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            Chapter One
            

         
 
         He’d come across scenes of crimes before, those isolated, random places where Fate had been met, where a solution had been found, where a life had been snuffed out. This one was rather more gruesome than some he’d encountered. The head lay at an impossible angle near the fridge door, the eyes still bright, looking up at him. A short distance away, a leg – the left he guessed, sprawled on the flotex. Somewhere between … his world-weary eyes took in the distance – yes, there it was. Viscera, purple and shining in the half-light from the kitchen, a little liver, a heart.
         
 
         He straightened, looking around, narrowing his eyes in the gloom. It was the old pattern, the signature of the serial killer he knew so well. The doormat was ruched, the bowl turned over in the agony of death he could still feel in that ghastly, bloody room. And it wouldn’t have been quick, he knew, as he reached for the rubber gloves; if it had, what would have been the point? He looked again at the lacerations on the dismembered corpse at his feet. She was alive when all that was done to her – every carefully aimed slash, every deliberate precise cut.
 
         He slammed the gloves down, spinning on his heel. Confrontation time. He knew where to find him, this early in the morning, before the warming sun had climbed. He knew his hiding places of old, his lair. He had no friends. Oh, the odd female perhaps, to fill a night on the tiles. And that daft old bat next door who persisted in calling him ‘such a pet’ even when he was wiping the blood from his mouth. Not for nothing was he known by all and sundry as the Sawney Bean of the South Coast; the Hannibal Lecter of Leighford.
         
 
         He felt the morning breeze kiss his face; heard, as they did all through the even greater slaughter of Ypres and the Somme, the birds still singing. It didn’t take him long to find him. No surprises, no attempt to run. There he was, smug as ever, sprawled in the sun’s early rays, eyes half-closed, glutted, sated. He’d have spent a long time planning this, like Ted Bundy, John Wayne Gacy, all the other alumni of that mad school of murder. There’d have been the trawling phase, as he searched for a victim. That would be night. He liked the night. More, he loved the dark. Because to him, it was not dark. That killer’s instinct he’d never learned to tame shone like a searchlight through it all, finding his target like the cross-hairs of a sniper. Then, when he’d found her, the seduction. Bundy had done it with a spurious bandaged arm, John Wayne Gacy with the offer of a job. This one? Well, this one did it with a tilt of his head, a tilt that said ‘Wanna play?’ But it was his game. His rules. And he never lost. The next phase in the serial killer’s insane calendar was what it was all about – the kill. And as he looked at him now, dozing in the dawn, he still couldn’t quite imagine the horror of that. No rational human being could.
         
 
         ‘Yours, I think,’ Peter Maxwell dropped the shemouse’s tail onto the sloping asphalt of his shed, an inch or two in front of the pink nose of the black and white cat called Metternich. The giant tom stretched out his bull-neck, defying metaphor and sniffed. He looked up at Maxwell as if to say, ‘No thanks. I’ve just eaten.’
         
 
         ‘I thought we had an agreement,’ Maxwell was stern. ‘I give you milk, those crunched up bits of cardboard that pass for cat food and which add lustre to your cluster, and every Christmas, however bad you’ve been, I give you a sodding great Cat Nip Thing. In exchange, you do not scratch my furniture, fart in my lounge or commit your sick ritualistic killings in my kitchen.’ He leaned in to the animal, nose to nose in the morning. ‘We have a contract, Count,’ he purred, ‘written in my blood, I seem to remember.’
         
 
         Metternich the cat raised his head, he who never smiled. Would this bow-tied idiot never understand? His forbears, and it wasn’t that long ago, for Christ’s sake, not in cat years, had snarled, sabre-toothed and bristling with attitude, in search of Man himself. There’d been no bits of crushed-up cardboard then, no fridge-chilled milk. Just blood. And the chase. Metternich’s shoulders rippled under the gloss of his fur and he gave Maxwell his trump card, a kiss on the nose.
         
 
         ‘He’s such a pet, isn’t he?’ Maxwell stood bolt upright at the shrill sound of his neighbour. He couldn’t see her. Not at first. ‘Down here,’ he heard again. He crouched a little, next to the shed, peering through the privet that marks the boundary of many an Englishman’s castle.
 
         ‘Mrs Troubridge?’ he squinted.
 
         ‘He’s so affectionate, your Metternich,’ she trilled. ‘I expect he’ll be round later for a lick of my syllabub.’
 
         That, Maxwell thought, went without saying. ‘Er … where are you, Mrs Troubridge?’ he asked.
 
         ‘Just here,’ she chirped in the bird-like way he dreaded most on a drowsy summer’s afternoon, just as he started to nod off. ‘I was weeding my leptospermum.’
 
         ‘Oh, good,’ he smiled. 
         
 
         ‘You’re up bright and early today, Mr Maxwell.’
 
         ‘Ah, yes. Thought I’d get into work early this morning, Mrs Troubridge. Have a spot of breakfast.’
 
         ‘At a transport café?’ It was a phrase Mrs Troubridge had heard once. She had no idea what it was.
 
         ‘No, no, at school. We’ve just started a Breakfast Club. I rather fancy a full English.’
 
         ‘A Breakfast Club? Ah, yes, that would be like the ‘twenties, wouldn’t it? A little before my time, of course, but I remember Father saying he used to take food parcels and shoes and things in for the underprivileged children. I expect you have a lot of that, don’t you? Underprivilege.’
 
         ‘Oh, yes,’ Maxwell sighed, straightening. ‘You’d be amazed. Well, good morning, Mrs Troubridge. Have a nice day, y’hear?’ It was pure Jed Clampett out of the Beverley Hillbillies, but since that was long after Mrs Troubridge’s time, it was wasted.
 
         ‘I will.’ She waved an invisible trowel at him.
 
         He turned on the gravel of the path, glowering at the cat. ‘No more corpses, Count,’ he growled. ‘Nature may be red in tooth and claw, but keep it out here. Okay?’ Even Peter Maxwell lapsed into Americanisms when annoyed.
 
         Metternich lashed his tail, the feline answer to ‘whatever’. The daft old sod was talking to the hedge now, for God’s sake. He had just kissed him on the nose; and he hadn’t done that in a long, long time. Well, that was as cosy as it was going to get. From now on, no more Mr Nice Cat.
         
 
         Metternich watched Maxwell swing open the shed door and haul out that white contraption with wheels. What was that all about? He saw him bend down, as he always did, and clip those metal things around his legs. He never saw Mrs Troubridge do that, nor her at Number Forty-Two. In fact, nobody but Maxwell did that, not even those who had similar contraptions with wheels. No wonder everybody called him Mad Max.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         The road was a ribbon development over the purple moors. Well, actually, the golf course. Peter ‘Mad Max’ Maxwell had saddled his faithful velocipede charger, White Surrey, and was pedalling through the morning. He noted how Columbine had changed. When he’d moved into Metternich’s house at Number Thirty-Eight, there had still been a kiddies’ playground at the far end and a small herd of Herefords had chewed the endless cud at the other. Now, it was all double garages and satellite dishes and the clattering crescendo of skateboards rattling on the tarmac. Surely John Loudon MacAdam hadn’t sweated blood for this?
         
 
         He saw the flat-capped golfers, dots on the green of summer, going through their incomprehensible motions away to his right. Who were these buggers, who had the leisure to play a round all day, wondered he of the thirteen weeks holiday. Yes, all right, he conceded as he stood in the stirrups to take the brow of Harry Hill, teachers had the time. They just didn’t have the salary to afford the Club fees. Heigh ho for the open road.
         
 
         The seven thirty-eight from Tottingleigh was lumbering up from Lansdowne Crescent as Maxwell crested the rise. He eased Surrey’s brakes and planted his feet on the grass as he wheeled gently off the road. Why did he never tire of this view? He who had seen it a thousand times a thousand times? The sea stretched out before him, sparkling like diamonds in the July sunshine, its horizons far, its power limitless. Below the headland called the Shingle, the curve of Leighford Bay was white and as yet unsullied by the guilty families who risked imprisonment by taking their children on seaside holidays in term time. The gulls bickered and fought along the roar of the surf, charging like the white horses that Rudyard Kipling had imagined at the water’s edge of his endlessly inventive mind. The seven thirty-eight rumbled past, one-man operated, still childless in this precious moment before the school-run began and daffy women, minds elsewhere on hair-dos and lunches and the morning shop, cut him up without signalling at left turns on street corners.
         
 
         He kicked the right pedal into position and wheeled Surrey onto the road again, hurtling down the hill for the flyover and the road to perdition.
 
         There were balloons fluttering at the corner of Gracewell Avenue and a badly painted sign proclaiming that Mrs Baker, the Lollipop Lady, was retiring after seventeen years. Seventeen years! Peter Maxwell had been a mere stripling then, only gradually approaching a cantankerous middle age. His hair had been dark, his eye bright, his boyish heart undaunted by years of government initiatives and crap thrown directly at the Chalk Face, off which it had bounced all over him. And Mrs Baker? Well, she looked today as she’d looked all those years ago – suicidal. Except she wasn’t there yet. It would be quarter of an hour before her notoriously bunioned feet hobbled around the corner to shepherd the last generation of little psychopaths across the road. Seventeen years. And not a single death. Not even a serious maiming, and you couldn’t say that about many council employees. 
         
 
         Surrey’s wheels whistled along the tarmac and the lamp-posts hissed by with the rhythm of the road. Then Peter Maxwell was through the school gates and bouncing up the steps he told Year Seven never to try. You had to be brave to do that, to have the experience and the wisdom of ages. More, you had to be certifiably insane. And yet more, you had to be Mad Max.
         
 
         He hooked Surrey to the hitching rail of the bike sheds. Shaking his head as he often did at the passing of time which had robbed him of his childhood, CCTV cameras stared voyeuristically down on his shapeless tweed cap. Who knew how many generations of Leighford Hyenas had experienced their first teenaged gropes under those corrugated awnings? How many of the next generation had been conceived? Now, with the all-intrusive eye riveted to the wall, it was no longer I’ll show you mine, but I’ll show the whole world; or at least the ladies who monitored in the Student Services offices. How sad. Although, thought Maxwell as he whipped off his cycle-clips and hauled his saddle bags over his shoulder, it might yet make the day of Duane ‘The Flasher’ Billings of Nine Zed Eff.
         
 
         An unplaceable smell greeted him as he snuck in the back way past the Art Block. What was that? Fear? Or the emanations from Hell’s kitchen as he rounded the corner. He tipped his hat and beamed at the cross-grained old besom behind the counter in the canteen.
 
         ‘Morning, Mrs Lovett. Two of your very excellent meat pies, please, while I nip next door for a shave.’
 
         ‘Mrs Lovett’ never knew what Mad Max was talking about, even on the best of days. And today was Monday, never the best of days. She didn’t even know why he called her Mrs Lovett, except maybe he was a bit barmy.
         
 
         ‘Will that be a coffee, then?’ She chased the endless chewing gum around the cavern that she called a mouth.
 
         ‘Indeed,’ smiled Maxwell, waving at the shy little thing in the chequered overalls in the kitchens’ recesses. She was Sharon, one of the three thousand of that name he’d taught in his two and a half centuries at the Chalk Face. She’d never said a word to him then, not from Year Seven when she’d joined to Year Eleven when she’d left. Now she was back, turning the full circle as some kids did, unable to go, unable to leave, trapped by the deadly thrall of their schooldays. She blushed and waved back. He wasn’t to know that Sharon had a bit of a thing for older men and that she’d kept a picture of Mad Max Maxwell at the back of her wardrobe at home. One day, she screwed up her lip with renewed determination, one day she’d say hello to him.
         
 
         But the Great Man was gone, university scarf dangling with its heraldry, the black cockerels’ heads of Jesus College clucking on their white field. He threw the battered hat down onto the formica-topped table.
 
         ‘Cap!’ he roared and six or seven of the underprivileged, who could only just afford brand new trainers, mobiles and skateboards, whipped off their baseball headgear and looked suitably sheepish.
         
 
         ‘Never seen so many Babe Ruths in my life,’ he muttered to the colleague slumped behind The Times across the table from him.
         
 
         ‘This is an honour, Max.’
 
         ‘Ben, Ben,’ Maxwell reached out and patted the man’s hand. ‘It’s nothing, really. Finished with that spoon?’
 
         Ben Holton was the Head of Science at Leighford High. He was younger than Maxwell, but had less hair and all the bonhomie of the Ayatollah Khomeini, assuming you were old enough to remember him. He passed the piece of plastic to the Head of Sixth Form.
         
 
         ‘Spoon,’ Maxwell shook his head. ‘Remember when these things were metal, Ben? They had a bowl and a stem. You could hang them on your nose to the endless amusement of your first girlfriend.’
 
         ‘Is that all you could amuse your first girlfriend with?’ Holton was still reading his newspaper.
 
         ‘Not at all,’ Maxwell bridled, stirring his coffee briskly. ‘My party-piece – at parties, that is – was shoving sticks of celery up my nostrils. The mark of the true sophisticate. She was putty in my hands after that.’
 
         Holton looked at him over the rims of his glasses. Peter Maxwell wasn’t a bad sort. Bit mad, of course. But then, he was an historian and they were never the same as other people.
         
 
         ‘You a regular then, Ben, at Miss Greenhow’s Club for Down and Outs?’
 
         ‘Certainly not,’ Holton shook his paper closed as Maxwell winced at the taste of the school coffee. ‘But seeing as our Ofsted Inspection starts in …’ he looked at his watch, ‘forty-five minutes, I thought I’d get a head start.’
         
 
         Maxwell became conspiratorial, leaning forward and closing to his man. ‘So, tell me, Ben. What’s the official approach in your faculty, eh? You going for the bar of soap on the floor? The wire stretched across the stair? Or what we’re doing in Humanities, the subtle stash of crisp tenners?’
 
         Holton scraped his chair back, folding his paper with a resigned flourish. ‘I’ll let you know,’ he said. 
         
 
         Maxwell smiled and leaned back. ‘Lang may your lum reek, Mr Holton,’ he called as the Head of Science made for the double doors, ‘and similar Pictish exhortations.’ He lolled back in the hard plastic of the chair, catching sight of the damp patches on the ceiling and the words of King Richard whispered in his brain. ‘A black day will it be for somebody.’ He caught sight of a tall, pretty thing with bubbly blonde hair scurrying around the corner, carrying trays. ‘Ha, Norfolk,’ he called to her. ‘We must have knocks, ha, must we not?’
         
 
         Shakespeare was lost on Sally Greenhow, the Head of Special Needs. She’d done The Taming of the Shrew for GCSE and had seen The Tempest at Stratford. She’d rather enjoyed Shakespeare in Love, but Maxwell, she knew, had held horses with the Bard outside The Curtain, got pissed with him at The Mermaid and had given him most of his best lines.
         
 
         ‘Mr Maxwell,’ Sally was the consummate professional in front of the kids, lounging around as they were, chomping toast and playing on the school’s computers. ‘What are you doing here?’ Maxwell raised the imaginary pistol and shot her dead, since in every television crime drama from Murder She Wrote to Midsomer Murders that line preceded slaughter. She smiled and sat down next to him.
         
 
         ‘So this is the Breakfast Club?’ he asked her, raising his paper coffee cup in salutation.
 
         ‘This is it,’ she beamed, looking round at her hapless charges. ‘You don’t approve, do you?’
 
         Maxwell looked at her. Sally was the wrong side of thirty these days. She had a loving husband, but no kids of her own. He’d never known why. There was talk of a problem of some kind – her, not him. This was her family now. A bunch of misfits and oddballs, the exclusively included who should have been in special schools, except that the government had closed those down and dumped their charges onto the saps who were trying to run mainstream education.
         
 
         ‘Look over there,’ she raised her eyebrows to her right. ‘Little Tommy Weatherall. He’s got a reading age of seven, a statement that reads like a rap sheet and a lot of problems. He won’t do games.’
 
         ‘Tut, tut,’ Maxwell shook his head.
 
         ‘Know why he won’t do games?’
 
         ‘Can’t be arsed?’ Maxwell suggested.
 
         Sally shook her head. ‘Doesn’t want the other kids to see the cigarette burns on his chest and back, the ones Mum’s latest boyfriend put there.’
 
         ‘Ah.’ Maxwell knew a slice of humble pie when he was offered it.
 
         ‘Over there. Gary Spenser.’
 
         ‘I know Gary.’ Maxwell didn’t have to turn in his chair.
 
         ‘Do you, Max? Know where he lives? Last Wednesday it was on the Dam, under a mattress some thoughtful soul, unable to find the Tip, had left. Thursday, it was in a doss on the Barlichway Estate, with his big sister who’s on the game. He was probably there on Friday, but I understand the law raided it, so where he was over the weekend, God knows. I expect he’ll tell me later today, when he feels a bit safer. You know Leighford High, Max?’ She looked into his dark brown eyes. ‘That place where you and I work? Well, it’s home to the Garys of this world, Max. That’s what Breakfast Club’s all about.’
         
 
         Maxwell smiled at her. ‘Sally Greenhow,’ he said. ‘The lady with the lamp. I know what the Breakfast Club’s all about,’ he said. He glanced across at Gary Spenser as the boy finished his tea and dragged himself across to sit by little Tommy Weatherall. ‘It’s about you,’ he said to her. ‘Leighford High? That’s just a sixties pile with peeling paint and leaking windows. Leighford High’s just the bricks and mortar where people like you make the world okay for people like them.’
         
 
         Across the cafeteria area, Gary and Tommy got their heads together. ‘Break, then?’ Gary said. ‘Far hedge?’
 
         Tommy nodded. ‘You gott’em?’
 
         ‘I gott’em,’ Gary said, with that strange sideways movement of his lips he’d perfected over his twelve devious years. ‘John Players. Pack of twenty.’
         
 
         ‘Seen ‘em yet?’ Tommy asked.
 
         A slow smile crept over the boy’s face. ‘I seen ‘em,’ he said.
 
         ‘Well?’
 
         Gary’s hand slipped inexorably into the pocket of his non-regulation hooded top and he passed something to his mate. ‘You was right,’ he said. ‘Old Greenhow’s wearing red knickers. I seen ‘em.’
         
 
         Tommy accepted the chewing gum with all humility. ‘’Ow’d you know?’
 
         ‘Showed ‘em to me, didn’t she?’ Gary swaggered as much as he could while whispering inches from his coconspirator.
         
 
         ‘Bollocks!’ Tommy hissed.
 
         ‘All right,’ Gary conceded, unable to sustain this one. ‘I caught her gettin’ out of her car.’
 
         ‘Told you they’d be red,’ Tommy beamed. ‘Got a nose for it.’ 
         
 
         ‘What about him?’ Gary asked, focusing on the Head of Sixth Form.
 
         ‘Mad Max?’ Tommy frowned. ‘I don’t want to guess what colour his knickers are, thank you very much.’
 
         ‘Gross!’ moaned Gary. ‘No, I mean, d’you think ‘e’s givin’ her one?’
 
         ‘Mad Max?’ Tommy repeated. ‘Never. He’s way past it. Anyway,’ he clambered to his trainered feet. ‘He’s as gay as a wagon load of monkeys. Luke Jefferies told me – you know, in Year Eleven? Maxwell had it off with him in the showers, last term.’
 
         For a moment, Gary looked up at his oppo, then he slid back his chair and followed him into the corridor. ‘Bollocks!’ Sally and Maxwell heard him shout.
 
         Sally sighed. Maxwell chuckled. ‘Nothing wrong with that,’ he told her. ‘Young Gary has clearly just finished reading the latest Harry Potter. Nothing wrong with that at all.’
 
         
             

         
 
         The staffroom at Leighford High was like any other mental institution the length and breadth of this great country of ours. Dodgy insurance offers sponsored by the National Union of Teachers fluttered from a notice board marked Social. On the Political board there was nothing but a solitary photo of Charles Clarke, Secretary of State for Education onto which someone, blessed with a higher order of satirical wit, had board-marked the inevitable glasses and second beard. Peter Maxwell could not let that stand. He it was who had added the horns. Elsewhere was the detritus you’d find in every staffroom in the land – old copies of the Times Ed., its job pages pinched, its articles unread. West Sussex In-Service glossies lay at rakish angles on filing cabinets offering courses on Crisis Management and the water-heater gurgled reassuringly in the kitchen corner.
         
 
         Staff briefing had happened every Monday since Socrates had wandered through these sylvan groves spouting brilliance that his eager young students had soaked up in the cradle of civilisation. Education wasn’t quite like that today. Today was all buzz and apprehension. The Week of Weeks. The Five Days That Shook The World. You couldn’t see them of course, the Inspectors. Like plague bacilli, they were already in the building, oozing through the heating ducts, dispersing in the dusty air. You could smell them.
         
 
         ‘Good morning!’ A vague rumbling made one or two heads turn. Most people were still chatting, making silly jokes to keep their spirits up, laughing with a brittleness that screamed their fear.
 
         ‘Good morning!’ louder this time, but still not enough. People were sorting their mail, checking their briefcases, handbags, rummaging for the Prozac.
 
         There was a shattering whistle, the sort the lost generation had heard in the slippery trenches of the Somme, when the donkeys led the lions up the rickety wooden ladders and out into the barbed-wired shell-shocked hell that was No Man’s Land – a bit like the boys’ bogs by Friday afternoon. Peter Maxwell took his two fingers out of his mouth and waved them gaily at his Headmaster, who was still waiting to start the day.
         
 
         A silence. ‘Thank you.’ James Diamond, B.A., B.Sc., M.Ed., God knew what initials he had amassed by now, was standing alone before his staff, the wrong side of forty, veteran of a hundred bad decisions. Was that a new suit, Maxwell wondered? Could be. Diamond’s salary was vaguely commensurate with the national debt of Ethiopia.
         
 
         ‘The Inspection team is in the building,’ he told them, clutching a sheaf of papers to give his hands something to do. Maxwell held up his fingers in the sign of the cross. James ‘Legs’ Diamond looked like shit, Maxwell thought. He’d watched him over the last days descend, as Maxwell had always presumed Hitler had in the Bunker, into an exhausted madness. Any minute now, Diamond would start to rebuild Linz. ‘Mr Whiting will be with me for most of this morning. Make sure your lesson plans are on chairs outside your rooms, everyone. Any notices?’
 
         ‘Er …’
 
         Diamond caught the movement from the corner. ‘Yes, Sylvia.’
 
         ‘Heaf tests, I’m afraid. Thursday. I tried to change it, what with Ofsted and all. In the Hall. I’ll put timings in the registers.’
 
         ‘Thank you, Sylvia.’
 
         Maxwell winked at her. Sylvia Matthews, School Nurse, the Florence Nightingale of Leighford High, wandering the lonely wards of S Block, ice-packing sprains here, dobbing out morning after pills without the Headmaster’s or the parents’ knowledge, wiping eyes and wiping bottoms. She wouldn’t have it any other way. They went back a long way, Sylvia Matthews and Peter Maxwell. At one time they’d been … an item? No, never that. Oh, she’d loved him all right, that was plain to see. Unless, of course, you were Peter Maxwell, who could be all three wise monkeys at times. But that was before she’d found her Guy and he’d found his Jacquie. Now, Sylv and Mad Max were just comfortable together, like a pipe and slippers, cocoa and a hottie.
         
 
         ‘Well, then, everybody,’ Diamond did his best to smile. ‘Have a good day.’
 
         And the hubbub rose again as the Arch Curriculum Manager exited the room.
 
         ‘Legs Diamond has left the building,’ muttered Maxwell, lifting a weekend’s worth of crap out of his pigeonhole.
 
         ‘Max,’ Paul Moss, the Head of History, was at his elbow. ‘All set?’
 
         The Head of Sixth Form turned to face him. Disappointingly, young Paul had changed his Daffy Duck tie for a plain blue one and his natty George at Asda shirt had been replaced by something altogether more po from Burtons. Oh dear, he’d caved in. And Mad Max had such hopes for the lad who was Head of History. ‘As set as I’ll ever be,’ Maxwell smiled.
 
         ‘And … um … your lesson plans?’
 
         Maxwell waved the equivalent of a rainforest in front of the man’s nose. The relief on Moss’s face was visible. It was all there, he could tell even at a glance – course units, aims, objectives, resources, seating plans. There was a God. ‘Thanks, Max,’ Moss beamed. He knew perfectly well that Peter Maxwell had not written a lesson plan in thirty years. William Gladstone had been at Number Ten and beer was 1d a pint.
 
         ‘Of course,’ Maxwell waited until his nominal boss had nearly reached the door, ‘there’s absolutely no guarantee I’ll use them.’ And he grinned maniacally before blowing the young man a kiss. Poor Paul. He too had had a fear-struck few weeks, finding this evidence, collating that. Mrs Moss and all the little Mosses had got used to his uncontrollable outbursts, his panic attacks, his collapses into sheer, unadulterated terror. Could Ofsted do that to a man? Yes, if Mad Max was on your team.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Peter Maxwell had been teaching for thirty-four years. He told Year Twelve it was forty-eight. He told Year Seven it was ninety-three. Both Year Groups believed him. And in all that time, he had never, until now, had a free period to start the week. This year he had, for the first time in eternity and it gave him a breathing space, a chance to sharpen his pencils, brew his coffee, focus his mind for the coming hour, the coming day, the coming week. And a chance to sort out the problems of his own, his very own, Sixth Form. The anomaly still existed – they were actually, in Tony Blair’s New Cool Britannia, Years Twelve and Thirteen, but the phrase ‘Sixth Form’ had a veneration of its own and it refused to lie down. There would be those who’d been thrown out of home over the weekend, who’d got into a fight in any one of a number of hostelries between the Vine and the Arms. There’d be those whose boyfriend/girlfriend had dumped them, those who were convinced they’d loused up their A2s, their ASs, their GNVQs. And all of them, all of them, would be queuing up on the Mezzanine floor where Mad Max lived. His Number Two, alias Helen Maitland, the Fridge, would be there already, battling well, but not, in the end, coping. She would lay her burden on the Lord. And the Lord – he’d lay it all on Peter Maxwell.
         
 
         That Monday however, there was just one standing by his office door. And it wasn’t one of Maxwell’s Own. It was a woman, brunette, attractive, pencil-pleat skirted, with a silk scarf and an elegant Celtic brooch to hold it in place. She was … what… forty, perhaps? Perhaps less. She spun on her heel to face him.
         
 
         ‘Mr Maxwell?’ Her hand was thrust out. He glanced at it. No dagger. That was a start.
 
         ‘That’s right.’ He took her hand. It was slim, but the grip was firm for a woman. Perhaps she worked out, pumping iron in her spare time for WWF.
 
         ‘I’m Sally Meninger. This week I’ll be taking a look at the pastoral provision in the school. I understand you’re a history teacher.’
 
         ‘Right again,’ he said. ‘Won’t you go in?’
 
         He followed her into his office, that Inner Sanctum where he sometimes had the luxury of closing the door.
 
         ‘Then we’ll be seeing rather a lot of each other. I’m Humanities too.’
 
         ‘Joy,’ Maxwell smiled. ‘Coffee?’ He ushered her to a soft chair.
 
         ‘Good Lord,’ Sally Meninger was taking in Maxwell’s walls. His décor, it was true, took some handling. Ahead of her, Rita Hayworth smouldered seductively, assuring the cinematic world that there never was a woman like Gilda. An ex-president of the United States to her right appeared to be in bed with a chimp called Bonzo and to her left a black-trimmed parasol tossed on the air currents somewhere on the Irish coast over the head of Ryan’s Daughter. Above Maxwell’s already bubbling kettle, Butch and the Kid were making a determined run for it, thumb-breakers blazing against half the Bolivian army.
         
 
         ‘Did they make it, do you think?’ he asked her, nodding in the poster’s direction. ‘Butch and the Kid. Did they get out?’ 
         
 
         ‘You’re the historian,’ she smiled, crossing her legs and declining his coffee with a shake of the head.
 
         ‘And you?’ he was stirring after her shake.
 
         ‘Sociology, originally,’ she told him. ‘All rather a long time ago, I’m afraid.’
 
         ‘Tell me about it,’ he said.
 
         ‘So, did they?’
 
         ‘Hmm?’
 
         ‘Butch and the Kid. Did they escape?’
 
         Maxwell sat down opposite her, dropping the scarf and hat to one side. ‘Butch’s sister said they did. They came home from Bolivia one day and lived to a ripe old age. ‘Course, she was a few bullets short of a six-gun. Is this your first visit to Leighford, Miss Meninger?’
 
         ‘Wearing my Ofsted hat, yes. I came here as a child, of course. You still had donkey rides then, I seem to remember.’
         
 
         ‘Ah, yes,’ Maxwell nodded. ‘That was before Women Against Donkey Abuse took over. WADA. How they’ve enriched our lives.’
 
         He saw her write something on her sheet. He didn’t have to see what it was. He knew. It would read something like ‘Chauvinist Pig’. Good start.
         
 
         ‘How long have you been wearing your Ofsted hat?’ he asked her.
 
         ‘Six years,’ she told him.
 
         ‘Ah, so you were one of Chris Woodhead’s Finest, then?’
 
         She smiled. It was like the silver plate on a coffin.
 
         ‘Good job?’ he asked her.
 
         ‘Depends on the school,’ she shrugged. ‘Sometimes it’s a positive pleasure.’ 
         
 
         ‘And other times?’
 
         She looked into his eyes. ‘Sometimes it can be pure bloody murder.’

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Chapter Two
            

         
 
         ‘Oy! Sultans of Swing!’ Gerry Cosgrove was in no mood to muck about. His missus had kept him up half the night with her snoring and the brewery delivery had been late. He’d caught his thumb between a couple of barrels and his back was playing up. To cap it all, it was Monday night, the place was empty and his Live Music was guilty of offences under the Trades Descriptions Act; he wasn’t sure they were actually alive and he was bloody certain they weren’t playing music. ‘Come on, it’s ten past nine. How much of a break do you blokes want?’
 
         ‘Sorry, squire,’ Duggsy was Lead Guitar and Vocals, the spokesman of the group. His top was grunge, his hair retro punk, his jeans Milletts. ‘Monday night, ain’t it?’
 
         ‘Yeah, well, there’s not a whole lot I can do about that,’ the landlord told him. ‘Where’s your drummer?’
 
         Duggsy checked behind him. ‘Having a slash, I shouldn’t wonder.’
 
         ‘Still?’ Cosgrove seized the moment to collect a few empties on the beer-wet table nearby.
 
         ‘Well, he’s old, inne?’ Duggsy explained. ‘You gotta be a bit, y’know, understandin’ ain’tcha?’
 
         ‘No,’ Cosgrove bore down on the lad. ‘No, that’s precisely where you’re wrong. Ah,’ he glanced up as six people bustled into the bar, ‘Don’t look now, but rent-a-crowd’s arrived. Your audience just doubled.’
         
 
         ‘Bit of acoustic then, Wal?’ Duggsy turned to Mr Bassman as the landlord hurried off to look genial. Wal was a beige replica of Duggsy, but terminal acne had hit him at sixteen and had never quite gone away.
         
 
         ‘Nah, can’t be arsed,’ Wal muttered. ‘Where the fuck’s the Iron Man?’
 
         ‘Probably can’t find his way back.’ Duggsy finished his drink. ‘Lord Muck over there’s getting a bit pissed off. I may have to hack into Postman Pat in a minute. Fuckin’ hell!’
 
         ‘What?’ Wal looked up from checking his leads.
 
         ‘That’s only Mad Fucking Max!’
 
         ‘Never!’
 
         ‘As I live and breathe. Look, over there. With that lot just come in.’
 
         ‘’Ere, that’s that tit Mr Holton. I always hated him.’
 
         ‘I seem to remember he wasn’t overly fond of you, Wal, me ol’ mucker. Must be Teachers’ Nite Out.’
 
         A wiry man with spiked black hair and a pony tail swaggered his way from the furthest corner, the flickering lights from the pinball machines catching the studs on his leathers and the collection of piercings that adorned his otherwise unremarkable face.
 
         ‘Well, about fuckin’ time, Iron,’ Duggsy batted him with his guitar-case, mercifully the soft one. ‘We were about to begin our overture.’
 
         ‘Sorry, man,’ the drummer muttered. ‘Bit of me old trouble.’ He took a serious drag on whatever he was smoking and bared his teeth to the flashing lights that suddenly rotated. The barman switched off Chris Tarrant, much to everyone’s relief and the band struck up.
 
         ‘Mother of God, what’s that?’ It was Ben Holton who reacted to the sound first. He still remembered the Vine in the old days, when it reinvented itself from a spit and sawdust dive to a mock-Tudor eaterie. Herring-bone covered  the walls and a rather plastic-looking breastplate and halberds gleamed over the huge grate.
         
 
         ‘That,’ shouted Sally Greenhow over the noise, ‘is the Yawning Hippos. Two of them are old Leighford Hyenas.’ She had long ago adopted Maxwell’s terminology for the alumni of the old place.
 
         ‘Really?’ Maxwell screwed up his eyes to make them out. For all the Vine was virtually empty tonight, a thick haze with a sweet smell which hung like a pall over the place, soaking into the rich swirls of the carpet and coating the leaded panes. ‘Which ones?’
         
 
         ‘Lead and bass guitars,’ Sally said, fumbling for her change. It was, she insisted, after the day they’d all had, her shout.
 
         ‘That’d be those things with leads dangling from them,’ Maxwell was reassuring himself. ‘Good God, yes. You remember William Thing, Ben.’
 
         ‘Thing?’ Holton repeated, letting his lips dip into the froth.
 
         ‘Well, that’s only an approximation of course. Everybody called him Wallie when those books came out because he was so nondescript. Couldn’t find him in a crowd and so on.’
 
         ‘Still is,’ Paul Moss chipped in, gathering up two drinks and heading for a table as far from the band as possible. ‘That’s why he’s playing bass.’
         
 
         ‘The crooner,’ Maxwell was waving a finger at him trying to find the name in the vast vaults of his memory, ‘is Matthew Douglas, who once vied with fourteen others for the coveted title of the stupidest boy in Ten Eff Three; Class, if I remember, of ‘99.’
         
 
         ‘Well, haven’t they come on?’ Holton muttered, stumbling  after Moss to the corner and squeezing himself into one of the snuggeries, the alcoves that lined the far wall.
         
 
         ‘Oh, I don’t know,’ Sally sauntered with him. ‘The Hippos have quite a following.’
 
         ‘So I see,’ said Holton, looking round at the deserted pub.
 
         ‘Well, people,’ Maxwell raised his Southern Comfort. ‘Here’s to a bloody war and a sickly season.’ Maxwell’s toasts were usually incomprehensible, but as The Yawning Hippos ritually murdered the Nine Inch Nails, the others intoned ‘Here! Here!’
 
         Peter Maxwell didn’t get out much. What with all the marking and the preparation, the endless worry over his three hundred charges in the Sixth Form, well, there just weren’t enough hours in the day, were there? At least, that was what he’d told Sally Meninger first thing this morning as they parried and riposted their way around the opening moves of a routine Ofsted inspection. He didn’t expect it to work for a moment. If the woman couldn’t sense bullshit when she smelt it, she shouldn’t have been on the team in the first place.
         
 
         ‘So, how was it for you, Miss Greenhow?’ he asked her, lolling his head briefly on her shoulder. ‘Much earth movement? Or are we talking whimpers rather than bangs?’
 
         ‘Mine was all right,’ she told the group between sips of her lager. ‘I think he said his name was Harding.’
 
         ‘Bald bloke,’ Paul Moss clicked his fingers, remembering him from a chance encounter in the corridor. ‘No offence, Ben.’
         
 
         Ben Holton had stopped taking offence years ago. Cheap jibes about the Crucible Theatre and the Benson and Hedges Masters passed him by these days.
         
 
         ‘That’s right,’ Sally said. ‘Reminded me of an uncle of mine.’
 
         Maxwell and Moss, the historians in the party, sucked in their teeth simultaneously. ‘Ooh,’ wailed Maxwell. ‘The worst sort. They lull you, you see, Sal. Find out in advance what your uncles look like and then send in a ringer. It’s an old Ofsted ploy, isn’t it, Paul?’
 
         ‘One of the oldest, Max,’ the Head of History nodded gaily.
 
         ‘Then, just when you think it’s safe to come into the classroom. Wham!’ he bounced the flat of his hand on the table and expertly caught the beer mat, ‘It’s a Scale 5. Retraining. Failing School.’
 
         Sally caught him one with her handbag strap. ‘They don’t award numbers any more,’ she said. ‘Too divisive, apparently. Seriously though, I hear Tommo had a hard time.’
 
         ‘Tommo?’ Maxwell looked at her aghast; Stuart Tomkinson was one of the best. ‘When was this?’
 
         ‘This afternoon. Lesson Four, I think.’
 
         ‘Ah,’ said Moss. ‘That would have been Ten Gee Three, the dirty thirty.’
 
         ‘Well, yes,’ Sally said. ‘Except that Jason’s with us all week in the Slammer. Dave Barton’s under a two week suspension and rumour has it that Samantha Westerby’s gone to live with her granny in Edgbaston.’
 
         ‘Well, there is a God, then.’ As a scientist, Ben Holton had been looking for proof like this all his life. And to think, it had taken an incident in Leighford to confirm it.
 
         ‘Not like Tommo, though.’ Maxwell savoured the amber nectar as it hit his tonsils. ‘From what I know of the man, he’s pretty good.’
         
 
         ‘Maybe she doesn’t like Geography teachers,’ Moss suggested.
 
         ‘Got some taste there,’ Maxwell conceded. ‘Who did he have?’
 
         ‘It would be Sally Meninger,’ Moss reasoned. ‘She’s Humanities. Max, you had her this morning.’
 
         ‘Ah,’ Maxwell was at his most enigmatic. ‘Had in what sense, dear boy? My private life is my private life. A public schoolboy never divulges …’
         
 
         ‘’Scuse me,’ a young voice made Maxwell look up. A girl stood there, seventeen, eighteen perhaps. ‘Are you Mr Maxwell?’ Twelve teachers’ eyes were on her. Actually, eleven, because Jeff Armstrong had got something in one of his at the weekend and he was still wearing the NHS patch, much to the hilarity of his kids all day.
 
         ‘Indeed I am, Miss … er …’
 
         ‘I’m Tracey.’
 
         ‘Of course you are,’ Maxwell beamed.
 
         ‘Duggsy says “Hello” and have you got any requests?’
 
         ‘Duggsy?’
 
         ‘Matthew Douglas. Over there.’
 
         The lead guitar and vocalist was gesticulating as much as he could while getting his fingers round a riff and his tonsils around Hey Joe.
         
 
         ‘Well,’ Maxwell chuckled, ‘that’s very kind, but aren’t I supposed to ask him?’ He caught the blankness in Tracey’s eyes. ‘Not the other way round.’
         
 
         ‘Oh, yeah,’ the blonde girl wobbled her breasts at him, grinning inanely. ‘Only he, like, remembers you from school. And just thought it would be, like, nice.’
 
         ‘Like, it is,’ Maxwell smiled. ‘Tell him if he can’t do I’m  a Pink Toothbrush by Max Bygraves, what he’s doing is just fine. Oh,’ he fished a tenner out of his wallet, ‘tell the lads to have a drink on me.’
         
 
         ‘Oh, thanks, Mr Maxwell,’ and she scuttled away, her buttocks nearly as bouncy as her breasts.
 
         ‘Soliciting again, Max?’ Ben Holton muttered out of the corner of his mouth.
 
         ‘One of the perks of the job. Good God!’ The eleven eyes were fixed in the direction of Maxwell’s stare. Wobbling a little uncertainly on what Maxwell knew as Fuck-Me shoes, Sally Meninger, the Ofsted Inspector, giggled her way to the bar. Hooked on her arm was another of her number, loosening his collar and looking a little unnerved.
         
 
         ‘Christ, that’s Alan Whiting, the chief inspector,’ Sally hissed. It was. Maxwell had not seen Whiting today. Not in fact since his preliminary visit some weeks before. But it was him, all right; sandy hair, glasses, a rather thick-set bloke with pale eyes and the merest hint of an Irish brogue.
 
         ‘And that’s Sally Meninger,’ Maxwell mumbled.
 
         Jeff Armstrong was adjusting his patch. ‘Is it me or is she pissed?’
 
         ‘Does the Pope shit in the woods?’ Holton asked. He was always of a rather Presbyterian frame of mind, for an atheistic scientist, of course.
 
         ‘Bloody Hell!’ Paul Moss was ever the master of wit and repartee.
 
         ‘I’m going to start giggling in a minute,’ Sally said.
 
         Maxwell moved her lager aside. ‘No more of those for you, my girl,’ he frowned. ‘I’m going to ask mine host for a large black coffee. Is there a Mrs Whiting?’ He was asking  the company in general.
         
 
         ‘Is there a Mr Meninger?’ Holton countered.
 
         ‘Trust me, Ben,’ Maxwell was shaking his head. ‘She’s not your type.’
 
         Holton was watching the way the female Ofsted Inspector was perching on her bar stool, rather admiring the cut of her jib. ‘Oh, I don’t know.’
 
         ‘Got your mobile, Sal?’ Maxwell asked.
 
         ‘Yes. Why?’
 
         ‘Just a quick call to Annette Holton and all the Little Holtons. Time she galloped to the rescue, I think.’
 
         ‘You’re right,’ said Sally solemnly. ‘Shall I ring it for you, Max?’
 
         ‘Bollocks!’ the Head of Science growled. ‘All the same, she’s coming on a bit strong, isn’t she? For a colleague, I mean?’
 
         He glanced around. Sally Greenhow was the only female colleague in the party and whatever was going on in Ben Holton’s mid-life-crisis mind, it didn’t tally at all with what was in hers.
 
         ‘Perhaps it’s standard practice, d’you think?’ Paul Moss suggested. ‘After all, they’re far from home. Working hard. Perhaps they’re playing hard, too.’
 
         ‘They certainly are,’ Armstrong could tell, even with one eye. ‘She’s practically got his … Oh, God, they’ve seen us.’
 
         Sally Meninger was waving at them. One by one they looked away, except Peter Maxwell. He was public school. Dance, shipwreck, minor incursion, major disaster, slightly embarrassing situation in a pub – it was all one to him. He waved back.
         
 
         ‘For Christ’s sake, Max,’ Sally hissed, suddenly fascinated  by the bubbles in her lager glass. ‘What are you … Oh … er … hello.’
         
 
         Sally Meninger was swaying tipsily next to their table, her skirt rucked up a little, her cleavage just so. Public schoolboy that he was, Maxwell stood up.
 
         ‘Well, isn’t this nice?’ the Ofsted Inspector giggled. ‘Is this a regular haunt of yours?’
 
         She was met with a babble of platitudes. It was actually one of the few places far enough away from Leighford High not to be a magnet for half the kids in the school. Unless you included the Band of course.
 
         ‘Alan and I were just having a quiet little drinky.’ She waved in his direction and blew him a kiss. ‘Won’t you join us?’
 
         More babbles as Maxwell sat down again.
 
         ‘I’m not sure,’ Sally Greenhow looked steadily up at the swaying woman, ‘that that’s a very good idea.’
 
         For a moment, the ice refroze in Paul Moss’s gin, then Sally Meninger burst out laughing. ‘You know – and I can say this, can’t I, as one Sally to another – you’re absolutely right. Professional. That’s the key word. Alan’s favourite, in fact. Well, one of them. I can’t tell you what the others are – you see, it wouldn’t be professional, would it?’ And she turned on her Fuck-Me shoes and bounced away every bit as alluringly as Tracey.
 
         In between gulps of Maxwell’s round, Duggsy on his dais was attempting to belt out House of the Rising Sun. It was a long way from The Animals. Sally Meninger rejoined Whiting at the bar and whispered in his ear, running a manicured hand up his thigh. He looked taken aback, then shook his head. Suddenly, she’d yanked him to his feet and disappeared with him into the bowels of the Vine, clattering along the corridor.
         
 
         ‘Christ,’ Holton muttered. ‘I think I need a drink.’
 
         ‘I think we all do,’ Maxwell agreed. ‘My shout. Paul, be a sweetie and give me a hand, will you? I need to go to the Little Teachers’ Room. I’d ask Jeff, but with his current problem, the lot could go anywhere.’
 
         ‘That sounds like an occulist remark to me,’ Armstrong bridled.
 
         ‘So sue me,’ Maxwell patted him on both shoulders as he passed.
 
         ‘That really is bloody amazing.’ Moss was collecting the drinks from the bar as Cosgrove poured them. ‘I mean, they’re like a couple of kids. Whereas they’ve got to be …’
 
         ‘Past it, Mr Moss?’ Maxwell lowered at him. ‘Take great care. With ageist remarks like that, I may yet cut you out of my will.’
 
         ‘I just find it … bizarre.’
 
         ‘As a church,’ Maxwell agreed, thrusting a couple of notes into his Head of Department’s hand. ‘Pay the man, will you, Paul? Old Mr Wee-wee has come a-calling. Much more of this and I’ll bladder me tights.’
 
         The Little Teachers’ Room was around the bar to the left, then a sharp right by the dart board. The sign said, in Tudor script, ‘Gentlemen’ and Maxwell hadn’t the heart to tell them that, to get it right, it should have said ‘Generosi’. It occurred to Maxwell as he got there, that if Jeff Armstrong was taken short later, he’d need help finding it. One false move on the dodgy double step and he might lose his other eye.
         
 
         There’s something about a loo in a pub. Especially the gent’s. The tiles were an unlikely Cartland pink and there was that strange mixture that assaulted the nostrils – mimosa with a hint of carbolic and ammonia. All pretence at Tudor had gone here, presumably because Pub Décor ‘R’ Us had no idea what a Tudor privy looked like. It was just as well. Maxwell’s wrists tingled as he answered nature’s call; he didn’t realize he had been hanging on for so long. He blew outwards gratefully as men do when in extremis, secretly proud of that most masculine of skills – the ability to pee standing up.
         
 
         It was mercifully quiet here, the strains of Duggsy’s Street Spirit merely a rumour three and a half rooms away. At least in this one that idiot on the drums wasn’t playing – no doubt grateful to get his hands on Maxwell’s freebie drink at last. To Maxwell’s right, a slightly battered contraceptive machine promised Heaven and French Ticklers, ribbed for extra enjoyment. And sure enough, some wag had scrawled on it that the chewing gum in this machine tasted terrible.
         
 
         And extra enjoyment seemed to be emanating from the cubicle behind him. Arising crescendo of heavy breathing, exaggerated as though for effect and a rhythmic thumping on the thin partition walls. Maxwell zipped himself up as soon as was humanly possible and poured pink gunk over his trousers in a rushed attempt to wash his hands. He was still trying to get the pansy-embossed paper towels out of the dispenser as the door opened to his right. Instinctively he turned and came face to face with a flushed Sally Meninger, quickly pulling her skirt down her bare thighs. The head that popped itself round the doorframe next was that of Alan Whiting. He saw Maxwell and his jaw dropped. He swayed like a rabbit in the headlights before she took control of the situation. She smiled winningly at Maxwell, who had now abandoned the recalcitrant towel idea and she paused to check her hair in the mirror while the hot air absolutely refused to dry his hands. She swayed provocatively to the door. The tipsiness of moments ago seemed to have vanished and if Maxwell had asked her to walk a straight line, he felt she’d have had no problem at all with that.
         
 
         At the door, she met Joe Public, who looked less surprised than he might have done, all things considered. She flashed him a basilisk-style smile and hissed ‘Brilliant!’ before sauntering into the beer-fumed night and the strains of Don’t Fear the Reaper.
         
 
         The three of them stood in the Little Teachers’ Room; Peter Maxwell, Head of Sixth Form, Leighford High School; Alan Whiting, Chief Inspector, Her Majesty’s Inspectorate; Joe Public, who turned to the urinals and unzipped. For a second, it reminded Maxwell of that splendid three-way shootout at the end of The Good, the Bad and the Ugly, where the camera flashes from gun-butt to eyeball to gun-butt – you remember the picture. Except ‘Clint Eastwood’ had already emptied ‘Eli Wallach’s’ six gun – Joe Public had turned his back on them, whistling to The Reaper as he pissed half a day’s wages up the wall. Bad old ‘Lee Van Cleef’ aka Mad Max decided to see it out. He stood, iron-jawed and steely-eyed until Alan Whiting cleared his throat, straightened his tie and followed his co-operative colleague into the inner sanctum of the Vine.
         
 
         ‘All right, mate?’ Joe Public reached for the holdall he’d put on the floor.
 
         ‘Top hole,’ smiled Maxwell, still digesting the events of the last few moments. ‘You?’ 
         
 
         ‘Triffic,’ beamed Public in a passable Del Boy and then he too was gone.
 
         Maxwell found himself looking into the mirror again. Maybe, just maybe, he was too old for all this. Life was passing him by. Time to get home, to his cat, his slippers, his cocoa, his incontinence pads.
 
         
             

         
 
         The lights burned blue. Through his skylight, Peter Maxwell could see the moon in its silver quarter frosting the sea out beyond the Shingle. He lolled back in his swivel chair, the gold-laced pill box cap he always wore in this attic at a jaunty angle over his left eyebrow. How did they keep these things on, those soldiers of yesteryear, riders to hounds and masters of the gallop? Before him on the modelling table under the powerful glare of the lamp and the magnifying glass, his latest acquisition, sat his charger. Horse and man were still grey at the moment, the raw material provided by Messrs Historex, model-makers extraordinary. But under Maxwell’s expert hand, patience and the excellent colours of Messrs Humbrol, he would soon – perhaps by week Thursday – be Captain Bob Portal of the 4th Light Dragoons, complete with blue tunic and overalls and black oilskin-cased shako.
         
 
         ‘Freefolk House, Count,’ Maxwell was talking to his cat again. ‘Portal’s birthplace. Lovely name, isn’t it?’
 
         Metternich was curiously unmoved. Dunmousin was good enough for him.
 
         ‘He exchanged from the 83rd Foot,’ Maxwell was in full flow. ‘Must have cost him a bit, that transfer. Makes Rio Ferdinand look like an amateur. He’d been a captain for eight years by the time of the Charge. Oh, don’t worry, he survived – the 4th were in the last line, of course, Paget’s reserve. Horse got shot, though.’
         
 
         Metternich was ambivalent about that. The animal rightist in him could empathize, but horses were big buggers and they were so cack, it would be nothing to them to bring one great steel-shod hoof down on an unsuspecting feline. As far as cats could shudder at the thought, Metternich did. Damn! There was that shrill sound again, the one that shot through his eardrum to his spine and sent his tail into spasm. And sure enough, Maxwell did what he always did, reached across for that bit of white plastic.
         
 
         ‘War Office,’ he spoke into it.
 
         ‘Max. How the Hell have you been?’
 
         ‘Policewoman Carpenter. It’s been … hours.’
 
         ‘Sorry, Max. I’ve just got in. How did it go, darling?’
 
         ‘It?’
 
         ‘Now don’t be coy with me, Peter Maxwell,’ he heard her say. ‘I know you too well. For all your bonhomie, you’ve been shitting yourself for days over this Ofsted thing. I repeat – how did it go?’
 
         ‘Rather odd, really,’ he told her. Policewoman Carpenter was actually a Detective Sergeant. More than that, she was Jacquie, a flame-haired girl who could nearly have been Peter Maxwell’s daughter, had he been a true child of the Free-love generation he grudgingly admitted was his. More than that, she was his Jacquie and he loved her.
         
 
         ‘How?’
 
         ‘Well, I haven’t been grilled yet. Just a gentle ice-breaker, cosy chat thing with the Pastoral Person. Who by the way is also the Humanities Honcho. Who by the way enjoys sex in public places.’  
         
 
         ‘What?’ Jacquie felt she had to check, in case Maxwell’s cordless was playing up as usual. ‘Say again.’
 
         ‘I kid you not, Policewoman.’ He rested his crossed ankles gingerly on the top of the bookcase, a move he’d had cause to regret on more than one occasion. ‘We all went out for a little drinky tonight ….’
 
         ‘Well, thanks for asking me,’ she whined, mock-hurt.
 
         ‘I knew it was your night for giving asylum seekers a good smacking down the nick,’ he explained. ‘Anyway, it was a Teacher Moment. “We who are about to die” – that sort of thing.’
 
         ‘Hmm,’ she snorted. ‘I might consider letting you off this time. And?’
 
         ‘And, there we were in the Vine, when who should walk in but the Pastoral Person and the Chief Inspector.’
 
         ‘That’s Chief Inspector in your sense,’ she reassured herself, ‘not mine.’
 
         ‘Indeed. Bloke by the name of Whiting. Anyway, they were all over each other. Smooching at the bar.’
 
         ‘Really? How old are they?’
 
         ‘Well, that’s just it. Fortysomething, both of them. But it gets odder – or better, depending on whether you write for the TES or the Daily Sport. They were at it later – in the Vine loo.’
         
 
         ‘At it?’ he heard her say.
 
         Maxwell sighed. ‘Well, you see, my dear, when your mummy and daddy decided to have you, they planted this gooseberry bush …’
 
         ‘God, you mean, actually, at it?’
 
         ‘With girls in blue like you, my darling, we tax-payers can sleep sound in our beds.’
 
         ‘But that’s bizarre. How do you know?’ 
         
 
         ‘Yes, that’s what Paul Moss said and he didn’t see the half of it. I happened upon them. Answering nature’s call, minding my own business, as it were. Not quite in flagrante, in that they mercifully had the decorum to get on with it in a cubicle rather than on the urinal floor. I could have stepped over them, I suppose.’
         
 
         ‘Did they know you were there?’
 
         ‘Oh yes. She came out adjusting her clothing, grinning like a sixteen-year-old.’
 
         ‘What about him?’
 
         ‘Hugely embarrassed, I’d say. If it had been me, I’d have wanted the ground to swallow me up.’
 
         ‘If it had been you?’ she growled. ‘What number are you in the queue, Mr Maxwell?’
 
         He laughed, quoting, as he often did, from his favourite film, The Charge of the Light Brigade, ‘They say her pitcher hath been too often to the well.’
         
 
         ‘So what are you going to do about it?’ she asked.
 
         ‘Nothing,’ he shrugged. ‘It’s not a criminal offence … is it?’
 
         ‘Lewd behaviour in a public place. Yes,’ she told him.
 
         ‘Well, that’s as maybe,’ he said, ‘but with all due deference to Ms Sally Meninger, I think I’d better let sleeping dogs lie.’
         
 
         ‘Who else have you told?’ she asked him.
 
         ‘Just you, dear heart. Oh, and Martin Bashir of course.’
 
         ‘How can they face you tomorrow?’ she wondered aloud.
 
         ‘Ah,’ he chuckled. ‘I shall know them by the paper bags over their heads. Darling, I’ve got to go. Bless you for ringing. Are we still on for Thursday?’
 
         ‘Absolutely,’ she told him. ‘Pick you up at seven.’ 
         
 
         ‘I bet you say that to all the Ofstedees. Goodnight Jacquie Carpenter. Love you.’
 
         ‘Love you, Peter Maxwell.’
 
         And he waited for the click of her receiver, before taking grey Captain Portal across to the centre of the room. He switched on another lamp and the whole diorama came to life. Three hundred and ninety-one officers and men of Lord Cardigan’s Light Brigade, saddled and waiting to ride into Hell that cold October lunchtime back in 1854. He carefully placed the unfinished figure to the right of the line of the 4th Lights, slightly behind Lord George Paget, chewing his cigar, missing his wife and waiting for orders after half a day’s inaction. He eased Troop Sergeant Major James Kelly back a little to fit the troop commander in place and crouched to get the eye line right.
         
 
         Maxwell straightened. He’d leave Portal there tonight, let him get used to his plastic comrades, find the ease of his saddle. He’d start the paint job tomorrow. Tomorrow and tomorrow …
 
         
             

         
 
         ‘Look lively, Ten Aitch Two, I’ve got an exam to pass.’
 
         Mad Max was in his Heaven, but not all appeared right with the world. Before him in that theatre of nostalgia known prosaically at Leighford High as Aitch Eight sat that notorious bunch of misfits who had opted for History GCSE last year, because last year it seemed the right thing to do. Now, they weren’t so sure. And what it had taken them several months to find out, Peter Maxwell had known from Day One.
 
         Beyond the dirty three dozen, squeezed awkwardly into a corner sat Sally Meninger. Gone was the come hitherness  of the Vine. The Fuck-Me shoes were replaced by a sensible court variation, the raunchy frock that proclaimed her cleavage to the world swapped for the pencil-chalk suit and yet another silk scarf. She had Maxwell’s Lesson Plan on her lap, only the sixth he’d written in thirty-something years, and a deadpan look on her face.
         
 
         ‘Matthew Hopkins,’ Maxwell tapped the man’s name he had written on the whiteboard behind him. He secretly hated it – the glossy surface that stained at the drop of an aitch; the useless markers that dried up as you looked at them, so that in seconds, the purest sable became the most dismal grey and the most verdant green turned an odd kind of puce. ‘What do we know about him?’
 
         The silence could have shattered glass.
 
         ‘Ah.’ Maxwell smiled at the assembled multitude. ‘How soon they forget. Jade?’
 
         Jade was a bouncy blonde. Sitting next to Timbrel as she was, the sultry brunette, the pair were every Year Ten boy’s wet dream. Maxwell had intercepted the notes last term which left him in no doubt about how Dave felt about them and Tom and Jimbo and Fat Josh. Maxwell had doubted whether Fat Josh could really do what he claimed he could, but it gave him a chuckle before he consigned the note to the bin and Fat Josh to his Year Head for a good letting off.
         
 
         ‘Um … he was a witchfinder,’ Jade managed.
 
         ‘I’m glad you can read Timbrel’s book,’ Maxwell said to her, ‘but I’d rather it was written in yours. Better still, I’d rather it was engraved on your memory. Can you help us, Dave?’
 
         Dave looked barely able to help himself. A martyr to catarrh, the boy’s mouth hung open and his eyelids drooped. Life, to Dave, was one perpetual sniff. ‘He used to catch witches.’
         
 
         ‘Classic, Dave,’ Maxwell smiled. ‘I like the keen thrust of your mind. When was this, Tom?’
 
         To Tom, it could have been a week last Wednesday. ‘Er …’
 
         ‘I’m not being too picky here,’ Maxwell was reasonable. ‘I’ll settle for a century.’
         
 
         ‘Seventeenth.’ Dave was getting into it now.
 
         ‘Spot on, Davidovitch.’ Maxwell clapped his hands. ‘So those dates start with …’
 
         ‘Sixteen something,’ most of the class intoned. This drill was well-rehearsed.
 
         ‘All right,’ Maxwell moved through the fair – and not so fair. ‘We know who, we know what, we even know approximately when. How about where. Jimbo?’
 
         Now if there was one subject which perplexed Jimbo more than History, it was Geography. ‘Um …’
 
         Jimbo hated being put on the spot. Maxwell knew that, but a little grilling, mano a mano, was good for the soul. ‘Come on, Jim.’ Maxwell stood behind the lad, circumnavigating the room as he was. ‘Think East.’
         
 
         East, West, North, South, they were all one to Jimbo.
 
         ‘Anybody?’ Jimbo’s shoulders visibly sagged. He was off the hook. Mad Max was a bastard, but he wasn’t a vicious one. The Great Man saw Sally Meninger scribbling away in the corner, no doubt damning him to all eternity.
         
 
         ‘East Anglia,’ someone called.
 
         ‘Nice one, Evelyn.’ Maxwell knew if he waited long enough, the class swot would open up her big guns. All year he’d been trying to persuade Paul Moss to promote the girl, because she was clearly misplaced, but there were set complications apparently. Social reasons. You couldn’t fight City Hall. ‘East Anglia,’ Maxwell crossed to the map in the far corner to point to it. He knew perfectly well that Ten Aitch Two were highly conversant with Orlando and Lanzarote – in a couple of years they’d be equally at home in Ibiza. But their own land? Oh, that was a foreign country – they did things differently there. ‘Witch country.’ He tapped the towns in turn. ‘Ipswich, Chelmsford, Colchester, Lavenham. In 1646, if you were an elderly lady in any of these places, if you’d ever crossed anybody, looked at anybody funny, then look out. Somebody would make a quick phone call and that was it – send for Matthew Hopkins and it’s a quick few hours being dragged around a room until you confessed. What’s wrong with what I’ve just said, Josh?’
         
 
         Fat Josh was ready for this one. ‘It’s not right, Mr Maxwell,’ Josh said triumphantly.
 
         ‘Er … good,’ Maxwell nodded. ‘Good. Like it so far. Why isn’t it right, though, Josh?’
 
         ‘Well, it’s rubbish, innit?’ Josh could have debated with Dr David Starkey. ‘Stands to reason nobody’s going to confess to nothing just being dragged round a room.’
 
         ‘No phones then, dickhead.’ Evelyn may have been the class swot, but nobody said she was nice.
 
         ‘How does it go, Evelyn?’ Maxwell reined it all in.
 
         ‘Sorry, Mr Maxwell. But he is.’
 
         ‘Well, that’s something we can talk about later, isn’t it? Now, compadres, what’s it going to be?’ He stationed himself between the board and the telly. It could go either way. ‘Half an hour’s silent reading on the definitive study of East Anglian witchcraft by Professor McFarlane or a few minutes of Mad Vincent Price in The Witchfinder General?’
         
 
         The hubbub gave him the answer he expected, and as a man, Ten Aitch Two slid sideways or clambered on desks for a good view of the screen.
 
         ‘We watching a video?’ How did Peter Maxwell know the question had come from Dave? He flicked all the necessary buttons, since the remote had vanished within minutes of its arrival at Leighford High, along with scart leads and a whole nest of mouse balls. Maxwell clocked Sally Meninger’s demeanour out of the corner of his eye. He’d followed his Lesson Plan to the letter so far – Paul Moss would be proud of him. Now, though, he was sticking his neck out. There were copyright issues about movies in schools and this one, grim little piece that it was, had an 18 category. He saw her write something down. He’d face the music later, reading the banner headlines in what passed for his mind ‘Pervert Teacher Depraves Young’. What a load of warlocks.
         
 
         On the screen, a bunch of murderous seventeenth century villagers were dragging a hapless crone up a bleak windswept hillside while the priest, whose hysteria had caused all this, intoned mumbo-jumbo behind the lynch mob. The camera wobbled and jostled with the crowd as they hanged the woman from the make-shift gibbet and her body slumped, to dangle in the wind, the hempen rope creaking in its housings. The camera swept away and the orchestra crashed into life. Sitting his horse, cloaked in black, sat Mad Vince himself, Matthew Hopkins, the Witchfinder General.
 
         ‘I’ve seen this,’ Dave said, although actually he was thinking of Plunkett and Maclean.  
         
 
         A bell shattered the moment and Ten Aitch Two descended into uproar.
 
         ‘All right,’ Maxwell switched off the set. ‘Leave your stuff, everybody. Jimbo. Leave that.’
 
         ‘It’s my football.’
 
         ‘You’re on form today, Jim,’ Maxwell told him. ‘But even so, it stays here. You go.’
 
         ‘What if it’s burned to death?’ Jimbo asked against the repetitious clanging of the bell.
 
         ‘That’s what God invented insurance for. Straight out, everybody,’ Maxwell called. ‘Double doors at the end. You know the drill.’ And he supervised them as they went, closing windows with one hand. At the door, he met Sally Meninger.
 
         ‘Is this planned?’ she asked.
 
         Maxwell shrugged. ‘The Fire Master is Bernard Ryan,’ he told her. ‘Our revered Deputy. I can’t believe even he would be imbecilic enough to plan one of these, this week of all weeks. Unprofessional of me to say so, of course.’ But he had a feeling ‘unprofessional’ was Sally Meninger’s middle name.
 
         ‘Where do we go?’
 
         He closed the door behind her. ‘Follow me,’ he said, and quickly abandoning the old joke, came out with the feed line anyway. ‘Walk this way.’
 
         And he led her into the sunlight.

      

      
    

  


End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OPS/9780749011505_cover_epub.jpg
)
MJTROW

MAXWELL'S
INSPECTION

>CHOO%. MURDER...

A PETER MAXWELL MYSTERY

=0





OPS/insertSpan.js
function setSpanIGP(){var clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('title-num');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('title-sub');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('title-author');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('title-contributor');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('title-other');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('caption');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);}function setSpaninPara(pClassList){for(i=0;i<=pClassList.length;i++){if(pClassList[i]){var para_html=pClassList[i].innerHTML;para_html='<span>'+para_html+'</span>';pClassList[i].innerHTML=para_html;}}}function init(){setSpanIGP();}window.onload=init;




OPS/logo_1_online.jpg





