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  Before




  The boy had stopped crying.




  He lay in his narrow bed, eyes closed, his face an alabaster mask in the moonlight. Occasionally a tremor would run the length of his body.




  He clutched the bedsheets, pulling them tight under his chin. A dreadful heaviness inside weighed his body down, a feeling that his blood had turned into liquid lead: the burden was loss, and it

  had left him exhausted and weak.




  The boy had rested there a long time – how many hours he had no way of knowing, for all of the last three days had been a timeless eternity – but his father had forbidden him to move

  from the bed again. So he lay there, enduring the loss, frightened by the new loneliness.




  Until something caused him to open his red-rimmed eyes once more.




  The figure stood near the end of the bed and she smiled at him. He felt her warmth, the momentary shedding of bereavement. But it was impossible. His father had told him it was impossible.




  ‘You . . . can’t . . . be . . .’ he said, his small voice a shivery intrusion on the night. ‘He . . . says . . . you can’t . . . you can’t . . . be . . .




  The sense of loss was renewed, for now it was also within her.




  And then the startled boy looked elsewhere in the room, gazing upwards into a far corner as if suddenly aware of yet another presence, of someone else watching him, someone he could not see. The

  moment vanished when footsteps were heard along the corridor and he looked away, for the first time real fear in his eyes. The woman was gone.




  In the doorway stood the swaying shadow of a man.




  The boy’s father stumbled towards the bed, the familiar reek of alcohol as much a part of him as the perpetual sullenness of his features.




  ‘I told you,’ the man said, and there seemed to be guilt mixed with anger in the harsh words. ‘No more! No more . . .’ His fist was raised as he approached and the boy

  cowered beneath the bedsheets.




  Outside, the full moon was clear-edged and pure against the deep blackness of the night.
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  At last she was dead.




  Where there had been terror, there was now only emptiness.




  Dead eyes. Those of a fish on an iced slab.




  Her body dormant, the final spasm exhausted, the final gasp silenced. Her last expression dissolved.




  Clawed fingers still held the shape above her, one thumb curled inside its mouth as though she had tried to rip away the smile.




  The shape rose, releasing its grip from her throat; its breath was barely laboured, even though the woman beneath had struggled for a long time.




  It pulled the thumb from its mocking lips and the corpse’s hand fell away, smacking against bare flesh.




  It paused, studying the victim. Smiling all the while.




  It reached for the lifeless hands, gripping their wrists, lifting them. It ran the cracked nails down its own face, drawing the shock-stiffened fingers around its throat as if taunting them,

  tempting revenge. A low chuckle derided their inertia.




  It trailed the hands across its exposed body straddled over the corpse, moving them down so that they touched everywhere, caressed every part. The deathly soft stroking incited further

  sensations.




  The figure busied itself upon the woman’s slowly cooling body.




  After a while it rose from the bed, a light sheen of perspiration coating its skin. Not yet was it satiated.




  Cold drizzle spattered the window in sudden gusts as if protesting against the cruelty inside. Faded curtains, closed against daylight, muffled the sound.




  A bag in the corner of the dingy room was snapped open, a black package removed. The package was unrolled on the bed, close to the corpse, and the gleam of metal instruments was only slightly

  dulled by the poor light. Each one was lifted, examined, held close to the eyes whose gleam could not be subdued. The first was chosen.




  The body, cooling to room temperature, was sliced from sternum to pubic symphysis, then from hip to hip. Blood quickly seeped through the deep cross.




  The flaps were separated then pulled back. Fingers, already crimson, delved inside.




  It removed the organs, cutting where necessary, and placed them on the bed covers where they glistened and steamed. The heart, reached for last and wrenched free, was tossed onto the heap. It

  slithered down the slippery mound and plopped to the floor. The sickly odour pervaded the room.




  A receptacle made, it was soon filled.




  The figure searched the room for small objects, but only after the dead woman’s own appendages had been used.




  When at last it was satisfied, it drew needle and thread from the wrapping on the bed.




  It began to sew the flaps together again, piercing the flesh with large, crude stitchwork, smiling all the while. The smile broadening to a grin as it thought of the last object placed inside

  the body.
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  He finned over the green-hued rocks, movement leisurely, relaxed, hands used only occasionally to change direction, careful to avoid barnacles that could cut deep into the

  water-softened skin. His legs flexed slowly, moving from the hips with long, graceful strokes, semi-hard fins propelling him easily through the currents.




  Coral weed waved ghostly patterns at him, and startled fish jackknifed away from his stealthy intrusion; snake-locks anemone seemed to beckon silently. Daylight filtered through from above, its

  rays dissipated, the seabed sanctum muted and secretive. Childes could hear only the ponderous, muted sounds of his own actions.




  A tiny undulation, a scurry of sand, caught his eye and he cautiously approached, gently placing his hands on an outcrop of rock, bringing himself to an easy, swaying halt.




  Below him, a starfish had attached itself to a cockle, pinning it down and prising the two shell valves apart with tube feet. The starfish worked patiently, its five tentacles used in relays,

  tiring its prey, resolutely widening the gap to expose the cockle’s body tissues. Childes watched with mild but fascinated revulsion as the hunter eventually extruded its own stomach and sank

  it into the opening to suck out the fleshy substance beneath.




  A subtle displacement among the ridges and caverns of barnacled stone close by diverted the diver’s attention. Puzzled, he studied the craggy relief for a few moments before a further

  shifting directed his gaze. The spiny spider crab skited across the rock face, its shell and claws sprouting green algae, a natural and effective camouflage in both the shallows and the deeper

  waters. When still, it was virtually invisible.




  Childes followed the crab’s progress, admiring its agility and speed, the little multi-legged creature enlarged and brought much closer by the magnification of his diving mask’s

  glass faceplate and the seawater itself. The spider crab stopped as if suddenly aware of being stalked; he used a probing finger to galvanize another spurt.




  The diver’s smile at the sudden panicked flurry was distorted by the snorkel wedged into his teeth and gums, and he was abruptly aware that his lungs were almost exhausted of air.

  Unhurried, he prepared to skim back to the surface.




  The sighting came without warning. Just as other sightings had in the past.




  Yet he hardly knew what he saw, for it was in his mind, not his vision; a confused jumble of colours, of smells. His hands tingled in the water. There was something long and shiny, coiled, red

  and gleaming wet. Now metal, keen-edged steel against a mushy softness. Swimming in blood. He was swimming in blood. Nausea hit him and he drew in salt water.




  His body curled up painfully and bile mixed with seawater exploded from his throat, clogging the snorkel pipe. The mouthpiece shot free of his lips and more water rushed in. Childes cried out

  involuntarily, the sound a muffled, gurgling croak, and he kicked down, arms reaching for the surface. Wildly escaping bubbles matched the crazy disorder behind his eyes. The light-spread ceiling

  above seemed a long way off.




  Another vision stabbed into his nightmare. Hands, cruel, blunt fingers, moving in rhythm. An insane thought-sight. They were sewing.




  Childes’ body doubled up once more.




  He instinctively tried to close his mouth, no clear direction in his head any more, but it continued to drink in great gulps of salt water as though conspiring with the sea against him. His

  senses began to dim, his arms and legs felt feeble. So quickly, he thought. They warned how quick drowning could be. Yet ridiculously, he was aware of the J-shaped snorkel tucked into the retaining

  band of his diving mask, scratching loosely against his cheek. He struggled, feeling himself drifting, sinking.




  A slender arm slid beneath his shoulder, gripping tight. A hugging body against his back. Rising. Slowly, controlled. He tried to help, but an opaque mantle was descending.




  Bursting through the surface as though shot from a black stifling embrace, life painfully thrust back into him rather than gently returned.




  His stomach and chest heaved, jetting liquid; he choked, spluttered, threatened to drag them both down again. He vaguely heard a soothing voice and tried to heed the words, forcing himself to

  relax, commanding his lungs to take in air cautiously, gasp by gasp, spitting out residue, coughing out the last of the bile.




  She towed him back to the shoreline, holding his arms above the elbows, his head cradled against one of her own arms. She swam on her back by his side, fins driving them easily through the small

  waves. His breathing was still laboured, but soon he was able to help by flexing his own legs, keeping in time with hers.




  They reached shallower water and the girl hauled him to his feet. She pulled the mask from his face and put an arm around his hunched shoulders, hitting his back when he coughed more sea,

  bending with him, her young face etched with concern. Kneeling, she drew off his flippers, then removed her own. His shoulders still jerked with the effort of breathing as he stood half-crouched,

  hands on his knees; gradually he recovered, the shudders merging into a shivering. The girl waited patiently, her own diving mask raised high over her forehead, her blonde hair worked loose,

  darkened by the water and hanging in dripping trails over her shoulders. She didn’t speak, knowing it would be pointless just yet.




  Eventually it was the man who gasped, ‘Amy . . .’




  ‘It’s all right, let’s get to the shore.’




  They left the water, lurching slightly as they went, her arm beneath his shoulders, supporting. Childes slumped onto the shingle, feeling relieved, shocked, sickened – all these emotions.

  She sat next to him, sweeping hair from his eyes, gently massaging his back.




  They were alone in the small, remote bay, the steep climb through the rock-eroded cleft too daunting for many, a chill south-easterly breeze deterring others. Lush vegetation spilled over the

  clifftops, flowing down the steep slopes, stemmed only by an uncompromising stone face near the base, a granite fringe washed clean by thunderous tides. Early May flowers littered the upper

  reaches, speckling the verdure with blue, white and yellow. A miniature waterfall gushed close by, its stream winding through the pebbles and rocks to join the sea. Further out, little fishing

  boats, dinghies mainly, bobbed easily on the slate sea, their mooring lines stretching like grey thread to a quay on the far side of the inlet. Access to the quay was by a narrow track, a jumble of

  boulders separating it from the beach itself. The girl noticed one or two faces peering in their direction from the quayside wall, obviously concerned over the incident; she signalled that all was

  well and they turned away.




  Childes pushed himself into a sitting position, wrists over his raised knees, head slumped forward. He was still shivering.




  ‘You scared me, Jon,’ the girl said, kneeling before him.




  He looked at her and his face was pale. He brushed a hand across his eyes as if trying to dismiss a memory.




  ‘Thanks for dragging me out,’ he said at last.




  She leaned forward and kissed his cheek, then his shoulder. Her eyes were curious. ‘What happened out there?’




  His body juddered and she realized how cold he was. ‘I’ll fetch the blanket,’ she said, standing.




  Her bare feet ignored the hard shingle as she skipped over to their pile of clothing and bags lying on a flat slab further up the beach. Childes watched her lithe figure as she snatched a

  blanket from a holdall and was grateful for her presence – not just because she had pulled him from the sea, but just because she was with him. He shifted his gaze back to the lapping water,

  a white band on the horizon, harbinger of the coming storm.




  His eyes closed and he tasted salt in his throat. He cast his head downwards and moaned quietly.




  Why now, after so long?




  The weight of the blanket over his shoulders drew him back.




  ‘Drink,’ Amy said, holding a thin silver flask under his nose.




  The brandy loosened the salt inside and he relished the sudden inner warmth. He raised one arm and she joined him beneath the blanket.




  ‘You okay?’ she asked, snuggling close.




  He nodded, but the shivering had not yet ceased.




  ‘I brought your glasses over.’




  He took them from her, put them on. The focused world was no more real.




  When he spoke, his voice was shaky.




  ‘It’s happening again,’ he said.
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  ‘Tomorrow?’ he asked.




  Amy shook her head. ‘Daddy has guests – all day.’ She rolled her eyes. ‘I’m on duty.’




  ‘Business?’




  ‘Uh-huh. Potential investors from Lyons. He invited them for the weekend, but thank God they could only make it for Sunday. They fly back Monday afternoon, after they’ve visited the

  company. He’s disappointed – he wanted to show off the island as well.’




  Paul Sebire, Amy’s father, was chief executive of Jacarte International, a powerful financial investment company based in the offshore island, itself a low-tax haven for those on the

  Continent as well as on the mainland. Although predominantly British, the island was physically closer to France.




  ‘Pity,’ Childes said.




  ‘I’m sorry, Jon.’ She leaned back into the car to kiss him, her hair, now tied back into a tail, twisting around her neck to brush against his chest.




  He returned her kiss, relishing the smell of sea on her, tasting the salt on her lips.




  ‘Doesn’t he ever relax?’ he asked.




  ‘It is relaxation for him. I’d have swung you an invite, but I didn’t think you’d enjoy yourself.’




  ‘You know me so well.’ He prepared to drive away. ‘Give your father my love.’




  She mock-scowled. ‘I doubt he’ll reciprocate. Jon, about earlier . . .’




  ‘Thanks again for dragging me out.’




  ‘I didn’t mean that.’




  ‘What I saw?’




  She nodded. ‘It’s been so long.’




  He looked straight ahead, but his gaze was inward. After a while, he replied, ‘I never really thought it was over.’




  ‘But almost three years. Why should it start again now?’




  Childes shrugged. ‘Maybe it’s a freak. Could be it won’t happen again. It may just have been my own imagination playing tricks.’ He closed his eyes momentarily, knowing

  it wasn’t, but unwilling to discuss it just then. Leaning across the steering wheel, he touched her neck. ‘Hey, c’mon, stop looking so anxious. You have a good time tomorrow and

  I’ll see you in school Monday. We’ll talk more then.’




  Amy took her holdall from the back seat, Childes helping her lift it over. ‘Will you call me tonight?’




  ‘I thought you’d planned to mark papers.’




  ‘I don’t have much choice, with Sunday so busy. I’ll have earned a few minutes’ break, though.’




  He forced a light tone. ‘Okay, Teach. Don’t be too hard on the kids.’




  ‘Depends on what they’ve written. I’m not sure which is more difficult: teaching them French or decent English. At least with computers your own machines can correct their

  mistakes.’




  He huffed, smiling. ‘I wish it were that simple.’ He kissed her cheek once more before she straightened. The first raindrops stippled the windscreen.




  ‘Take care, Jon,’ she said, wanting to say more, needing to, but sensing his resistance. Getting to know Childes had taken a long, long time and even now she was aware there were

  places – dark places – inside him she would never reach. She wondered if his ex-wife had ever tried.




  Amy watched the little black Mini pull away, frowning as she gave a single wave. She turned and hurried through the open iron gates, running down the short drive to the house before the rain

  began in earnest.




  Childes soon turned off the main highway, steering into the narrow lanes which spread through the island like veins from primary arteries, occasionally slowing and squeezing close to hedges and

  walls to ease past oncoming vehicles, whose drivers adopted the same tactics. He clutched the wheel too tightly, his knuckles white ridges, driving by reflex rather than consideration; his mind,

  now that he was alone, was preoccupied with other thoughts. By the time he reached the cottage he was trembling once more and the sour taste of bile was back in his throat.




  He swung the Mini into the narrow opening before the old stone cottage, a patch he had cleared of weeds and brambles when he had first arrived, and switched off the engine. He left the bag

  containing his swimming gear in the car, jumping out and fumbling for the front-door key. The key resisted his first attempts to insert it in the lock. At last successful, he thrust open the door

  and rushed down the short corridor, just making it to the tiny bathroom as the bottom of his stomach rose like an express elevator. He retched over the toilet bowl, shedding, it seemed, only a

  small portion of the substance clogging his insides. He blew his nose on tissue, flushing the toilet and watching the soft paper swirl round until it was gulped away. Removing his brown-rimmed

  glasses, he washed his face in cold water, keeping his hands over his eyes for several moments, cooling them.




  Childes regarded himself in the cabinet mirror as he dried his face and his reflection was pallid; he wasn’t sure if his own imagination was creating the shadows under his eyes. Stretching

  his fingers before him, he tried to keep them still; he couldn’t.




  Childes replaced his glasses and went through to the sitting-room, ducking his head slightly as he entered the door; he wasn’t especially tall, but the building was old, the ceilings low,

  the door frames lower. The room lacked space, but then Childes had not packed too much into it: a faded and lumpy sofa, portable TV, square coffee table; low bookcases flanked the brick fireplace

  on either side, their shelves crammed. On top of one, by a lamp, was a small cluster of bottles and glasses. He went over and poured himself a stiff measure of Scotch.




  Outside, the rain had become a steady downpour and he stood by the window overlooking his diminutive rear garden, broodingly watching. The cottage, among a row of others, all detached, but only

  just, backed on to open fields. At one time the houses had all been field-hands’ tied homes, but the estate had been divided up long since, land and properties sold off. Childes had been

  fortunate to rent one when he had come to the island over two, almost three, years before, for empty property was scarce here, and it was the school’s principal, Estelle Piprelly, eager for

  his computer skills, who had directed him towards the place. Her considerable influence had also helped him obtain the lease.




  In the far distance, on the peninsula, he could just make out the college itself, an odd assortment of buildings, expanding over the years in various, unbalanced styles. The predominant

  structure, with its tower, was white. From that far away, it was no more than a rain-blurred greyish projection, the sky behind gloomed with rolling clouds.




  When Childes had fled the mainland, away from pernicious publicity, the curious stares, not just of friends and colleagues, but of complete strangers who had seen his face on TV or in the

  newspapers, the island had provided a halcyon refuge. Here was a tight community existing within itself, the mainland and its complexities held at arm’s length. Yet, close-knit though their

  society was, it had proved relatively easy for him to be absorbed into the population of over fifty thousand. Morbid interest and – he clenched the glass hard – and accusations

  had been left behind. He wanted it to stay that way.




  Childes drained the Scotch and poured another; like the brandy earlier, it helped purge the foul taste that lingered in his mouth. He returned to the window and this time saw only the ghost of

  his own reflection. The day outside had considerably darkened.




  Was it the same? Had the images his mind had seen beneath the sea anything to do with those terrible, nightmare visions which had haunted him so long ago? He couldn’t tell: nearly drowning

  had altered the sensation. For a moment, though, during and shortly after, when he had lain gasping on the beach, he had been sure, certain the sightings had returned.




  Dread filled him.




  He was cold, yet perspiration dampened his brow. Apprehension gripped him, and then a fresh anxiety homed in.




  He went out into the hallway and picked up the phone, dialled.




  After a while, a breathless voice answered.




  ‘Fran?’ he said, eyes on the wall but seeing her face.




  ‘Who else? That you, Jon?’




  ‘Yeah.’




  A long pause, then his ex-wife said, ‘You called me. Did you have something to say?’




  ‘Where’s, uh, how’s Gabby?’




  ‘She’s fine, considering. She’s next door with Annabel playing at who can create most havoc. I think Melanie planned to banish them to the garden for the afternoon, but the

  weather won’t allow. How’s it over there? – it’s piddling here.’




  ‘Yeah, the same. I think it’s working its way up to a storm.’




  Another silence.




  ‘I’m kinda busy, Jonathan. I have to be in town by four.’




  ‘You working on a Saturday?’




  ‘Sort of. A new author’s arriving in London today and the publisher wants me to cosy him, give him a prelim on his tour next week.’




  ‘Couldn’t Ashby have handled it?’




  Her tone was sharp. ‘We run the agency on a partnership basis – I carry my load. Anyway, what do you expect of a born-again career woman?’




  The barely veiled accusation stung and, not for the first time, he wondered if she would ever come to terms with his walking out. Walking out is how she would have put it.




  ‘Who’s taking care of Gabby?’




  ‘She’ll have dinner at Melanie’s and Janet’ll collect her later.’ Janet was the young girl his former wife had hired as a daily nanny. ‘She’ll stay with

  Gabby until I get home. Is that good enough for you?’




  ‘Fran, I didn’t mean—’




  ‘You didn’t have to go, Jon. Nobody pushed you out.’




  ‘You didn’t have to stay there,’ he replied quietly.




  ‘You wanted me to give up too much.’




  ‘The agency was only part-time then.’




  ‘But it was important to me. Now it’s even more so – it has to be. And there were other reasons. Our life here.’




  ‘It’d become unbearable.’




  ‘Whose fault was that?’ Her voice softened, as though she regretted her words. ‘All right, I know things happened, ran out of control; I tried to understand, to cope. But you

  were the one who wanted to run.’




  ‘There was more to it, you know that.’




  ‘I know it would have all died down eventually. Everything.’ They both knew what she meant.




  ‘You can’t be sure.’




  ‘Look, I don’t have time for this now, I have to get moving. I’ll give your kisses to Gabby and maybe she’ll call you tomorrow.’




  ‘I’d like to see her soon.’




  ‘I . . . I don’t know. Perhaps at half-term. We’ll see.’




  ‘Do me one thing, Fran.’




  She sighed, anger gone. ‘Ask me.’




  ‘Check on Gabby before you leave. Just pop in, say hello. Make sure she’s okay.’




  ‘What is this, Jon? I’d have done that anyway, but what are you saying?’




  ‘It’s nothing. I guess this empty house is getting to me. You worry, y’know?’




  ‘You sound . . . funny. Are you really that down?’




  ‘It’ll pass. Sorry I held you up.’




  ‘I’ll get there. Do you need anything, Jon, can I send anything over?’




  Gabby. You can send over my daughter. ‘No, I don’t need anything, everything’s fine. Thanks anyway.’




  ‘Okay. Gotta run now.’




  ‘Good luck with your author.’




  ‘With business the way it is, we take anything we can get. He’ll get a good promo. See you.’




  The connection was broken.




  Childes returned to the sitting room and slumped onto the sofa, deciding he didn’t want another drink. He removed his spectacles and rubbed his eyes with stiffened fingers, his

  daughter’s image swimming before him. Gabriel had been four when he’d left them. He hoped one day she would understand.




  He rested there for a long time, head against the sofa back, legs stretched out onto the small patterned rug on the polished wood floor, glasses propped in one hand on his chest, sometimes

  staring at the ceiling, sometimes closing his eyes, trying to remember what he had seen.




  For some reason, all he could visualize was the colour red. A thick, glutinous red. He thought he could even scent the blood.
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  The first nightmare visited him that night.




  He awoke afraid and rigid. Alone.




  The after-vision of the dream was still with him, yet it resisted focus. He could sense only a white, shimmering thing, a taunting spectre. It faded, gradually overwhelmed by the moonlight

  flooding the room.




  Childes pushed himself upright in the bed, resting his back against the cool wall behind. He was frozen, fear caressing him with wintry touches. And he did not know why, could find no

  reason.




  Outside, in the bleak stillness of the silver night, a solitary gull wailed a haunted cry.
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  ‘No, Jeanette, you’ll have to go back and check. Remember, the computer hasn’t got a mind of its own – it relies totally on yours. One wrong instruction

  from you and it doesn’t just get confused – it sulks. It won’t give you what you want.’




  Childes smiled down at the girl, a little weary of her regular basic errors, but well aware that not every youngster’s brain was tuned into the rapidly advancing technological era, despite

  what the newspapers and Sunday colour supps informed their parents. No longer in the commercial world of computers, he had had to adjust himself to slow down, to pace himself with the children he

  taught. Some had the knack, others didn’t, and he had to ease the latter through their frustration.




  ‘Okay, back to RETURN and go through each stage slowly this time, step by step. You can’t go wrong if you think about each move.’




  Her frown told him she wasn’t convinced. Neither was he.




  He left Jeanette biting her lower lip and pressing each key with exaggerated deliberation as though it was a battle of wills between her and the machine.




  ‘Hey, Kelly, that’s good.’




  The fourteen-year-old glanced at him and beamed, her eyes touching his just a little too deeply. He peered at the screen, impressed.




  ‘Is that your own spreadsheet?’ he asked.




  She nodded, her gaze now back on the visual display.




  ‘Looks like you won’t get through the year on those expenses.’




  ‘I will when I send the printout home. Dad’ll pay up when he sees the evidence.’




  Childes laughed: Kelly had soon discovered the potential of microelectronics. There were seven such machines on benches around the classroom, itself an annexe to the science department, and it

  seemed all were in constant demand even when he was not there to supervise. He had been fortunate when he had come – fled – to the island, for the colleges there, so many of them

  private concerns, were keen to embrace the computer age, well aware that fee-paying parents regarded such knowledge as an essential part of their children’s education. Until his arrival,

  Childes had been employed on a freelance basis by a company specializing in aiding commercial enterprises, both large and small, to set up computer systems tailored to their particular needs,

  advising on layout and suitable software, devising appropriate programs, often installing the machinery itself and running crash courses on their functions. One of his usual tasks was to smooth out

  kinks in the system, to solve problems that invariably arose in initial operation, and his flair – intuition, some called it – for cutting through the intricacies of any system

  to find a specific fault was uncanny. He had been highly skilled, highly paid, and highly respected by his colleagues; yet his departure had come as a relief to many of them.




  Kelly was smiling at him. ‘I need a new program to work on,’ she said.




  Childes checked his watch. ‘Bit late to start one now. I’ll set you something more difficult next time.’




  ‘I could stay.’




  One of the other girls giggled and, despite himself, Childes felt a sudden, ridiculous flush. Fourteen years old, for Chrissake!




  ‘Maybe you could. Not me, though. Just tidy your bench until the bell goes. Better still, run through Jeanette’s program with her – she seems to be having

  difficulties.’




  A mild irritation flickered in her eyes, but the smile did not change. ‘Yes, sir.’ A little too brisk.




  She sidled rather than walked over to Jeanette’s monitor and he mentally shook his head at her poise, her body movement too knowing for her years. Even her close-cropped sandy hair and

  pert nose failed to assert her true age, and eagerly budding breasts easily defeated any youthful image presented by the school uniform of plain white shirt and striped tie. By comparison, Jeanette

  appeared every inch the young schoolgirl, with womanhood not yet even peeking over the horizon. It seemed aptitude was not confined just to learning.




  He shifted along the benches, leaning forward here and there to give instructions to the other girls, some of whom were sharing machines, soon enthused by their enthusiasm, helping them spot

  their own ‘bugs’, showing them the correct procedures. The bell surprised him even though he knew it was imminent.




  He straightened, noticing Kelly and Jeanette were not enjoying each other’s company. ‘Switch off your machines,’ he told the class. ‘Let’s see, when do I take you

  again . . .?’




  ‘Thursday,’ they replied in unison.




  ‘All right, I think we’ll cover the various types of computers then, and future developments. Hope you’ll have some good questions for me.’




  Someone groaned.




  ‘Problem?’




  ‘When do we get on to graphics, sir?’ the girl asked. Her plump, almost cherubic, face was puckered with disappointment.




  ‘Soonish, Isobel. When you’re ready. Off you go and don’t leave anything behind; I’m locking up when I leave.’ The concerted break for the door was not as orderly

  as the principal of La Roche Ladies College would have wished for, but Childes considered himself neither teacher nor disciplinarian, merely a computer consultant to this school and to two others

  on the island. So long as the kids did not get out of hand and appeared to absorb much of what he showed them, he liked to keep a relaxed atmosphere in the classroom; he didn’t want them wary

  of the machines and an informal atmosphere helped in that respect. In fact, he found the pupils in all three schools remarkably well-behaved, even those in the boys college.




  His eyes itched, irritated by the soft contact lenses he wore. He considered changing them for his glasses lying ready for emergencies at the bottom of his briefcase, but decided it was too much

  trouble. The irritation would pass.




  ‘Knock, knock.’




  He looked around to see Amy standing in the open doorway.




  ‘Is sir coming out to play?’ she asked.




  ‘You asking me to?’




  ‘Who am I to be proud?’ Amy strolled into the classroom, her hair tied back into a tight bun in an attempt to render her schoolmarmish. To Childes, it only heightened her sensuality,

  as did her light green, high-buttoned dress, for he knew beyond the disguise. ‘Your eyes look sore,’ she remarked, quickly looking back at the open doorway, then pecking his cheek when

  she saw it was clear.




  He resisted the urge to pull her tight. ‘How was your day?’




  ‘Don’t ask. I took drama.’ She shuddered. ‘D’you know what play they want to put on for end-of-term?’




  He dropped papers into his briefcase and snapped it shut. ‘Tell me.’




  ‘Dracula. Can you imagine Miss Piprelly allowing it? I’m frightened even to put forward the suggestion.’




  He chuckled. ‘Sounds like a good idea. Beats the hell out of Nicholas Nickleby again.’




  ‘Fine, I’ll tell her Dracula has your support.’




  ‘I’m just an outsider, not a full member of staff. My opinion doesn’t count.’




  ‘You think mine does? Our headmistress may not be the Ayatollah in person, but I’m certain there’s a family connection somewhere.’




  He shook his head, smiling. ‘She’s not so bad. A little over-anxious about the school’s image, maybe, but it’s understandable. For such a small island, you’re kind

  of heavy on private schools.’




  ‘That comes with being a tax haven. You’re right, though: competition is fierce, and the college’s governing body never lets us forget it. I do have some sympathy for her, even

  though . . .’




  They were suddenly aware of a figure in the doorway.




  ‘Did you forget something, Jeanette?’ Childes asked, wondering how long she had been standing there.




  The girl looked shyly at him. ‘Sorry, sir. I think I left my fountain pen on the bench.’




  ‘All right, go ahead and look.’




  Head bowed, Jeanette walked into the room with short, quick steps. A sallow-complexioned girl with dark eyes, who one day might be pretty, Jeanette was petite for her age; her hair was straggly

  long, not yet teased into any semblance of style. The jacket of her blue uniform was one size too large, shrinking her body within even more, and there was a timidity about her that Childes found

  disarming and sometimes faintly exasperating.




  She searched around the computer she had been using, Amy watching with a trace of a smile, while Childes set about unplugging the machines from the mains. Jeanette appeared to be having no luck

  and finally stared forlornly at the computer as though it had mysteriously swallowed up the missing article.




  ‘No joy?’ Childes asked, approaching her section of the bench and stooping to reach the plug beneath.




  ‘No, sir.’




  ‘Ah, I’m not surprised. It’s on the floor here.’ Kneeling, he offered up the wayward pen.




  Solemnly, and avoiding his eyes, Jeanette took it from him. ‘Thank you,’ she said, and Childes was surprised to see her blush. She hurried from the room.




  He pulled the plug and stood. ‘What are you smiling about?’ he asked Amy.




  ‘The poor girl’s got a crush on you.’




  ‘Jeanette? She’s just a kid.’




  ‘In a girls-only school, many of them fulltime boarders, any halfway decent-looking male is bound to receive some attention. You haven’t noticed?’




  He shrugged. ‘Maybe one or two have given me some funny looks, but I – what d’you mean halfway decent-looking?’




  Smiling, Amy grabbed his arm and led him towards the door. ‘Come on, school’s out and I could use some relaxation. A short drive and a long gin and tonic with lots of ice before I go

  home for dinner.’




  ‘More guests?’




  ‘No, just family for a change. Which reminds me: you’re invited to dinner this weekend.’




  He raised his eyebrows. ‘Daddy had a change of heart?’




  ‘Uh-uh, he still despises you. Let’s call it Mother’s influence.’




  ‘That’s pretty heartwarming.’




  She looked up at him and pulled a face, squeezing his arm before releasing it as they went out into the corridor. On the stairway to the lower floor she was aware of surreptitious appraisal by

  several pupils, a few nudged elbows here and there. She and Jon were strictly formal with each other in the presence of others on school grounds, but a shared car was enough to set tongues

  wagging.




  They reached the large glass entrance doors of the building, a comparatively new extension housing the science laboratories, music and language rooms, and separated from the main college by a

  circular driveway with a lawned centre. In the middle, a statue of La Roche’s founder stared stoically at the principal white building as if counting every head that entered its portals.

  Girls hurried across the open space, either towards the carpark at the rear of the college where parents waited, or to dormitories and rest-rooms in the south wing, their chatter unleashed after

  such long restraint. The salt tang of sea air breezing over the clifftops was a welcome relief from the shared atmosphere of the classroom and Childes inhaled deeply as he and Amy descended the

  short flight of concrete steps leading from the annexe.




  ‘Mr Childes! Can you spare a moment?’




  They both groaned inwardly when they saw the headmistress waving at them from across the driveway.




  ‘I’ll catch you up,’ he murmured to Amy, acknowledging Miss Piprelly with a barely raised hand.




  ‘I’ll wait by the tennis courts. Remember, you’re bigger than her.’




  ‘Oh yeah, who says?’




  They parted, Childes taking a direct path over the round lawn towards the waiting headmistress, her frown informing him that he really should have walked around. Childes could only describe Miss

  Piprelly as a literally ‘straight’ woman: she stood erect, rarely relaxed, and her features were peculiarly angular, softening curves hardly in evidence. Even her short, greying hair

  was rigidly swept back in perfect parallel to the ground, and her lips had a thinness to them that wasn’t exactly mean, but looked as if all humour had been ironed from them long ago. The

  square frames of her spectacles were in resolute harmony with her physical linearity. Even her breasts refused to rebel against the general pattern and Childes had sometimes wondered if they were

  battened down by artificial means. In darker moments, the thought crossed his mind that there were none.




  It hadn’t taken long, in fact, to find that Estelle Piprelly, MA (Cantab), MEd, ABPsS, was not as severe as the caricature suggested, although she had her moments.




  ‘What can I do for you, Miss Piprelly?’ he asked, standing beside her on the entrance step.




  ‘I know it may seem premature to you, Mr Childes, but I’m trying to organize next term’s curriculum. I’m afraid it’s necessary for parents of prospective pupils,

  and our governing body insists that it’s finalized well before the summer break. Now, I wondered if you could spare us more of your time in the autumn term. It appears that computer studies

  – mistakenly, to my way of thinking – have become something of a priority nowadays.’




  ‘That could be a little awkward. You know I have the other colleges, Kingsley and de Montfort.’




  ‘Yes, but I also know you still have a certain amount of free time available. Surely you could fit in just a few more hours a week for us?’




  How did you explain to someone like Miss Piprelly, who lived and breathed her chosen profession, that the work ethic was not high on his priorities? Not any more. Things had changed within him.

  Life had changed.




  ‘An extra afternoon, Mr Childes. Could we say Tuesdays?’ Her stern gaze defied refusal.




  ‘Let me give it some thought,’ he replied, and sensed her inner bristling.




  ‘Very well, but I really must have the first draft curriculum completed by the end of the week.’




  ‘I’ll let you know on Thursday.’ He tried a smile, but was annoyed at the apology in his own voice.




  Her short sigh was one of exasperation and sounded like a huff. ‘On Thursday then.’




  He was dismissed. No more words, no ‘Good day’. He just wasn’t there any more. Miss Piprelly was calling to a group of girls who had made the mistake of following his route

  across the hallowed lawn. He turned away, feeling somehow that he was sloping off, and had to make an effort to put some briskness into his stride.




  Estelle Piprelly, having reproved the errant girls (a task that for her needed very few words and a barely raised voice), returned her attention to the retreating figure of the peripatetic

  teacher. He walked with shoulders slightly hunched forward, studying the ground before him as if planning each footfall, a youngish man who sometimes seemed unusually wearied. No, wearied was the

  wrong word. There was sometimes a shadow behind his eyes that was haunted, an occasional glimpse of some latent anxiety.




  Her brow furrowed – more parallel lines – and her fingers plucked unconsciously at a loose thread on her sleeve.




  Childes disturbed her and she could not reason why. His work was excellent, meticulous, and he appeared to be popular with the pupils, if not a trace too popular with some. His specialist

  knowledge was a useful addition to the prospectus and without doubt he relieved a partial burden from her overloaded science teachers. Yet, although she had requested extra lessons of him because

  of the governing body’s dictum, something in his presence made her uneasy.




  A long, long time ago, when she herself had been no more than a child and the German forces had occupied the island as a spearhead for their attack on the mainland of England, she had

  felt a pervading air of destruction around her. Not uncommon in those tragic warring times, but years later she realized that she possessed a higher degree of awareness than most. Nothing dramatic,

  nothing mediumistic or clairvoyant, just an acute sensing. It had become subdued yet never relinquished with the passing of time, the pragmatism of her chosen career, but in those early days she

  had seen death in the faces of many of those German soldiers, an unnatural foreboding in their countenance, in their mood.




  In a more confusing way, she sensed it in Childes. Although he was now gone from view, Miss Piprelly shivered.
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  As he returned from the hotel bar with the drinks, weaving his way round the garden tables and chairs, Amy was releasing her hair at the back so that it fell into a ponytail,

  an old style transformed through her into something chic. There was a subtle elegance to Amy that was inborn rather than studied and, not for the first time, Childes thought she looked anything

  but a schoolteacher – at least not the type who had ever taught him.




  Her skin appeared almost golden in the shadow of the table’s canopy, her pale green eyes and lighter wisps of hair curling over her ears heightening the effect. As usual, she wore the

  minimum of make-up, a proclivity that often made her resemble some of the girls she instructed, her small breasts, just delicate swellings, hardly spoiling the illusion. Yet at twenty-three, eleven

  years younger than himself, she possessed a quiet maturity that he was in just a little wonder of; it was not always evident, for there was also a tantalizing innocence about her that enhanced the

  pubescent impression even more. The combination was often confusing, for she was unaware of her own qualities and the moods could quickly change. Amy’s slender and mockingly desperate fingers

  reached for the glass as he approached and early-evening sunlight struck her hand, making it glow a lighter gold.




  ‘If only Miss Piprelly knew she had a lush on her staff,’ he remarked, passing the gin and tonic to her.




  She allowed the glass to tremble in her grasp as she brought it to her lips. ‘If only Pip knew half her staff were inebriates. And she’s the cause.’




  Childes sat opposite so that he could watch her, sacrificing closeness for the pleasure of eye contact. ‘Our headmistress wants me to put in more time at the school,’ he said, and

  Amy’s sudden smile warmed him.




  ‘Jon, that would be lovely.’




  ‘I’m not so sure. I mean, yes, great to see more of you, but when I came here I was opting out of the rat race, remember?’




  ‘It’s hardly that. This is a different civilization to the one you were used to.’




  ‘Yeah, another planet. But I’ve got used to the easy pace, afternoons when I can go walking, or diving, or just plain snoozing on the beach. At last I’ve found time to

  think.’




  ‘Sometimes you do too much thinking.’




  The mood change.




  He looked away. ‘I said I’d let her know.’




  Humour came back to Amy’s voice. ‘Coward.’




  Childes shook his head. ‘She makes me feel like a ten-year-old.’




  ‘Her bark isn’t as bad as her bite. I’d do as she asks.’




  ‘Some help you are.’




  She placed her glass between them. ‘I’d like to think I am. I know you spend too much time on your own and perhaps a bigger commitment to the college might be what you

  need.’




  ‘You know how I feel about commitments.’




  A look passed between them.




  ‘You have one to your daughter.’




  He sipped his beer.




  ‘Let’s lighten up,’ he said, after a while. ‘It’s been a long day.’




  Amy smiled, but her eyes were still troubled. She reached for his hand and stroked his fingers, masking more serious thoughts with bright banter. ‘I think Pip would consider it quite a

  coup to have you on the staff full-time.’




  ‘She only wants me for an extra afternoon.’




  ‘Two and a half days of your time now, tomorrow your soul.’




  ‘You were supposed to be encouraging me.’




  Her expression was mischievous. ‘Just letting you know it’s useless to resist. Others have tried,’ she added, her voice deepening ominously, making him grin.




  ‘Strangely enough, she has been giving me some peculiar looks lately.’




  ‘Working her voodoo.’




  He relaxed back in the chair. A few more people were wandering out into the hotel’s beer garden, drinks in hand, taking advantage of a welcome relief from the preceding weeks of cold

  drizzle. A huge, furry bee hovered over nearby azaleas, its drone giving notice of the warmer months to come. Until recently, he had felt close to finding his peace on the island. The easy-going

  lifestyle, the pleasant nature of the island itself, Amy – beautiful Amy – his own self-imposed occasional solitude, had brought a balance to his existence, a steadiness far removed

  from the frenetic pace of the constantly changing microchip world, a career in and around the madding city, a wife who had once loved him, but who had later been in fear of . . . of what? Something

  neither of them understood.




  Psychic power. An inconsistent curse.




  ‘Who’s serious now?’




  He stared blankly at Amy, her question breaking into his thoughts.




  ‘You had that faraway look, the kind I should be getting used to by now,’ she said. ‘You weren’t just day-dreaming.’




  ‘No, just thinking back.’




  ‘It’s in the past and best kept that way, Jon.’




  He nodded, unable to explain it to himself. Unsure of the creeping uneasiness he had felt since the nightmare two weeks ago.




  She rested her folded arms on the table. ‘Hey, you haven’t given me an answer yet.’ She frowned at his puzzled expression. ‘My dinner invitation: you haven’t said

  you’ll come.’




  ‘Do I have a choice?’ For the moment the bad thoughts had retreated, vanquished by Amy’s wickedly innocent smile.




  ‘Of course. You can either accept or be deported. Daddy hates bad manners.’




  ‘And we all know his influence in the States’ affairs.’




  ‘Precisely.’




  ‘Then I’ll come.’




  ‘How sensible.’




  ‘How much coaxing did your mother have to do?’




  ‘Not much. She relied on threats.’




  ‘Hard to imagine your father being afraid of anybody.’




  ‘You don’t know Mother. She may seem all sweetness and light on the surface, but there’s a hidden streak of steel underneath it all that frightens even me sometimes.’




  ‘At least it’s nice to know she likes me.’




  ‘Oh, I wouldn’t go that far. Let’s just say she’s not totally against you.’




  He laughed quietly. ‘I’m really looking forward to the evening.’




  ‘You know, I think she’s quite intrigued by you. A darkly attractive man with a shady past, and all that’




  For a moment, Childes looked down into his beer. ‘Is that how she sees my past?’ he asked.




  ‘She thinks you’re mysterious and she likes that.’




  ‘And dear Daddy?’




  ‘You’re not good enough for his daughter, that’s all.’




  You sure?’




  ‘No, but it’s not important. He respects my feelings, though, and I haven’t disguised how I feel about you. Pigheaded as he is sometimes, he would never hurt me by going

  against you.’




  Childes wished he could be sure. The financier’s hostility on the few occasions they had met was barely masked. Perhaps he didn’t like divorces; or perhaps he distrusted anyone who

  did not conform to his own standards, his perception of ‘normality’.




  In danger of becoming too serious again, Childes asked with a grin, ‘Do I need a dinner suit?’




  Well, one or two of his business associates have been invited - and that includes a member of La Roche’s governing body and his wife, incidentally - so nothing too informal. A tie would be

  nice.’




  ‘And I thought the soiree was for my benefit.’




  Your being there is for my benefit.’ She looked intently at him. ‘It may seem a trivial thing, but it means a lot to have you with me. I don’t know why there’s

  this antagonism between you and my father, Jon, but it’s unnecessary and destructive.’




  There’s no animosity from me, Amy.’




  ‘I know that. And I’m not asking you to bend his way. I just want him to see us together at a normal gathering, to let him see how well we go together.’




  He could not help chuckling and she gave him a reproving look. ‘I know what you’re thinking and I didn’t mean that. I’m still his little girl, remember.’




  ‘He’d never understand how much of a woman you are.’




  ‘He doesn’t have to. I’m sure he doesn’t imagine I’m still as pure as driven snow, though.’




  ‘I wouldn’t be too sure. Such things are hard enough for any doting father to face.’ The intimacy of their conversation charged his body with a flush of pleasure and he felt

  good with her, warm in her presence. It was the same for Amy, for her smile was different, not secretive but knowing, and her pale green eyes were lit with an inner sharing. She looked away and

  gently whirled the melting ice in her glass, watching the clear, rounded cubes as if they held some meaning. Conversations from other tables drifted in the air, occasionally punctuated by soft

  laughter. An aircraft banked around the western tip of the island, already over the sea just seconds after take-off from the tiny airport, its wings catching the reddening sun. A slight evening

  breeze stirred a lock of hair against Amy’s cheek.
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