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			JANUARY

			The surface of Blackwater Bay was white – a dirty grey white that dully reflected the light of the overcast sky. Iced over to a thickness of two feet or more, the frozen windswept expanse stretched from Perkins Point to the horizon, where the open, deeper water of the Lake lapped at its crusty edges.

			Across this temporary plain there were scattered many small structures. Like cocoons, each structure held an occupant, wrapped in layers of clothing to twice their normal size against the frigid winter temperatures, and all – without exception – hunched over in an unconscious imitation of Rodin’s Thinker, or the central figure in a laxative ad. What held their attention was simply a hole in the ice.

			They sat, variously, on stools, old beer crates, tattered hassocks or broken chairs that had been rejected for any more respectable use. These figures were contemplative, quiet, and often slightly drunk.

			Frank Nixey had been on the ice since seven that morning. His feet were numb. His hands and face were numb. His brain was numb. He had four small perch in his creel, and a determination not to return home until his wife’s mother had gone back to the city.

			Suddenly he stiffened, grew hot, then cold, then colder still.

			Right at his feet, a hideous face had appeared in the ice-hole. A face that couldn’t possibly be real, couldn’t possibly be there, yet there it was.

			The skin was white where it wasn’t torn. The nose was mostly bone. What remained of the lips were pulled back in a weird smile exposing slightly uneven teeth. And there was a small black hole in the middle of its forehead.

			The face was staring up past Frank as if lost in thought.

			He knew that if it spoke to him, he would have to go all the way home for clean underwear. But it did not speak. It just bobbed up and down in the hole, the water lapping gently at its ears.

			For a long moment Frank stared down at it. Gradually the face sank again, the greeny-black water closing over it until it disappeared from view.

			Groggy from the cold and stunned by the shock of this unexpected visitor, Frank Nixey shouted down the hole, the force of his breath making ripples in the water.

			‘Hey, buddy, what you doin’ down there?’ he called.

			But answer there came none.

		

	
		
			ONE

			The house at Perkins Point stood on a grey stony bank that rose abruptly from the shore to a height of some thirty feet, an overhang of grass edging it like glowering eyebrows. The bluff was topped by big trees, their branches weaving black lace around the house that seemed to glare down at Blackwater Bay in Victorian disapproval. Its once-white clapboards needed painting, and on this bitter morning long glittering icicles of random lengths, like daggers pointing accusing fingers at the snow-covered unkempt grounds, hung from the remains of the original gingerbread trim.

			Appearance to the contrary, the house at Perkins Point housed not a miserly old recluse, but six relatively young people sharing accommodation while pursuing busy separate lives. This meant the predominant factor governing the maintenance of the old house was not stinginess but simple procrastination.

			Standing behind the highest window of the house at Perkins Point, Jess Gibbons paused momentarily, her brush half-way through her long hair, and stared down.

			The general atmosphere in the ice fishing village that stretched out below her was usually one of leisure, thoughtfulness, and reflective repose. Because of their thick clothing and the low temperatures that slowed their blood flow and numbed their limbs, ice fishermen rarely moved at more than a slow shuffle.

			Yet down on the ice, a man had emerged from one of the more ramshackle huts and was running toward the shore.

			She watched him weave an apparently random path between the other huts. His almost panicky loose-kneed progress made her smile. Drunk was the likeliest explanation, even at this early hour. Sometimes they arrived still slightly tight from the day before and just kept themselves on a nice level glow all the day through.

			She supposed an alcoholic haze compensated them for sitting there freezing their backsides off. She liked a drink as well as anyone, but meeting a dead fish face-on would have sobered her up instantly, so it would have been a real waste of good liquor as far as she was concerned. At the far too rapidly ripening age of twenty-nine, there still remained better things for her to do. Although, she thought with a wry grimace, they certainly weren’t coming thick and fast.

			Unlike the wrinkles around her eyes.

			Thrusting hairpins into place to secure the French twist she habitually wore, Jess glanced from the patterns and colours of the ice-fishing village below to a large, unfinished patchwork quilt-top pinned to the cork-covered wall on her left. There was a medieval feel to the temporary village that mushroomed annually on the bay – blues and oranges predominated, but there were also touches of yellow, green, crimson and ochre – that she was trying to capture in her quilt. She drew a deep breath of dissatisfaction, seeing so much work still undone, gauging how little time was left in which to do it. The quilt was intended to be her entry to an International Quilt Show that summer, an impressionistic interpretation of the colourful huts against the pale ice. It didn’t look like she was going to finish it in time.

			She scowled into the mirror over her bureau.

			She’d had flu over Christmas, but that only partially explained the defeat in her eyes and the shadows under them. Lying in her big warm bed, staring at the sloping rafters of the white-painted attic ceiling, she’d had ample opportunity to examine her life and found it wanting.

			Look at you, she told herself in the mirror. Jessica Margaret Gibbons, where is thy sting? Look over there at what you planned to wear today. Look at the expression on your face – do I detect any life? Do I see any hope? No. I see a pointed chin, long dark hair, big eyes, a sulky mouth, and joyless resignation. I see a nose with character and a person with none.

			How dare you feel so superior to those men down on the ice? Why, after a few more decades of teaching at the local High School, ice-fishing will probably begin to look like hysterical fun to you. As you grow older you’ll learn to play bridge, and after that it won’t be long before the wild world of lawn bowling will beckon, followed by tatting, falling out of rocking chairs, terrifying small children by forgetting to put in your teeth and, eventually, death. A brief life, and a dull one.

			She turned away from facing the Wicked Witch of the Attic and returned to the windows – an infinitely more interesting view.

			The running man had reached a mooring ladder on the seawall that edged the bay at a lower point, and was climbing up it with some difficulty, his big boots becoming wedged between each rung. He was closer, now – and looked more shocked than drunk. She was pretty sure the man was Frank Nixey, which meant his burst of energy could be caused by anything from ants in the pants to bats in the belfry, depending on how long his mother-in-law had been staying.

			Funny he should run that way and not toward the parking lot further up where all the fishermen normally left their cars and trucks. She watched him for a moment, then shrugged and turned back into the big room.

			She had returned to Blackwater a couple of years before, after a period of living away, to take up the job of teaching ‘Home Ec’ at the local high school.

			Although – or perhaps because – she’d grown up in Blackwater, her first days back had been odd. There was comfortable familiarity coupled with the classic sensation that everything was smaller and slightly grubbier than she had remembered. And there were ghosts. Among the crowds of young people surging through the familiar halls between classes she had seen fleeting images of her old friends, and even of herself – bright-eyed, hopeful, fresh, looking forward to conquering the world. Then she met those same old friends in town and saw the changes in them – the slightly bowed posture, the acceptance of responsibility, the first tiny inroads of time’s passage.

			At first this had depressed her, but as the months passed the ghosts disappeared from the halls. The contrasts between then and now lessened, and blurred, until the old friends she greeted in town seemed perfectly normal and her own reflection brought no shock or sadness.

			Until this morning, that is. Facing the start of the new term, she’d seen herself clearly – and been dismayed.

			She seemed to be reaching out to embrace middle-age like some long-awaited lover. Beige sweater, beige skirt, sensible shoes, sensible attitudes, sensible life.

			No!

			Dammit, girl, don’t be beige today. New year, new start. Right? Right. How would you have dressed ten years ago? Do it, she told herself. Start taking chances again. Do it. Scare the students half to death. Scare yourself. Do it!

			After a quick browse through the back of the closet, she made her choice. She stuffed the bottom of a new red cashmere sweater (Christmas present from her parents who apparently still believed in her wild, artistic heart) into the top of a long black jersey skirt (from her younger sister who apparently had begun to despair of her ever rising from the dead), cinched her still-slim middle with the big silver buckle of a wide leather belt, stuck her feet into a pair of elderly cowboy boots (acquired at a sale years before), and shrugged on a wildly abstract needlepoint Joseph’s jerkin of many colours (self-constructed for a college project). Throwing a couple of silver chains around her neck and putting on heavy Mexican silver earrings as she clattered down the stairs, the new/ old Jess burst into the kitchen just in time to see the last of the milk cascade over Tom Brady’s cereal. Her brief ebullience drained away.

			‘Gee, thanks, Tom,’ she said.

			He glanced at her, unrepentant. ‘You always drink your coffee black, and you never eat anything for breakfast anyway.’

			‘That’s not the point—’

			‘Oh, yes it is.’

			‘She might have wanted something more substantial this morning,’ said Jason Phillips, who was seated across from Tom polishing off bacon and eggs. ‘I could cook you up something in a jiffy, Jess.’

			Jess shuddered as she turned up the heat under the kettle. ‘No, thanks, Jason. I’m a bit keyed up this morning.’

			‘Everyone else has left,’ Tom continued, defensively. ‘Anyway, I’ll be bringing milk home tonight with the rest of the groceries, since it’s my turn to do the shopping. Have you put everything on the list that you want?’

			‘Yes, thanks. Chip and Pat and Linda have gone already?’

			‘Sure. They are dedicated to their profession, you know. They believe in getting a head start on the little bastards.’

			She poured boiling water from the kettle onto coffee powder and hitched herself up onto the counter to swing her heels while she drank it.

			‘Whereas you and I—’ she began.

			‘Have surrendered our ambitions already,’ he concluded, calmly, and turned over a page of the newspaper. ‘We no longer give a damn.’

			‘I hope you aren’t including me in that category,’ Jason said, mildly. He stood up and carried his plate to the sink, running water onto it and then leaving it there. He was tall and elegantly thin, with golden hair that drooped over his forehead, causing most women to want to brush it back for him. His recent arrival had caused serious flutterings in the classrooms, and the fact that he dressed like an escapee from Brideshead Revisited did not help. He was, in short, an adolescent female student’s dream – sensitive, intelligent, and unreachable – a role he seemed more than satisfied to play. He also happened to be an excellent teacher, which provided Tom Brady with further reason to hate him.

			Jess owned the house at Perkins Point – an inheritance from the spinster aunt who had first instilled in her a love for quiltmaking. The only way she could afford the gradual renovation and upkeep of the old place was to take in lodgers, and she presently had five – all young, all single, and all teachers at the local high school – an arrangement that raised a few eyebrows in the town. But despite what seemed like a perfect setting for scandal, it had not been forthcoming. No wild parties, no passionate liaisons, no violence, nothing. Just six people living at the same address. It was a serious disappointment to some.

			The sexes were currently at par. The three women were Jess herself, Pat Morrison who taught Art, and Linda Casemore who taught Biology. The men were Tom Brady – who taught Physics, Chip Chandler – who taught Physical Education and coached the football team, and the newest addition to the group, Jason Phillips – who taught Chemistry. They were an amiable group that had never properly jelled, in the sense that each lived his or her life individually and only occasionally thought of themselves in the collective sense. The house at Perkins Point was more hotel than home, which was as Jess had hoped when she began the venture.

			Jess smiled. She turned to Tom. ‘Anyway, as for not giving a damn, you can speak for yourself, Mr Brady. I have, as of ten minutes ago, decided to start giving a great big damn again,’ she announced.

			‘Why?’ he enquired, turning a page of the newspaper without looking up.

			‘Because I don’t want to become an ice fisherman.’

			He lowered the paper and looked at her. She looked as bright as a robin, and her eyes were sparkling. He felt a sudden sense of danger, and was uneasy. She’d looked like that in the playground when at the age of eight she announced a diabolical plan to terrorize their third grade teacher. There’d been quite a turnover of teachers in that class. Pace, mentors, he thought. We knew not what we did. ‘What has ice fishing got to do with it?’ he wanted to know.

			Jess explained about the ice fishing and the tatting and eventual death wearing beige and black. ‘No more Miss Middle-Age for me,’ she announced.

			‘Admirable,’ said Jason. ‘Face up to life, that’s what I say. Face up to it and grab with both hands. Carpe diem.’

			Tom looked over the top of the paper at him. As usual, Jason was gazing steadily at Jess and sycophantically agreeing with everything she said. Tom, with an effort, suppressed the usual impulse to kick his fellow resident in the backside.

			Jess put her coffee mug down and rummaged in her huge handbag for a cigarette. By the time she found one, Jason was ready with a light. She drew a luxurious lungful and exhaled with gusto. ‘Ah, that’s better.’ She spoke as one who held a science degree and knew all the pitfalls, but just didn’t give a damn. Not that morning, anyway. Gripping the edge of the cabinet she held tight until the room stopped spinning around her. ‘Let’s just say today is the first day of—’

			‘Don’t,’ Tom pleaded. ‘Don’t say it. Please.’

			She grinned at him, glad he was there to witness her initially faltering steps back to being somebody – anybody – again. Tom had always been there for Jess, from the third grade on. When she was worried, when she was hurt, when she was afraid, it was always Tom she’d turned to for support and a laugh. Right through grade school, high school and college, she and Tom had always been part of the same ‘bunch’ – attending events, supporting clubs, the whole bonded thing. Their inevitable summer romance at the age of seventeen was now only an embarrassing memory. ‘Our three months of hormonal madness’ Tom called it. Short it may have been, but it had proved sufficient time in which to learn that they could never, ever, ever be interested in one another romantically.

			Probably.

			After that episode they had maintained a dignified emotional distance, always friends but never quite as close again. They drifted apart after college, each eventually married, each eventually divorced. But, when she’d returned to Blackwater Bay she found that he, too, had come home to teach. They had met at the school and chose to continue their friendship as if nothing had interrupted it. Continued it cautiously and neutrally, neither ever referring to the years in between. There seemed to be an unspoken agreement between them to keep it light, now, keep it easy. Even so, he was the brother she’d never had, and the thought that he might not be there for her never entered her conscious mind. For Jess, Tom was one of life’s Constants, like the grass and the sky and the bay and the annual ice fishermen.

			Jess decided to let her inspirational lecture lapse. ‘I think I just saw Frank Nixey running out of his fishing hut,’ she said. ‘He was staggering all over the place.’

			‘Probably drunk,’ Tom muttered, his eyes on the newspaper.

			‘I don’t think so.’

			‘Who is Frank Nixey?’ Jason asked.

			‘Oh, come on, he’s always drunk,’ Tom said, turning over a page and running a finger down the basketball scores.

			‘Who is . . . ?’ Jason began again. He looked at the two of them and despaired. They had known one another for so long their conversation was almost a kind of shorthand, difficult for a newcomer to comprehend. Their affinity was complete, along with their communication, even though the latter had lately been less than amiable.

			‘No,’ Jess corrected Tom. ‘He’s usually a little . . . a little . . .’

			‘Drunk.’

			‘Tiddly.’

			‘Drunk.’

			‘Merry.’

			Tom lowered his paper to stare at her. ‘Merry? You call the most miserable man in Blackwater merry?’

			‘Why is he miserable? Who is he?’ Jason persisted.

			‘He’s a man who is living off a generous pension for an industrial injury which no longer really troubles him,’ Tom said. ‘As a result he has nothing to do but read, watch TV, fish and hang around the Golden Perch drinking with his buddies.’

			‘And he’s miserable?’ Jason asked in astonishment.

			‘It also means he’s around his wife a lot,’ Tom explained. ‘That would be enough to make any man miserable.’

			‘What a terrible thing to say,’ Jess admonished him. ‘Dixie isn’t that bad.’ Tom just looked at her. ‘I mean, I know she’s a little . . . but he could . . .’ He went on looking at her. ‘If her mother would just . . .’ He was still looking at her. ‘Well . . .’ she shrugged. ‘You know what I mean.’

			He turned back to his paper. ‘I never know what you mean,’ he grumbled.

			‘That’s because I never mean the same thing twice,’ she said, grinning at the back of his neck. He needed a haircut, as usual. Not especially tall, all bony elbows and knees, Tom always reminded her of a messy little boy who never could keep his shirt-tail tucked in. Especially when he wore those wire-rimmed spectacles he’d found in a Sixties retro shop and had fitted with his own prescription. From the way he was squinting, it was a prescription that needed updating. He’s sliding too, Jess thought. Letting go instead of taking hold. We’re a sorry pair.

			Tom remembered the Sixties with great fondness. The fact that he’d spent most of them in knee-pants, and had come about as close to being a flower child as digging in the garden with a spoon could bring him, his devotion to that gentler dreamtime was in direct conflict with his true personality. He had a mind that was both practical and scientific, which annoyed him, as he really wanted to be a lyrical poet and read aloud in coffee houses. The last time he’d been to a coffee house he’d ended up in the kitchen helping the owner mend one of the espresso machines, and by the time he had emerged to read his one and only poem, everybody had left.

			‘Go away,’ he suggested. ‘You’re confusing Snap, Crackle and Pop. They prefer a quiet, contemplative life, and you’re jangling all over the place.’

			She sighed. ‘Have you seen Cleo and Twister?’ she asked. ‘Has anybody fed them?’

			‘I fed them,’ Jason said, bending down to retrieve his briefcase from beside the kitchen table. ‘And they’ve both been out.’

			‘Right,’ Tom said. ‘For exactly one minute each. They’re probably in the living room by the radiator, recovering from the shock.’ He was back behind his newspaper.

			‘Thanks.’ Jess smiled at Jason and went to say a few words of encouragement to her cats before leaving. Jess’s two cats were annually traumatized by winter. Each time it arrived they acted as if it were a personal betrayal and entirely Jess’s fault. They disapproved of low temperatures, were deeply dismayed by snow, and holed up as soon as the first flake fell.

			She discovered them sitting close together, nose to nose like a pair of bookends. They looked up with a startled air, for all the world as if they had been discussing some secret plan.

			‘Now why do I get the feeling you’ve been up to something?’ she asked them. Probably because they had, she thought. They had been having bursts of very odd manic activity lately, and she was beginning to worry a little about them. At the sound of her voice the two cats began to purr. Making a carefully equal fuss of them, Jess glanced around the room. Quite a few things had been dragged out and scattered about – a banana skin from the wastebasket, a scarf from the hall, a couple of books knocked to the floor. Apparently they had been bored during the night. She re-basketed the banana peel and tidied up. Then, giving them each a final scratch behind the ears, Jess put on her coat and gathered up her own books. ‘Anybody want a lift?’ she shouted toward the kitchen.

			‘Ready when you are,’ Jason said, appearing suddenly. ‘My car is in the garage, remember?’

			‘Of course,’ Jess said, and raised her voice. ‘Tom? Coming?’

			‘I’m taking the van, it’s my turn to do the shopping tonight,’ Tom called out. ‘I told you that. You never listen to me anymore. It’s all over. I knew it would end like this –’

			She smiled to herself. ‘Bye,’ she shouted, and went out.

			Tom heard the door slam, and sighed. Well, Brady, you handled that well, he told himself, sarcastically – congratulations.

			As usual when Jess had breezed into his view and out again, she left behind an emptiness he had only recently recognized. The fact was, he had fallen in love with her and didn’t know what the hell to do about it. There had been no warning at all. He’d merely looked up one day and there she’d been, suddenly different, suddenly a problem. They had known each other for so long that it had never occurred to him his feelings could change in this way. It made him cross and irritable that his mind and body could have mounted this sneaky attack on an otherwise orderly and sensible existence. God knew he was acquainted with enough women, surely there could have been one who could have volunteered to save him from the ignominy of falling for his best friend?

			He felt like someone who had been handed a huge and ungainly package to carry around. How did one bring a sudden lust into the conversation? What would be the right moment? Should he send flowers from ‘a secret admirer’? Push a sloppy poem under her door? Should he corner her on the stairs, drag her by the hair to his room, or stand up in the middle of dinner and ask her if she fancied a quick roll in the hay? And how to handle that terrible silence that might ensue, that look of embarrassment, perhaps even of pity, that would cross her face? Sorry, she would say, sorry, Tom, I just don’t feel that way about you, can’t we just stay friends?

			He folded the newspaper and smacked it down on the table. ‘I am a horse’s ass,’ he announced with great feeling, and glared out at the snow-filled garden, wrapping his arms over his recalcitrant heart. Not for the first time, he considered moving out and leaving the path clear for Jason, the slimy bastard.

			From the day he’d arrived, Jason Phillips had done everything he could to make himself look good to Jess – all the things Tom could not bring himself to do because he had left them undone for so long. His face twisted into an unconscious sneer as he thought about Phillips. Jason was a sweetheart. Jason had accompanied Jess to a quilt show in Hatchville and another in Grantham, even going so far as to pretend to enjoy it. Jason was constantly praising her work, her looks, her ideas, even fussing over her rotten cats. Anything and everything he could do to cut Tom out or make him look an insensitive dolt, Jason did. Tom felt certain there would soon come a time when he would be forced to knock sweet Jason on his tidy, ingratiating ass.

			Maybe he would do it the day he moved out. But, of course, if he moved out he would only see Jess at school, not coming out of the bathroom in her old blue robe with a towel wrapped around her head, not bending over her quilting frame with her glasses at the end of her nose, not rosy-cheeked and shiny as she stood by the stove stirring something, not . . .

			‘Oh, hell.’ He stood up to rinse his cereal bowl and, after putting it in the dishwasher, reached for the Zantac tablets in the cupboard. He didn’t know whether it was his unresolved conflict over Jess or the unruly students in his Physics classes, but something had given him an ulcer. He glanced at the clock. Eight-fifty – and he still had things to do. As he turned away from the dishwasher he managed to stub his toe on the table leg. It was the last straw. ‘Oh, shit!’ he shouted to the unfair world.

			Outside, the wind was thin and cold as a stiletto. Jess ran for her car and found, with relief, that the lock was not frozen. It started easily, too – another reason to be grateful. Winter mornings were always a challenge in Blackwater Bay, and the first morning back to school after the holidays was not one on which to be late. She glanced back at the house. If he didn’t get a move on, Tom would be late. Did he care? She was beginning to doubt it. He had been so glum over Christmas. His had always been a wry outlook on life, but recently there had been a painful edge to his humour. She wished she knew what was wrong. She wished she could do something about it, but Tom was as prickly as he was funny, and she didn’t want to hurt him. She hoped that if he needed something – anything – he would ask. Surely they were close enough for that?

			As they started down the road, she quite expected to see Frank Nixey running along – but there was no sign of him. A few hundred yards further down the lane she saw some fresh ruts in the snow where a car had been parked beneath tall bushes. So he’d cut through someone’s yard to get out onto the ice this morning rather than use the official entry a mile further up the coast – how typical.

			‘He must have been making good time,’ she said, half to herself.

			‘Who?’ Jason asked.

			She’d almost forgotten he was there. ‘Frank Nixey,’ she said. ‘It was the way he was running that was so odd. Almost . . . as if he were afraid of something.’

			‘What on earth could frighten anybody at this time of the morning?’ Jason asked.

			Jess shrugged and carefully negotiated her way over some particularly nasty frozen ruts in the ice-packed road. ‘Maybe he thought his kerosene heater was going to explode,’ she said.

			‘Or perhaps he caught a shark,’ Jason suggested, blandly.

			Jess giggled. ‘I think the worst thing any of them ever catch out there is pneumonia,’ she said. She turned onto the main road and started through town, looking along the pavements as she did so. Suddenly she spotted Frank Nixey standing by his car outside the Post Office, his face as white as a sheet. He seemed to be catching his breath, looking around wildly. She looked back in the rear-view mirror, and saw him go into the Sheriff’s office. ‘That’s funny,’ she said.

			‘Now what?’ Jason asked, patiently. He was fumbling in his briefcase, shuffling papers around. He hadn’t seen Frank Nixey.

			‘Oh, nothing,’ Jess said, driving on. But she was frowning.

		

	
		
			TWO

			‘God almighty, frank, simmer down! It’s not that I don’t believe you,’ shouted Sheriff Matt Gabriel.

			‘White as a fish’s belly,’ Frank Nixey shouted back. ‘Just floated up and floated down. Hello and goodbye. I saw it, I tell you, I saw it as plain as day. Come up like a dumpling in the stew, went down like—’

			‘I got it, I got it,’ Matt interrupted, making notes on the report sheet.

			‘—like a doughnut in the coffee,’ finished Frank, his face flushed beneath his old fishing hat, which sat askew over one ear, dangling hooks dangerously close to his eyes. ‘You got to do something, Matt. He’s under the ice. He could be drowned by now.’

			‘He is drowned by now.’ Deputy George Putnam added his voice to the confrontation. ‘For crying out loud, Frank, use your head. He was already drowned when he came up like that.’

			‘Right up like a thing in one of them balls that you ask questions to,’ Frank nodded. “You could be right” and “Maybe not” and—’

			‘What is he talking about, George?’ Matt asked, wearily.

			For the past twenty minutes they had been listening to Frank Nixey tell and re-tell of his encounter with the Creature From the Bottom of the Bay. Each rendering of the tale became more lurid and more sinister, as Frank moved about the office with the exaggerated steps of someone who is afraid of being thought drunk, thereby merely verifying the diagnosis. He was enthralled by the excitement of it all. The only thing better that could have happened to him was attending his mother-in-law’s funeral.

			‘Didn’t you ever have one of those black eight-ball things when you were a kid?’ George asked Matt. ‘Full of oil or something. You asked a question then turned it over, and little pieces of cardboard floated into a glass window at the bottom. They had “answers” printed on them. Dumb stuff that could mean anything.’ George looked at Matt’s puzzled face. ‘Came up at random.’ Matt shook his head. ‘It was a game,’ George said.

			‘Oh.’ Matt bent his head to the report again. On the wide window-ledge Max, the office cat, had turned around in order to watch Frank Nixey’s perambulations. People who came to the sheriff’s office tended to offer a cat more in the way of entertainment than passing pedestrians or the weather. Tracking the odd flake of snow as it drifted down was as nothing compared to the fascination of watching yet another over-excited human windmill himself from wall to wall, babbling incomprehensibly. It made up for the bad mousing in winter.

			‘You shudda seen it,’ Frank shouted. ‘Come right up and—’

			‘I have seen it,’ Matt said.

			That stopped him. ‘You what?’ Frank demanded. ‘You seen it, too?’

			‘I have seen a body come up from the bottom of the lake,’ Matt said, patiently. ‘We get one every once in a while, Frank. I agree, it isn’t the most pleasant of sights . . .’

			‘Come up just like a trout rising, went down . . .’

			‘Like an old tyre sinking?’ George suggested, helpfully.

			‘Yeah,’ said Frank, in a more subdued voice. ‘Like that.’

			‘The Lakes can hang onto people for quite a while,’ Matt went on. ‘You know that, Frank. My God, you ought to, you’ve lived here all your life. Sailors off the big ships, fishermen, suicides, drownings. It takes a while, sometimes, but eventually—’

			‘They say Lake Superior never gives them up,’ George put in. ‘Too deep, too cold. Bottom probably littered with corpses from one end to—’

			‘Never mind, George,’ Matt said. He put down his pen. ‘Tell you what, Frank – we’ll come out and have a look, okay? It’s not very likely he’ll come up again, but – we’ll have a look.’

			Frank stood beside Matt’s desk, shifting from one foot to the other, looking from one man to the other. ‘So are you going to chop through or what?’ he finally blurted.

			Matt and George exchanged a glance. ‘How long did it take you to chop your fishing hole, Frank?’ George asked.

			‘I dunno, maybe an hour.’

			‘And how big is it?’

			‘About foot and a half across, maybe less. See, you never know how big a—’

			‘And how big is Blackwater Bay?’

			‘Oh.’

			‘What do you think all the other fishermen out there would say if we started hacking up the ice? Presuming we had nothing else to do for maybe a month?’ George asked.

			‘But—’

			‘We have to wait, Frank,’ Matt explained. ‘If it survives the winter intact, the body will probably wash up over by Butter Beach, or further along the shore, depending on how and when the ice lets go of the bay.’

			‘I see. You got it down to a science, like,’ Frank said.

			‘Just Nature, Frank,’ George said. ‘Just ebb and flow.’

			‘Who?’

			‘The cold water will preserve him pretty well, although if the fish get real hungry—’

			‘Ugh,’ said Frank, going a little pale. ‘You sure got a lousy job, Matt.’

			‘It isn’t all fun and games, Frank,’ Matt agreed, solemnly. He went on to explain some of the dynamics of drowning, the processes of underwater putrefaction and saponification, and the problems the ice presented.

			When the rather chastened and nauseated fisherman had left, George looked over at Matt. ‘It may not be fun and games, but it sure gives me a laugh now and then. I thought his eyes were going to roll right down his cheeks when he first came in.’

			Matt leaned back in his chair and threw his pencil on top of the report. ‘Then you believe him?’

			George was caught off-guard. ‘Don’t you?’

			‘I don’t know, not for sure. These ice fishermen, they sit out there half canned most of the time, breathing in fumes from those oil heaters of theirs, falling asleep over their lines. It’s a wonder to me they don’t fall in.’

			‘Well, maybe one of them did,’ George pointed out. ‘Maybe that’s where the body came from.’

			‘If it exists.’

			‘Yeah, well – how do we find out for sure?’

			‘We wait to see if anyone else reports it. Or, you could put on your scuba gear and go down to take a look,’ Matt said.

			George paled, suddenly. ‘Oh, hell, Matt -I can’t cover the Bay by myself. The ice hits bottom in some places near the shore, you know. There’s channels and blind alleys under there, I could get trapped and frozen up, and even if the guy exists he could be practically next to me and I wouldn’t see him because of the ice pillars or he could be wedged in a crack and so could I, and anyway if he doesn’t exist, I could be risking death or double pneumonia for nothing.’

			‘I know, I know,’ Matt sighed. ‘Plus in this weather you could only stay down twenty minutes at a time anyway.’ He considered the situation. ‘We could call the State Police Barracks and ask them to send over some divers.’

			‘They’ll say the same thing, probably,’ George said. ‘I mean, you’re right, we only have Nixey’s word for it, he could have made it up, or imagined it. What the hell.’ He took a deep breath. ‘But if you want me to give it a try, Matt, I will. It’s just that—’

			‘It’s just that you don’t like the idea of coming face to face with a floater under the ice,’ Tilly Moss said from her desk, only the top of her head visible over her computer. ‘We understand, George.’

			‘That’s got nothing to do with it,’ George said, defensively.

			‘Oh, yes it does.’

			‘Oh, no it doesn’t, dammit.’

			‘Knock it off, you two,’ Matt said. Most of the time he could put up with the amiable wrangling of his two most frequent companions, but for some reason it irritated him this morning. George Putnam, twenty-seven, was muscular, ambitious, as energetic as a Great Dane puppy and with about the same amount of brains and common sense. Tilly Moss, in her late forties, and long a fixture in the sheriff’s office, was George’s opposite. She was overweight, content with her life, extremely bright, and as organized as a Swiss bank. Matt turned to her. ‘Have we got a current list of missing persons reported in the last couple of months, Tilly?’

			‘Yes, somewhere. It’s not a very long list,’ Tilly said. She pressed a few buttons and, beside her, the printer chattered briefly. She ripped off the paper and held it out across her desk. Matt stretched to take it.

			‘A current list . . . that’s a good one,’ George chortled, relieved that Matt seemed to have dismissed the idea of his going under the ice for a look around. ‘It was the current that brought him up—’

			‘Like a dumpling,’ Tilly chuckled.

			‘And sent him down like a—’

			‘Not many on here,’ Matt said, ignoring them. ‘Seems like everyone is keeping pretty good track of one another at the moment.’

			‘Very reassuring,’ Tilly said.

			‘Yeah,’ George agreed in a snide voice. ‘I hate carelessness.’

			Matt glanced up over the top of the print-out. ‘You’re getting skittish, George. A nice cold swim would probably settle you right down.’

			‘Very funny,’ George muttered. He gazed across at Matt, filled as usual with conflicting emotions. He idolized the big man and at the same time coveted his job. Matt Gabriel, at thirty-something, was a handsome man, well over six foot, with auburn hair and a footballer’s build. Women and men liked him immediately and rarely found any reason to change their minds – unless, of course, they chose a criminal course of action. All smiles stopped, then.

			Matt glared gloomily at the list of missing persons. It was getting harder and harder to be Sheriff of Blackwater County. He had been elected to office after his father – the previous sheriff – had died (in bed, as had all previous sheriffs of Blackwater County). He had been teaching philosophy at a small college upstate, and leaving academia behind had seemed a small sacrifice. He had been wanting an excuse to return home ever since going through a rather acrimonious divorce, and he had assumed the job would allow him plenty of time for peaceful contemplation and perhaps even to write a book or two. He scowled. Fat chance.

			Not long after his return, Blackwater Bay had suddenly caught up with the twentieth century via two cases of homicide.* Matt had only solved the first with the help of Jack Stryker, a holidaying homicide detective from Grantham, the nearest big city. The second he had solved on his own, but it had been a chastening experience. Blackwater having been revealed by the media to be lacking in police amenities if not ability, civic pride alone might have forced modernization, but the media fuss also had attracted the attention of Someone in the state capitol. As a result, state and local money had flowed into and irrevocably changed the Blackwater Bay County Sheriff’s Department, creating what Matt considered to be a fast-growing monster.

			He now had to supervise more deputies (ie think up things for them to do), schedule the rota and servicing of more vehicles, and liaise with the State criminal enforcement network (with attendant interference in return) every time a major crime took place. There was even talk of a helicopter, which had excited George Putnam almost beyond their control. There had been much posing and bragging about how he was going to take flying lessons and add wings to his deputy’s badge. Unfortunately for George’s reputation among the young women of Blackwater, the Greenleaf Airforce Base was just across the Bay, and its junior pilots were always eager for flying experience. In the end, the rather hefty expenditure of buying a helicopter had been deemed unnecessary when compared to the cost of an occasional fee to the Airbase. George had been sulking about it ever since.

			All these changes would have been bearable, if it had not been for the fact that Matt now had to expect a media circus to come to town every time anything remotely interesting occurred on his patch. The finding of an unidentifiable floating body under the ice might just qualify, if there were no other news items available when the story hit the in Grantham.

			This was because, for some indefinable reason, the media had decided it loved Blackwater County. It was as if it had discovered a permanent crazy season. Tilly said it was because it was small, self-contained and had plenty of bars, but in fact everything about it enchanted the newsmen and women – from its old-fashioned homes to its old-fashioned morals. They had begun to treat it as if it were a private zoo, viewed with a kind of prurient nostalgia.

			In a way they had a point. Blackwater County was an anachronism. Created during Prohibition because of the large amount of freelance ‘importing’ of booze from Canada across the lake, its law enforcement agency had been granted unique powers backed by some rather questionable procedures. After Repeal it had seemed to the state legislators to be more trouble and red tape than it was worth to re-amalgamate it with the large county from which it had been carved. The locals had gotten used to it and made it clear they would cause trouble if forced to ‘return to the yoke’ – a felicitous phrase thought up by the then-editor of their local weekly newspaper, the Blackwater Bay Chronicle.

			So Blackwater Bay County remained splendidly isolated, and was largely forgotten as a legal entity. There were occasionally a few ripples during State election years, but inevitably procrastination prevailed on the basis of ‘if it works don’t fix it’. And until recently Blackwater County had gone on working just fine.

			Departmental activities had consisted mostly of traffic and hi-jinks control during the summer, and damn-all in the winter, for the population of Blackwater waxed and waned with the sun. There were off-season high spots; for example, the Howl – a strictly local version of Halloween – and the Ice Festival, which was coming up soon. This latter was made up of novel winter sports, such as Wife-sliding, Beer Sculpture, Snowball Wars, and Ski-doo Racing. That had been the top and bottom of the local Wild Life.

			But no more.

			Now everything was up-to-date in Blackwater County. They’d gone about as far as they could go. Suddenly they’d had rave-ups, winos, homicides, beggars, burglaries, assaults, drugs, hold-ups, vandalism, chicken races on the highways, even a couple of warring teenage gangs – in fact a taste of practically everything that made living in the 90s so special

			In the past few months there had been the added distraction of the office being extended, renovated and redecorated. The combination of paint fumes, overwork and computer foul-ups had made them rather edgy with one another.

			And now this damn body had appeared.

			George stood up abruptly, before Matt could give further consideration to the question of under-ice diving. ‘I’m going out to have a look down Frank’s fishing hole,’ he announced, stoutly. ‘It’s the least we can do.’ And the quickest way to get out of here, he thought to himself.

			‘Good God, George,’ Tilly said, in mock astonishment. ‘Do you mean you are voluntarily going out in the freezing cold?’

			‘Crime does not wait upon good weather,’ George said in a portentous voice.

			Matt and Tilly watched him put on his leather jacket and make his exit into the icy outer world. As he slammed the door behind him a few snowflakes were blown into the room, and settled on the linoleum where they slowly melted away.

			After a moment, Tilly spoke. ‘Matt,’ she said ‘Do you still think George is cut out for police work?’

			‘Well, I can’t imagine him doing anything else,’ Matt said, sadly. ‘And believe me, Tilly, I’ve tried.’

			

			
				
					** See The Body in Blackwater Bay and A Few Dying Words.

				

			

		

	
		
			THREE

			As the morning progressed, a great many people learned just what it was that had sent Frank Nixey flying to the sheriff. The speed of the communication was matched only by the complexity of its route. George Putnam told three people, they in turn mentioned it to four more, and so the web spread far and wide, by word of mouth, phone (and, in the case of Mr Pugh the town’s deaf undertaker, sign language) until, via the janitor, one Digger Wells, it reached Heckman High.

			Jess Gibbons had learned much more quickly than her fellow teachers, however, through the simple expedient of telephoning her younger sister, Emily, during her first free period, in order to verify a lunch date for later in the week.

			There were three ‘Gibbons Girls’. Jess was the middle girl and Emily was the youngest. Their older sister – Abbi – had broken free of Blackwater, and was presently an advertising copywriter in Grantham. Rebels all, they had cut their individual swathes in Blackwater society during their teen years, but now were settling down into their respective chosen careers. Emily was a reporter on the Blackwater Bay Chronicle, published twice a week, and owned by their father.

			‘From what I can gather Frank Nixey caught a dead body and then threw it back,’ Emily told Jess. Behind her voice could be heard the ping and brrapp of a computer game.

			‘Too small?’

			‘Too big, more likely. Frank Nixey would never hack a hole in the ice any bigger than he had to,’ Emily said. ‘I’m surprised he even bothered to drop a line down – everybody knows he only goes out there to get away from his wife.’

			‘I assume, from the sound of your computer, that you won’t be putting out a special edition?’ Jess said.

			‘Nope. A dead body on its own – if it exists at all – isn’t enough to get the presses rolling over here. You know how Dad is about speculation,’ Emily said, idly.

			‘Yes – he’s against it on a cost basis,’ Jess said, reiterating one of their father’s many journalistic dicta. At the other end of the line the noise of the computer game altered slightly, and Jess smiled wryly. She could visualize Em tapping the keys with her free hand, no doubt caught up in some complex game or other. Nice to know her call was so riveting.

			‘You haven’t had a riot up there at the school, by any chance?’ Emily asked, with a perfunctory display of interest.

			Jess glanced down the long hall – empty, for the moment, of racing, shouting students. ‘Not yet. They’ve just come back from Christmas vacation, remember, they haven’t had time to get really bored.’

			‘They will.’

			‘Well, this time I’m ready for them.’

			‘Oh? You sound funny – what’s up?’

			Jess took a breath. ‘I don’t know if it’s funny, but I’ve decided to take hold of my life, not to sit around waiting for it to turn into something magical.’

			There was a silence. Then – ‘Hello? Hello?’

			‘What’s wrong?’ Jess asked.

			‘I think I’ve been disconnected. I was talking to my sister and then this strange woman broke in –’

			‘Very funny. I mean it, Em.’

			‘Well, small hips hooray -I was beginning to think of you in the same category as one of our old-maid aunts. What brought about this change of heart – has Tom proposed?’

			‘Good Lord, no – why on earth should you say that?’

			‘Oh – just put it down to my romantic nature.’

			‘Ah, yes – how is Dominic?’ Jess knew this was the way to get Emily off any other subject.

			‘Wonderful, as always.’ Dominic Pritchard was the young lawyer to whom Emily had just become engaged. 

			‘Hmmmmm – so all is still magic and mystery between you two?’

			‘It was last night. This morning I may return his ring.’

			‘Why?’

			‘Well, it’s almost eleven o’clock and he hasn’t called me yet. I think he’s cooling.’

			‘You can print an announcement in Friday’s edition saying you’re no longer responsible for his ills.’

			‘Was I ever?’

			‘From the day he met you.’

			‘I love you, too. Well, I’m glad to hear you’re rejoining the human race.’

			‘I never left it.’

			‘The evidence is conclusive – you are twenty-nine and teaching Home Economics in a small midwestern town.’ Jess was stung. ‘Well, you’re just a reporter on—’

			‘I have ambitions. Goodbye.’ Even before she’d hung up the phone, Jess could hear Em’s computer re-springing into violent and noisy life. She started back to her classroom just as the bell went, irritated as usual by her younger sister’s ability to get under her skin. Suddenly the long empty hall became a maelstrom far louder and more dangerous than any computer game could ever create. Shouts, laughter, overlapping conversations in voices high, low, and breaking, locker doors slamming, the slap of trainers on the terrazzo floor, and the occasional snarling altercation filled the air. Things were rapidly getting back to normal – there would be at least one fistfight to break up after lunch, definitely. Wonderful things, hormones.

			As usual, she tried to maintain an aura of dignity as she pushed through the throng, but she was too well-liked by the students to maintain a lofty distance for long. By the time she had regained the relative peace of her classroom on the top floor she had heard about two broken romances, fourteen Christmas presents, and some student party that had gotten badly out of hand.

			Because she taught both needlework and cooking, Jess had the unusual benefit of two large classrooms that were permanently her own. It was a mixed blessing. Both rooms had large windows overlooking the athletic field which meant there was a lot of light – a definite benefit. The definite drawback was that she and her students froze in winter and suffocated in summer, despite every effort made by Digger Wells to provide the necessary balance between radiators and air-conditioners. Heckman High – more properly the Cecil G. Heckman Memorial High School – had been built just after World War I, to a classic high-ceilinged design. But time and technology had moved on, and no longer combined comfortably with pre-WWII architecture. Indeed, if Digger Wells had not had a tendresse for Jess Gibbons, and therefore was predisposed to do his best for her, it is likely that she would have had to reposition the equipment every winter so as to have each sewing machine facing an open oven – or give up the needlework side of Home Economics entirely.

			This she would have been loathe to do for, in addition to being a good and inventive cook, she was also a gifted needlewoman and had found an outlet for her creative abilities in the world of the art quilt. She had won several prizes and had lately been doing quilted wallhangings and lap quilts on commission. She was one of the leading lights of the Blackwater Bay Magpies, the local patchworking group. As she was, at present, in the throes of designing a quilt based on the patterns the ice-fishing huts made on the frozen bay, Jess was less than delighted at the news that there was a body floating around out there under the ice.

			She had a brief, macabre thought: why not enclose a small felt figure within the quilt, a sort of symbolic image? The existence of the figure would be known only to herself – and whoever, in the dim and distant future, might have cause to cut up or mend the quilt. Whether she would actually do such a thing depended on who the body was, how it had gotten there, and so on. Perhaps it could be a kind of memorial.

			And perhaps, she decided, this morbidity was another sign of encroaching old age. She’d be reading obituaries aloud, next.

			In fact, the appearance of a body in the bay was mercifully rare. She couldn’t remember hearing about anyone drowning in the Bay in winter – skaters usually preferred the smaller ponds which had smoother surfaces, unscoured by the winter winds, and unbroken by the vast and changing pressures of the Great Lakes. She crossed the room and looked out of the window, hugging herself for warmth both within and without. As her teaching rooms were on the top floor, she was able to glimpse the bay itself just above the tops of the trees. It was easier to see it in the summer, when it glittered and reflected the blue of the sky. Now the band of pale grey ice simply merged with the overcast. The snow, which had been falling sporadically all morning, was falling faster, now. The town, the bay, and the huts would be freshly shrouded in white by tomorrow. Shrouded? She shivered. Trust her obviously twisted subconscious to throw up a word like that.

			It was not only odd that there should be a body out there under the ice, it was rather sinister. She didn’t like it. She wondered, briefly, whether she should change the design of her quilt, which was fairly far advanced. Perhaps the huts could be changed to sailboats, the background to blue instead of grey and white . . .

			Just then the girls in her next class started to filter into the room behind her, chattering and shrieking like seagulls.

			‘Okay, okay, settle down and get out your projects, please. I want to see what you accomplished over the vacation.’

			There were twenty students in this particular class, listed as ‘Art Needlework 5050’ but known more casually as ‘the patch class’. Jess and the art teacher, Pat Morrison, had found that their specialities complemented one another, and so they had joined forces to produce the ‘5050’ course, which combined design and craftswomanship. To join the class the students (usually but not always girls) had to demonstrate unusual ability and, of course, this gave rise to mutterings in the faculty offices about ‘elitism’.

			Surprising support came from both Decker Moseley (American History) and Francine (Frankie) Ahearn (School Secretary and ardent feminist), who both pointed out the historical and her-storical importance of The American Quilt. Their combined arguments won over the rather conventional heart of the principal, Mr Dutton, and the class had now been offered for two years, with considerable success.

			As Pat was one of the six teachers who lived at Perkins Point, she and Jess were good friends and found plenty of time for gossip in between teaching and advising. Pat was long and lean and not particularly beautiful, but her face was vividly alive, and her grey eyes were fascinating – each luminous iris rimmed with black.

			‘You heard about the Falconer party, I suppose?’ she muttered to Jess during a quiet moment.

			‘Yes. What a hoot!’

			‘I don’t think the Falconers will be doing much hooting when they get back from their skiing holiday in Colorado. I hear the damage runs into the thousands.’

			Jess glanced across the room, where a rather subdued Chrissie Falconer was bent over her appliqué wall-hanging of brightly-coloured tropical fish. ‘I thought she looked a bit down.’

			‘Down and out, if old man Dutton has anything to say about it. He’s waiting for the parents to come back so he can expel her officially. There were drugs, you see.’

			Jess was far from shocked. ‘Wow – so they smoked a little grass. Don’t we all?’

			Pat scowled at her and glanced at the class. ‘You’re incorrigible,’ she whispered.

			‘Better that than a hypocrite,’ Jess whispered back. ‘If you ask me, grass is preferable to alcohol. People don’t get into fights or stab, shoot, and run cars into one another on grass – but they do on booze, right?’

			Pat pretended to draw something on the pad in front of her. ‘Well – maybe. If it had been only grass I don’t suppose there would have been such a big fuss about it. Matt Gabriel is as broad-minded as you are on the dreaded weed, but he got riled up quite a bit over Chrissie’s party, I hear. There must have been something more serious.’

			‘Well, she looks pretty miserable,’ Jess said. ‘I’ll have a word with her.’ Within her burgeoning ‘new’ self, she felt a need to put things right for everyone else as well. It was a trait which had led her into trouble more than once in the past. Looking at Chrissie Falconer now, Jess felt a return of the old impulses, the tingling nerve-ends that told her This Girl Can Be Saved.

			Pat Morrison looked at her with something resembling alarm. ‘Jess,’ she said, softly. ‘Let her alone.’

			‘What do you mean?’ Jess was truly astonished.

			‘I mean maybe she deserves to be taught a lesson,’ Pat murmured. ‘Whatever actually happened, how it happened or why, it might have been for the best. Ever since Chrissie was elected Homecoming Queen last fall she’s been a bit . . . well . . . difficult.’

			Jess stared at her colleague. It was very unusual for Pat to speak badly of a student, being of a normally generous and positive turn of mind, as was Jess herself. ‘You sound like you don’t like the girl.’

			‘I don’t like people who think they deserve the best without earning it,’ Pat said, reluctantly. ‘She’s pretty, she’s bright, she comes from a well-to-do family—’

			‘No wonder everyone hates her,’ Jess said, amused.

			‘Okay, I take your point. But ever since they put that tin crown on her head, she’s been acting like . . .’

			‘Like a queen?’ Jess asked. She leaned closer. ‘Tell the truth, now – were you always last to be chosen for the team?’

			Pat grinned sheepishly. ‘Yup.’

			‘Me, too,’ Jess said. ‘I had knock-knees, wore thick glasses and had rotten hand-eye co-ordination. I also got all As and let everybody know about it. I was definitely not Miss Popularity, and I remember what it was like being on the outside of everybody else’s good times.’

			‘Ditto,’ Pat said.

			‘So, under the circumstances, maybe we ought to be more sympathetic toward Chrissie rather than less,’ Jess continued. ‘She had a lot farther to fall.’

			‘I crouch corrected,’ Pat said, with a smile. ‘Go on, save the poor little bitch’s soul – see if I care.’

			Jess chuckled and moved across the room. ‘That’s coming on beautifully,’ she said, untruthfully. Normally the girl’s handstitching was exquisite, but the work she’d done so far that morning was uneven and scrappy.

			‘It’s crap,’ Chrissie said, unenthusiastically. ‘I don’t seem to be able to do anything right at the moment.’

			‘I heard about your party getting gatecrashed,’ Jess said, in a sympathetic voice. There was an empty chair next to Chrissie. This in itself was unusual – invariably Chrissie had a group of sycophants around her. Jess sat down. ‘It must have been awful.’

			Chrissie shrugged. ‘I can get a summer job and help pay for the damage,’ she said. ‘It’s the other thing that my parents will go ape-shit about.’

			‘The drugs?’

			Chrissie’s head drooped and her hands grew still, pale against the deep turquoise of the cloth that lay across her knees. ‘I told him it wasn’t my fault, but he wouldn’t listen.’

			‘Who wouldn’t listen?’

			‘Sheriff Gabriel,’ Chrissie said, with deep contempt. ‘The bastard.’

			‘He’s usually a very fair man,’ Jess protested. She had always had a soft spot for Matt, and had hero-worshipped him during her own adolescence.

			‘I’ll bet,’ Chrissie said, sourly. ‘I’ll bet he helps old ladies across the street and then charges them with jaywalking.’

			‘Don’t be silly. He was doing his job.’

			‘Some job, arresting kids for nothing.’

			‘Look, I’m sure he didn’t want to, but some drugs are very dangerous, Chrissie. He has a responsibility to protect you—’

			‘I didn’t need that kind of “protection”,’ Chrissie muttered. ‘I had to call my father’s lawyer in the middle of the night . . . it was this whole big thing . . .’

			‘You shouldn’t have thrown a party with your parents away,’ Jess reminded her, gently.

			‘I know that,’ Chrissie said, impatiently.

			‘But that’s half the fun, I suppose,’ Jess added.

			Chrissie managed a faint smile. ‘You got it,’ she said. ‘If only those guys hadn’t started wrecking the place there wouldn’t have been a problem. Things were fine up till then.’ She giggled. ‘Really fine.’

			‘Because of the drugs, you mean?’

			Chrissie shrugged and was quiet for a minute, then suddenly flared up. ‘I don’t see what business it is of anyone’s, anyway, what I do in my own private home. They weren’t against the law, he said. They were experimental and just . . . well . . . fun things. Perfectly safe, no problem.’

			‘Who said? The person who sold them to you? Another student?’

			‘It doesn’t matter,’ Chrissie said, subdued by her own vehemence – several of the other students had turned to stare.

			‘Well, it does matter,’ Jess told her. ‘If somebody supplied you with illegal substances . . .’

			‘It wasn’t like that,’ Chrissie interrupted her, her hands suddenly crumpling the material of the wallhanging. ‘It was more like a . . . like a test . . .’

			‘You mean a dare,’ Jess said, disapprovingly.

			Chrissie’s head came up, suddenly, and there was a flash of defiance in her eyes. ‘No . . . I don’t mean that at all.’

			‘Well . . .’

			‘I don’t want to talk about it, Miss Gibbons. Thanks for taking an interest, but it’s my problem, not yours.’ There was utter dismissal in her voice. ‘Excuse me, please – I’d like to see the nurse. I’m having cramps.’ She stood up, and threw her work onto the table. ‘Can I have a hall-pass, please?’

			‘As you like,’ Jess said, realizing that she could take this no further for the moment. With luck the girl would relax, perhaps take her into her confidence in time. They had always had a good relationship before, but Chrissie’s humiliation was still raw. She had tried to get too close too soon.

			She could have kicked herself. Instead she wrote out the hall-pass and watched Chrissie leave the room.

			‘I hate to say I told you so, but—’ Pat began.

			‘Consider it said,’ Jess snapped. ‘I, too, crouch corrected.’
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