked.


The girls were incapable of speech.


‘Couldn’t he do something different with the arms?’ Drusilla said. ‘It’s too Neanderthal from here.’


‘Try it with hands on hips,’ Tom said to Davy.


More movement. More embarrassment.


Drusilla shook her head. ‘That’s camp.’


‘Hands clasped behind your back.’


‘That’s one of the royals on a visit.’


Each adjustment brought an extra disturbance to Davy’s person and to the trio from Priory Park School.


Finally, arms folded got the nod from Drusilla and everyone else.
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The whole class were invited to the next Saturday session at Fortiman House. Mel and two others, Anita and Gail, were to have their turn in the studio with the artists. The rest would work on landscape outside.


Jem said to Ella, ‘I’d give a lot to see Mel’s face when Davy strips off.’


‘She knows what to expect. We told her.’


‘Yeah, but you know Mel. Remember how she fainted when the condom was passed round in that sex lesson?’


‘That was ages ago.’


‘And we’re not going to let her forget it.’


Mel was an open goal for teasing. Her father had been a humble workman – a ‘hole-in-the-road’ man, as Jem had categorised him. The fact that he’d been killed when his drill had hit an electric cable hadn’t met with much sympathy from her schoolmates. In the eyes of the group, people who worked outdoors knew they were taking risks. Mel’s mother had married again – to a bricklayer – and they never attended parents’ evenings.


On this fine, clear morning, it was warm enough for Jem and Ella to set up their easels on the lawn in front of the house.


‘Are you doing the whole building?’ Ella asked.


‘No.’


‘It’d take too long, wouldn’t it? I was thinking of making sketches of bits of it, like those weird chimneys.’


‘Good idea.’


‘So what are you going to draw?’


‘Tom’s MG.’


They worked steadily until the mid-morning break, when Mel and the others emerged from the studio. Tea and coffee were being served from the kitchen at the back of the house.


‘So?’ Jem said when they’d managed to corner Mel.


‘So what?’


‘Come off it, Orphan Annie. You know what we’re dying to hear about. What did you think of Davy?’


‘Who do you mean?’


‘The model, dorkbrain.’


‘There isn’t a model. We’re doing still life, a big Chinese vase and some drapes.’


‘Really? What a let-down.’


‘Not for me. I’m enjoying myself. It’s amazing how everyone in there is dealing with it. Tom lets us move about and talk to the artists and they’re really friendly – well, most of them are.’


‘Except Geraint?’


‘The man with the knives? He’s a bit strange, yes, and he goes at the canvas like he’s paintballing. A dollop of red carried right across the room and hit the woman opposite on the cheek. She wasn’t pleased. I don’t think he said sorry.’


‘What did Tom do?’


‘Didn’t seem to notice. I think he admires Geraint’s work.’


‘Did he tell you to look at it, then?’


Mel nodded. ‘To me, it looked a mess. I couldn’t see it had anything to do with the vase. I didn’t say so to Tom. He thinks I’m too careful anyway. He says I’ve got to break out, whatever that means. Like, there’s a guy in there drawing cartoons of us all.’


‘Manny,’ Ella said. ‘He’s fun. Have you spoken to him yet?’


Mel shook her head. ‘You know me. I find it difficult going up to people.’


‘Tom’s got a point,’ Jem said, winking at Ella. ‘You’ve got to break out.’


‘He was talking about my art.’


‘Are you working in charcoal?’


‘Yes.’


‘Try smudging. That ought to please him.’


‘Maybe I will.’


‘I mean really make a dog’s dinner of it, don’t just blur the lines. Go for it like that woman who gets black all over her face and clothes. Charcoal Charlotte. He’ll say you’ve found your inner genius.’
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