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      Chapter One

    


    Judy Hill had never been afraid of another person in her life. In her childhood and adolescence, there had been no cause for fear, but not even in her twenty-odd-year career as a police officer had she ever been truly afraid of someone else. She had found herself in potentially violent situations; she had even been injured in the line of duty. She had dealt with aggressive drunks and the odd, deeply disturbing psychopath, but she had always had complete confidence in her own ability to deal with whatever and whoever crossed her path. Until now.


    And the monster who had achieved what no rapist or murderer had yet managed was toothless, helpless, asleep … and barely two hours old.


    ‘Charlotte,’ said Lloyd, sitting down on the bed.


    Predictably, they had been unable to agree on a name; Judy thought that they had considered everything from Abigail to Zoë and back again, but she couldn’t remember them discussing Charlotte. Names were very important to Lloyd, since he had been given one that so appalled him that everyone called him by his surname, and he was worried about inflicting that trauma on the baby. ‘ That’s nice,’ she said.


    ‘Yes? I thought of it when her head appeared. She looks like a Charlotte.’


    Judy nodded. ‘She does. Of course she’s got French blood. What about a middle name?’ She smiled. ‘We could always name her after you.’ Lloyd’s French grandmother had been responsible for his awful name, which he said made him sound like a cross between a stripper and a potato. ‘ Just put an extra ‘‘e’’ on the end.’


    ‘We could,’ he agreed. ‘Over your dead body.’


    She laughed. ‘How about after your grandmother?’


    ‘Charlotte Françoise,’ he murmured, then shook his head. ‘No – no one would ever get it right. If people can’t even use apostrophes, there’s no point in expecting them to cope with a cedilla. And she might not like it. Make it plain Frances, and you’ve got a deal.’


    ‘As long as you promise not to go on about people spelling it C-I-S at the end, because they will.’


    ‘Done. Other people won’t have much call to spell her middle name, anyway. Charlotte might go on about it, though, if she takes after me.’ He looked at her, his head to one side. ‘Charlotte Frances Lloyd. Yes. I like that. Perhaps she looks like Grandma Pritchard – that might have been what suggested a French name in the first place.’ He bent closer and scrutinized her. ‘Does she look like either of us, do you think?’


    ‘Well, given that she’s bald and blue-eyed.


    ‘Very funny. I think she’ll have brown eyes like you. And she’s pretty well bound to have dark hair. And she’s definitely got your jawline.’


    ‘She hasn’t got a jawline.’


    ‘Can I hold her?’


    Judy was only too pleased to pass the tiny, fragile bundle to Lloyd, who had at least been through this before, and presumably knew a little more than she did about the whole alarming thing, watching him as he cradled his brand-new daughter.


    It had been a long labour, and bearable only because Lloyd was there. She had seriously doubted that he would be; Barbara, the mother of his other two children – both adults now – had not been accorded the same measure of support. He had conveniently been too deeply involved in police business to be present at the births, and hadn’t even seen either Peter or Linda until they had been in the world for several more hours than Charlotte had. But he had been there for her, and he had even made her laugh, something she would have thought impossible in her imaginings of what it was going to be like. ‘Wouldn’t it have been easier just to go through with the wedding?’ he’d asked her, at the height of the discomfort.


    Charlotte had decided to announce her imminent arrival two days before what should have been their wedding day. For her timing, Judy was indebted to her, because getting married while looking like a barrage balloon had not been her choice. In a supreme act of selflessness, she had gone along with Lloyd’s oddly conventional desire – given that he was usually anything but conventional – to be married before the baby was born, but Charlotte had obviously inherited her mother’s sense of style, and had vetoed that. Besides, it had been snowing when Lloyd had driven her to the Malworth maternity unit in the early hours of the morning, and the forecast had been for more of the same; she wouldn’t have liked to get married on a cold, snowy day. Having a baby was different – she was glad she’d had a winter baby, and hadn’t had to carry all that extra weight through the summer.


    ‘So how was it for you?’ she asked.


    ‘Embarrassing – I had to keep apologizing for you.’


    ‘I didn’t swear, did I?’


    ‘Not half.’


    Judy would seek confirmation of that; Lloyd could tell her anything and get away with it. She couldn’t remember what she’d done. ‘I suppose you were glad it took forever. I think you were frightened you might have to deliver her.’


    ‘People do not deliver babies. Pregnant women are delivered of babies.’


    ‘Whatever. And you were frightened you’d faint.’ She grinned. ‘You didn’t, did you?’


    He smiled, then shook his head slightly, and she could see him blink away a tear before he spoke again. ‘Tom was right,’ he said, his accent more Welsh than it had been, as it was when he was emotional. ‘It was the most amazing thing.’


    Tom Finch was Lloyd’s detective sergeant, and a friend of theirs; he had enthused throughout Judy’s pregnancy about the joys of watching a birth, much to Lloyd’s discomfort.


    ‘I wish—’ Lloyd began, and broke off. ‘Sorry.’


    She smiled, guessing the rest. ‘Don’t be silly. Just don’t go telling Barbara you wish you’d been there.’


    ‘No. I’m not quite that tactless.’ He smiled down at Charlotte. ‘Will she resent having an old bald bloke as her father, do you think?’


    ‘Fifty isn’t old.’


    ‘Fifty-one. As good as. And she can’t resent anything yet. But I’ll be nearly seventy when she comes of age.’


    ‘And I’ll be fifty-nine.’ Judy shrugged a little. ‘ I suppose we just have to wait and see if it bothers her. Not a lot we can do about it.’


    ‘Linda rang,’ said Lloyd, in a not unconnected diversion. ‘She sends her best wishes and congratulations.’


    ‘Does that mean she’s really come to terms with it, or is she just putting a brave face on it?’


    Lloyd shook his head. ‘ I think it means that curiosity about her half-sister has won out over disapproval of her father having done such a thing at his time of life. She even says she’s going to come to the wedding – assuming we ever get round to it again.’


    Judy ignored that. They had agreed no guests on account of her condition, but she didn’t have that excuse any more. So not only would she have to go through all that build-up again, this time the day would be complete with relatives and friends and a wedding reception, because Lloyd had missed out on all of that first time round; his marriage to Barbara had been done on a shoestring with only the closest of relatives in attendance. This time, he wanted to do things in style. Still – at least she could wait until her hormones were all back in the right place, so she put the thought of marriage to the back of her mind. ‘Have you spoken to Barbara?’ she asked. ‘I mean – she should be told that you’ve got another daughter, shouldn’t she?’


    ‘Linda said she’d tell her. And, chicken-hearted as I am, I thought that sounded like a splendid idea. I tried to get in touch with Peter, but I think he and his wife are away skiing or something. My father says we’ve to bring her to see him as soon as she’s old enough. Did your mum ring you?’


    ‘Yes – she and dad are coming tomorrow.’


    ‘It’ll be nice to see them again.’


    Judy hesitated a little before she spoke again. ‘ My mother offered to stay for a couple of weeks and help – would you mind if she did?’


    ‘No, of course not.’


    It seemed genuine. Judy hadn’t been sure how he would feel – would he want them to be a cosy threesome in the first few weeks of the baby’s life? But if he did, he wasn’t betraying it, and she thought that now, with his emotions so near the surface, he might not be as adept as he usually was at acting. She wanted her mother there. Anyone, really, who knew something about babies and would be there all the time. No matter how many health visitors and midwives came, she knew she wouldn’t feel sanguine about being responsible for this new person.


    Lloyd sat back a little, and looked at the baby, and then at her, with another little smile. ‘We’ve been pretty clever, haven’t we?’


    Judy nodded, trying not to show the sheer panic that welled up whenever she thought about the future. Pretty clever, or pretty stupid. One or the other.


    ‘You’ll like Ian. You really will.’


    Kayleigh looked dully at the picture of the school’s founder that hung on the wall behind the head’s desk.


    ‘I like dad.’


    She had thought, when she was interrupted in the middle of lessons to be told that her mother was on the phone, that she was ringing to tell her that her dad was home, that everything was back to normal. He and her mother had split up in June, and he didn’t know about Alexandra; that was why she hadn’t been able to see him since then, so that he wouldn’t find out that she was having the baby after all, because he had wanted her to have a termination. Alexandra had been born just before Christmas, so she hadn’t even seen him then.


    But he had come to Dean’s trial, and they had all gone for meals and things – he and her mother had seemed to be getting on all right, and Kayleigh had hoped they might reconsider the split. It was all her fault, and the least she could do was try to get them back together. She had written to him, suggested that he go to see her mother to try to change her mind, and she had thought, just for a few moments, that it had worked. But instead of that her mother was telling her that she had some new man.


    ‘Of course you do, and you can see him any time you want now, I’ve told you that. But he’s still lodging with his friend – once he’s found a place of his own, we’ll sort something out. Maybe you could spend Easter with him.’ Her mother paused for a moment. ‘But you’ll like Ian, too.’


    It was while Kayleigh was seeing Dean that her mother had started talking about Ian – she had met him at the place where she worked. Kayleigh remembered how she had felt with Dean, and wondered if her mother felt like that with Ian. Had she got pregnant too? Was that why she was doing this?


    There was a silence before her mother spoke. ‘No, nothing like that,’ she said. ‘We just know we’re right for each other.’ Another pause. ‘Do you remember your real father, Kayleigh?’


    Kayleigh frowned. No one knew who her real father was. Not even her real mother, as far as Kayleigh was aware. ‘ No,’ she said, puzzled. ‘ How could I?’


    ‘Not your natural father.’ Her mother gave a little laugh. ‘I meant Richard.’


    Oh, Richard. Yes, Kayleigh remembered him, even though he had died when she was four and a half years old. She just had trouble thinking of him as her father; Richard and her mother had adopted her, but Phil was her father, as far as she was concerned. Richard had died in a car accident; all she had known was that one day he was there, and then he’d gone, like everyone else in her life.


    ‘Yes. Just.’


    ‘Ian’s quite like him to look at. Tall and dark, and slim. And he’s like him in other ways too. He’s very kind and easy to get along with. I feel about him the way I did about Richard, and I honestly never thought I’d feel like that again. You’ll like him too, I’m sure you will.’


    Kayleigh didn’t speak.


    ‘Ian’s quite a bit younger than Phil. And he knows all about computers, so you’ll like that.’


    Phil was a bit overweight, a bit thin on top, and almost fifty; this new model was closer to her mother’s age, had sleeker looks and came with an extensive knowledge of computers. Her mother was selling him to her, and went on selling him to her for the next fifteen minutes, before finally hanging up.


    Kayleigh went back to the lesson from which she had been plucked, and wondered what had happened to Dean; they were sentencing him today.


    The handcuffs were removed, and Dean Fletcher pulled his hands back, rubbing his wrists. The bolts were shot home, the door was deadlocked, and he tried to get into something approaching a comfortable position, not easy with his knees jammed as they were against the wall of the prison-van cell.


    Dean had spent virtually all his twenty-four years doing things calculated to land him behind bars, so imprisonment was not a new experience. He had stolen from cars, shoplifted, broken and entered, caused affrays, carried offensive weapons, committed actual bodily harm, absconded from custody, made off without paying … all good clean criminality, and his fellow passengers would have no problem with any of that. But this time was different, and he knew only too well what lay ahead of him, having endured months of it in the remand centre before he’d even been found guilty.


    They had put him in the van cell nearest the guard, something they had never done before, and when they took on the last prisoner being collected from the court, Dean discovered its significance.


    ‘Is that the peedie in there?’


    The guard said he didn’t know, but the prisoner clearly did, and Dean could only listen as he loudly informed the two occupants who were already on board, and endure the obscenities now directed at him, rather than at the guard as they had been before, hoping that they were all bound for destinations other than his. It wasn’t fair. Because he wasn’t a paedophile. He wasn’t.


    The van pulled out, picking its way through the heavy traffic, stopping and starting at traffic lights, bearing Dean through the sleet and snow of London back to the remand centre to await his transfer to the prison to which he had been committed for eighteen months. It could, he knew, have been worse, but right now it seemed like a life sentence.


    He had been messing around on the Internet, and they had started chatting. In the short messages that had been exchanged, she had called herself Jennifer Archer and had said that she was an eighteen-year-old student. They had talked about records and TV shows – all the usual sort of stuff. Nothing heavy, nothing suggestive, just chat. When they had moved on to private chat, he had discovered that she wasn’t in New Zealand or Zanzibar, but right there in London, and over the next few nights, they had exchanged messages which had rapidly become a lot more personal, and very promising. He had asked her to meet him, and she had agreed.


    The prosecutor had made out that he made a habit of finding young girls on the Net; he had said that it was the first and only time he’d met someone this way, but he could see that the jury didn’t believe him.


    ‘You didn’t consider this a somewhat juvenile way to pass the time?’


    ‘Yes, but it was just a bit of fun.’


    ‘Oh, so you do consider it juvenile?’


    ‘Yes.’


    ‘And you knew that juveniles often used ‘‘chat rooms’’, didn’t you? You were specifically on the lookout for a juvenile, weren’t you?’


    His solicitor had advised him to plead guilty because that way she wouldn’t have to give evidence, and he might get a shorter sentence, but he couldn’t do that. He had pleaded not guilty on the grounds that he had believed her to be sixteen or over, and had had reasonable grounds for this belief, which was nothing but the plain truth. His solicitor had pointed out that he was lucky – if he had been a month older, even that defence would have gone out of the window. Luckier still that he hadn’t arranged to meet her a week earlier, or the judge really would have had a life sentence at his disposal.


    That first evening, they had walked along the river for a bit, but the evening was chilly, and he had suggested going for a drink. She had said why didn’t they just buy a bottle of something and drink it in his camper van? She had been a bit nervous when they got back to the camper, said she’d changed her mind, but after she’d had a few drinks the evening had progressed as he hoped it would. Afterwards, she wouldn’t let him drive her all the way home; just told him to stop the camper on a street corner. They had exchanged mobile numbers, and she had left.


    They had met several times during the next three months, but he had never met any of her friends, and she had never met his; she never took him home, or came to the flat that he shared with a couple of other mates. It was always in his old beat-up camper. He thought at first that she was just looking for a bit of rough, a bit of excitement, and sex in the camper was part of it, that she would have been ashamed to introduce him to her upmarket friends. He’d even thought she must be married or something, far from thinking she was under age. But it had become much more than just a sexual adventure, despite the way it had started, despite the way it was conducted.


    He had … well … fallen for her. Really fallen for her. Head over heels. She was so unlike any of the girls that he’d ever been with before. The whole thing felt like a dream now, like something he’d imagined, but hiding away from everyone, cocooned in the camper, he had felt so … so privileged, he supposed, that someone like her was choosing to spend time with him. He knew she wasn’t telling him everything, and that she was a bit screwed-up about things in general, but he felt as though she needed him, needed to be with him, and that had been good. Better than good. And the truth was that he would have done anything for her. Anything. That was why he had just gone along with her wish to keep it all just between them.


    It had seemed special. Until the night that she hadn’t turned up, and he had gone home alone. He had thought then that she’d made it up with her real boyfriend, or gone back to her husband, or off on her travels, or come to her senses – whatever. That it hadn’t been special for her after all. He had been hurt, but not surprised. He had known he could never hang on to her, and had been trying to resign himself to never seeing her again.


    Next day, he’d had a visit from the police, asking him about someone called Kayleigh Scott, inviting him to go to the police station and answer some questions. He said he’d never heard of her, and then slowly became aware that whoever she was, she was thirteen years old, and they suspected him of having had sex with her. Even then it hadn’t clicked; he had genuinely believed they had the wrong man, was even laughing and joking about it – the first of many mistakes he made. But it had seemed ridiculous – what would he want with a thirteen-year-old girl? He had even let them search the camper. It wasn’t until the details emerged of when and where he was supposed to have met her that he realized they were talking about Jennifer.


    In a panic, and foolishly, he had continued to deny it, said that she was making it all up, and they had let him go. They’d searched the flat, and had even taken his computer away, to try to find child porn, he supposed. The others had thrown him out of the flat after the search, and he had had to live in the camper, but that apart, he had thought that it was all over. Then, three months after the investigation had begun, they told him they had found DNA evidence of her presence on the bedding that they had removed from the camper. He knew there was no way he could bluff his way out of it any longer, finally told the truth, and was charged.


    The magistrate had said that in view of the youth of the victim, and the prolonged nature of the alleged abuse, they felt that the case should be referred to the Crown Court. Everyone knew there was a long backlog of cases, and that it wouldn’t be heard for months, so the magistrates gave him bail despite the opposition of the police. But the very idea of being charged with a sex offence appalled Dean, and he had done what he had so often done before, and gone on the run. And, as they had always done before, the police caught him. That time, he was remanded in custody, and that was where he had been ever since.


    The van was pulling into a prison yard, and one of the prisoners was taken off, shouting a parting obscenity. Dean crossed his fingers, hoping against hope that the others would be taken off, but they weren’t. He knew the prison vans’ routes by now; they were all, he and the other two, bound for the same place.


    Dean had seen her again in court, when all his lies, all the unfunny jokes about underage sex, jumping bail – everything he had said and done, came back to haunt him. He could see the jury’s faces, and he knew he didn’t stand a chance, as the prosecution hammered home the fact that she had been twelve years old when he, a couple of months short of his twenty-fourth birthday, had found her in the chat room.


    ‘Does it seem likely to you,’ the prosecution counsel had asked them, ‘that the defendant could possibly have believed her to be a grown woman of eighteen?’


    It didn’t seem likely or possible to the jury, apparently. And Dean didn’t blame them – there she was in court, her long fair hair demurely plaited, her eyes wide with innocent alarm, her thin frame and her sober school uniform adding to the effect. That had not been the way she had looked when he had been seeing her.


    He looked different himself, and he knew the jury wouldn’t be getting a favourable impression. The expensive haircut had grown out along with most of the blond dye; he hadn’t been sleeping, and he had, unlike most people in institutions, lost weight; eating wasn’t something you felt much like doing after someone had spat in your food.


    Guilty, they had said after less than an hour’s deliberation, and he had been back this morning for sentencing. And he was lucky again, apparently – given that he’d already served almost six months on remand, with full remission he could he out by the spring. With good luck like this, Dean didn’t want ever to have bad luck.


    The other two were still amusing themselves by calling him names, and Dean knew that the first chance they got they’d do worse than that. He’d be as ready as the next man to beat the shit out of anyone who sexually abused children, but when you were talking about a girl who was fashionably skinny, who wore designer gear, who smoked and drank, who told you, in her privately educated accent, that she was on a gap year before reading European, politics at university, and who had passed puberty, a paedophile wouldn’t have wanted to know. But his fellow passengers weren’t to know that.


    Nor were the jury; according to her she had told him her real name and how old she was right from the start, had carried on chatting to him on the Internet just for a laugh, and had gone to meet him believing him to be a boy of her own age. When she had tried to leave, he had persuaded her to stay and have a drink with him.


    ‘Did the defendant drink much that first night?’


    ‘No. He just kept giving the bottle to me.’


    She hadn’t let him keep pace with her, had kept reminding him that he had to drive her home. But she told the court that she hadn’t liked the vodka, and had drunk it only because she was so nervous, and it had helped her relax. Then he kissed her, she said, and she ‘quite liked it’, so she let him do what she called ‘the other things’.


    ‘And did the defendant say anything to you afterwards?’


    ‘He said not to tell anyone or he could get into trouble.’


    ‘You saw him a number of times after that, didn’t you? Why?’


    ‘Because he was nice. And he gave me presents for letting him do it. CDs and things.’


    Yes, he’d given her presents – he’d even bought some of them. It didn’t seem right,’ nicking stuff to give to a classy girl like that. But it wasn’t the way she was making it sound.


    ‘But in the end, you told your mother about it. Why?’


    ‘Because I knew he shouldn’t be doing these things with me.’


    His barrister – a woman, because his solicitor thought that might look better – tried to make her retract all of that when she cross-examined, but she wouldn’t, and got so distressed by the questioning that they had had to adjourn to let her recover.


    So prison it was, but prison was the least of Dean’s worries, despite the dangers inherent in being locked up with violent men of violent views; the very worst part of all was that his name was now on the sex offenders’ register, and would stay there for the next ten years. It would only take some pervert to do something awful for the police to drag him in for questioning, putting him right in the firing line when frightened parents and local skinheads, united in outrage, came looking for blood.


    The van arrived, and he heard the others’ cells being unlocked as he waited. Then it was his turn to put his hands back through the opening in the door, to have the handcuffs put on again, to have the door unlocked and to get up, stiff and sore from the uncomfortable and alarming journey, to be led into the prison where the handcuffs were once again removed.


    He was taken to the holding room prior to being stripped and searched and given his prison uniform and number; as he walked in one of his fellow prisoners shot out a foot and Dean ended up sprawled on the floor. He was getting to his feet when the other turned and an expertly aimed kick hit its target.


    ‘Oh, was that you I tripped over?’ he said, as Dean doubled up in agony. ‘Didn’t see you down there.’


    A prison officer pulled him to his feet, choosing to regard the whole thing as an accident, and that was when the pain, the humiliation, the sheer injustice of it all overwhelmed Dean.


    ‘Ah, now look what you’ve done,’ said the first man. ‘You’ve made him cry.’


    Jerry smoked, so they took their coffee out into the lobby, where the long low tables were surrounded by studded leather sofas, and furnished with huge, ceramic ashtrays.


    Jerry lit his cigar, and opened his briefcase, putting a ring binder on the table. ‘So there it is, Ian. What do you think?’


    Ian picked up the ring binder, looked at the glossy brochure, at the job description, at the spectacular views of the Sydney Harbour Bridge and the Opera House. ‘It looks like a great job. But I don’t know, Jerry. I’m used to being my own boss.’


    Jerry held his hands wide. ‘You would be your own boss. All right, technically you’d be working for me, but I won’t be there, will I? That’s why I want you to go. You’d make your own hours, your own decisions – you’d hire and fire whoever you wanted.’


    Ian looked at the brochure again. ‘It looks like a beautiful city.’


    ‘Believe me, Ian, it is. And it’s got everything you could want, plus sunshine. You wouldn’t regret it. Not for one minute.’


    Ian smiled. ‘Then why aren’t you going there yourself?’


    ‘My business commitments – that’s all. I can’t be in two places at once, and most of my business is in Europe. But Australasia is important, and I need a presence in that part of the world. I haven’t offered it to anyone else – you were my first choice.’


    Ian could see that it would be a great place to live, but everyone he knew was here. He didn’t want to go to the other side of the world, however good the weather, whatever the opportunity. He shook his head. ‘I don’t think so, Jerry. Thanks, and all that, but—’


    Jerry drained his brandy glass. ‘I don’t understand why you aren’t jumping at it. You’re not getting any younger, you know. Opportunities like this don’t come along every day at your age.’


    Ian smiled. ‘I’m thirty-eight, not sixty-eight.’


    ‘But you’re not twenty-eight, either. You know this is a great job – and you’d love it. So would Theresa.’


    ‘Maybe.’ Ian motioned towards Jerry’s empty glass, going to the bar when he nodded.


    ‘Give them my room number,’ Jerry called after him.


    Ian raised a hand in acknowledgement. He could, of course, have summoned a member of staff to bring the drinks, but he wanted time to think. He’d have to explain to Jerry what the problem was, or he would think he was mad. It didn’t seem right, telling Jerry before he’d even told Theresa, but Jerry knew that he could snap his fingers and a dozen whizz-kids would come running; he deserved an explanation for Ian’s lukewarm reaction.


    He returned, and set down the drinks. ‘The thing is,’ he said, ‘Theresa wouldn’t be coming with me.’


    Jerry’s eyebrows rose, but he didn’t sound too surprised. ‘Have you split up? When did that happen?’


    Ian took a sip of his beer. ‘It hasn’t happened yet. But it’s going to. I’ve met someone else.’


    ‘Whoever she is, Theresa’s worth ten of her. She gave up her career so that she could keep you in food – I hope you’re remembering that.’


    ‘Look – I know what Theresa’s done for me, and I’m grateful. She knows that. But … well, this has been on the cards for a long time now. Meeting Lesley just made it happen, that’s all.’


    ‘So what’s she like, this Lesley?’


    ‘A couple of years younger than I am, small, slim – blonde. Full of energy and commitment.’


    He realized as he was describing Lesley that if it was true that men always went for the same kind of women, he was the exception that proved the rule. Theresa was almost her exact opposite.


    ‘And it’s happened just like that? You’ve met someone you fancy, and twelve years with Theresa count for nothing?’


    He had known this would be worse than telling Theresa herself. ‘No, not just like that. Things haven’t been all that hot between me and Theresa for a long time – I don’t think it’ll come as much of a shock to her. Probably more of a relief.’


    Jerry sat back. ‘How did you meet this Lesley?’


    ‘I wish you’d stop calling her ‘‘this Lesley’’ like that. I met her when I did that work for the charity that employed me to oversee their new computer installation. She’s a director there.’


    ‘Oh, yes. And you were working on that for – what? All of a month?’


    Ian could feel the waves of disapproval from across the table, and felt obliged to defend himself and Lesley. ‘Sometimes you don’t need any time. You just know. We knew. As soon as we met.’


    Jerry looked less than impressed. ‘ But that was last April! You mean you’ve been cheating on Theresa all that time?’


    ‘No! Well … yes, if you want to put it like that. Something happened that made it difficult at the time. But we’re telling them today, so this is a bad time for your offer to have come along.’


    ‘Them? This Lesley has a husband, I take it?’


    ‘No. She’s a widow. She’s telling her daughter today. Look – there were reasons why we couldn’t say anything before now.’


    ‘None of my business.’


    ‘No. But the bottom line is that I can’t drop everything and go to Australia at a moment’s notice.’


    ‘I’m not asking you to drop everything! And it isn’t a moment’s notice – you’ve got until the end of February to make up your mind.’ He, shrugged. Tou seem to have made up your mind about ditching Theresa in half that time, so this should be a doddle.’


    Ian felt himself flush sHghtly. Put like that, his protests did seem a little hollow.


    ‘And maybe Lesley would like the idea.’


    Ian was sure she wouldn’t, but at least Jerry had stopped calling her ‘this’ Lesley.


    ‘I’m sure she’d prefer it to living on your somewhat erratic income,’ Jerry went on. ‘She might not be as supportive as Theresa.’


    ‘She doesn’t need my income,’ Ian muttered.


    ‘Oh, she’s a rich widow? And it was love at first sight. How fortunate. No wonder you can turn a great job down without even considering it.’


    Ian ignored him; Jerry and he had been friends since childhood, and he knew Lesley’s money hadn’t been the lure – if it had, Ian would have gone in with Jerry in the first place and be able to wine and dine people at five-star hotels in London as a matter of course like Jerry did. But he supposed that it did mean that he was able to turn down opportunities he might once have jumped at. Besides he was certain that Lesley would hate the idea. He said as much to Jerry.


    ‘Talk to her,’ said Jerry. ‘See what she thinks. Take the stuff with you.’


    Ian put the ring binder in his briefcase. He would talk to Lesley. And she,would say no, because she would have no reason to say yes; her life was here. And once Lesley had said no, not even Jerry, the ultimate salesman, would be able to talk her into it.


    ‘Keep the change.’


    Phil walked up the driveway, his hands thrust deep into the pockets of his jacket, his head down against the snow-filled gust of wind, wishing he had worn a coat and hat. His thinning hair was no protection against’the elements, and the wind was whistling through the jacket. It might have a designer label, but it didn’t keep you warm. He made the shelter of the porch, and turned to look at the garden.


    Even in these conditions, he liked the way he’d got it now; it looked good all year round, with the little fountain surrounded by pebbles, slate-blue and shiny in the wet snow. It wasn’t on, of course, but even switched off, even today, it gave him considerable satisfaction. All the gardening programmes on the telly had given him the urge to do it, and taking up DIY landscape gardening at forty-seven wasn’t easy. It had taken him all spring, but he’d got it right in the end. Lesley had protested that they could hire a professional to do it, that there were horses for courses, that she wouldn’t get a landscape gardener to do her accounts, all that stuff. But Phil had wanted to do it himself, and he had. He had promised Kayleigh he would build a sumrnerhouse with a sundeck this year, and he had been looking forward to that.


    And she seemed to think that it might still happen; she had begged him to see Lesley again, talk to her. So here he was, with the excuse of having been to hear sentence passed on Dean Fletcher.


    Lesley opened the front door, looking at him a little suspiciously as he told her why he was there and expressed some surprise that she wasn’t in court.


    ‘I knew whatever sentence they gave him wouldn’t be enough. I felt I could do without being made to feel even angrier.’


    If it had been up to Lesley, he wouldn’t have been given any sentence at all; she had been all for letting the whole thing pass, as usual. Phil didn’t say any of that. The last thing he wanted was to start a row.


    ‘Come in quickly, if you’re coming in. It’s freezing.’


    Phil closed the door, and hung up his wet jacket as he told her what had happened in court.


    ‘So he’ll be back out before we know where we are,’ she said. ‘What if he comes looking for Kayleigh when he does get out?’


    ‘Then he’d go back to prison. And how would he find her if you’re moving away?’


    Lesley had decided that she and Kayleigh were moving out of London once the court case was over. Throughout their years together, they had been constantly on the move, because Lesley’s answer to problems was to move away from them. He had argued that it was bad for Kayleigh to keep taking her away from what she knew, but all he had achieved was the boarding school solution; that way, Lesley had countered, it wouldn’t really matter if they moved, because her friends would be at the school, and that would give her the stability she needed.


    ‘Besides,’ Phil added, ‘they’ve put him on the sex offenders’ register. He won’t be allowed even to contact Kayleigh.’


    ‘You’ve got great faith in the system.’ She headed for the sitting room. ‘Perhaps I should take her out of boarding school, have her where I can keep an eye on her.’


    Phil sighed. More upheaval. But it would be foolish to argue on two counts: one, he would much rather Kayleigh was at home, wherever that was going to be, because that way he could visit her whenever he liked, and two, he wouldn’t win. ‘Well, I’m all for that,’ he said. ‘But not because I think he’ll come anywhere near Kayleigh.’ He followed Lesley down the hallway. ‘ I just think she’d be happier at home.’


    He was glad to be back in the centrally heated warmth of what he still thought of as his own sitting room rather than the stuffy but chilly courtroom or the wet and miserable streets, or even the very pleasant room in a friend’s house in which he was currently living, having never quite given up hope of Lesley changing her mind. His friend was glad of the extra cash, and he didn’t want to do anything more final about finding a place to live.


    ‘And we can’t change what’s happened,’ he went on, ‘so I think we should all try to get on with our lives.’ He took a breath, and said what he had really come to say. ‘I’d like us to be doing it as a family. Kayleigh wants us to get back together, and so do I.’


    ‘That’s not possible.’


    ‘Why not? We’ve put worse than this behind us.’


    He prepared himself for her reaction to that, because even allusions to what had been the worst time in either of their lives, jointly or severally, were not encouraged. But Lesley didn’t seem to have noticed.


    ‘Because it’s over.’


    He knew that, really. His problem was working out why it was over. In June, just after they had finally gone to the police about Fletcher, Lesley had told him that she wanted him to leave, and he still had no idea why. It made no sense. They were happy. All of them. They had seen Kayleigh through the worst of this business as they had seen her through everything, always, and they had done it together. All right, there were rows, but they blew over. They were a unit. A family.


    He hadn’t known how to respond. If he had done something to which Lesley had taken exception, he could have defended himself, or apologized, or begged forgiveness. But he hadn’t; all she had said when he had asked was that she didn’t want their relationship to go on. He had left in the hope that time and distance would heal whatever wound had been opened by their recent problems.


    ‘But I thought you were happy.’


    ‘I wasn’t unhappy.’ She gave a short sigh. ‘The fact is – there’s someone else.’


    At last, something he understood, even if he didn’t like it. It didn’t surprise him that she had met someone else; they had been apart a long time. ‘Who?’ His voice was dull as he’d asked the question, and he hadn’t really expected a response, but he got one.


    ‘Ian Waring.’


    Ian Waring? Was he supposed to know who Ian Waring was? He frowned, then remembered, his eyes widening slightly. ‘The guy who did the computers?’


    ‘Yes.’


    Waring lived in Stansfield, and had been commuting to London every day while he worked on the computer system. Phil had called him the computer commuter, and Lesley had almost always jokingly referred to him as CC; for a moment, his name hadn’t meant anything. Phil had known she got on well with Waring, but he’d only been there a few weeks, and it had never occurred to him that there was any more to it than that. She must have been seeing him ever since.


    ‘I would have told you at the time, but all the business with Kayleigh blew up, and I thought you might get angry and tell her. I didn’t want her to know about Ian until the case was finished, in case it upset her.’


    ‘And you don’t think it’ll upset her now?’ At last, his bewilderment was giving way to the good, old-fashioned anger that Lesley had rightly assumed would have been his reaction. ‘This is the last thing she needs right now, Lesley!’


    ‘I think I’m the best judge of that.’


    ‘Well, I don’t! She’s just been through a very difficult time, and not content with whipping away the only stability she’s ever known, you’re replacing it with someone she’s never even met!’


    ‘I’m her stability. It’s not really your concern, Phil.’


    He jumped up. ‘ Not my concern? Not my concern? She’s been my concern since she was five years old!’ He tried hard to calm down, to control the temper that he lost so easily, and he sat down again. It was easier to keep the lid on things sitting down. And getting angry wouldn’t help. Lesley had made up her mind. He listened, without comment, as Lesley told him her plans. Waring would be moving in until they had decided where they wanted to go; she didn’t know, obviously, how long it would take to sell the house.


    ‘What about visits?’ Lesley had asked him not to go to the school, and now he understood why. She didn’t want Kayleigh’s new classmates getting to know him as her dad only to find him being replaced by Ian Waring. And she had said that Kayleigh could spend time with him in the holidays, but Christmas had been a washout; she had taken Kayleigh away on holiday. Apart from the week of the court case he hadn’t seen her since July, and letters and phone calls just weren’t the same. ‘I think she needs to know she’s still got me if she needs me,’ he said. ‘That she can come to me any time, or ask me to come to her.’


    ‘She does know that. You told her yourself last week. And I told her too – we can sort all that out. We can arrange something for Easter – she’s not on holiday until then anyway, and I think she needs any time she’s at home in the meantime to get to know Ian. He’s telling Theresa today, so he’ll be here quite soon.’


    At least she understood that Kayleigh would have to get to know Waring; she didn’t think that it would work just by magic.


    ‘She’ll be very disappointed. She thought we might get back together.’ He got up to go. ‘Tell her I’ll let her know my address as soon as I’ve got somewhere permanent.’


    Lesley came with him to the door, and he put his jacket back on, stepping out into the chilly air. ‘When are you telling her about Waring?’ he asked.


    ‘I spoke to her this morning.’


    Phil frowned, looked at the clock in the hallway. ‘How? You couldn’t have got there and back today unless you left in the middle of the—’ His mouth fell open. ‘ You phoned her, didn’t you! You phoned and told her she’d find this man installed when she got home. Sometimes I just can’t believe how insensitive you are!’


    ‘I thought Kayleigh would prefer it that way. And I think you’re being a little melodramatic.’


    ‘You phoned her, and then just left her in that Godforsaken place to brood about it on her own!’


    Lesley sighed. ‘It’s not Dotheboys Hall. And she’s a lot more resilient than you think. She understands the situation.’


    ‘Does she? Well, if you’re not going to see her, I am!’


    ‘No, you’re not. You’d only upset her.’


    ‘And how are you going to stop me?’


    ‘By ringing the school and telling them that I don’t want them to let you see her. So it would he a wasted journey.’


    She would do it. And the school wouldn’t go against whatever she decreed. He had no rights, no comeback. If he wasn’t careful, she could cut him out of Kayleigh’s life altogether. He shook his head, and turned to go.


    ‘I’ve still got a lot of your things here. What do you want me to do with them?’


    He turned back and looked at her – sweetly reasonable, shivering slightly in the sleety wind, as unmoved as if she was replacing a faulty washing machine rather than the man Kayleigh thought of as her father – and told her what she could do with them.


    ‘I don’t think there’s any need to be crude. And I do want to know what you want done with them.’


    He looked at the fountain, and the pebbles. She had let him do that, knowing all the time that she was going to do this to him. Let him make plans with Kayleigh for the summerhouse, knowing that she was going to move him out to make room for Ian.


    Oh, Lesley would give anyone her money and her time; she was generous in every respect except the one that mattered. She was blithely ripping apart his world, Kayleigh’s world, some other woman’s world, and she didn’t care, as long as she got what she wanted. She really didn’t care.


    He bent down and scooped up some of the bigger pebbles. ‘Sell them to pay for a glazier!’ he roared.


    Lesley ran next door for help while he was venting his anger; he had never hit anyone in his life, but a lot of ornaments and dinner plates had gone west when Lesley had caused his temper to snap. He had never done it quite so spectacularly before, and he had smashed almost all of the windows before two of his neighbours manhandled him out of the driveway and on to the pavement, whereupon Lesley locked the gate and went back inside.


    He shook the two men off and walked away, no less angry for his bit of vandalism, but grimly satisfied that she had, if only temporarily, lost her bloody serenity.


    ‘It’s been confirmed that it’s a World War Two unexploded bomb, sir. The army want us to evacuate these three streets.’


    Tom Finch looked at the map, and groaned. All residential streets. ‘How soon?’ he asked.


    ‘Within the hour.’


    ‘And how long do they think it’s going to take to make the bomb safe?’


    ‘Impossible to say.’


    So he had to assume that these people might need overnight accommodation. And it was cold – they’d need somewhere with heating, and hot food and drinks would have to be available. The media would have to know what was going on. And the other emergency services should be put on standby in case of accident or injury. But first things first. They had to know who they were evacuating, and if they had special needs. Babies, pets, old people, disabled people, pregnant women. Some of them might have to have medical assistance.


    Tom ran a hand over hair that was once again springing into tight blond curls now that he was letting what his wife called his SS cut grow out. He blew out his cheeks, and plunged in. ‘OK. Get the troops to do a door-to-door, warning the householders—’


    ‘Can I just stop you there, Tom?’


    Now what? It seemed to Tom that every time he opened his mouth, the instructor found something to criticize.


    ‘You don’t have troops, Tom. The army has troops. You have officers.’


    Tom sighed. ‘I know it’s sexist to call women girls – and I know it’s sexist even to call them women in the police force—’


    ‘Service.’


    ‘Service,’ Tom repeated, through his teeth. ‘But what’s wrong with troops? It’s what everyone says – it’s more natural.’


    ‘You’re not trying to win an Oscar, Tom. You’re trying to pass your inspector’s exam. The army’s involved in this exercise – using the word ‘‘troops’’ could be confusing.’


    ‘I’m talking to another copper!’


    ‘You’re talking to a colleague. In these scenarios, if at no other time in your career, you call senior officers ‘‘sir’’ – not guv, or boss – you call junior officers by their rank and surname – and when you are talking about them, they are all officers or colleagues. Not lads, girls, mates, WPCs, cops, coppers, troops or anything else.’


    ‘Right.’ Tom sighed deeply. In September, for the second time, he had passed Part I, but that was a written exam, just to find out if you knew the law, basically, and he did. But Part II tested your managerial skills, and that had been his downfall last time. His managerial skills were all right as far as they went, but they didn’t, apparently, go far enough. He wasn’t smooth enough for them. If you asked him, this exam was designed to turn out homogenized middle-managers who went by the book, rather than real men and women who could instinctively perform in a real, unpredictable job.


    ‘That’s as may be,’ Judy had said when he’d been sounding off about it. ‘But it’s the only way you’re going to become an inspector – then you can be as real as you like, so long as you get the job done and don’t tread on too many toes.’


    And he really did want to be an inspector. So now, on his rest day, every week, he was doing the training that Judy had advised him to take. But he wasn’t convinced that he was cut out for inspectordom. Every other scenario seemed to be someone complaining about something. PCs miffed because they hadn’t got a job they were after, women complaining that they weren’t being given a fair crack of the whip by their sergeants, members of the public complaining that someone had given them cheek. If that was what being an inspector was all about, they could keep it.


    The instructor smiled. ‘It’s part of the job. In real life you probably wouldn’t get fourteen situations like that to deal with in the space of two and a half hours. But you might in the exam. And if you handle them well, you’ll pass. It’s as simple as that.’


    ‘And are you saying I’d fail because I’d used the word ‘‘troops’’?’


    ‘No. I’m saying you’ll lose points. You have to get seventy-five per cent to pass – that’s a high target.’ So everything that can lose you points should be ironed out now, so that you’re giving yourself the best chance you can.’


    So they began again, until at last it was time to leave the fictional Sandford and the terminally politically correct Westshire police service, and return to reality. Tom got into his car and checked his mobile phone, where he found a text message from Lloyd, which read: ‘Girl, as promised. Mother and baby both gorgeous.’ Then another one that just read: ‘ Charlotte Frances.’


    He smiled. He’d had a call first thing saying that Saturday’s wedding was off, the birth was on, and Lloyd was going to be there for the main event, despite his belief that he would pass out cold. He tapped out his reply.


    ‘Gr8 2 no CF & J OK. R U OK?’


    A few moments later he got a reply which confirmed that Lloyd was his usual self.


    ‘1st r8, m8, ta – & is it NE lder U can’t spell?’


    ‘I’ll clear out now, if you like.’


    Theresa shrugged. Ian’s revelation hadn’t come as a surprise; she had known for months that there must be someone else, someone he’d met when he was working in London, because he went back there every chance he got. Or invented reasons to go; today he’d said he was meeting Jerry, but the last she’d heard, Jerry was in Australia, setting up a branch of his company down there. At first, it hadn’t occurred to her that it was anything but work, but then, unlikely though it seemed, she had had to conclude that Ian was seeing someone else. She was surprised that he had taken this long to tell her; she had thought he would be more straightforward than that.


    ‘And you can stay here as long as you like. I mean – I expect we should sell it eventually, but there’s absolutely no hurry from my point of view.’


    In the sixties, Ian’s father had been a woodsman employed by Stansfield Development Corporation, the body which oversaw the rapidly expanding industrial new town, and was hanging on to as much of its natural forest as it could. The secluded woodland cottage had come with the job; Ian had taken over the tenancy on his father’s retirement, and they had bought it at a considerable discount in the late eighties when home ownership had been the government’s flagship policy. They had paid off the mortgage, and the house was worth a great deal more than they had paid for it; even with her joint ownership, he would get a reasonable profit, and Ian never had any spare money. Whenever he made it, he managed to spend it, so why was there no hurry?


    ‘Oh, yes,’ she said, remembering, smiling a little. ‘ She’s rich, isn’t she?’


    ‘Her husband left her very well off.’


    ‘She’s rich.’


    He smiled a little, too. ‘All right. Yes. She’s rich.’


    They had both known that their relationship had run its course; Theresa wasn’t going to pretend indignation or hurt that she didn’t feel. But though she knew Lesley Newton only as a name that Ian had mentioned, she was puzzled. She didn’t really seem Ian’s type. He was a fish-and-chip man, and she organized and attended high-powered charity functions where every other face was famous. And the secretiveness just wasn’t Ian’s style. ‘Why didn’t you tell me before?’ she asked.


    ‘Before what?’


    ‘Before you started sleeping with her. Or at least once you had. Why meet in secret for months and months?’


    Ian looked a little sheepish. ‘She had some sort of problem with her daughter. She wanted me to wait until it was resolved, and I – well, I preferred waiting here to living in some London flat.’


    Theresa smiled again. ‘She’s got a problem daughter?’


    ‘No! No – I don’t think so. Just the usual teenage angst thing, I imagine. And whatever it was, it’s all sorted out now.’


    Trusting Ian. ‘ But you don’t know what it was?’


    ‘No – well, it’s none of my business, really.’


    ‘Have you met the daughter?’


    ‘No, not yet’


    Theresa shook her head. ‘ Oh, Ian.’


    ‘What does that mean?’


    ‘Are you sure you know what you’re letting yourself in for?’


    ‘Look – other women would be screaming at me and throwing my clothes out of the window. Not telling me to watch my step.’


    ‘I’m the discarded lover, and I should act like it?’


    ‘Instead of like my mother, yes!’


    She felt like his mother. Ian was jumping feet first into something he knew nothing about. ‘Why would I do that? I’m very fond of you, and I do think you should watch your step. I don’t like the sound of unspecified crises with teenage daughters who haven’t even met you yet.’


    An electronic rendition of the ‘William Tell Overture’ broke the silence that followed her statement, and Ian spoke briefly and cryptically to someone on his mobile, then looked at her.


    ‘That was Lesley. She – she’s in a bit of a state. Her ex threw a bit of a wobbly when he found out about me. She wants me to go there tonight.’


    ‘Does she? And is that what you’re going to do?’


    Ian looked distinctly uncomfortable. ‘I suppose so.’


    ‘How are you going to get there? The last train’s in five minutes.’


    ‘I’ll drive, of course.’


    She smiled. ‘Make the most of it. Driving it in London won’t be much fun.’ The Alfa Romeo Spider had been Ian’s present to himself when his business had finally made some real money; it had cost twice as much as her van. ‘What about the post-crisis teenage daughter? Won’t your arrival precipitate another crisis?’


    ‘I wondered about that, but Lesley says she’s away at school.’


    ‘And she knows, does she, that you’ll be there when she comes home again?’


    ‘Lesley told her today.’


    ‘Oh.’


    ‘I wish you’d stop doing that!’


    Theresa affected a look of total innocence. ‘ Doing what?’


    ‘Sitting there looking all-knowing.’ He got up. ‘Anyway, I mean it, about staying here as long as you like. And if you want to carry on living here, I’m sure we can come to some arrangement about money.’


    ‘No, I’ll find somewhere smaller.’ She had never liked living in the middle of a wood all that much.

OEBPS/images/BirthsDeathsandMarriages.jpg
Deaths and
Marriage

7

Y
X
\@N b






OEBPS/images/BelloLogo.png





OEBPS/styles/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





