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      Chapter One

    


    

      

        

          	

            NO


          

          	

            ROAD TRAFFIC BEYOND THIS POINT –
ALL VEHICLES TO CAR PARK


          

        


      

    


    Philip Newby turned in the direction of the arrow, along a road which ran between two buildings. Behind the larger of the two, he could see the car park, and pulled in, thankful to find a space close to the road. He emerged from the car with difficulty, shivering as he stepped out into the bitter January wind. This winter was never going to end. There were always going to be heaps of snow along the pavements, making them narrower than they were to start with. The frost that lay along every branch of every tree, every television aerial, every telegraph wire, was there for ever, frozen and permanent.


    Reaching back into the car, he took out the walking-stick, and made his way back along the side road. It seemed like a long way to the school itself, which was on the other side of the grounds, its roof visible above the other buildings. Between him and the grey, dignified building was a curving tarmac roadway slippery with slush; it might just as well have been a minefield. But the school had been there for a hundred and fifty years, and he didn’t suppose it was going to come to him. He clamped his teeth together as he walked up the slight incline that he once wouldn’t have recognised as one.


    He walked quickly; too quickly, the doctor had said. Certainly too quickly for the conditions. But he walked, and there had been a long time when it was thought that he might not, because of the back injury. It had healed more quickly than his leg, as it had turned out. It ached, from time to time. He couldn’t turn quickly. But he did exercises, and through the pain he could feel it strengthening. With the leg exercises, all he could feel was the pain. His long stint in a wheelchair had, however, made his arms stronger than they’d ever been; an ironic twist.


    He made the final assault with a burst of speed that took him up the stone steps at the front of the building in seconds; the best way to deal with steps, he’d found. He winced each time his weight came on to his right foot, as it had to, but the pain afforded him some pleasure; it was proof that his leg was still there, and still functioning.


    Heat wrapped round him like a blanket as he went into the building, and he stood for a moment, savouring it. In the large entrance-hall, an old-fashioned finger-post pointed the way to the office, where he joined a queue, a mixture of boys and staff, who looked at him curiously or incuriously, depending on their nature. Staff didn’t get preferential treatment, he noticed. First come, first served. He approved of that.


    Another finger-post greeted him: CLASSROOMS 1–14, STAFF ROOM, LADIES’ REST ROOM, STOREROOM, BOILER ROOM. It pointed in all directions, including up. CLASSROOMS 15–21, that one read. HEADMASTER’S STUDY, PHYSICS LAB, LAVATORIES. He looked at the wide, curved staircase, counting the steps he could see, in case LAVATORIES indicated the only facilities available. Like an old man. An old man with a stick, afraid of a flight of stairs. He’d bought the stick specially; the hospital had said that theirs was very carefully designed to give the best support, and hadn’t been too keen on the idea, but if he had to walk with a stick it would be a stick to be proud of. It was a silver-topped walking-stick, slim and elegant. All right, the surgeon had said grudgingly. But keep the other one in case that one snaps. The balance was all wrong, with that heavy knob; these sticks weren’t for walking with, they were for show. So Philip was showing it. The other one was with his luggage, in the car.


    First day of term; that was the reason for the queue. There were questions to be answered, children to be checked and registered and comforted, staff to be given timetables and instructions and notes about epileptics and Muslims. He joined the end, and shuffled up with the others. He’d been told not to, in a letter. The headmaster would meet him, show him round, it said. But none of the people he had seen had been the headmaster. His memory was a bit faulty, but not that bad. Treadwell had come to see him just before Christmas, to check that everything was all right, and that he could start in the new year.


    He had seemed very solicitous. Too solicitous. Philip must tell him, he had said, if there were any obstacles that could perhaps be overcome or made less troublesome. There would be no obstacles, Philip thought darkly. He was thirty-seven, God damn it. He was in the prime of a life that he enjoyed, an uncomplicated life, doing more or less what he pleased. He was … he was just temporarily inconvenienced. He wasn’t disabled, and he never would be. He just used a walking-stick, that was all.


    An all-male queue; but in the office two women came into view as Philip at last achieved the window position, with only a man and a small boy ahead of him. The blonde receptionist was dealing with the queries; she caught his eye, as she would, for Philip was taller than the rest of the queue, and she smiled. Philip smiled back automatically, but he was looking past her to where another woman sat perched on the desk, talking on the phone. She was a little younger than he was, at a guess. Dark eyes, clear skin, dark hair drawn away from her face. Delicately coloured eyelids, and lips that matched the pale, polished nails. A wedding ring encircled one slim finger. No other jewellery. He felt as though he knew her, but he didn’t.


    ‘Are you sure you don’t mind?’ she was saying. ‘It’s just that it’s only on that one night. But I did say I’d—?’ She paused. ‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘I’m really grateful, Diana.’ She twisted the telephone cord lightly in her fingers as she spoke.


    

      Lifting her hand to his mouth, kissing the long, slim fingers ….


    ‘You’ll have to hire one,’ the receptionist was saying to the man. He was about fifty, stockily built, slightly overweight, wearing jeans and a sweatshirt.


    ‘Hire one?’ the man repeated, in a London accent which, if it ever had been polished up, had returned to its native roughness. ‘Do you know how much the bloody things cost to hire?’


    

      His lips touching her eyes, her cheekbones ….


    ‘Fucking dinner-jacket,’ the man said, walking down the corridor.


    There were embarrassed giggles from the boys, but neither of the ladies seemed shocked, or even surprised.


    ‘You’ll have to excuse Sam,’ the dark one said, her hand over the mouthpiece as she addressed him over the head of the small boy in front. ‘He’s a law unto himself.’ She turned back to the phone. ‘Just apologising for Sam,’ she explained to the caller. ‘ He’s trying to shock people, as usual.’


    ‘They’ll all be taller than me,’ the boy now at the head of the queue complained, and Philip could see that this would indeed be the case, whatever the child was talking about.


    Like the previous customer, the child left disgruntled, but refrained from swearing, at least in anyone’s hearing.


    

      His mouth seeking hers ….


    ‘Can I help you?’


    Unwillingly, Philip’s eyes turned to the young receptionist. ‘Newby,’ he said. ‘ I believe you’re expecting me.’


    ‘Mrs Knight,’ the girl said, over her shoulder, ‘ Mr Newby’s here, but Mr Treadwell isn’t in his office.’


    She was Andrew Knight’s widow.


    ‘Oh – thank you, Kitty,’ she said, and hurriedly finished her call. She stood up and went out of sight for a moment, then came out of a corridor door. She was taller than he’d thought. Longer legs.


    ‘I’m Caroline,’ she said. ‘Mr Treadwell must have got held up – you know how it is on the first day. Everything that can go wrong does.’ She smiled.


    ‘Philip.’ He shook the hand she extended, and frowned slightly. Her greeting had reminded him of something. It was always happening – things people said, did – sometimes just the tone of voice or a gesture, and he would be groping around in the void of his memory-gap. Bits were coming back, slowly. Nothing came back this time.


    She smiled. ‘I heard a lot about you from Andrew,’ she said.


    He had probably heard a lot about her. But he couldn’t remember anything about that day. Or the days that followed it.


    ‘I expect you’d like to go straight to the flat,’ she said.


    The staff block turned out to be the smaller of the two buildings by the car park. That side of the grounds could be reached through a sort of alleyway that he hadn’t noticed. It made the walk shorter, but he embarked with dread on the cobblestoned surface, and tried to look as though he was strolling, rather than picking his way. It was a difficult effect to achieve in the biting wind that whistled through the alley.


    ‘Is your stuff in your car?’ she asked, with a glance down the side road towards the car park. ‘We’ll collar a child to bring it in.’


    They were at what had once upon a time been a single house, which had been split into two flats. Caroline opened the door, and let him in to the ground-floor rooms; large, cold, sparsely furnished, but adequate.


    ‘You’ll be sharing,’ she warned him. ‘Did someone tell you?’


    He nodded.


    ‘Well,’ she said. ‘At least you’re here at last.’


    Philip should have started at the school almost eighteen months before. He had come for the interview, had been offered and had accepted the job. He was to have started that September. Andrew Knight had been running him back to London when the accident had happened. He had known Andrew since their school days; they would surely have done a lot of catching-up, but he couldn’t remember. He couldn’t even remember whether or not he had met Caroline; from what she had said, he assumed that he hadn’t.


    

      Smiling, mouths meeting, the tip of his tongue moving over perfect teeth ….


    She shivered. ‘ Sam should have put the fire on,’ she said, going over to the gas fire, and kneeling in front of it. She looked up. ‘That’s who you’re sharing with,’ she said, her voice slightly apologetic. ‘Do you have matches?’


    The driver of an oncoming car had seen fit to overtake the vehicle in front, on a road too narrow for such a manoeuvre, and hadn’t survived the experience; neither had Andrew Knight. Philip had, but he had no recollection of it.


    Trying not to lean too heavily on the stick, he knelt beside her. Kneeling was one of the few physical feats he could achieve without too much difficulty. He produced matches, and the jets lit with a quiet little explosion.


    ‘This is terrible,’ she said, holding her hands out to the warmth. ‘We can’t even offer you hot food today, I’m afraid – some crisis in the kitchen. But there’s a pub just down the road that does lunches.’


    ‘It’s better than last time,’ he said.


    Tt must have been dreadful for you,’ she said. ‘All that time in hospital.’


    ‘I survived.’ There was something familiar about her, he thought, and he coloured slightly, not wanting to admit any non-visible defects. ‘This is the first time we’ve met, isn’t it?’ he asked.


    ‘Not quite,’ she said. ‘I came to see you in hospital.’


    ‘Things from before and after the accident are sometimes a bit hazy,’ he said.


    ‘It doesn’t matter,’ she said. ‘ I didn’t expect you to remember me. You were in a bad way.’


    

      Her lips parting to admit his questing tongue ….


    He must have seen the car coming, he supposed; he must have closed his eyes and waited for the impact, but he could remember nothing. He couldn’t even remember arriving at the school, or anything about the interview, except tiny, fragmentary, frustrating snatches. The last thing he really remembered was getting on the train to come here.


    ‘It seems amnesia’s not uncommon,’ he said. ‘Something to do with the pain. Your memory blanks it out.’


    ‘I wish mine could,’ she said.


    ‘It was good of the school to keep the job open all this time,’ he said.


    

      Unbuttoning her top button, slipping a hand inside her blouse ….


    ‘The least they could do,’ she said.


    ‘It wasn’t the school’s fault.’


    

      Cupping her warm, silk-encased breast in the palm of his hand ….


    ‘Perhaps not,’ she said, handing him back the matches, and standing up. ‘Well – I expect you’d like to rest before you start looking round.’ And she left, closing the door behind her.


    Philip closed his eyes, hearing the quiet roar of the gas fire. He leaned on the stick, and slowly, painfully, got to his feet, standing motionless for a moment. Then his hand gripped the wooden shaft of his stick, and he raised it above his head, bringing it down on the table with all the strength he possessed. Pain shot through his body as the stick shuddered in his hand, and he let it go, watching it roll along the floor.


    Now he would have to pick the damn thing up again.


    Barry Treadwell watched Diana Hamlyn from the window as she crossed the courtyard, towards the playing-field, on her way to the junior dormitory. He sighed, sliding open his desk drawer, and feeling at the back for the bottle. He drank from it twice before replacing the cork, and putting it back. The phone rang as he did so; he answered it to Kitty, the receptionist.


    ‘Mr Treadwell – Mrs Knight said to tell you that she’s looking after Mr Newby.’


    Damn. He’d forgotten all about him. ‘Good,’ he said. ‘Thank you, Kitty.’


    ‘And .…’


    He knew he didn’t want her to go on.


    ‘… there’s been another theft,’ she said. ‘A ring.’


    Treadwell took the receiver from his ear, and sat with it in his hand for a moment; when he put it back, she was still on the other end of the line. ‘ Where from?’ he asked wearily.


    ‘The ladies’ loo,’ said Kitty. ‘Miss Castle says she took it off to wash her hands, and remembered about it as soon as she got back to the staff room. She went back, but it had gone.’


    ‘Is she sure?’ he implored. Treadwell was fifty-six, but on the first day of term he always felt twenty years older. Now this.


    ‘She’s quite sure. She’s here. Do you want her to come up?’


    No, he didn’t want her to come up. A boys’ school shouldn’t have ladies’ loos, was his first reactionary thought. Then it wouldn’t have ladies taking their rings off in them. So no one could steal them. He had been at the school for two and a half years. The previous head had agreed with the governors’ odd notions when it came to staff; employing women was just one of them. If he had had anything to do with it, he would have fought the idea, just as he was fighting the suggestion that they admit girls. But he had already lost that, and the first of the female pupils would be starting next year whether he liked it or not.


    The first woman had been Caroline Knight, who had come four years ago as some sort of package deal with her husband, Andrew. Two vacancies had been advertised, the newly married Knights had applied, and the idea had appealed apparently. It would not have appealed to Treadwell, but it had been an established fact when he arrived, and it seemed to have worked, for as long as it had lasted.


    His heart felt heavy as he thought of Andrew Knight; deputy head, a good teacher, a good man. For poor Andrew had been wiped out in a car crash less than a year after Treadwell started, and Treadwell didn’t want to think about that.


    Anyway, Caroline had been the first, and save for the months immediately following Andrew’s death she was level-headed and logical and even quite good company. But she had opened the door for the others, and now one of the damn women was saying her ring had been stolen.


    ‘Send her up,’ he said.


    He listened to her story, and had to admit that unless (as he tended to suspect) the woman had no brain at all, then she had taken her ring off in the ladies’, walked along ten feet of corridor into the staff room, remembered, walked backhand it had gone. Yes, she said coyly when he asked her, there had been someone else in there, but she didn’t want to accuse anyone.


    But Treadwell knew, without her assistance, who it must have been. Perhaps if he called in the police it might bring her to her senses; he needn’t voice his suspicions.


    ‘We’ll have to get the police this time,’ he said to her and, sighing, he picked up the phone.


    ‘Oh,’ she said. ‘It wasn’t my engagement ring.’ She waved her left hand at him to indicate its continuing presence on her finger. ‘I mean, it isn’t valuable or anything.’


    No, he hadn’t supposed it would be. The things that went missing never were.


    He asked for the chief superintendent, and saw Miss Castle raise her eyebrows just a little. Why shouldn’t he? The man was a friend of his. He wanted to be sure it was all handled properly, he thought, running a hand through springy grey hair. Nothing irritated the middle classes so much as having their sons suspected of theft.


    He just wished it was one of their sons he suspected.


    The canteen was virtually empty, much to Sam’s delight. There were many things about teaching art in a small, fifth-rate private school that he didn’t like; eating with blazered youths was just one of them.


    ‘Salads?’ he said incredulously. ‘What do you mean, there’s only salads?’


    ‘The electricity went off to the cookers,’ the girl explained patiently. ‘It’s only just been fixed, because we couldn’t get an electrician any sooner.’


    ‘You can’t call salad food, woman! How do you expect me to exist on—?’


    ‘Hello, Sam. Still complaining?’


    Sam turned to see one of the few things he did like about the place.


    She rubbed her cold hands together. ‘Oh, it’s cold out there,’ she said, shivering.


    ‘Good afternoon, Caroline,’ he said. ‘Don’t expect any rib-sticking stew to take the cold out of your bones, whatever you do. We’re being fed like sodding rabbits today.’


    ‘I know,’ she said. ‘ So would you if you ever read any notices.’


    ‘This place has got more signs and notices than a bloody—’ He broke off, being unable to think than what. ‘Besides, I’m an artist – I don’t have to be able to read.’


    They picked up their salads, and went to a table beside one of the old-fashioned radiators. Sam sat down and looked reflectively at Caroline. ‘ I take it that was Philip Newby at the office this morning?’ he asked.


    ‘Yes,’ she said.


    ‘Are you all right?’


    She frowned. ‘Why shouldn’t I be?’ she asked.


    ‘Well – it’s a reminder, and all that.’


    Her eyes grew hard. ‘I hadn’t forgotten,’ she said.


    ‘No, well,’ said Sam, ‘you know what I mean. Anyway – what’s he like?’


    ‘He’s all right, I suppose.’


    ‘Oh, come on! I’ve got to live with the guy – I want to know what he’s like. For all I know he’s queer.


    ‘I don’t think you need worry on that score.’


    ‘Oh – what’s up? Did he make a pass at you?’


    ‘Of course not!’


    ‘Well – what didn’t you like about him?’


    ‘Nothing,’ she said, decidedly on the defensive. ‘He’s all right, that’s all. He didn’t say much.’


    ‘There’s something about him you didn’t like,’ Sam persisted.


    ‘Oh, for God’s sake! I exchanged about three sentences with the man. He’d had a long drive, his leg was probably hurting him, you were the first member of staff that he clapped eyes on, and then he found out he was sharing a flat with you! No wonder he seemed a bit odd.’


    ‘He has to be odd,’ Sam said, ‘ or he wouldn’t be eligible to work here.’ He looked up as some more members of staff wandered in. ‘Look at them,’ he said. ‘ Flotsam and jetsam – we take what other schools throw out. How this place has staggered on for a hundred and fifty years is beyond me.’


    She looked up. ‘I wasn’t thrown out by another school,’ she said.


    No. But she had come as one of an inseparable pair; Sam knew for a fact that they had tried several schools before this one. Positively unnatural, in Sam’s view, being so wrapped up in one another. Especially at their age. And she was an odd one herself. Blew hot and cold.


    Maybe she fancied this Newby; he’d heard it took some people like that. Though it was hard to imagine Caroline fancying anyone. He’d taken her out once or twice since she had begun to get over Andrew’s death, and the relationship had moved from entirely platonic through sub-teenage to long discussions about how she didn’t feel ready. Sam didn’t really mind. He liked her company, and if it developed beyond that – fine. But in between the outings and the discussions he seemed to be the last person on earth that she wanted to spend time with. Perhaps he embarrassed her. He hoped he did. At any rate, she had never given the least hint that she was remotely interested in him other than as an occasionally necessary social accessory.


    ‘How long was he in hospital?’ he asked.


    A little frown creased her forehead. ‘Who?’ she asked.


    ‘Newby.’ She knew damn well who.


    ‘He was in and out for about a year, I believe. He’s had dozens of operations.’ She gave a short sigh. ‘He’s been at some sort of recuperation place for six months.’


    ‘It was hard luck,’ Sam said.


    ‘Hard luck? Is that all you think it was?’


    Sam shrugged. ‘What else? Some nutter comes out of a line of cars, Andrew gets killed, Newby gets crippled – bad luck. Fate, if you’d rather.’


    She just looked at him, not speaking, not arguing.


    ‘Well,’ he said, ‘what would you call it? ’


    She sighed. ‘Forget it,’ she said.


    ‘What’s he doing for lunch?’ Sam asked.


    ‘I don’t know. I told him he could get something hot at the pub.’


    Sam frowned. ‘Does he know where it is?’ he asked.


    ‘I don’t know!’


    ‘You mean you just left him to fend for himself?’


    ‘Can we drop the subject of Philip Newby?’ Oh, well. Presumably his presence had upset her. But someone had better see that the man got fed.


    ‘Are you going to this party tonight?’ Caroline asked.


    ‘If you are,’ he said. ‘ Does cocktails with the Hamlyns turn you on?’


    ‘Not really,’ she said. ‘ But I suppose it would be a bit off not to celebrate his promotion.’


    ‘Robert Hamlyn – deputy head,’ said Sam, in tones of wonderment. ‘Who would credit it?’


    ‘Robert’s all right,’ said Caroline, determined to disagree with him about everything, obviously.


    ‘He’s all right,’ Sam agreed. ‘ But I don’t think the deputy headmaster’s wife should be the good time that was had by all, do you?’


    She shook her head. ‘Probably not,’ she said.


    ‘No other school would employ him, never mind make him the deputy head.’


    The deputy between Andrew and Robert Hamlyn had abandoned ship during the summer break, having realised all too quickly what he had got himself into. Sam had his own ideas as to why Hamlyn had been thus exalted.


    ‘What’s wrong?’ asked Caroline. ‘Do you think it should have been you?’


    ‘Oh, very funny. No, but there are one or two people I think it could have been. You, for instance.’


    She looked at him strangely, again, then smiled, shaking her head.


    ‘The boys would have been queuing up to have you discipline them,’ he said, pushing away his barely touched salad, and standing up. ‘I think I’ll see if Newby wants to come to the pub,’ he said.


    Caroline was no fun when she was in one of her moods, and it was with something like relief that Sam stepped out into the sleet which was now slicing its way through the air, and walked down to the staff block, letting himself in to find Newby sitting by the fire.


    ‘Waters,’ he said. ‘Sam. I teach art because no one buys my paintings.’ He held out his hand.


    Newby looked a little startled, then smiled. ‘Newby,’ he said. ‘Philip. I teach English because I like it.’


    ‘They’re feeding us on grass at the canteen,’ said Sam. ‘I wondered if you fancied something at the pub.’


    ‘I’ve heard of you,’ Newby said slowly. ‘You had an exhibition at the Tate – it was quite successful, wasn’t it?’


    ‘It was five years ago,’ Sam said, surprised as he always was when anyone had heard of him. ‘Are you interested in art?’


    ‘Yes,’ said Newby. ‘I went to the Tate a lot when I was in London – I like the things the tabloids make fun of.’


    ‘So do I,’ said Sam thoughtfully. ‘Yes – the exhibition was quite successful. But you have to die in my business before you earn enough to live on.’


    Newby smiled. ‘ I don’t suppose you’re too pleased about having a room-mate,’ he said.


    ‘Oh, I don’t know,’ said Sam truthfully. ‘I’ll be glad of the company.’


    ‘I’ll be looking for somewhere of my own,’ Newby said.


    ‘Good luck. The nearest town is Stansfield, and that’s twenty miles away,’ said Sam. ‘And if you get anywhere in one of the villages you’ll have even less privacy than you get here.’


    There was a knock at the door, and Sam watched as Newby went to answer it, moving in the oddly quick way he had, almost as though the stick wasn’t there at all. He could have gone, but he had a feeling in his bones that that wouldn’t have been a wise move.


    ‘Philip,’ Barry Treadwell’s voice boomed. ‘So sorry I couldn’t meet you myself this morning, but there were a million things to do.’ He walked in, nodded to Sam, then turned back to Newby. ‘Still,’ he said, ‘I’m sure you’d rather have Caroline showing you round than me!’


    Newby didn’t react with the expected polite smile. If Sam were to be asked, he would say that he saw a faint flush on Newby’s face.


    ‘Now – are you settling in all right? Got someone lined up to bring in your stuff?’


    ‘Not yet,’ said Newby.


    ‘Soon remedy that.’ He went back to the door, and bellowed at the youth who was passing to get someone else and start unpacking Newby’s car. ‘Keys?’ he said, turning back.


    ‘It’s open,’ said the still bemused Newby. ‘The back door doesn’t lock.’


    Treadwell relayed this information to the young man who had answered his summons; Matthew Cawston, head boy and smooth bastard. Sam didn’t care for him.


    ‘Good,’ Treadwell said. ‘ That’s got that organised. You didn’t see much of the place when you came for the interview, did you? And it was a long time ago, now. So have a good look round, and anything you think you need – come to me. Anything we can do to make things easier … just pop into my office – any time. Sorry I can’t stay and chat.’


    Sam looked at Philip Newby when Barry had gone. ‘ So,’ he said. ‘You’ve met the lovely Caroline?’


    Newby nodded.


    ‘Forget it,’ Sam said. ‘I’ve got my name down.’


    ‘I’m sorry?’ Newby said.


    There was another knock on the door, which opened to reveal Cawston and a bearer. The smaller boy staggered in, loaded down with suitcases.


    ‘Where would you like your things, sir?’ asked Cawston.


    ‘Oh – just dump them in my room,’ said Newby, going to open the door for the panting child. ‘Anywhere,’ he said.


    Sam watched as Cawston supervised. ‘Cawston,’ he said. ‘Try going back to the car and picking up a few things yourself. You never know, it might just work.’


    Cawston’s back stiffened for a moment. ‘ Yes, sir,’ he said.


    ‘And don’t call me fucking sir!’ roared Sam, as Cawston left. ‘Lazy young sod,’ he said to Newby, as the other one emerged from the bedroom and scampered out before he got sworn at, too.


    Newby was trying not to look startled, and manfully got back to the matter in hand. ‘ Er … you and … Mrs Knight,’ he said. ‘Are you …?’ He finished with a movement of his head.


    ‘Well,’ said Sam. ‘Let’s put it this way. There are four hundred males and twenty-three females in this place.’


    Cawston and his labourer returned with various items of Newby’s luggage.


    ‘Eight of them are under ten – I don’t know if you’re into paedophilia, but I’m not,’ Sam continued, enjoying Newby’s consternation at his discussing such things within the boys’ earshot. ‘Twelve of them are married, and one, as we all know only too well, is engaged to be married. If they stray, they don’t do it here.’


    ‘Is there more in the boot, sir?’ asked Cawston.


    ‘Except for one, of course,’ said Sam. ‘But she’s a nympho.’


    ‘No,’ Newby said, with a quick, disapproving glance at Sam. ‘It was frozen up this morning – I couldn’t use it.’ He dug in his pocket for change.


    ‘And you can get too much of a good thing,’ Sam went on, ignoring Newby’s embarrassment.


    Newby hurriedly tipped the boys, thanking them, shepherding them to the door.


    ‘One is Matron,’ continued Sam, ‘ who is twice my size and coming up for sixty-five. And the other one is Caroline.’


    Newby closed the door with a sigh of relief, and took cigarettes from his jacket pocket. He lit one as he considered Sam’s words. ‘Which one’s the nympho?’ he asked.


    Sam had been expecting a reproof. He grinned. ‘You’ll find out,’ he said. ‘Are you coming to the pub?’


    ‘Mrs Knight! Mrs Knight!’


    Caroline turned in the direction of the peremptory treble.


    ‘Mrs Knight – Mrs Hamlyn says could you possibly pop up to see her if you have a moment?’


    The faithful reproduction of Diana Hamlyn’s request made Caroline smile, and she followed the child back to the junior dormitory, and popped up to see Diana, who sat amid trunks and suitcases and sundry grey-blazered small boys, a blonde, vivacious splash of colour.


    ‘… and this has no name-tag.’ She looked at the child over her reading-glasses, which were perched on the end of her nose. ‘You can write your name, can you, young man?’


    The child smiled shyly at her mock sternness, and Diana went on. ‘ Two white shirts, two—’ She looked up and smiled. ‘Oh, super, Caroline. Are you on your way back to the staff block by any chance? The thing is that I only found out about this new chap this morning – I mean, he hasn’t had an invitation for drinks. I’m stuck here with these horrors, and I’m hours behind – could you be an angel and pop in to tell him he’s more than welcome?’


    I’ll bet he is, thought Caroline, as she tried to think of a way of refusing. Diana always welcomed a new man. She was an odd mixture of sense and sensibility.


    ‘Can you?’ Diana asked. ‘ Or are you fearfully busy?’


    No, Caroline wasn’t fearfully busy. But she hadn’t been able to get away from Philip Newby fast enough, and she had no desire to go back. She still tried to think of a plausible excuse, but none presented itself. She supposed she was being silly; it wasn’t as if he had actually made a pass at her or anything. And, if the worst came to the worst, she could certainly run faster than him.


    Diana smiled her thanks. ‘Two vests,’ she said, carrying on with her inventory. ‘I’m assuming you have one on.’


    He smiled again, pinkly confirming her supposition. Diana was in her element with the little ones, thought Caroline, and not for the first time wondered why she had none of her own.


    And she delivered Philip’s message from Diana. At first he was diffident, almost shy; she wondered if she had imagined the whole thing until after a few moments she became aware of his intense interest once more.


    It surprised her a little that she thought of him as Philip. Not as Philip Newby, or Mr Newby, or just Newby, as Sam called him. There was something about Philip that she recognised, and understood. The shared experience of the accident, perhaps; she didn’t know.


    ‘Is it the sort of thing I ought to go to?’ he asked her calves.


    ‘Well, he’s just been appointed deputy head,’ she said. ‘That’s what they’re celebrating. I don’t know how strong you are on keeping in with the bosses. But it’s a good way to meet the rest of the staff.’


    His eyes travelled up, lingering now and then, before meeting hers. ‘I suppose I should go,’ he said.


    She resisted the temptation to pull the collar of her blouse together as his eyes rested on the little line of cleavage of which she was now as intensely aware as he was. She stood up. ‘They live at the top of the junior dormitory,’ she said. ‘That’s the building just across the side-road.’


    ‘The one that backs on to the car park?’


    ‘That’s right,’ she said, going to the door, wondering if he was actually listening to anything she said.


    ‘What about the Grand Tour?’ he asked, getting to his feet.


    Damn. She’d forgotten about that. He did listen, apparently. ‘Of course,’ she said, her heart sinking at the thought.


    He wanted to see everything, but she could see that trying to keep his feet on the slippery cobbles of the little lane through the buildings was painfully difficult. She was uncharitably grateful to the road surface for taking his mind off her anatomy.


    Over the years, buildings had been added to the grounds until it looked like a small village; a tour merely confused new people. But, she assured Philip as they went into the main building, he would find his way about eventually.


    She showed him the staff room, and one of the classrooms, then popped her head round Barry Treadwell’s door.


    ‘Oh, I beg your pardon,’ she said, when she saw that he had someone with him. ‘I was just showing Philip round.’


    ‘Come in, come in,’ Treadwell said. ‘Philip may as well find out that it’s not all roses.’ He gestured towards the dark-haired woman with him. ‘This is Detective Sergeant Hill,’ he said.


    Sergeant Hill was about her own age, well dressed, and attractive. Caroline nodded to her, puzzled by her presence, and delighted that she was female, which would not please Barry at all.


    ‘Something’s gone missing,’ Barry said by way of explanation. ‘Already.’


    ‘We’ve got a thief,’ she said to Philip. ‘Watch your valuables.’ She turned back to Treadwell. ‘ I’ll leave you to it,’ she said.


    They left the headmaster’s study, and went back downstairs, where she ticked off doors as they passed. ‘ Storeroom, boiler room – and this’, she said, opening the insignificant door at the end of the corridor, ‘will surprise you.’


    She liked introducing people to the Great Hall by its internal door, watching their faces as they found themselves in its baronial splendour.


    Philip looked up at the exposed beams arching across the high ceiling, and walked slowly towards one of the carved pillars, his face breaking into a slow smile at the sheer chaotic bad taste of it all.


    ‘It’s called the Great Hall,’ she said, as they crossed over, towards the double doors by which people more usually entered. ‘The original school had it built on, for reasons best-known to the founder. It’s used for assembly, prize-giving, lectures – that sort of thing. This is where we’ll be holding the Sesquicentennial Ball.’


    ‘Lovely word,’ he said. ‘ You’d have to celebrate it just so you could use it. It’s next month, isn’t it?’ he asked.


    ‘Yes. Friday the fourteenth. St Valentine’s Day.’


    His face broke into a sudden and engaging smile. ‘That’s what Sam needs the adjectival dinner-jacket for!’ he said.


    ‘Correct,’ she said, laughing, as she pushed open the double doors to the entrance-hall.


    ‘Loos, cloakroom, telephone,’ she said, tackling the huge, arched outside door which weighed about a ton, and stepped out into the courtyard.


    Philip followed her, his step becoming unsure once more as he made his way across the cobbles.


    ‘What are all these buildings?’ he asked, stopping by one, trying not to look as though he was recovering from his short journey across the courtyard.


    Caroline pointed to the one behind the Hall. ‘That’s the Dining Hall,’ she said. ‘ Most people just call it the canteen. And the new one behind that is the gymnasium.’


    Philip nodded. ‘What’s in here?’ he asked, trying the handle of the door he was pretending not to lean on. ‘Oh,’ he said, as visitors always did, when he found himself looking directly at the snow-covered playing-field through the open wall at the other side.


    ‘The Barn,’ said Caroline. ‘At least that’s what it used to be. It’s even got a hay-loft.’ She led the way in.


    ‘So it has,’ said Philip. ‘ Do you have some use for hay?’


    Caroline stiffened slightly. ‘Not to feed animals,’ she said. Diana sometimes had a use for hay, she thought, but she didn’t burden Philip with explanations. He looked a little puzzled at her cryptic answer, and she smiled briefly. ‘Anyway – that lot’s well past its sell-by date,’ she said. ‘We tend to use this place like other people use attics.’


    ‘So I see,’ said Philip.


    Boxes, old books, builders’ left-overs lined the floor along the walls. But you could still have held a dance in what was left. They almost had, but the effort of getting it cleared out had proved too much for Barry.


    ‘Couldn’t it be put to some better use?’ asked Philip. ‘All this space?’


    ‘Ah – you and Sam had better get together,’ Caroline said. ‘He wants it to be turned into a new art room. The big doors face north, apparently. He wants glass put in their place, and all sorts of things.’ She smiled. ‘But that costs money, and this school doesn’t have a lot of that.’


    They wandered out, and Caroline slid the barn doors shut. ‘They’re supposed to be kept closed,’ she said. ‘But the kids play in here.’ She turned. ‘ That’s the junior dormitory,’ she said, pointing across the playing-field. ‘The Hamlyns’ flat is at the top.’ She smiled at his confused expression. ‘You’ll get your bearings,’ she said.


    ‘Don’t you have a garden, or something?’ Philip asked.


    ‘No,’ she said. ‘There’s no room. We’ve got buildings everywhere there was once a space.’


    He frowned a little. ‘I thought I remembered a garden,’ he said.


    As they moved off again, his stick skidded on the frozen cobbles, shooting out of his hand; Caroline retrieved it, examining it for damage.


    ‘There’s a little crack just about halfway down,’ she said concernedly.


    He almost snatched it from her. ‘I know,’ he said.


    They carried on, more slowly now that he was taking care with the stick, and on their way back to the staff block Caroline explained the buildings that huddled round the lane. There had been a time when the enrolment had increased rather than decreased every year, and the result was a wonderful mixture of periods and mock-periods. The whole place was an architect’s nightmare, and Caroline liked it.


    Philip suddenly stopped, as they emerged from the lane. ‘ There’s no need to see me home,’ he snapped.


    Caroline raised an eyebrow. ‘I live here, too,’ she pointed out.


    His unexpected smile appeared again. ‘Sorry,’ he said.


    Caroline smiled back. When he wasn’t ogling her, or biting her head off, he wasn’t all that bad. In fact, he reminded her of Andrew; she wasn’t surprised that they had been friends.


    Outside the light faded, and Judy Hill tried to sound interested in Mr Treadwell’s problems.


    ‘And it began about eighteen months ago?’ she asked, taking out her notebook.


    ‘Yes, just about. A year ago last September – at the beginning of the autumn term. At first, we didn’t even realise we had a thief – the odd thing went missing now and then, but it wasn’t constant. There would be months when nothing went missing. But eventually we knew it couldn’t be coincidence.’


    ‘Do you have a list of the stolen items?’


    ‘Not as such,’ he said. ‘I’ve noted them down here and there, but I haven’t done an actual list. I can let you have one, if you like.’


    ‘Yes, please,’ she said, trying not to yawn. ‘Have you done anything yourself about the thefts?’


    ‘I made an announcement at assembly. Told everyone to keep a careful eye on anything that might be stolen, and to report anything that was. I advised the thief to stop, because if he was caught he would be expelled.’


    Dynamic leadership, Judy thought, and her brown eyes widened a little as she wrote. ‘You’re certain it is one of the boys?’ she asked.


    ‘Well,’ he said, ‘yes. Yes, I imagine it is.’ He got up and looked out at the darkening sky. ‘I think we must be seen to be doing something about it.’


    ‘What’s gone missing today?’


    ‘A ring – not worth much but, then, none of it is. It belongs to one of the teachers. She’d left it on the .…’


    Judy wrote down what he was saying. There wasn’t much you could do about this sort of stealing, with upwards of four hundred suspects. On the first day of term, everyone was all over the place. There were no classes; there was nothing to pin anyone down to a particular place at a particular time. Whoever it was, he bided his time, and took great care not to get caught. It was obviously purely to irritate.


    Trust Lloyd to land her with this on her first day back. ‘As a favour to Chief Superintendent Allison,’ he had said, blue eyes shining with suspect honesty. ‘The headmaster doesn’t want uniforms all over the show.’


    ‘What’s wrong with Sandwell?’ she had asked.


    ‘Mr Allison thinks a woman would be less threatening to the lads.’ He had grinned mischievously. ‘And I thought it would be a nice way to ease you back into harness.’


    This, of course, was Lloyd’s way of getting at her, Judy thought darkly, as she glanced at her notes, at the list she had made of where the thefts had occurred.


    ‘Would I be right in thinking that these are mainly staff areas?’ She glanced down the list. ‘ Staff room, sports pavilion, secretary’s office, kitchen, storeroom …’ she read.


    ‘Yes,’ he said testily, then apologised. ‘ It is popularly believed to be a member of staff,’ he admitted. ‘But that’s out of the question.’


    ‘Well,’ said Judy, ‘I’d better start with the boys, if you think it’s one of them.’


    ‘How?’ asked Treadwell, alarmed.


    ‘Do you have a head boy?’ Judy asked.


    ‘Oh, yes.’


    ‘Perhaps if I speak to him. If it is one of the boys, he quite probably has an idea who.’


    ‘He’d never tell you if he did. That would be sneaking.’


    ‘I know. But he might warn off whoever it is. Or just knowing that the police have been called in might put the thief off. And, if it is a member of staff, they might get an attack of conscience if the boys seem to be being suspected.’


    That was what Treadwell was hoping.


    She closed her notebook. ‘It isn’t very satisfactory, but .…


    ‘Yes, yes.’ Treadwell stood up. ‘I’ll send Matthew in,’ he said. ‘In the meantime, I’m sure you could do with a cup of tea.’


    Judy smiled, and Treadwell left. Again, she found her thoughts turning to Lloyd, and was irritated with herself for being unable to divorce her personal life from her professional life. She had always been able to before.


    The tea came, brought in by a youth who looked to Judy far older than most of the constables with whom she worked. She stood up and relieved him of the cup and saucer. He was slightly taller than she was, and somehow contrived to make his uniform look like what the fashionable man-about-town was wearing, with exactly the correct amount of cuff showing, and an air of elegance that Lloyd would have envied. Lloyd somehow never looked like that. Someone she knew did, though; he reminded her of someone. Not his features. His manner, his personality.


    ‘Matthew Cawston,’ he said smoothly. ‘Mr Treadwell said that you wanted to speak to me.’


    Judy turned her mind once more to work, until at last she was leaving the school, and on her way home.


    Two weeks since her promise. Two weeks of steeling herself, lecturing herself, loathing herself for being such a coward, had crystallised into two words. Tell him. Tell him at breakfast, before he goes to work. Tell him when he comes home from work. Tell him in the evening, when he’s settling down to watch television. Tell him before you go to bed, tell him at breakfast. It wasn’t as if it would come as all that much of a surprise to him; Michael had probably already guessed about her and Lloyd. But somehow none of that made it any easier. And it had only been a fortnight ago that she had made her mind up to leave him; she had to pick the right moment.


    She drove home with the words beating in her mind like a pulse. It was a half-hour drive from the school, which contrived almost literally to be in the middle of nowhere, but which somehow came under the purview of Stansfield Constabulary. At last she saw the orange lights flanking the snow-lined dual carriageway into the new town, and now-familiar landmarks came into view. The industrial estate with its neat factory units looking like terraced houses, and the superstore looking like an enormous Swiss chalet, with its seemingly permanent covering of snow. The DIY store with swings and see-saws and slides; the adventure playground, with tyres and planks.


    A left turn, and she would be in the village that had been there since Elizabethan times. The old Stansfield, where Lloyd lived.


    

      Tell Lloyd that you still haven’t told Michael. I dare you.


    She took the right turn.


    Michael smiled when she came in. Don’t smile, why would you smile? Criticise me for something, God knows that’s what you usually do. Say that it’s high time we moved out of this town. Go on about how much we’d get for the house if we put it on the market. Tell me that you’ve got filing clerks earning more than I do, so it’s not as though my job’s that important, and you could get a job anywhere. Prove you don’t understand, don’t want to understand – don’t smile.


    ‘How did it go?’ he asked.


    ‘What?’


    ‘Your first day back.’


    ‘Oh. Fine.’


    ‘Are they going to give you a medal or something?’


    ‘Good God, I hope not.’ She took off her coat and went out into the hallway to hang it up.


    ‘Why not?’ he called through. ‘You were hurt in the line of duty – you could have got killed.’


    She went back. ‘Well, I wasn’t,’ she said.


    ‘No, thank God.’


    

      Tell him. ‘Michael, I want to tell you—’


    ‘Shall I tell you something funny?’ he said, interrupting her.


    She sat down with a sigh.


    ‘When I came home, and the house was in darkness – I forgot you were back at work. I was expecting you to be here.’


    Oh, here we go, she thought. How nice it was to have her at home. So why didn’t she just give up her job and go with him to a nice middle-class town and have a baby before it was too late?


    ‘And for a moment .…’ He laughed a little shyly. ‘For a moment, I thought you’d left me.’


    She looked up at him. ‘Left you?’ she repeated dully.


    ‘It wasn’t such a strange thing to think,’ he said. ‘Was it? I mean – we’re not even.… Well, I just thought you had. And then I realised you were just at work,’ he said. ‘But I thought … other men don’t think their wives have left them just because the light’s out. And I know things haven’t been too good since I got the promotion – but that’s just because we’re not used to being together all the time. We’ve drifted apart, that’s all.’


    Judy couldn’t speak.


    ‘But we’ve stayed together ten years, and I don’t want to lose you, Judy.’ His eyes dropped away from hers. ‘I really thought you’d gone,’ he said. ‘And I felt exactly like I did when I was three years old and lost my mother in Woolworth’s. Total panic.’


    Judy listened to the little speech with a dismay which she felt must show on her face, but he didn’t seem to notice.


    He metaphorically picked himself up and dusted himself off. ‘Well, now I’ve said it. What were you going to tell me?’


    ‘Oh,’ she said, looking away from him as she told a rare lie. ‘Nothing. I don’t remember.’


    ‘Can’t have been anything important, then,’ he said, with a smile. ‘Would you like a drink?’


    Matthew Cawston looked up at the windows of Palmerston House, checking that all the lights were out. His fellow-prefects would go from room to room, opening the doors; Matthew thought that a waste of energy. Tonight, something was going on in the junior dorm which interested him. And they hadn’t all arrived yet.


    He stepped out of the shadow of the building, and walked to the end of the lane, where he lit an illicit cigarette. He shook the match out and buttoned his jacket against the chill. He was glad to be back at school, and away from all the rowing at home. He had caused it, of course, by refusing to be put into some sort of pigeon-hole by his father. His mother had taken his side, as she always did, so before long it was his mother and father who were shouting at one another.


    School was infinitely preferable to that. Here, they only wanted him to shine for them, and he could do that without trying. He drew deeply on the cigarette, watching stars begin to appear as the clouds drifted off, and the temperature fell once more.


    ‘What are you intending doing with your life?’ his father had demanded to know during one of the interminable sessions.
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