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      Chapter One

    


    The buzz of excitement and anticipation in the classroom turned to hushed expectancy as the new teacher walked in. Teachers, however new and interesting, didn’t always merit instant attention on the first day of term, but today there was a particular reason for this unusual reaction.


    Someone, for some reason, had written on the board every rude word they could think of, in or out of the dictionary. Whoever it was, if he or she was in Mr Murray’s class, was keeping very quiet about it, and Kim Walters was waiting, like everyone else, to see how the new teacher would handle this pre-planned challenge to his authority.


    He was quite young; late twenties, at a guess, Kim thought. Nice looking, in a way. The same pleasing build and colouring as Colin Cochrane, but not as handsome, of course. He had a friendly face, though; Kim liked the look of him. Short, dark, wavy hair, beginning to recede at the temples already, but it suited him, somehow.


    She could see, even from the back of the classroom, the little beads of perspiration on these exposed temples, and she wondered if he was nervous. She supposed he would be; he was starting a new job, after all. Kim worked in a supermarket at weekends, and she knew how she had felt on her first day. It was hot, though – too hot for the school uniform they were obliged to wear now that the school had opted out of local authority control, and had given itself a new image. A grey skirt or slacks – after much discussion, they had decided that girls could wear slacks as well as boys – navy blue sweatshirt, and grey blazer. Those wearing skirts, the guide-lines had said – presumably that included any boys who felt so inclined – should wear knee-length navy blue socks if they were in first, second or third year, and flesh-toned tights in fourth, fifth and sixth year.


    Kim, now a fifth-year student, had opted for the skirt and tights, and her legs felt slippery already. Mr Murray’s equally formal grey suit wouldn’t be helping him to keep cool either, he hadn’t, unlike his pupils, removed his jacket. Perhaps it was that rather than apprehension that was making him sweat, but Kim wished whoever it was hadn’t done that, all the same. It didn’t seem fair, not on his first day.


    He smiled, told them that his name was Patrick Murray, and that he would be their form teacher. ‘ That means,’ he said, ‘amongst other things, that if you have any problems with the school, or fellow pupils, or even at home, you’re welcome to come to me and I’ll see what I can do to help. But I’m sure you all organize your lives a lot better than I do,’ he added. ‘So if I’ve got any problems, can I come to you?’


    He had an Irish accent; it was nice. He was nice – funny. Kim almost wished that she had some problems to take to him.


    ‘And I see from this –’ Mr Murray held up his timetable, pulling a face. ‘If I’m reading it right, that is, that I also have the honour of taking this class for English.’ Latecomers were straggling in as he spoke. ‘Find a seat,’ he said. ‘I haven’t taken the register yet – I always give people time to get here and sit down and get the Maltesers out before I raise the curtain. Speaking of which,’ he said, turning back to the class, ‘there isn’t a theatre in Stansfield, is there?’


    A couple of negatives were murmured in reply.


    ‘Well, maybe I can wangle a trip to Stratford or something,’ he said, to groans. He laughed, and began to call out their names, asking each of them to stand. ‘Not every time, you understand,’ he said. ‘Just for today, so that I can pretend to fix your faces in my mind. It takes me all term to sort out who’s who really, but I like to show willing.’


    The usual people were absent, and he had the predicted and laughed-at trouble over the Polish and Ukrainian and Russian names which were commonplace in Stansfield. He stumbled over Natalie’s.


    Kim smiled at his attempt, and glanced at Natalie, who sat across from her at the next table, but she wasn’t laughing, and hadn’t even stood up, as he’d asked. Kim frowned a little. Natalie wasn’t usually touchy about her name, and poor Mr Murray was really embarrassed about it.


    Kim had known Natalie since primary school. Her first name was Natalia really, but she called herself Natalie; Natalia was nicer, Kim thought. But if that was too difficult for most people, then they didn’t stand a chance with her surname, which was Ouspensky. She was looking a bit pale, almost hiding behind the curtain of long blonde hair which Kim had always envied. By her eighth birthday, Kim had reluctantly come to the conclusion that she was not going to turn into a blonde until she was old enough to choose to be one, but she had thought that she could grow her hair long like Natalie’s. She had tried, but as soon as it started getting in her eyes or having to be untangled, she would get her mum to cut it again.


    Kim’s mum was a hairdresser, and she wished that Kim had Natalie’s hair too. Natalie’s hair always looked wonderful; Kim’s would never have looked like that even if she had managed to grow it. But in this warm weather Kim was glad of her urchin cut, as her mother called it.


    Mr Murray carried on with the register, closing it with a smile. ‘Now then,’ he said. ‘What’s all this groaning at the mention of Stratford-upon-Avon?’


    He spoke a bit about how much better it was to see Shakespeare on the stage than to read him, but the class wasn’t listening to a word as they whispered to one another and willed him to turn round to the board. At last came the moment of truth, when he finally stood up and turned to the board, and the room went silent.


    He turned hack to the class. ‘I expect you’re all taking bets about who wrote this stuff,’ he said. ‘And I’ll bet that all bets are off. Because I wrote it.’


    He must have been very satisfied with the gasp of surprise, but he didn’t show it.


    ‘Why?’ someone asked.


    ‘I’ll tell you,’ he said. ‘Two reasons. One is – if you really feel obliged to write all or any of these words on walls, that is how they are spelled. If I’m going to be responsible for your command of English when you leave here, then at least do me the favour of proving you can spell when you deface public property.’


    They laughed.


    ‘And the other reason,’ he said, ‘is to indicate to you that I know all these words. I’ve used them all, in my time. There isn’t an Irishman born that hasn’t, I shouldn’t think – well, give or take the odd priest, but I wouldn’t be too sure about that, either. So I’m not going to be all that impressed if you use them. Now, I don’t know why some words are taboo – I think if we sent explorers to another planet and found a tribe of people with a language some of whose words they weren ‘t allowed to use, we would think that very quaint. But we are that tribe, so here’s the deal. I won’t use any of these words in class if you don’t. That way we can all keep out of trouble.’


    ‘Would you get into trouble if we told the head that you’d written them on the board?’ someone asked.


    ‘Of course I would,’ he said, wiping them off the board as he spoke. ‘But you’re not going to tell, are you? If you do, I’ll deny everything – and I’m a powerful liar.’


    Kim laughed. She liked Mr Murray.


    Acting Detective Chief Inspector Judy Hill ran a hand through dark, short hair dampened with perspiration, wound the window down, and breathed in petrol and paint fumes with a modicum of the fresh air she had hoped to admit.


    They were parked on one of the new industrial estates in a cul-de-sac of mini units out of which worked small concerns, mostly in the motor trade. A body shop, a paint shop, a car repair place, and a motor-cycle spares and repairs made up the court they were in. They were watching Humphry Davy Close, the one across the road, where two men also sat in a parked car. These two were not police; they were would-be receivers of stolen goods.


    And they were all, good guys and bad guys, sitting in hot cars waiting for a lorry full of electrical goods which had been due at nine forty-five. Lorries came and went all the time; none of them had been the lorry they were waiting for.


    ‘Do you think it’s going to come?’ asked Detective Sergeant Finch.


    ‘No,’ Judy said, with uncharacteristic shortness. Knowing the kind of day she was having, there was no chance, she thought.


    It had started all right. The sun had awakened her as it always did in this sort of glorious weather. She enjoyed the extra time, the quietness. Sometimes she just lay awake, watching the room come into sharp focus, her mind wandering where it would. Sometimes she got up and allowed herself to wallow in the bath rather than have a quick shower. Always, she left enough time for breakfast, the best – and quite often the only – meal of the day. Bacon, egg, tomato, toast and tea.


    The clamour from the body-repair shop brought her back to her current surroundings, but she kept the window down. Even with the noise and the fumes, it still had the edge over being baked alive, she decided. ‘It always did seem a funny time to deliver a lorry-load of stolen goods,’ she muttered.


    The repair firm began work on an ancient black cab, which operation involved racing the deafening engine with the bonnet up, forcing black clouds of exhaust smoke out the other end.


    ‘That’s the idea, guv,’ Sergeant Finch said, raising his voice above the noise as the smell of spent diesel mingled with all the others in a sort of essence of automobile. They think no one will pay any attention to a lorry delivering mid morning in an industrial estate. Give it another fifteen minutes?’


    This morning, her early-morning meditation had been spent looking forward to Detective Chief Inspector Lloyd’s return from the course that he had been on for weeks. The silence that she so enjoyed palled a little when it had no counterpoint; Lloyd’s occasional but sometimes turbulent presence in the mornings made the solitude all the sweeter.


    ‘It’s almost eleven,’ she said. ‘I think your informant’s let you down.’


    There was a moment before Tom Finch answered. ‘He never has yet,’ he said.


    ‘Between nine-thirty and ten, you said.’


    ‘The villains haven’t called it a day yet, guv. Just another fifteen minutes?’


    Guv. Villains. She smiled. Suspected stolen goods were iffy, known stolen goods were hookey, according to Tom. His immediate superiors were guy, the public were punters. It had begun in an effort, Judy felt, to counteract his fair-haired, well-scrubbed schoolboy look, but then Tom had discovered that it drove Lloyd mad, and now sounded like a veteran of a dozen police series.


    He had once told Lloyd that he had spotted a couple of well-known brasses in a boozer – it was some time before Lloyd understood that Tom was not a keen connoisseur of the heavy horse regalia often used to decorate public houses. Or so Lloyd would have people believe, at any rate.


    ‘All right, Sergeant,’ she said. ‘Fifteen minutes, then we pack this in before we all melt or die of boredom.’


    She had committed two cars and four people to this, Tom’s information having been that there would be two people in the lorry, and two in the car, all of whom would, in his words, try to leg it. The uniformed officers had had to be begged; they were parked at the rear, where they couldn’t be seen from the road.


    If it was a success, then fifteen thousand pounds’ worth of stolen goods would be recovered; if the information was wrong, then her name would be mud. She was acting DCI in Lloyd’s absence, which she was rather enjoying, but it did mean that you carried the can, and it looked like that was what she would be doing.


    It was thanks to Lloyd, whom she had known almost all her adult life, that she had ever been anything other than a uniformed constable, but at times she wasn’t sure that thanks were in order. Her relaxed morning hadn’t prepared her for the day ahead; she had set out into the warmth of yet another beautiful day, pleased that Lloyd would soon be back, pleased with her handling of the job in his absence, pleased with her lot, and in an undeniably good mood, until she had tried to start her car. When it had finally consented to go, she had spent the next half hour queuing up behind the lorries at the lights before she ever got on to the dual carriageway, which she had had to share with the same lorries, all suddenly strict upholders of the speed limit, as though they had had an astral tip-off about what she did for a living.


    In other words, despite her early start, she had arrived late for work, and almost, unforgivably, late for the stake-out. Her mood had been shattered, and nothing short of an entirely successful operation would restore it.


    Only two things in her life could get to her like that. One was the internal combustion engine; the other was on a seven-week course at the Police Staff College, and would be home soon.


    Detective Chief Inspector Lloyd knew that the others all had him marked down as the short bald bloke who lived in the past. He was short – shorter, at any rate, than all of them. And he was, he now had to admit, bald. There had been a long time during which he had thought of himself as thinning, then receding, then even, though it had taken severe soul-searching to admit it, balding. But now there really was no ing about it. He was bald.


    What hair he had grew back from the middle of his forehead and down from about an inch above his ears; he had cut the latter crop very short at Judy’s suggestion, and was glad of that decision on the dreadful day when he had realized that it was turning grey into the bargain, because hardly anyone had noticed yet.


    He did not, however, live in the past, though that was the impression he was quite deliberately giving. That was his platform, that was the character he was playing. Judy said he was always acting, which wasn’t entirely true, but he certainly was this time. And he was glad that it was this short bald bloke who was doing this course instead of him, because he would have loathed it, worthy though it undoubtedly was.


    Lloyd had always had trouble with the unreality of education; however complex and difficult a situation on a course was, it could never match reality. The final week had provided a very realistic setup, but Lloyd’s solution to it, though it had worked, had had the same hint of theatricality as the problem.


    Judy had done this course shortly after her promotion to inspector, Lloyd wondered with which practical problem she had been faced. One to which she had found, no doubt, a practical solution.


    As a method of assessment it had stood the police in reasonably good stead, he supposed. And now he was even attending a computer studies class, of all things, because he had admitted shortcomings in that area. He was once again head of Stansfield CTD, and had been getting to grips with all the state-of-the-art egg-sucking technology now available to him; he had been paying close, if reluctant, attention to the advances of modern science, and didn’t think he was showing himself up too much.


    Computers were almost miracle tools, as far as Lloyd was concerned. They had revolutionized life itself, never mind policing. He just didn’t know how to work them, that was all, and he felt that he never would, but he was doing his level best to learn. The short bald bloke, however, thought they were the invention of the devil, and if the police were going to rely on cameras and computers, then the detective was going to lose his most important asset – his nose. Talking to people, asking questions, wondering.


    Wondering why a known car thief had suddenly apparently gone straight, or why the little woman who had had a flower stall on the market for years had suddenly not been there one day.


    Each of these things had netted him a career-enhancing arrest in his time, he said to the assembled company, and neither was something that a computer would have had any time for.


    Neither of these things had ever happened, or if they had, they had certainly not happened to Lloyd. They might have happened to the short bald bloke, though.


    ‘Thief takers,’ one of his fellow DCIs said in response, ‘are a thing of the past.’


    You are not joking, mate, the short bald bloke thought. You would not chuckle. And Lloyd had to agree with him.


    Colin Cochrane waited until the last of his charges had gone noisily off before having a quick shower himself, and pulling on his tracksuit. He had had only one gym session so far, its being the first day of the new school year, but he wanted to grab a quick cup of coffee, and teachers of more intellectual subjects had a morbid fear of the smell of good honest sweat.


    He ran a eomb through his thick, dark, longish, permanently damp hair, and liked what he saw in the mirror, giving it a smile.


    The sun, which had perversely arrived just as the school holidays were ending, was warm on his back as he walked from the gym, across what was left of the once-extensive playing fields, to the main school building. Oakland School had started life as a grammar school, with all the faculties that any educational élite could possibly need or want. Now, you couldn’t have a decent game of cricket without threatening the windows of half a dozen supposedly temporary buildings through which a second generation of pupils was passing.


    Colin’s wife Erica was the school secretary; she had been married and divorced before coming to work at the school, and meeting Colin. He had known, from the moment he had caught a glimpse of her, that she was the one for him.


    He had played the field; it had been time to settle down, and Erica, early thirties, slim, elegant, tumbling dark hair, had come made-to-measure. They had been together for three years and had finally married in March.


    ‘It’s over there,’ she said, as he went into the office.


    ‘It.’ was his fan-mail. Erica had been impressed by the steady flow of letters in the beginning; she would open them for him and sort them out into bundles.


    Kids wanting advice about running, and advice about all manner of other sporting endeavours about which Colin knew little. He would pass the hurdlers and the pole-vaulters and the hammer-throwers on to the appropriate people, and answer the ones about middle-distance running himself.


    Kids simply wanting his autograph – he had had photographs taken with a band at the bottom so that he could write a message, which was usually ‘Yours in sport, Colin Cochrane’.


    Kids telling him their problems. If they seemed serious, Erica would find out which organizations they could contact, and write sympathetic letters for Colin to sign.


    And love letters, which used to make Erica laugh, until the one that hadn’t. Not all from kids, the last category, but they had made her laugh all the same, even the raunchy ones. Not any more. But it was hardly his fault that females of all ages fell for him.


    The mail was always like this after the long summer break. People saw him on television during the summer and wrote to him at the school. Much too much mail for the pigeon-hole in the staff room, which was where it usually went. For the first few days after the long holiday, his pigeon-hole could only accommodate internal mail. Erica had dealt with that too, once upon a time.


    Colin was famous. Not for what he had done, particularly; he hadn’t been all that spectacular at what he had done, which was one reason why he had never given up the day job. But he was telegenic. The TV people had liked interviewing him, having him in the studio to discuss the merits or otherwise of competitors at the odd meeting when he was nursing an injury and couldn’t compete.


    He had been to three Olympics and had been knocked out in the first round of the fifteen hundred each time, but had reached the semi-final of the eight hundred once, failing to qualify for the final as a fast loser by two hundredths of a second.


    Now, he was in his mid thirties, and he wanted to move up to five and ten thousand, perhaps even the occasional half-marathon, where stamina was more important than sudden bursts of speed. He didn’t really like long distances, and stamina wasn’t his strong point, but he was working on that. Mostly these days he appeared on television, and got very well paid for it.


    ‘Will you be training tonight?’ Erica asked.


    ‘Yes. Well …’ Colin thought that perhaps he ought to be more aware of Erica’s needs than he was tending to be at the moment. ‘Not if you’d rather I stayed in,’ he said.


    ‘No, you do what you want,’ she said, her voice cool. There’s a film on that I want to see anyway.’


    ‘Good,’ said Colin. ‘I won’t stay out too long.’


    ‘It doesn’t finish until ten,’ said Erica.


    ‘And you don’t want me coming in in the middle of it and spoiling it?’


    She managed a smile, for the first time that day.


    Colin smiled back. ‘I’ll be home at ten, then,’ he said. ‘I’ll make it a long run tonight.’ He picked up his unopened mail as he spoke. ‘I’ll put this lot in the car,’ he said. ‘Get it out of your way.’


    The frost was fairly thick in the office, and he went out into the warmth of the late summer day with a sigh of relief. Those who liked to mind other people’s business had suggested that it was a mistake, her keeping on her job at the school after they had got married, but it had been during the summer holidays that things had got sticky, so that seemed to have had very little to do with it Not that she had to work, but she wanted to, she said, and it made very little difference to Colin one way or the other.


    He dumped his mail on the back shelf of the car, locked it up again, and went up to the staff room, taking the stairs two at a time as the others came down.


    ‘Stop showing off, Colin,’ said Trudy Kane, the pleasantly plump divorcee, who, if Colin was any judge, fancied him more than a little. He certainly wouldn’t kick her out of bed either, but their relationship had never progressed beyond banter and never would.


    He poured himself a coffee in the deserted staff room, opening the dusty Venetian blinds to persuade some of the smoke out of the window. They objected to the smell of sweat, but he was supposed to put up with breathing in their stale smoke. Maybe he should campaign to make the staff room a non-smoking area.


    He smiled, and closed the blinds again, absent-mindedly trying to straighten the bent slat that had been like that for as long as he’d been there. He didn’t care if they smoked, really, and anyway it was only a couple of them who did, these days.


    He studied the timetable, clearly designed to have as many staff and pupils running round in circles looking for where they were supposed to be as it possibly could. He had a free period, then another gym session before lunch. He was looking forward to the afternoon, and the chance to get the older boys out into the sunshine for a double period.


    His pigeon-hole had the usual stuff; memos from the head, notes about staff meetings, union business … He saw the envelope and closed his eyes briefly. He had thought – he had hoped – that the letters would have stopped, but they hadn’t. He opened it, read it, stuffed it into the pocket of his tracksuit top, and threw the envelope into the waste basket.


    He would dispose of the letter somewhere safer than here.


    Erica sat in the office, watching through the window as Colin walked back towards the gym, and the clock showed that it was one minute to the final period before lunch. Colin was never late, never early. He had said he would be back this evening at ten, and that was when he would be back – not a moment earlier, not a moment later. In a way she wished he was unreliable, like Patrick.


    She had met Patrick in March, when he had come for an interview at the school, and Colin had been away, as usual, at some indoor athletics meeting.


    Despite the fact that she was still practically on her honeymoon, Patrick had made a play for her. She hadn’t let anything happen, of course, but it had been nice, having someone pay attention to her. Colin’s attention had lapsed even then, before he had begun training practically every night and had lost interest in her completely.


    Patrick had moved to Stansfield at Easter, though his appointment wasn’t until September. Erica imagined that his decision to leave his previous school had been forced upon him, having got to know him quite well since then. His wife had only just joined him – obviously, she had been doing some serious thinking about whether she was going to come at all.


    Erica had been the only person in Stansfield he had known then, or so he had said, when he had come calling, and she had resisted his little-boy-lost act. Then she had found that letter, and Colin had tried to talk his way out of it … It would have been very easy to succumb to Patrick’s overtures after that. But she hadn’t.


    Patrick had become a frequent visitor, whether Colin was there or not, and he had never really given up; she had seen more of Patrick than she had of Colin during the summer. But Colin liked him too; they had become friends. Patrick had, of course, found consolation elsewhere, but that wouldn’t prevent him starting something with her if she would let him. He was engagingly open about it, though she doubted if his wife found it all that attractive a trait.


    The season proper had started then, and Colin had been away most of the time. She had still resisted Patrick’s advances, which were by then made purely because it was expected of him. She liked the mild flirtation, but she had not been tempted, not then, because she had thought that perhaps she had misjudged Colin, that there really was nothing to the letter she had found. She had thought that once the season was over, once he’d finished with all the athletics meetings, he’d find time for her again, but that wasn’t how it had worked out.


    She wouldn’t have believed it was possible to feel so lonely, but Colin was out practically every night again, doing whatever it was he did, and she was at a permanent loose end.


    He had said the letter was just some silly little girl indulging some fantasy. Perhaps it was; perhaps if all those silly little girls who wrote to him knew what it was like to live with their heart-throb, they wouldn’t be so keen. Erica hardly saw him; when he did come home, it was to flop into bed and go to sleep.


    She still felt lonely. She still felt unwanted. And she still didn’t really know what Colin did when he was out at night.


    Hannah saw Colin Cochrane too, and watched him until he went out of sight, her thin, pointed face fit with the intensity of her feelings for him. She wore her long dark hair down; it would be a little more comfortable up in this hot weather, but he had once said that it suited her down, and now she wore it no other way.


    The others had gone; she would be late for her next lesson, but she didn’t care. Every glimpse of Colin was precious. He lived on Ash Road, in one of the houses set back below the level of the road, behind a bank of trees. A whole gang of girls from school used to go there last term and climb the trees to try to catch a glimpse of him and his new wife and their dog – a weird creature with more skin than it needed when it was a puppy – until he asked them not to because his wife didn’t like it.


    Hannah hated Erica Cochrane. Hated her for marrying Colin in the first place, hated her for stopping them going to the house. They hadn’t been doing any harm – they weren’t Erica Cochrane’s own personal trees. So she had carried on going there, until it had struck her that that was just kids’ stuff. From that moment, she had worked hard to put her relationship with Colin on a much more personal footing, one that might break up the marriage, with any luck.


    Colin only took the boys for sports, so she didn’t get the chance to talk to him at all during school hours. At least he was still in the drama group, and they were meeting tonight. They would just be discussing possible productions, though, so she wouldn’t be able to wander up and start a would-be-casual conversation; they would be sitting down, talking, like a formal meeting.


    But that didn’t matter, because she would see him later on, and there wouldn’t be anyone else around then.


    Patrick Murray was spending some of his lunch hour trying to get himself acquainted with the school, which had been built in the fifties to house four hundred pupils and had been extended and added on to and partitioned until it now accommodated eight hundred and fifty. There were several annexes – one was a mile away, across the Green.


    The Green was a piece of common land down on Ash Road, too small to be called a common, too unstructured to be called a park, that linked the east side of the town, the older, more established part, to the centre of the new town created in the fifties.


    Even that older part only dated back to the thirties, when Mitchell Engineering arrived to set up its once-enormous operation. What had been there before was a tiny, one-horse village. It was still there, that piece of the sixteenth century; a little oasis of history in this relentlessly modem desert.


    Patrick’s knowledge of the town was much more extensive than his knowledge of the school, which he just found bewildering, even after Colin had shown him round.


    Colin was the first friend Patrick had made in Stansfield, or to be more accurate, and more honest, Colin’s wife was the first friend he had made. Colin had left her on her own for hours on end, and Victoria, Patrick’s wife, had been in two minds about joining him in Stansfield. Erica was a very attractive girl, and Patrick would be Patrick. He hadn’t cracked that particular nut yet, but it was fun trying. Sure, what was life for, if it wasn’t to be enjoyed?


    And what made Patrick’s life enjoyable was the opposite sex. And snooker, and jazz, and teaching, of course. And tinkering with cars, and reading books, and seeing plays … but all these things went down even better with a girl by your side, if you asked Patrick.


    It had got him into trouble before, and he was going to have to execute some very fancy footwork if it wasn’t to get him into trouble now. But Patrick preferred not to think too hard about things that might disrupt his enjoyable life.


    He had almost forgotten why he’d had to leave his last place – an eminent public school with an impeccable record which Patrick had done nothing as regards his teaching to besmirch – but his close acquaintance with a female member of staff had caused Victoria to create a bit of a scene in front of a group of parents who were looking round the school.


    There was no real harm done. They had had their sons’ names down from birth; there was no way they were backing out, even if they had found Victoria’s outburst a bit on the embarrassing side. But the school had very politely asked him if he might not be happier elsewhere, like by Easter. That, Patrick had to admit, had not been the first time they had had occasion to talk to him about his enjoyment of life. It was just the first time Victoria had made a public fuss.


    They would be prepared to tell any prospective employer that they were letting him leave before the end of the academic year to pursue private studies, he had been told, but he had to go.


    Patrick wandered round, eavesdropping on conversations as the kids took their lunch break, and he thought that it was entirely possible that he would indeed be happier here. There was no class system in operation, either in the school or the town, and that was refreshing, to say the least, in England’s green and pleasant, especially after his last place.


    Yes, he could be very happy here. Providing he boxed clever, of course.


    Natalie Ouspensky sat on the low wall which ran along the front of the school, eating her packed lunch with a group of other girls, but not taking part in the endless conversations about boys that the others were having. It bored her now, all the boasting and baiting.


    ‘Barry’s dead worried because he thinks I’m pregnant,’ Julie said.


    Natalie doubted that Julie had ever been with a boy in her life, but to hear her talk you would swear she was on the game. Natalie had been with boys, but they bored her too, with their frantic fumblings and their crude goals, because she had a man. A grown man, who knew what it was all about. She wasn’t interested in what Barry or anyone else had or – more probably – had not done with Julie.


    But there were problems with the relationship. There always had been, but they had been on the horizon, and she had shut them out of her mind. She couldn’t do that any more, not now. She was determined not to lose him, and she had to think about what she was going to do.


    ‘There’s Mr Murray,’ said Claire, in a stage whisper.


    They all cast covert glances as he passed.


    ‘He’s nice, isn’t he?’ sighed Claire.


    ‘Is that him?’ asked Hannah. ‘ The new teacher?’


    ‘Yes,’ said Claire. ‘He wrote rude words on the board this morning,’ she added, with a blush. ‘Really rude. We didn’t know who’d done it, but it turned out he’d done it himself.’


    ‘He never,’ said Julie.


    ‘He did, didn’t he, Natalie?’


    ‘What?’ Natalie looked up.


    ‘Mr Murray wrote all those words on the board.’


    ‘Yes.’


    ‘See! I told you!’


    ‘What words?’ asked Hannah.


    ‘You tell her,’ said Claire to Natalie.


    ‘Tell her yourself.’


    ‘No! They were rude.’


    ‘Oh, grow up!’ snapped Natalie.


    Claire went into a huff; Kim eventually told them what he had written.


    Natalie sighed, as the others giggled. All except Hannah, who was merely looking puzzled.


    ‘Why did he?’ she asked, but those who knew were giggling too much to tell her, and Natalie was too preoccupied.


    They were all so childish.


    Detective Sergeant Tom Finch was in the DI’s office, being chewed out. No arrests, no recovered property, nothing except the blame for a useless exercise and a lecture to double-check his informant’s integrity.


    ‘Someone tipped them off, Tom,’ she said. ‘And it obviously wasn’t the purchasers, or they wouldn’t have been there.’


    ‘I don’t think he set us up, guv,’ he said. ‘Something went wrong.’


    ‘Maybe they’re still trying to get through the one-way system in Malworth,’ she said, smiling at last.


    ‘You could live somewhere closer at hand,’ said Tom, grinning. Everyone knew that DCI Lloyd and his acting Chief Inspector were more than just good friends, though they liked to pretend it was a secret.


    Her eyes widened slightly at the remark, and Tom felt uncomfortable. It was a very subtle piece of rank-pulling as a result of his unsubtle teasing, and he was being put in his place.


    ‘Well, now that we’ve wasted an entire morning, let’s get on,’ she said. ‘I may as well sign your expenses now.’


    Tom smiled.


    She smiled back, a professional smile. ‘Do you have those receipts?’ she asked.


    Tom’s jaw fell. ‘I told you I’d lost them,’ he said.


    ‘I assumed you would look for them.’


    ‘I did! I know what must have happened – I must have thrown them out by mistake with that other lot … I’ve told you all this,’ he said.


    ‘But you haven’t produced them,’ she said.


    ‘Oh, come on!’ said Tom. ‘Those expenses were legit – I shelled out the money! I’m entitled to get it back.’


    ‘I’ve no doubt they are,’ she said. ‘But I have to justify them. I can’t just take your word for it. I need receipts, Tom.’


    ‘But you know I had to go to Liverpool! You told me to go! So you can sign it without the receipts!’


    ‘Why would I want to do that?’ she said. ‘You could take advantage of me if I started doing that.’


    Tom ran a hand over his face. It might not seem like a lot of money to her, but she didn’t have kids growing out of clothes and shoes and a mortgage she could barely afford.


    ‘I’m owed that money,’ he said. ‘I need it.’ He did. He was taking Liz out for an anniversary dinner on Friday that was going to cost a bomb.


    ‘You should have taken better care of the receipts, in that case.’


    Tom looked at the implacable brown eyes that still held his, and swallowed. He had worked with her for almost a year, and had got, he had believed, to know her pretty well. He had warned other people not to be taken in by the big brown eyes; he had told new recruits to the department that she was easy-going and friendly, didn’t even like being called ma’am, but that there was a line, and you overstepped it at your peril.


    But he had said that she was fair, and he’d been wrong, obviously, because this wasn’t fair. Liz would kill him.


    The inspector grinned suddenly. ‘ The claim’s on your desk,’ she said. ‘Authorized. It has been since half past three yesterday afternoon – if you ever did any paperwork, you’d have found it.’


    Tom blew out his cheeks and looked at her for some time before he spoke. ‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘ I was out of order.’


    ‘If and when I want advice concerning my domestic arrangements,’ she said seriously, ‘I really will ask for it.’


    He had been well and truly kippered. She had done him for his manners, his carelessness, and his reluctance to do anything approaching paperwork all in one neat movement. And conned him rotten into the bargain.


    ‘And, Tom – the paperwork on that aggravated burglary has got to be done today.’ She smiled sweetly at him. ‘Your desk’s the one nearest the window,’ she reminded him.


    ‘Yes, ma’am,’ he said. And grinned back.


    It was nice to know that he wasn’t that bad a judge of character after all.


  

    

      Chapter Two

    


    By the time he had worked up another two good honest sweats in the gym and got rid of another two lots of kids, by the time he had had yet another shower, and slicked down his hair in the mirror, by the time he had sat beside Trudy in the dining hall and was eating to the unholy noise of adolescent table talk, Colin had forgotten all about the letter.


    He sat with Trudy because Erica almost always brought sandwiches to eat in the office, or if as today, the weather was kind, out in the sunshine, with a book for company. Colin read books in bed; Trudy’s was the sort of company he preferred at lunch time. He made no bones about enjoying admiration, which was one of the reasons that he had such a large following; he had no time for those in the public eye who professed to shun publicity.


    Colin was that elusive animal, the television personality. He liked being recognized in the street, and he liked knowing that he could be famous full time if he wanted to; he was increasingly in demand for chat shows, game shows, studio panels – you name it, Colin had done a guest appearance on it. Advertisements were the most lucrative form of exposure, and now they wanted him for a whole series of ads for men’s toiletries. But he wasn’t quite ready yet to throw himself completely into the spotlight, to depend entirely for his living on the fickle public, who might very well have a different favourite this time next year.


    But as long as he was running, the school would give him a steady income and time off when he needed it, so his present situation suited him admirably. And as long as he did nothing to incur the displeasure of his adoring public, he could have the best of both worlds.


    The letter did cross his mind again then, as his thoughts took that turn, but no more than that.


    Kim Walters liked Mr Murray a lot, she had discovered by the end of registration. She liked English, too, though she wasn’t much of a speller, and she was sure it was going to be fun now that it was Mr Murray.


    She sat beside Natalie as usual, but Natalie was still in a funny mood and didn’t even look up when Kim spoke to her, never mind answer. Kim wondered if she wasn’t well.


    ‘Show of hands,’ said Mr Murray. ‘How many of you believe that this is going to be your last year in full time education?’


    About half the class put their hands up.


    ‘Keep them up,’ he said. ‘Now, of those of you with your hands up how many think that this year is a waste of time? If you do think that, keep your hands up.’


    Some hands went down; not many.


    ‘And how many of the ones with their hands up have a job to walk into when they leave school?’


    All the hands went down.


    ‘None of you?’ said Mr Murray, looking startled. ‘I thought you must all have, if you think this year’s going to be a waste of time.’


    ‘What else is Shakespeare and stuff like that?’ Dave Britten asked.


    ‘Well, what do you think you might do for a living?’


    ‘Plumber,’ said Dave. ‘Like my dad.’


    ‘And you don’t think a basic understanding of Shakespeare’s use of irony will help in this endeavour?’


    Dave’s eyes widened as he tried to work out the question. ‘ I don’t see that I need to learn about Shakespeare,’ he said defensively. ‘You might, if you want to be a brain surgeon or something.’


    ‘Brain surgeons need a good education, you mean?’


    ‘Yeah.’ Dave nodded, relieved to have got his point across. ‘But plumbers don’t need to know all that stuff.’


    ‘Why not?’


    ‘Well … it’s not as important.’


    ‘Plumbers aren’t as important as brain surgeons?’


    ‘Well, they’re not, are they?’


    ‘I don’t know,’ said Mr Murray. ‘I’m willing to bet that there are thousands of plumbers who have gone from cradle to grave without once requiring the services of a brain surgeon. But I doubt if even one brain surgeon has gone through life without …’


    The class laughed, supplying for themselves the end of his sentence, and Kim was gratified to see that even Dave looked thoughtful, for possibly the first time in his life.


    She really liked Mr Murray.


    Tom Finch walked across the little car park to where his acting chief inspector’s car sat, screwing up his fair lashes as the late afternoon sun slanted through the trees that hid the police station from the houses opposite.


    The car was making disconsolate and distinctly dodgy noises as Judy tried to start it. Even Tom’s rudimentary knowledge of the internal combustion engine was enough to tell him that this car was not going to start, whatever she did, unless something mysterious was accomplished under the bonnet.


    He watched, amused, as her face grew pink with frustration. She sat back, pushing her hair away from her face, and saw him.


    ‘Having trouble?’ he asked.


    ‘No, I enjoy doing this,’ she said, then took a deep breath, and tried again. She hit the steering wheel in frustration, and gave up, getting out. ‘ It took me about fifteen minutes to start it this morning,’ she said. ‘I knew this would happen.’


    ‘Do you want me to get one of the lads from the garage to have a look?’ asked Tom.


    ‘No,’ she said. ‘It isn’t worth having to put up with all the remarks about women drivers.’


    Tom smiled. ‘I don’t know anything about what goes on under the bonnet either,’ he said.


    ‘You’re allowed not to.’ She sighed, then smiled, turning her puppy-brown eyes his way, and giving him the benefit of her very best smile. ‘I don’t suppose you could give me a lift—’


    ‘Sorry,’ said Tom. ‘I’m waiting to interview a witness who is on her way here as we speak.’


    ‘Would you believe the next bus to Malworth isn’t until quarter to seven?’ she said.


    ‘You’ve already checked on the buses, then,’ he said, with a grin.


    ‘I knew it wouldn’t start. Quarter to seven! And it takes over forty minutes.’


    ‘It’s probably something and nothing. One of the lads could have it fixed in a jiffy.’


    ‘No,’ she said firmly, heading back into the building.


    Tom caught her up.


    ‘Tell me something,’ he said. ‘ Why do you give a monkey’s what some oily rag has to say about women drivers? You could have him crying for his mum inside a minute.’


    He held the door open for her, then wondered if it was a bad time to be chivalrous. But she was his senior officer, so it was probably all right. Life did get very complicated at times.


    She went in, anyway, without comment.


    ‘Why?’ he persisted.


    ‘Oh, I suppose it’s because I’m being seen as some sort of representative of all female police officers,’ she said, as they walked along the back corridor.


    ‘So? You’re a bloody good representative.’


    ‘Maybe. But I still feel I’m letting the side down.’


    ‘Because you can’t strip down a car engine?’ asked Tom incredulously, stopping at the inner door to punch in the security numbers.


    ‘In a way.’ She pushed open the door that led down yet another corridor, past the collator’s office, past the duty inspector’s office, to the CID suite, so called, in the new extension. All that that meant was that two reasonably large offices had been made into three, that were too small for their occupants.


    ‘They unnerve me,’ she said.


    The woman who had achieved what a gunman and two desperadoes with knives had failed to do, and had made him break out in a cold sweat of sheer panic, would sooner leave her car sitting out there on the car park than admit that she didn’t know how to mend it?


    Tom risked overstepping the mark again. ‘ I know if you want my advice, you’ll ask for it,’ he said. ‘And it might seem odd coming from someone you reduced to a jelly this morning, but if you ask me, it’s advice on believing in yourself that you could do with.’


    ‘Oh, I get more than enough of that,’ she said, as they went into the empty CID room.


    ‘Maybe you should listen to it,’ Tom said, sitting down at his desk for the first time that day, and picking up the precious expenses claim. ‘Ma’am,’ he added, mischievously.


    ‘Maybe I should,’ she said, going into her office, and snapping on the light. ‘Sergeant.’


    Tom smiled as she went in and closed the door. She was all right, Judy Hill. Even if she did have a wicked line in wind-ups. He’d had much worse governors than her.


    ‘You’re not forgetting the stuff for the CPS on that aggravated burglary, are you?’ she asked, popping her head round the door again. ‘I want it on my desk first thing tomorrow. And I mean it, Tom. No excuses. I don’t care how many witnesses you’ve got to see.’


    ‘Right after I’ve seen this one,’ said Finch, and looked at the pile of work that awaited him, his shoulders drooping. He reached for the phone to call Liz.


    Worse governors, anyway. Maybe not that much.


    Patrick was preparing his lessons for tomorrow; he always preferred to do all his school work at school, so that he could forget about it once he got home. Or wherever. But tonight he was going home. He enjoyed his home, his married life. He really didn’t want to give his wife a hard time. He had, of course, more than once. And he would again, if she found him out again. But not tonight.


    The staff room was hot and dusty, and had the smell of coffee and Pledge and a hint of cigarette smoke. They all did, really. Patrick liked staff rooms. He liked schools. He liked teaching. He pulled his shirt away from his back, and stretched. When he was little, all he had wanted to do was work in a garage, like his dad. Mending cars. And as he grew up he often did help his dad out, once he’d started his own business. He had had every intention of being a motor mechanic, despite the kind of marks he was getting at school, which suggested an academic career.


    His father hadn’t tried to influence him one way or the other; all that had happened was that one day he had looked up from the book he was reading and realized that what he wanted to do more than anything else was tell other people about the joys of learning. Learning anything. Everything. How to mend cars, how to read Shakespeare. How to play the saxophone. He wanted everyone to realize that learning was fun.


    ‘How was your first day, then?’ asked the head, suddenly appearing beside him.


    It ruined the stretch. ‘Oh, not bad at all, thanks,’ said Patrick. ‘Is it all right to leave my jacket off tomorrow, though?’


    ‘You weren’t wearing that thing all day, were you?’ said the head, horrified. ‘You must have been abominably hot.’


    Patrick smiled. ‘I was,’ he said. ‘Only at my last place you had to wait until you got the word that jackets could be removed.’


    ‘Did you?’ The head’s brow cleared. ‘Oh yes – of course, you taught at …’ He moved his hand backwards and forwards in what Patrick was already able to recognize as his substitute for any name he couldn’t remember, which was most names. ‘ Yes. But we’re not that formal here. No, no. Actually – I was thinking. The uniform … I mean, the children must have been too hot.’


    ‘They were,’ agreed Patrick. ‘But I don’t think you’re supposed to call them children any more.’


    ‘Oh, no. Pupils. Students. It’s so difficult trying not to offend …’ He waved his hand. ‘Anyone,’ he finished. ‘I keep forgetting that I’m not a headmaster any more. Head teacher, head teacher, I have to say to myself.’


    Patrick smiled.


    ‘I was going to say that they should wear summer uniform while the weather continues like this,’ the head went on. ‘But most of them won’t have the summer uniform. This is the first year we’ve had a uniform at all. Well, since the sixties, that is.’


    ‘Yes.’ Patrick wasn’t sure what he was supposed to be saying.


    ‘I like them, myself,’ said the head. ‘ I think it gives the … students … a touch of pride in their school. It makes them look smart. And you can’t tell the well-off ones from the ones whose dads are on the dole.’


    ‘No,’ said Patrick.


    ‘But they must be far too hot,’ said the head. ‘Do you think I should say that the uniform needn’t be worn until further notice?’


    ‘Well, it’s not up to me, but it would be easier teaching people that weren’t wilting before your eyes.’


    ‘Yes. Yes – I’ll get …’ He waved his hand in the direction of the office.


    ‘Erica?’ suggested Patrick. The lovely Erica, who had repulsed him yet again, only this evening.


    ‘Erica. Yes. I’ll … yes.’ He peered at Patrick. ‘I’ll get her to do a letter to the parents,’ he said, absently.


    ‘She’s gone,’ said Patrick.


    She had left at five, walking home so that Colin would have the car when he came out of the drama group that he belonged to. Colin needed the car because he always had a lot of stuff to lug backwards and forwards, she had told Patrick. He didn’t dare leave good equipment and kit at the school.


    Patrick hadn’t demanded an explanation; he had just been given one. In his experience that meant Erica was justifying what seemed to her to be unreasonable, and that meant she might no longer be off-limits, if ‘Cocky’ Cochrane, as the papers were wont to call him, was beginning to get on her nerves again.


    Patrick had offered her a lift but she had said that it wasn’t far. She had thought, though, just for a moment, before she had refused. If he had pressed her, she would have accepted, and he might not have been doing his lesson preparation, or going straight home, after all. But he mustn’t make things even more complicated than they had already become.


    ‘Is everything all right?’ the head demanded. ‘You look worried.’


    ‘No,’ said Patrick. ‘ Hot, that’s all. Just hot.’


    ‘You’d tell me if anything was bothering you about the school, or anything like that?’


    Not on your life, thought Patrick. ‘ Yes,’ he said cheerfully, turning back to his work.


    ‘The caretaker locks up at eight,’ said the head.


    ‘I’ll be out from under his feet before then, sir,’ said Patrick.


    ‘Yes, er …’ The head waved his hand about, as Patrick’s name escaped him. ‘And it’s Max … We don’t stand on ceremony here.’


    At least he could remember his own name, Patrick thought. It was a start.


    ‘Cheer up,’ said Lloyd’s table companion. ‘ You’re supposed to be enjoying yourself.’


    Lloyd looked up from his meal. ‘How?’ he asked, uncomprehendingly.


    The surroundings were very pleasant, particularly during this surprising weather, and the house had been built by the sort of Elizabethan yuppie that he always found intriguing, but he wasn’t here to soak up the atmosphere. He had applied himself with considerable determination to the course, but he was not, and never had been, a career policeman, and enjoying himself was not what he was doing.


    Why other police officers apparently broke their necks to get on courses was a mystery to him, or, at any rate, to the short bald bloke, who had no apparent interest in boozing or betting or women, all of which pursuits were made easier when you temporarily had no wife to whom you had to account for your doings.


    But that lure would never have been Lloyd’s, either, fond though he was of a dram and the occasional flutter and the pleasures of the flesh; he had no wife, and what he did have wasn’t something from which he needed escape.


    ‘You’re off the hook, man! It’s all over bar the shouting. So now you get to unwind a bit, let your hair down while you’re out of the missus’s clutches.’


    ‘I haven’t got a missus,’ Lloyd said. ‘Not any more.’


    Lloyd wasn’t at all sure that the short bald bloke should be divorced, but even he drew the line at inventing a wife.


    ‘I’ve had two. Still got the second. Shows you what a glutton for punishment I am, doesn’t it?’ A dig from his elbow accompanied this remark, causing Lloyd’s fork to ship its cargo on its way to his mouth.


    ‘Look round. They’re not half bad. See her?’ He pointed to a young woman at a far table. ‘She’s a DI from up north – a right little goer, by all accounts.’ He laughed. ‘I’m all for women getting into the higher ranks if they’re lookers,’ he said.


    ‘I don’t think that wins points for political correctness,’ said Lloyd, in some danger of stepping out of character. The short bald bloke might not mind having his evening meal thus interrupted, but he did, and he wanted this moron to go away. He would probably be Chief Constable somewhere in about five minutes, he thought sourly.
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