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prologue

Cliffe Top Comprehensive School,

Cliffe Top Lane,

BRADFORD

BD3 6TJ

Tel: 01274 635711

Headteacher: Mr B Atherton

16 October 2002

Mr Graham Collins

27 Silverhill Grove

BRADFORD BD9 7NR

Dear Mr Collins

First let me congratulate you on behalf of the governors of Cliffe Top Comprehensive School on the satisfactory outcome of the hearing at the Crown Court. We are delighted you were exonerated from all charges. It is a sad fact of the times that teachers are vulnerable to allegations of abuse, particularly from young girls as unhappy as Shayla. Nevertheless, she finally showed considerable courage in admitting to the truth and thus brought the case against you to an end.

Now that the law has taken its course, it is incumbent upon the governors of the school to conduct their own inquiry. We will obviously do this as expeditiously as possible, but in the meantime you will remain suspended on full pay. You are reminded that during the suspension you are not allowed to take on other paid employment or to work with children in any capacity.

Should you wish to discuss this letter, please do not hesitate to contact me.

Yours sincerely

[image: images]

Lawrence Welford

Chair of Governors


chapter one

Eleven forty-five on the last day of October. Hallowe’en.

Children in robes and vampire masks demand a trick or a treat from long-suffering householders who, unwilling to risk the vagaries of the trick, opt for the treat. Tricks can be mean.

Shayla Richards had thought it was a trick – at least she had for a short while, until she realized it wasn’t. And then it was too late. It had been played.

Firefighter Dave Crawshaw, too, had thought the 999 call was a trick. Three hoax shouts they’d had this month and now a fourth. Made by the same male caller, with the same deep voice, giving the same message: a fire up at Druid’s Altar. The difference was, this time it was for real. Standing at the edge of the moor, he could make out a faint red glow above the slope and the breeze sifting through the trees brought with it the smell of burning wood. He stared into the darkness. A sense of unease came over him and he swallowed hard, tasting the mist that hung low over the ground.

‘Anything?’ The shout came from the direction of the fire engine, clear and loud. It made him jump.

A wall and a gate cut off the moor from the pathways. Unable to get any closer, the appliance had stayed in the turning circle, its headlights penetrating the hazy darkness, throwing long shadows in front of him.

‘Yes,’ he shouted back. ‘Hang on a minute; I’m going to have a look.’ He picked his way over the damp grass and through the wintering bracken towards the giant outcrop of rocks that formed Druid’s Altar. Stumbling and sliding over the large granite boulders embedded deep in the ground, he manoeuvred his way along the rough track. The glow from the fire remained steady, neither growing in intensity nor receding. It was eerie and for the first time in a long while his nerves began to take over. Perhaps the date and the place were firing his imagination? It was Hallowe’en and this was the site where in the past – and even now, if rumour was to be believed – gowned men performed their rituals. The wind whispered through the oak trees below in the valley and up the steep hillside. Dave shivered. He swung the beam of his torch over the moor as the altar came into view. It was always possible the hoaxer was still around. They usually wanted to watch, see a result, but up here there was nowhere for a person to conceal himself except in the rocks below, and Dave was damned if he was going to risk climbing down them at this time of night. Let the man have his fun.

He could see the fire now, a small one on the lesser of the two stones that made up Druid’s Altar. He had no way of knowing when it had been set, but it was showing little sign of burning out. Probably built of peat and twigs. Whatever, it couldn’t be left. He’d just get a bit closer to check it, make sure it wouldn’t spread – the last thing they needed was a peat-based moorland fire – then he’d call for one of the others to extinguish it.

He let the beam from his torch play on it for a moment, then swung it sideways. At first he thought the light had snared the fire raiser. Cheeky sod; he was there all the time, lying on the other stone, laughing at him. He took a step closer.

‘Jesus Christ.’

A black girl was stretched out, her feet towards him. From his position he couldn’t see her face, but her arms were crossed over her chest. He climbed on the rock. She was young, probably no more than fifteen or sixteen. Her hair, though black, was not Afro-Caribbean as the facial features suggested; it was too long and too straight. She was almost naked, wearing only a bra and a pair of skimpy pants. A lilac scarf was carefully tied round her neck, its corners splayed on her dark shoulders. He touched her arm. ‘Come on, love, you’ll catch your death here.’

No reply.

He’d almost expected her to jump up as a joke and frighten him, but she remained inert. He pushed at her, harder this time and her head lolled towards him, her eyes open and bulging and an expression of fear mingled with surprise on her face.

He fought to stifle the shock and the need to sit down. He had to attend to the girl, check she was actually dead – she might not be; she might need an ambulance. Touching as little as possible, he leaned over her, pulled off his glove and felt for the carotid pulse. Nothing.

He could be wrong. Perhaps he was feeling in the wrong place, hadn’t located it properly. He tried again, then slowly pulled his fingers away. He wasn’t wrong; there was no pulse. He sat back on his haunches, suppressing the sadness that welled up in him. She was gone. There was no more he could do for her.

He stood up and scanned the neatly arranged body. Someone had taken time to do that, to display her as a sacrifice. A sacrifice to the gods? A pagan ritual in a place of pagan worship? It was spooky. Dave shivered and scrambled off the rock. He had to call it in.

It?

Her.

As his eyes followed the contour of her body, there was a flash of recognition. He knew her, or at least knew of her. She was the missing girl, the one in the red skirt and the grey puffa jacket, the one whose picture had been in the papers and on hoardings for weeks now, for so long you hardly noticed any more. But it was her, of that he was certain; it was the missing girl.

Shayla Richards.

Walter Heywood peered at the clock. Without his glasses the numbers blurred. It looked like eleven thirty, but it might not have been. It didn’t matter. He didn’t sleep well any more. Not since his wife died and not since he became old. It was when Edith died that he became old. Until then she’d kept him young. ‘Eighty-four years young, that’s what we are,’ she’d say and laugh. And she was right because she had more energy than most. She shopped for the old folks, even though most were younger than she was. Each morning she’d trot out to the grocer or the post office to pick up their pensions and they’d tell her they didn’t know what they’d do without her. Then in the afternoon the two of them would do the gardening, or go to the senior citizens club to play bingo or cards or to the tea dance at the church hall. In the evening after their meal they’d watch a bit of television. It was while they were watching television that she’d died, just slipped away soundlessly. Now without her next to him, he couldn’t sleep.

A wind had sprung up since he went to bed and the curtain was billowing across the bedside table. He pulled himself from under the clothes, stiff from lying in one position too long, picked up his glasses and shuffled over to the window. The tall street lamps threw a hazy orange glow across the cul-de-sac and for a moment he stayed where he was, looking out onto the darkened road. The wheelie bins were out, he noticed. He’d forgotten his; he’d try and remember it tomorrow, not that there was much in it to be emptied. He stared at the houses across the street, semis with gardens back and front. The people who lived in them were good to him, kept an eye on him, checked he was up and about each day. But he knew they thought he was losing it, becoming confused, going senile even. Perhaps he was; but he wasn’t confused about everything. He could remember the years he spent with Edith, all sixty-two of them. He remembered courting her, asking her to marry him. He was twenty-one and she was twenty. He could remember as clear as day the tears she tried to hold back as he went off to war in 1940. He remembered their first house, their children, the smell of the washing each Monday and the baking each Thursday. What did it matter that he couldn’t remember what he’d had for tea tonight? It wasn’t important.

A movement from across the street broke his reverie. A cat, perhaps. He peered into the night. No, it wasn’t a cat; someone was across at the Collinses’ house. A man. It looked like a man. Mr Collins? He couldn’t see properly. It was dark and whoever it was was partially obscured by the tree on his side of the road. Only the wheelie bin was in full view. He saw an arm stretch out and a hand lift the lid. Something was dropped inside; he didn’t know what.

Then the person disappeared, probably down the path, but he couldn’t be sure. Walter Heywood shrugged; it was none of his business what people did or when they did it. But perhaps he’d mention it to Mr or Mrs Collins tomorrow, just in case. If he remembered.

It was not so much the body of the dead girl lying on the huge block of millstone grit that disturbed Detective Inspector John Handford, but the silence of the crime scene officers. He was used to their chatter, their comments, their jokes even. That was their way of coping. You couldn’t see what these people saw and not build some kind of defence mechanism against it. The worse the scene, the more inappropriate their remarks became – but not here. This was different and he wasn’t sure why. Perhaps it was the place and the arrangement of the body in the sacrificial pose. Or perhaps they were cold and eager to get the job done. He pulled his coat round his large frame and ran his gloved hand through his greying hair. His craggy features crumpled into a frown.

He had been here since the early hours when the ebony blackness of the moor was streaked only by ribbons of light from the uniformed officers’ torches and further away in the valley, patches of muted colour from the street lamps stained the darkness. Daylight had broken slowly and as the winter sun pierced the clouds, Druid’s Altar was silhouetted against the Aire valley. Weathered with winter bracken and dotted with small trees, their skeletal branches straining against the wind, the moor stretched into the distance. Below them, blanketing the hillside, stood Altar Wood with its mass of oaks, some still in leaf in spite of the lateness of the year, and beyond that the valley, murky in the November gloom. Beneath the altar where the ground slipped down the hillside were large boulders long ago liberated then abandoned by melting glaciers, and round it embedded into the hardened earth the rocks had become a pathway for the legions of visitors. Those closest to the altars were inscribed, not with the usual girl-loves-boy messages, but with religious observations: ‘Jesus loves you’ and ‘Christ is here’ – not the kind of etching Handford was used to. Were they endorsing the site perhaps, ridding it of the age-old pagan rituals? He wondered how many more such phrases would be needed to re-sanctify it after this.

As many ways on to the moor as possible had been closed off and officers posted to discourage press and onlookers. Lamps illuminated the immediate scene, the light harsh as it shone on the girl’s body. The blue and white police tape separated the altar from the rest of the moor and outside its cordon Dr Jessop, the police surgeon, was in discussion with Detective Sergeant Ali. Handford watched them for a moment – the stocky doctor, slightly balding, and the tall, slim, much younger detective, his hair blowing across his face.

The two shook hands and Ali walked over to Handford. ‘What’s the matter with the SOCOs? I’ve never known them so quiet,’ he said.

Handford ignored the comment. ‘Any idea how she died?’ He glanced over at the girl. There was nothing messy about her death, no obvious violence, no bone fragments, no blood, no gore. Quite the opposite. She lay on the altar, from this distance seemingly serene and peaceful, her arms crossed over her chest.

‘Asphyxiated, but he won’t say how. You know what Jessop’s like: too cautious for an opinion. He says there are no obvious signs of a struggle – no defence wounds that he can see, no broken fingernails.’

That didn’t mean she hadn’t known what was happening, hadn’t been afraid. Murder and violence were equal partners, however peaceful the victim appeared. In spite of the cold, the wind and the open air, it had a taste and a smell that lingered. Handford wanted to get on. Until the investigation began in earnest, when it became an academic exercise held together by rules and regulations, he was unable to detach himself from the person.

‘Any sign of drugs, Khalid?’

‘She doesn’t appear to have been a user, although he won’t rule it out. There are no obvious track marks. The post-mortem will tell us more.’ Ali flicked onto the next page of his notebook. ‘Rigor’s well advanced so she’s been dead at least ten to twelve hours. And she wasn’t killed here – not on the altar at any rate. Lividity’s wrong for the position she’s in.’

‘So she was brought up here dead?’

‘Not necessarily. She could have been killed on the moor. She’d been lying on the bracken at some time. Dr Jessop found several small pieces caught in her brassiere straps, her pants and her hair as well as in her flesh. We’ll have to wait to know whether she was dead or alive at the time. I’ve got a group of officers looking for the place where she may have been lying, but they’re going to have to be quick before it rains.’

The forecast was for a wet and blustery start to the month, and the sky was heavy with cloud. It had also suggested mild temperatures, but it was cold up here and Handford pulled the collar of his coat more closely to him. He stamped his feet, releasing the rich aroma of the peat which lay close to the surface, and felt the rainwater seep round his Wellingtons. Even a thick pair of socks wasn’t enough to prevent the cold percolating through to chill him.

Nor was there much to shield the girl. The edges of the lilac scarf stirred as a sudden gust cut across her. Handford turned to Ali. ‘Why do you think she was left like this?’ he said. ‘It’s almost as though she’s been arranged in sacrifice.’

‘I don’t know. Whoever did it took their time; she’s very neat.’ Ali shivered and tied his scarf tighter round his neck. ‘I just hope this isn’t a pseudo-religious thing. That we’ve got a cult in the area that’s suddenly decided to come out of its closet. One that offers human sacrifice.’

Handford studied his sergeant. As far as he knew there were no such extremists in the district, yet the serious expression that had covered Ali’s gaunt features was now overtaken by another emotion – apprehension. Fear, even. The suggestion of a cult killing, although it had been his own, seemed to have unnerved him. Handford was surprised; he knew of some members of the Asian community who held the view that such groups were active, but he had never thought of Ali as being one of them. He had worked with him for a year now and respected him both as a man and a detective, the prejudices each had initially held against the other long forgotten. Yet Ali was a complex character and he couldn’t help but wonder if this was another side to him, born out of his culture or his religion – another side Handford would find difficult to understand. His first reaction had been to scoff at the suggestion, but instead he made light of it. ‘Don’t jump to conclusions, Ali; there could be any number of reasons for this.’

‘Like what?’

Handford frowned. ‘A romp in the bracken with her boyfriend, a dare perhaps, on the scariest night of the year.’ That was unlikely and he knew it. If it had been a joke or a dare, or even privacy for a bit of sex, then why arrange the body in this way? Why make it look like a sacrifice? Why not roll it down the embankment? It would have been months before it had been found – if at all. ‘Come on, Ali. We have no reason to believe she was the victim of an unknown cult.’

‘I suppose not,’ Ali agreed. ‘But look at her, John. Her death is clean, no sign of an attack and no obvious defence wounds. It’s almost as though she didn’t put up a struggle. And the arrangement of the body … and the fire.’ Ali shuddered. ‘I tell you, this kind of thing scares me.’

Handford took a deep breath. The fire had been extinguished but the acrid scent of the ashes and burnt peat remained, teasing his nostrils. ‘It’s unusual, I’ll give you that,’ he said, ‘but I’m not prepared to assume we’ve entered a world of weird factions or black magic. Let’s try to keep it in proportion. Do you know anything about the Druids?’

Ali shook his head.

‘Since we can’t pretend they might not be part of this,’ Handford continued, ‘get someone onto checking them out. General stuff, what they believe, how they worship, if there are any modern-day groups in the area.’ Suddenly he shivered himself, not sure if it was the cold or if the same someone who had walked over Ali’s grave had walked over his. He said, ‘Come on, there’s not a lot more we can do here until forensics have finished. We’ll go and see the mother, tell her we’ve found her daughter.’

As they left he took one last look at the girl lying on the altar and shook his head. ‘Who the hell would do something like this, Khalid? What kind of people has Shayla Richards been mixing with?’

If it was the silence that disturbed Handford up at the scene, it was the whimpering coming from the squat Afro-Caribbean woman rocking to and fro in the armchair opposite him that disturbed him now. When Evelyn Richards had opened the door and seen them, her face had suggested she expected good news – that they had found Shayla living rough somewhere. What they gave her was the worst possible news, followed by a little bit of hope when Handford asked if she was up to identifying the body.

‘It might not be her? You think it might not be Shayla?’ She was pleading rather than questioning. She didn’t need an answer.

‘Perhaps someone else could do it,’ Ali said.

She looked up at him and suddenly anger flared. ‘You think I don’t want to see my own daughter now she’s dead.’

Ali floundered. ‘No, Mrs Richards … that wasn’t what I meant. I just thought …’

She glared at the sergeant, then turned to Handford. ‘How did she die? Did someone kill her? Did she suffer?’

‘We’re not sure exactly how, but yes, someone killed her.’ Handford replayed the image of the dead girl on the stone. ‘And no, Mrs Richards, I don’t think she suffered. She looked very peaceful.’ What was one small lie, if it eased her pain?

‘When? When did she die?’

‘Some time yesterday, we think. Perhaps during the evening.’

Grief etched into Mrs Richards’ features. ‘I was at bingo last night. It was a good night. I won sixty pound.’ She pulled herself out of the chair and grabbed a Chinese vase from the mantelpiece. Taking off the lid, she snatched at the notes inside. ‘This was for Christmas,’ she screamed. ‘This was for my Shayla’s Christmas present.’ Suddenly she threw the money at Handford. ‘It’s your fault,’ she yelled. ‘You didn’t look for her when she was missing. I told you. I came to the station to tell you. If you’d looked for her …’ Her voice descended to a whisper. ‘Well, Inspector, she’ll not trouble you no more now.’

What could he say? That they’d pulled out all the stops in their search for her? Shayla had been a girl who went missing periodically then turned up and mouthed off at the police that what she did and where she went was none of their business. They’d searched hard the first two times she’d disappeared, then after that they’d done the usual checks, and if she was gone for any length of time they had put up posters and asked uniform to keep an eye out for her. There was little point doing more; they knew she’d turn up – she always did – and anyway there were more urgent cases needing their attention.

Ali began to pick up the money and, all her energy spent, Evelyn Richards slumped back in the chair. Handford knelt next to her. They’d never found out why the girl had gone; it hadn’t been up to them to determine why – they weren’t social workers. Now it was pertinent to the inquiry. ‘I know how distressing this is for you, Mrs Richards, but I need to ask you a few questions.’

‘I don’t want to answer no questions, not yet; I want to see my Shayla.’ Her shoulders sagged so that her neck and chin seemed to disappear in her large bosoms. She attempted to stand up again. ‘I’m going to get changed,’ she said. ‘I can’t see Shayla looking like this.’

Handford placed a restraining hand on her. ‘Mrs Richards, Shayla’s still where we found her. When she’s in the mortuary, we’ll take you to see her. Please sit down. Would you like a cup of tea?’ How crass, he thought.

She shook her head. ‘I want to get changed; I’ve been at work.’

Handford pulled up a chair and sat opposite her. ‘Where do you work, Mrs Richards?’

‘Not full time. In the day I’m at the university; I study to be a counsellor. I want to help young kids.’ Handford tried to hide his surprise, but she had noticed. ‘I might be black, but I’m not stupid, you know.’ She remained silent long enough for her comment to register, then she said, ‘But I’ve got to get money, so in the morning and at night I clean some solicitors’ offices in the city. Brown, Sutton and Miller right in the centre. And four times a week, when I’m not at the university, I clean people’s houses.’

‘Whose houses?’

She gave him a guarded look. ‘Are you going to tell the tax people?’

He smiled at her. ‘No, I’m not going to tell the tax people.’

‘Some teachers at the university give me a job. Doctor Rowles – she works in Peace Studies, and Professor Adamson – he’s in Pharmacy.’

Handford watched as Ali recorded their names. ‘When Shayla went off before, did she tell you where she’d been?’

‘She said she’d been staying with friends. But they’re not real friends. They’re bad company, make Shayla miss school, make her do bad things. You’ve got their names at your police station. The officers said they’d been to see them but she wasn’t there. I don’t think they had; I don’t think they cared. What’s one more black girl?’

‘Did you contact them at all?’

‘They said they’d seen her, been around with her during the day. One of them had let her stay at her house, let her sleep on the floor.’

‘And this time?’

Mrs Richards stared beyond her interrogator. ‘Not this time. She hadn’t been with any of them. She’d not stayed the night at all. Right up to yesterday I was asking, but no one had seen her. I told the police, but they didn’t care. They were bored with Shayla. “She’ll turn up, Mrs Richards,” they said. “She always does.”’

This was not getting them very far and Handford changed the subject. ‘Have you any idea why Shayla might go up to Harden Moor? Was it somewhere she liked to go, for a picnic perhaps or with a boyfriend?’

‘What you suggesting? That my Shayla have sex with boys? No, never. She’s a good Christian girl.’

A good Christian girl who was into petty crime, truanted from school and had taken to running away from home. Handford glanced around the room. Although the house was in one of the poorer parts of the city and appeared run down and dilapidated, inside it was neat and tidy. The three-piece suite was old-fashioned but not threadbare, the table and sideboard polished and the carpet cheap but clean. A television stood in one corner. Photographs of Shayla and her brothers covered one of the alcoves and on the mantelpiece was a picture of mother and daughter. They were smiling, seemingly happy in each other’s company. What had gone wrong? Teenage years, or something more serious?

‘I believe you’re divorced, Mrs Richards. Can you tell me where Shayla’s father is? We will need to talk to him.’

‘He’s gone. He’s in Pakistan.’

For the first time since he had been rebuffed, Ali spoke. ‘Pakistan? Why Pakistan?’

She glared at him again. ‘Because that’s where he comes from and if he’s there he don’t need to send me no money.’

‘He’s Pakistani? You married a Pakistani?’

Handford closed his eyes momentarily. Not again. The last case that had involved a mixed marriage had caused Ali all kinds of grief.

‘Qumar thought he was the bees’ knees, but he couldn’t get custody of the kids. He wanted it – thought they’d be better off brought up in Pakistan. When the courts said no, he was on the next plane, didn’t say goodbye, not even to Shayla, and she was his favourite. Then he wrote and said he would get them one way or another. I wrote back and said I’d see him dead before he took one of my children away. Then I changed my name from Hussain back to Richards and I haven’t heard from him since, and I don’t want to, not never again.’

Handford stood up. ‘A family liaison officer will be here soon. She’ll stay with you, keep you up to date with what’s happening. In the meantime, is there anyone you would like us to contact?’

‘My brother, Calvin. You can tell him. He works at the hotel near the station. He’s a chef. He’ll be there now.’

Handford nodded. ‘We’ll make sure he knows.’ As they reached the door, he turned and said, ‘I’m sorry we had to bring you such bad news, Mrs Richards. I promise we’ll do our best to find out who killed your daughter.’ Her eyes filled with tears, but the tears didn’t hide her distrust of them.

They were halfway to the car when the front door flew open. At first, light from the hallway filled the gap, then Mrs Richards’ bulky frame. ‘Hey, you,’ she shouted. ‘If you want to know who killed Shayla, ask that teacher, the one who groped her. You ask that Mr Collins.’


chapter two

Jane Collins held her breath as the blue line appeared in the window of the pregnancy testing kit. It didn’t come as a surprise; she had suspected for a while. She must be all of four weeks because she knew when it had happened: October second, the day Shayla Richards was branded a liar and her husband found not guilty of indecent assault against her. They had held an impromptu party and afterwards had fallen into bed together, not even thinking about taking precautions. As far as they were concerned the nightmare was over, their lives could return to normal and nothing mattered.

But that was then; now it was different.

She looked again at the blue line and blinked away the tears. It couldn’t have come at a worse time. As if it wasn’t enough that the lying little bitch had ripped their lives apart with her allegations, the governors now wanted their pound of flesh. Two weeks of peace – that’s all they had given Graham and her. Two weeks in which they held their meeting, composed their letter and posted it first class.

Dear Mr Collins, First let me congratulate you … it is incumbent upon the governors of the school to conduct their own inquiry … Yours sincerely, Lawrence Welford, Chair of Governors.

It swam in her memory – the off-white headed notepaper, the black lettering of a laser printer and the neat signature of the chair of governors that brought with it memories of the harassment, the filth pushed through the letterbox, the graffiti sprayed on the car, and the names they were called as they walked along the road. She remembered word for word the headlines in the local papers when Graham appeared in the Magistrates’ Court, followed by the Crown Court for the Plea and Direction hearing, then eventually the trial. Her husband was news. Salacious, lascivious news.

And now, again, they were living life on a knife edge, not knowing whether he would keep his job. The union rep told him not to worry, but it was all right for him; he had money coming in. If Graham were dismissed, branded unsuitable to work with children, what would he do? What would they do? They couldn’t exist on her salary, certainly not with a baby. Midwives – even senior ones – didn’t earn that much.

She put the testing stick back in its box and dropped them in the wastebasket. Her heart pounded in her chest and she took deep breaths to quell the panic that was rising in her. It wasn’t just the loss of Graham’s job and the money, although that was bad enough. It was Graham himself. The truth was she feared his reaction; he was on the edge. His moods had become wildly unpredictable, swinging from depression to explosive anger in a matter of minutes, sometimes over the most trivial things.

Fury rose in her. One girl had done this. One stupid, silly, lying slag of a girl. Damn Shayla Richards, damn her and her lies. Damn her to hell.

Jane marched out of the bathroom, slamming the door behind her. In the bedroom she pulled on a pair of jeans and a sweatshirt and ran downstairs. The post lay by the front door. Not much – junk mail mostly. She gazed at it for a moment and as she bent down to pick it up she tried to ward off the familiar feeling of unease. She used to look forward to letters, but now she was nervous of them. Since the accusation had become common knowledge, they had brought either bad news or obscene messages. Did Shayla Richards have any idea what she was doing when she accused Graham, describing so graphically and so falsely how he fondled her breasts and genitals in the store adjoining his classroom?

Jane threw the letters on the kitchen table and opened the fridge. No milk; he must have forgotten to bring it in before he left for his run. She unlocked the front door and stepped outside. A steady drizzle was falling and the smell of autumn was in the air. As she picked up the bottles she saw Mr Heywood across the road pushing his wheelie bin to the edge of the footpath. She waved at him and he waved back. Poor man, he’d become so confused since his wife died. She’d been such a lovely lady who saw good in everyone and had never once doubted Graham. ‘Such a gentle man,’ she’d say, ‘and a gentleman.’ She’d even asked if it would help if she was a character witness, but had passed away before the case came to trial.

Jane returned to the kitchen, took the packet of muesli from the cupboard and was about to pour some into a bowl when she heard the knock on the front door. Graham? No it couldn’t be; he wasn’t due back yet. Unless … Her heart missed a beat. He had gone out for his run early. She had begged him not to – it wasn’t safe running in the dark she’d said – but he’d become angry and snapped that he wasn’t stupid and knew how to take care of himself.

As she approached the door she could make out blurred shapes through the patterned glass and the familiar feeling of dread set in. Would she ever get over it? She turned the Yale and in front of her stood two men: one white, one Asian, both smartly dressed, their heavy winter coats buttoned against the weather.

‘Yes?’

The older of the two spoke, his expression serious. ‘Mrs Collins? Detective Inspector John Handford and Detective Sergeant Khalid Ali. Is your husband in?’

Ernest Heywood returned to the house. He was sure there was something he had to tell Mrs Collins. When she’d waved at him, some memory stirred at the back of his mind, but try as he might, he couldn’t bring it forward. It was like there was a blank area in his brain, a black hole that events slipped through. Yet he was sure that whatever it was, was important. He shuffled his way back in to the kitchen. The house was cold and he pulled his cardigan around him. Edith would have told him to put the central heating on, and he would when they were further into winter. Technically, it was still autumn and for the moment his cardigan and the gas fire would do. It wasn’t that he couldn’t afford it, but there was no point wasting money when it wasn’t necessary. He flicked the switch on the kettle and filled a pan with water. He always had a boiled egg for breakfast. His doctor told him it would be better if he cut down, prevent cholesterol clogging his arteries, but he’d ignored the advice. Did it matter at eighty-four? Did it matter now Edith was gone?

He watched the water begin to boil, the bubbles bursting and splashing onto the stainless steel of the hob. Carefully he lowered the egg into the pan and turned the timer to three minutes. As he took a slice of bread out of the packet, he wished he could remember what it was he wanted to tell Mrs Collins. Perhaps if he went into the front room and looked across at her house, he might remember.

The mist that had blanketed the road earlier was beginning to lift now, and the street lights were off. A car drove down the road and parked in the turning circle at the end of the cul-de-sac. The men, one white, one Asian, slammed the doors as they got out, then scrutinized the houses before walking towards the Collinses. Mr Heywood grimaced. Jehovah’s Witnesses, Mormons, double-glazing salesmen; they had them all down here. He watched as they knocked on the door. He’d go across if it seemed they were harassing her. But he didn’t need to because they weren’t there more than a few minutes.

Funny, though. He could have sworn she looked upset as she watched them drive away.

On his return from the abortive visit to see Graham Collins, Detective Sergeant Ali went straight to the incident room. Several officers assigned to the case from other subdivisions had already arrived and were standing in groups chatting. Others from Central joined them. He saw the copper-haired detective as he walked through the door and scrutinized the list, heaving an internal sigh of relief that Chris Warrender’s name was not on it. To say he disliked the man was an understatement. The two of them shared an unpleasant history based on mutual dislike, Warrender’s grounded in prejudice, his own in anger and frustration.

Ali walked over to him. ‘What do you want, Warrender?’ he asked, his voice hard.

The constable didn’t seem to notice. ‘I have a meeting with the DI,’ he said.

‘Why?’

Smaller and stockier than the sergeant, Warrender was dressed in a bottle-green crew-necked sweater and dark grey chinos. He sauntered towards Ali until he was close. ‘I don’t think that’s any of your business, do you?’

Conscious of the sudden silence that had descended on the room, Ali stared at Warrender – a non-verbal reminder of their respective ranks, then moved to the table at the front of the room, picked up a clutch of files and said casually, ‘Not if you’re bringing him his sandwiches, but it is if you’re joining the murder team. Are you, Constable?’

Warrender smirked. ‘Joining the team? It would seem so, Sergeant.’ He emphasized the final word.

Ali could feel hostility taking over and tried to keep his voice level. ‘The DI asked for you?’

Warrender perched on the table. ‘You wouldn’t like that, would you, Ali? But don’t worry, I requested a transfer; it came through the end of last week. Takes effect immediately.’

Ali frowned. Why wasn’t the man’s name on the list, and more importantly, why hadn’t John mentioned it? He said, ‘I’m surprised you wanted to come back here. I would have thought you were better suited to where you were – vice squad, wasn’t it?’ He knew he shouldn’t let the man get to him, just assign him a desk and leave it at that.

Warrender slipped into the nearest chair and put his feet up on the table. ‘That’s right, but between you and me, Sergeant, I’ve had it up to here with prostitutes, pimps and kerb-crawlers. It’s not all freebies when the toms are not too busy, you know. Then again you probably wouldn’t. From what I’ve heard you lot take it when you want it, don’t have to ask.’

Ali slammed down the files as his anger got the better of him. ‘You lot?’ he enquired, a steely edge to his voice.

Warrender smiled. ‘Married men,’ he said, his green eyes twinkling. ‘Who did you think I meant?’ The smile faded. ‘The DI, is he in?’

Graham Collins leaned against the gravestone. The cemetery stood on the hillside and from it he could see the school: the buildings, the pupils, the staff. To look at the cars in the car park made him feel better. He shouldn’t be here. He’d been told to keep away, and at first he did. But eventually he decided the head and the governors might feel they had the right to take everything from him: his life, his job, his belief in himself. But they had no right to his freedom, particularly now that Shayla had admitted to lying and he had been found not guilty. He could go where he wanted.

The kids from the school used the cemetery as well. To them it was a place where they were unfettered by rules and regulations. It was where they came after they had registered in their classrooms. It was here that they bought and sold their drugs and sniffed their glue. There was no one here now, but he felt their presence, heard their voices – fuck this and fuck that – no reverence, no thought for the deceased’s next of kin, just their own selfish pursuits. Scoring, shooting up. They had their own language, an ever-changing language, a language of those on the edge of self-destruction. He looked at his watch. Given another five minutes, they would begin walking out of school. Straight out of the front door, no attempt to hide and no one caring enough to stop them. Mostly the staff were glad to see the back of them.

But now it was peaceful and Graham leaned his head against the stone and felt its firmness. The iciness of the wet grass penetrated his jogging suit and he shivered. But he didn’t move because both added to his discomfort proving that his physical senses had not yet been destroyed. Not so his emotions – they came and went. Sometimes there was nothing: no despair, no bewilderment, no anger; at other times all were strong, each vying for supremacy. Anger was the one he feared most, for when anger took over he knew that, given the right circumstances, the right time and the right place, he could not trust himself to walk away.

He closed his eyes tight to shut out the images: the girl in the shopping centre holding out her hand to him, then snatching it away, teasing him, laughing at him. Tears welled in his eyes. She shouldn’t have done that; she shouldn’t have humiliated him like that; it was no one’s fault but her own.

As Warrender left him, John Handford picked up the phone, dialled Cliffe Top Comprehensive and asked to be put through to his wife. He had no idea how well Gill, as Head of English, had known Shayla Richards, but she might just be able to give him some initial information on her and on Graham Collins that he could take into the briefing with him. He drummed his fingers on the desk and as he waited he let his thoughts roam back to the interview he’d had with Warrender. There was no doubt the man would be a real asset to the team, but it was a pity he and Ali didn’t get on. He was sure neither one of them would deliberately let their dislike of each other screw up the investigation. It would be up to Ali as the sergeant to make sure it didn’t.

He heard the click of the receiver being picked up. ‘Gill Handford.’

‘Gill, it’s me. I won’t keep you long, but I need some information. What do you know about Shayla Richards?’

‘Shayla?’ A heavy sigh blasted in Handford’s ear. ‘What’s she done now?’

‘She’s dead, Gill. It was her body up at Druid’s Altar.’

For a long moment there was silence. ‘Are you sure?’

‘Quite sure.’

‘How did she die?’

‘She was asphyxiated, but we don’t know how until we have the results of the post-mortem.’

‘John, that’s awful.’ She sounded distressed. ‘How can I help? What do you want to know?’

‘Something about the girl – anything. I need some background.’

‘I don’t have much; she’s away from school more than she’s here, particularly since she joined Kerry Johnson and her gang.’

Kerry Johnson. That name had cropped up on the list of friends he’d been given by the officer dealing with Shayla’s disappearance. ‘Did she have any other friends besides Kerry, do you know? Boyfriends perhaps?’

‘She may have had. I can’t say I ever saw her with anyone, but then, as I said, she was hardly ever around.’ Gill hesitated. ‘It was Graham Collins she had a crush on.’

‘Yes, we know about him. She accused him of indecent assault, then retracted. What was the history between them?’

‘No history. He complained once or twice she was stalking him and that he couldn’t turn a corner without bumping into her. We told him to be careful and not to be alone with her, and her head of year said he would have a word, but Graham made light of it, said she would get over it. To him it was one big joke.’

Not a joke then and certainly not a joke now.

‘I know you shouldn’t speak ill, John,’ she went on, ‘but she could be something of a bitch, our Shayla. I’m willing to bet her accusation was her form of revenge at being ignored, and to be honest, given everything that had gone before, I would have thought the officer who investigated would have had more sense than to take it all the way. At best it was her word against his.’

Suddenly Handford had the feeling he was on the wrong side of the fence. ‘Am I to gather from that that the staff are closing ranks round Graham Collins?’

‘All the more so since he hasn’t been allowed back into school.’ He could hear her anger growing. ‘The governors and the education authority are holding their own internal inquiry first. They need to assure themselves that there is nothing else – you know, with other pupils.’

‘Someone who may have been afraid to come forward before might do so now, you mean?’ Handford paused for a moment. ‘Could there be anyone?’

‘John!’

Handford laughed. ‘You’re going to tell me he’s a good man who couldn’t kill if his own life depended on it. You’re probably right, Gill. Even so, with the governors gunning for him, he can’t be thinking too kindly of Shayla at the moment, can he?’

Her incredulity seeped through his earpiece. ‘You mean he’s under suspicion for her death?’ Before he could tell her he had no suspects, merely people he had to talk to, she said, ‘Don’t be ridiculous, John. If he were going to do that he would have done it long ago. And like you say, he’s far too gentle to raise a finger, let alone murder someone.’

Handford wished he could believe that. Gill was describing the man she knew before his world was turned upside down. Allegations and inquiries did things to you psychologically that changed you into a person you never thought you could become. He knew; he’d been through it a couple of years ago. There were times when he’d felt murderous, but he’d been fighting a community at his inquiry, not one person, and most of the time he’d felt impotent, powerless to sway the outcome. Collins on the other hand was fighting a young girl. In the right circumstances, he could be the dominant one. And if he wanted to pay her back, who knows what that would result in? Murder, perhaps?

This was too close to home and Handford moved onto ground that didn’t awaken memories. ‘Do you know anything else about Shayla, Gill – apart from the court case?’

‘Not a lot. Her parents are divorced – a mixed marriage that didn’t work out, I think. That’s about it. I didn’t come into contact with her that much. I’ll have a word with her head of year if you like. Can I tell him why?’

‘I don’t see why not. It’ll be all over the papers soon.’

‘And so will your name as investigating officer.’ Her voice caught on the edge of her words and for a moment she hesitated, then she said, ‘Can’t you hand this over to someone else, John? Give it to Khalid. I’m bound to be given a hard time if you’re involved.’

Handford was puzzled. ‘Why? It’s nothing to do with you.’

‘Because I’ve been through it before.’

Been through it before? She’d never mentioned that or if she had he couldn’t remember. ‘When was this?’

‘A year or two ago, when Graham was being questioned about the attack on Shayla. We could all see how badly it was affecting him, yet the officer didn’t hold back. From what I can gather he gave him a really hard time before he charged him.’

‘And the staff blamed you?’ It appeared that even school staffrooms had their Warrenders.

‘Some of them, yes.’

‘That was a bit unfair.’ He had been about to say childish.

‘They were angry, John, and they needed to take it out on someone. I was the nearest thing to a police officer.’

Handford’s voice softened. ‘Why didn’t you tell me, Gill?’

‘I don’t know.’ She sighed as though she was trying to understand herself. ‘I suppose partly because I feared you’d march in and make matters worse and partly because you were still getting over your own inquiry. But this time, John,’ her voice became stronger, ‘it’s different. It’s your case now and I can’t argue that it’s nothing to do with you. Everyone here has always been on Graham’s side. There’s even talk of industrial action if the governors go ahead with their inquiry and once you start to question him over Shayla’s death they will be all the more determined. You and I will be under so much pressure – me from those here who will make it difficult for me if you treat Graham as a suspect, and you from your bosses and from Shayla’s family and friends if you don’t. Don’t do this to us, John. Hand it over to Khalid, please.’

Handford’s heart sank as he floundered in a mixture of exasperation and concern. Exasperation against a staff who seemed not to understand that a young girl had been murdered and her killer needed to be apprehended, and concern that because of him, his wife might become a whipping boy. He swallowed hard. For the first time ever his private life and his job were moving in opposite directions but in the same orbit. Sooner or later, inevitably, they would collide. He imagined Gill in her office, running her hand through her hair as she did when she was worried and he longed to go up there and put his arms round her and hold her close. But he couldn’t; nor could he give her what she wanted.

‘Khalid’s a sergeant, and you don’t give a murder case to a sergeant,’ he said, the words sticking in his throat. ‘You know how it works, Gill. It’s my job. I promise I’ll try to make it as easy on you as possible, but I can’t hand it over just because you work with the man. The DCI wouldn’t allow it. And what if Collins has an alibi? I’d look pretty silly demanding to be taken off the case if it’s discovered he was at a church meeting at the relevant time.’

‘I’m not sure he goes to church.’ The ice-breaker. Gill was good at that.

He laughed. ‘I’m sure it will be fine. We’ll talk about it later. Perhaps we could have lunch. I’ll come up to school.’

‘No,’ Gill said quickly – too quickly. ‘No, I’ll see you at Central.’ A bell rang in the background. ‘I’ve got to go,’ she said.

Handford replaced the receiver. He had a bad feeling about this. Like it or not he would have to investigate Collins and already his own wife didn’t want him around her at school. For her sake he would try to tread carefully but however careful he was, he was well aware that to her colleagues he would be the bad guy.

Kerry Johnson slouched across her desk, her head resting on her arm. The teacher kept looking at her, the one whose husband was a copper, but she didn’t say anything. It was better like that, because it did ’er ’ead in when they were always on at her. The one who’d taken the register this morning hadn’t been able to resist a dig. ‘Kerry, it’s nice of you to pop in. What made you join us today?’

‘Because it’s fucking raining outside. But that doesn’t mean I’m stopping.’ But she had stopped, although she might not have, had she known they were going to do Shakespeare. Romeo and Juliet. What wankers. The class was talking about arranged marriages because Juliet was being forced to marry some prince. No one would make her marry someone she didn’t want to, Kerry had said, and one of the Asian girls had insisted there was nothing wrong with arranged marriages. They worked.

‘Only because the women daren’t say anything if they don’t.’

The teacher had stopped it there. She’d said they were getting away from the point. Yeah, and the rest.

They’d been given homework – an essay about how the nurse, the friar and the parents had been as much to blame for the final tragedy as the two lovers themselves had. She might do that one; it sounded just up her street. She could even make out a case that if they hadn’t listened to any of them, they could have had it off in secret instead and not ended up dead.

Kerry thought little of marriage. She’d seen enough of it to last her a lifetime. Her mother and father had been married and never stopped rowing and fighting – real fighting with fists, until one Christmas Eve when Kerry was twelve. Her father had come home drunk and hit her mother, who’d fallen against the kitchen cabinet. She’d given her head a real crack and hadn’t moved. He’d decided he’d killed her and ran off. He didn’t stop to look. Kerry had rung for an ambulance straight away and when they came she could see the paramedics were trying their best, but it was too late; her mother died in hospital from a blood clot. Her father got life. She didn’t miss him, but she missed her mother.

Social services took Kerry into care at first, but she didn’t like it and went to live with Sean and Glenys. The social worker said she seemed happy there and let her stay, then promptly forgot about her, which suited her fine – the more so when Glenys left. Even though he was her father’s brother, she liked Sean, got on well with him. They had lots of laughs and he was not on her back all the time, insisting she went to school and the like. He gave her money when she needed it and taught her how to get it for herself when they were both really short. In return she gave him what he wanted when he couldn’t find a woman. She didn’t mind. It was only sex.

The class watched a video about Romeo and Juliet for the last half hour of the lesson. It had Leonardo de Caprio in it. Kerry liked Leonardo de Caprio, but thought Romeo was a wimp. The best bit was when Romeo and Juliet spent their first night together after they were married, and he woke up sprawled across the bed stark naked. Kerry wolf whistled. He had a lovely bum. The Asian girls looked away. For God’s sake, it was only a bum.

This was ace, a lesson worth coming to again. There was more to Shakespeare than she imagined. She whistled again when Romeo pulled himself off the bed and walked over to the window. The Asian girls continued to sit with their heads bowed. They didn’t know what they were missing. She waited with bated breath in the hope that he would turn round and give them a full frontal, but he didn’t and when the classroom door opened and a teacher came in, stooped down and whispered in Mrs Handford’s ear, the video was turned off. Kerry groaned. Trust a teacher to spoil the fun.

He stood in front of them. ‘There’s no easy way to tell you this,’ he said. ‘I’m sorry, but Shayla Richards was found dead this morning.’

The students turned to look at each other, Romeo and Juliet forgotten. A girl started to cry and someone put an arm round her.

‘How sir? How did she die? Was it drugs?’

‘I’m sorry, I don’t know any more than that she has been found dead. Please can you pack up your things and return to your tutor room. There will be an assembly in half an hour.’

Kerry watched as the others filed out of the classroom. No one spoke to her; no one put an arm round her shoulder; no one cared about how she was feeling. Shayla had been her friend as well and no one gave a shit.

She turned in the opposite direction and walked out of school.
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