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            Chapter One
            

         
 
         The email was, as ever, terse. Maxwell, as ever, found it with seconds to spare. ‘Meeting in my office, second period, Monday. J.D.’ Because Peter Maxwell always thought of his esteemed headmaster as Legs, he had to think for a moment who this J.D. person was. Then, with an inward tut, he remembered that the man’s given name was James. His surname was Diamond, but anyone less like a geezer it would be difficult to find. Maxwell glanced up at the clock in his office that ticked away between the film posters of Audie Murphy and Randolph Scott, a reminder of the days when Men were Men. The second period of the day was only ten minutes old – most of his colleagues would be on phase two of the eight-phase lesson by now – so he decided that he would be magnanimous and turn up. He pushed his chair back from the desk and spun round to face into the room.
 
          The last week of the Autumn Term was always a little depressing. The tinsel, put up with such enthusiasm and about a pound of Blu-Tack, was beginning to sag. The Christmas cards were leaning at rakish angles on any flat surface, the preponderance of an image of a slightly psychopathic-looking robin giving testament to a special offer on at Poundland. An exquisitely wrapped gift inexpertly hidden at the back of a shelf proved that Helen Maitland, Maxwell’s trusty Number Two, was as organised as ever. It had been in position since just before half-term, Helen not being a person given to last-minute decisions. The Head of Sixth Form sighed and reached for his scarf and hat. County Council cutbacks had resulted in a school as cold as the Arctic. Classrooms met national guidelines, so the little dears didn’t keel over with hypothermia, but to get from A to B meant using dogs, sleds and a backpack of glucose supplies. And all this in the face of Global Warming. Legs Diamond, of course, having banned conkers three years ago, had now given a new directive; should it snow, anyone found snowballing or creating an ice slide, or a snowman with recognisable features of any member of staff, was to report to his deputy, Bernard Ryan, for a good letting off.
         
 
         Mindful of the wind chill along the Mezzanine corridor which housed his domain, Maxwell closed the door of his office behind him. In the silence of the room a little more tinsel wafted gently to the floor and the Christmas card lovingly inscribed by Jonelle Squabb of Seven Ell Queue slid quietly down behind the radiator, another link in the urban archaeological site which was Peter Maxwell’s office. The long-dead faces from the posters on the walls watched him go – a man on a mission. Impossible? You’d better believe it.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Maxwell bounced enthusiastically into James Diamond’s office. After the tundra of the foyer, it was like a sauna. Diamond sat in his shirtsleeves – the racy devil – behind his desk. Paul Moss had obviously been in there since the bell went; he had had time to shed his jacket and undo the cardigan he had taken to wearing underneath. Diamond looked pointedly at the clock above the door. Maxwell screwed his head round to follow his gaze then pushed the door to and sat down next to Moss, taking off his scarf and hat and throwing them under his chair.
 
         ‘Mr Maxwell,’ Diamond said, flatly. ‘Thank you for coming.’
 
         ‘Thank you for inviting me, Headmaster,’ Maxwell beamed. ‘Should I know why we are here?’ He looked enquiringly at his Head of Department.
 
         Paul Moss still looked like a twelve-year-old, although now the hair that skirted his ears was greying and the smile creases at the outer edges of his eyes threatened to turn silently into crow’s feet when no one was looking.
 
         ‘As you know,’ Diamond began, ‘Paul is to leave us temporarily at the end of term to take part in a cultural exchange with an American teacher.’
 
         ‘Yes indeed. What an excellent opportunity for him.’ Maxwell sounded as though he was reading from a cue card. It was, to his mind, neither excellent nor an opportunity, but he was a civil man and saw no need to say what he felt, in this case something along the lines of ‘What, are you nuts?’
         
 
         ‘Indeed, indeed,’ echoed Diamond, following the Great Man’s lead. ‘An opportunity. However,’ he dropped his voice, ‘there has been a slight problem at the other end.’ He fiddled with his pencil and looked up at Paul.
 
         ‘A problem?’ Maxwell brightened. Could it be that his prayers were to be answered and in fact they were not to be saddled with what could only laughingly be called an American History teacher?
 
         ‘The other half, as it were, of this arrangement, has had to pull out.’ Diamond looked at Maxwell dubiously. ‘You doubtless remember my email on the subject.’
 
         Maxwell cocked his head on one side and looked brightly at the man. He looked not unlike the psychopathic robin reproduced so many times along his shelves. ‘Hmm?’
 
         Diamond and Moss sighed as one. Paul Moss had a sneaking suspicion that Maxwell was perfectly aware of what went on in the Leighford High School Super Highway, but played along anyway.
 
         ‘My replacement was to have been a very senior teacher from Los Angeles, who would, with a little guidance no doubt from you, Max, have been quite capable of taking on most of the Head of Department work. She has, however, been elected to the State Legislature. This has apparently been an ambition of hers for some years and, obviously, it can’t be postponed, so she is no longer coming over.’
 
          A very old joke rose in Maxwell’s throat, but he beat it back. He tried to keep the joy from bubbling out as he spoke. ‘So, we’ll have a supply, will we? No probl—’
         
 
         ‘Indeed not!’ Diamond was aghast. The budgetary implications alone made him want to reach for his tablets from the doctor. ‘No. We will still be having a teacher from across the Pond,’ he smiled tightly, to invite the others to join him in his hip command of language. ‘But he … umm …’ he consulted the paper in front of him, ‘Hector Gold is younger, less experienced and so, Max, to cut a long story short, Paul and I were hoping you would be able to take on the mantle of Head of History for a year.’
 
         There was a silence so complete that the creaking of the foot-long icicles hanging outside Diamond’s window could clearly be heard. Then, having controlled his amusement, Maxwell spoke.
 
         ‘I’m sure I could manage that, Headmaster,’ he said. It seemed that Diamond was the only person in the school not aware that, to all intents and purposes, de facto and every which way, Maxwell already was the Head of History. Paul Moss shot him a grateful glance. His family were already packed and ready to go, to the land of sun and foot-long hot dogs, so if Maxwell had let him down at this late stage, he was wondering if it would be safe to go home.
         
 
         ‘No extra remuneration, I assume?’ Maxwell asked pleasantly. He hated to bring up the sordid subject of money and was not remotely surprised when Diamond smiled apologetically and shook his head.
 
          ‘If I had my way, of course …’
         
 
         Maxwell understood that Diamond already had his way, but he smiled back beatifically.
 
         Diamond shot out of his chair, relief all over his usually unreadable face. ‘Max, thank you so much,’ he said. ‘I was … that is, Bernard and I wondered if …’
 
         ‘What with me being four hundred years old, whether I could manage it?’ Maxwell completed the sentence for him. ‘Oh, yes, Headmaster. I’m sure I will manage. I have vague memories of the Year Seven syllabus.’ He screwed his head round to look at the clock and felt his neck click. He didn’t wince; it seemed inappropriate in a spry young thing like him. ‘Well, time’s a-wasting. I’m sure Mr Moss and I have a lot to discuss. Are we still doing Tudors and Stuarts for A level, Paul, or does that depend on the latest initiative from Sir Keith Joseph?’ He grabbed his scarf and hat and flung open the door, to the discomfiture of Pansy Donaldson, who had been leaning her ear against it. ‘Sorry, Mrs Donaldson, do come in.’
 
         The woman was thinking fast to concoct a reason for her sudden entry and so didn’t react as Maxwell and Moss swept past her and scurried through the ice house to the staffroom fug. As the headmaster’s door swung to they heard her launch into a spurious tale of wrongdoing to cover her confusion.
 
         ‘She’s good,’ Maxwell murmured to Paul Moss. ‘Especially bearing in mind that at this time of the morning she is probably still half-cut.’
 
         ‘Apparently not,’ Moss said. ‘It’s not like you to be behind the times, Max. She’s on the wagon, by all accounts. Alcoholics Anonymous.’
         
 
         ‘And the Anonymous part is?’ Maxwell asked.
 
         Moss laughed. ‘This is Leighford High, Max. Jack Jackson in my tutor group has an auntie whose next-door neighbour is half-sister to the wife of the man who opens up the church hall for them on a Wednesday.’
         
 
         Maxwell nudged the man in the ribs. ‘Don’t make it up,’ he admonished. ‘I have a bit of a soft spot for Pansy, one way and another.’
 
         Moss laughed and pushed open the staffroom door, releasing a wave of heat and yesterday’s tuna sandwiches. ‘It’s true. Well, I may have simplified it, but that’s basically the link. Seven degrees of separation. It’s the oil that keeps the wheels of gossip turning.’
 
         ‘I’ll miss you,’ Maxwell said, and meant it. ‘I think this Hector Gold may turn out to be rather boring after you.’
 
         Paul Moss blushed slightly and stored the moment away for later. He had always secretly felt rather dull compared with some of the larger-than-life characters with which Leighford High was peopled. Although, on the other hand … Paul could always see the ointment and the fly and this made him the man he was.
 
         He toyed with saying something valedictory, something which would ring in Maxwell’s head when he, Paul, was on the other side of the world, up to his waist in the mighty Mississippi or fightin’ off pesky varmints like skunks or realtors. He settled for something rather more mundane. ‘Coffee?’
 
          ‘Why not?’ Maxwell said, flinging himself down in the comfiest chair in the room, which nonetheless challenged even the most robust spine after a while; Deputy Reichsführer Bernard Ryan’s secret method to prevent lingering. ‘Since it’s nearly Christmas, I may also indulge in a biscuit.’
         
 
         Moss looked dubiously in the tin. ‘There’s only Rich Tea,’ he said. ‘And half a Garibaldi.’
 
         ‘Ah, you historian, you! Aren’t there any mince pies?’ Maxwell asked, plaintively.
 
         ‘You don’t like currants,’ Moss said.
 
         ‘I know that,’ Maxwell said, slightly testily. ‘But I’d defend another man’s right to a mince pie to the death. And besides, where there are mince pies, there are often other festive foods. I’m thinking chocolate log, Tunis cake, things of that nature. I haven’t had my cholesterol fix today yet.’
 
         Moss tried another tin. ‘Good guess,’ he said, diving in with an only slightly smeary knife. ‘Chocolate log it is.’
 
         Maxwell leant back, fingers interlaced across his stomach, padded for the internal weather with more layers than normal. ‘Thank you, Paul,’ he said, politely. He mulled over whether he would have time to train Hector Gold in the space of three terms to reach this level of service provision. Americans were a polite people, he had heard, although he had never knowingly had any truck with such a creature. It might turn out all right …
 
         There was a splashy clink as Paul Moss put down his burden of mugs and chocolate log on the table in front of Maxwell. He sat in the chair opposite, hoping it was the one with the springs intact. There had been a nasty incident the previous week, involving a member of the Art Department, sticking plaster, Dettol and Nurse Sylvia Matthews, which none of the men would forget in a hurry. He was in luck.
         
 
         ‘So, Paul,’ Maxwell said, stirring himself enough to be able to reach his mug. ‘Do we know anything about this Hector Gold person?’
 
         Moss took a sip of his coffee to give himself time to think. ‘Not really, Max, to be honest. I only heard about the change the day before yesterday and the bio his school has sent is very brief. It has meant a change in accommodation for us, though. Hector and his wife have no children and so they live in quite a small condominium …’
 
         ‘Flat,’ muttered Maxwell.
 
         ‘… in downtown LA …’
 
         ‘The town centre.’
 
         ‘… which wouldn’t be suitable for us at all.’ Moss ploughed on regardless. Maxwell refused to speak Amerenglish for anyone and Hector Gold was just going to have to learn to live with it. You give a nation the finest language in the world and look what they do to it! Ingrates! ‘So, Hector’s in-laws are coming along as well, so that we can have their house, which is larger and nearer to Long Beach, which will be nicer for the kids.’
 
         ‘Longer drive for you, though, is it?’ This remark was thrown in for politeness’ sake. Long drives were for other people; to all intents and purposes, Maxwell’s world was bounded by the strength of his leg muscles and the stability of White Surrey’s infrastructure. The bike was getting on a bit, not to mention the muscles, but most of Leighford and the surrounding area were still on the menu. The ancient machine lay padlocked to the north of Classroom Two. Actually, the padlock didn’t work but everybody knew whose bike it was and wouldn’t dream of touching it. Retro-crap meant nothing to the average fourteen-year-old and no bicycle thief would be seen dead riding anything like that.
         
 
         ‘I’m not sure what constitutes a long drive over there,’ Moss said. ‘If you go by American sitcoms …’ here he paused and glanced covertly at Maxwell, but the Head of Sixth Form was still looking at him with a pleasant smile on his face, as befitted a long-time devotee of Comedy Central. ‘American sitcoms, yes, if you go by them, apparently, no one ever walks. Not even to the end of the road.’
 
         ‘So, there will be quite a little party arriving, then?’
 
         ‘Yes. As I understand it, there is Hector, his wife, Camille, her mother, Alana and her father … um …’
 
         Maxwell, overwhelmed by the sheer West Coastness of the names, added, ‘Rock?’
 
         ‘Pardon?’ Paul Moss had been lost in a fugue of trying to remember details he had only skimmed himself some hours before. ‘Oh, Hector’s father-in-law? Ha. No. Jeff, I believe. They sound very nice people.’ It was hard to tell whether the last sentence was a statement, a question or a deeply felt hope, but Maxwell let it go.
 
         ‘They sound wonderful, Paul. When are they arriving?’
 
          ‘Well, that’s just it, really. They didn’t want to travel over Christmas, because it is much more expensive.’
         
 
         ‘So, when are they arriving?’ Maxwell brushed cake crumbs from his lapel and sat up straighter. Years of reading the subtext in his Head of Department’s remarks had suddenly made him feel a little edgy.
 
         ‘Well, with the weather we’ve been having,’ Paul Moss shivered extravagantly and rubbed his hands together as if at an invisible brazier, ‘travelling isn’t so easy, is it? Can’t take even Heathrow for granted, dear me, no.’ He smiled, hopefully.
 
         Maxwell leant forward. He beckoned to the man who sat opposite him to come nearer and when they were almost nose to nose he asked his question one last time. ‘When. Are. They. Arriving?’ Then, to sound less testy, he added, ‘Paul.’
 
         The Head of History smiled, but only with one corner of his mouth. He licked his lips. ‘Today?’
 
         Maxwell sat back, satisfied. He hadn’t lost his touch, that was good, but he was saddened to hear Moss already using the moronic interrogative. ‘Today. So. Where are they staying?’ He was not by nature suspicious, but he had been married to a Woman Policeman for some time now, so he had had suspicion grafted on. And, of course, he had been a teacher for at least a thousand years, so his nose for prevarication was finely tuned. He felt a sleepover coming on.
 
         ‘No, no, Max. I wouldn’t ask that of you. Heavens no.’ Moss tried a smile and this time the whole of his mouth was in working order. ‘No, we’re going to my parents’ place for Christmas anyway, so we’re just going a bit earlier, that’s all. We were packed and everything as well – well, you know Manda, always organised.’
         
 
         Maxwell did know her. Pleasant enough in her way, but she put the O in OCD. He had no doubt that they had been packed since the first day of term, just to be sure. ‘That’s all right, then.’ He tried, almost successfully, to keep the relief out of his voice. ‘Jacquie would have been more than happy …’
 
         ‘Of course, yes. I know that.’ The two men muttered platitudes over each other for a few more moments, then, honours even, turned to the knotty problem of the History Department, running thereof.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Chapter Two
            

         
 
         ‘So, they’re here already?’ Jacquie lolled back on the sofa, nursing a coffee. ‘That was a bit sudden, wasn’t it? How did they get organised so quickly?’
 
         ‘Good question, Inspector Carpenter Maxwell,’ her husband replied, with a grin. The ‘Inspector’ bit was still new enough to give him a little thrill up his spine. He had rarely been so proud of anyone in his life, although the sight of Nolan’s determined little back as he went in to face the rigours of Mrs Whatmough of a morning ran it close. Metternich’s vole capture count had gone off the scale years before.
 
         She acknowledged his smile by burying her nose in her mug, but he could see by her bunched cheeks that it still gave her a kick as well.
 
         ‘I think that the intended victim—’
 
         ‘Did you just say victim?’ she asked, sharply.
         
 
         He looked alarmed. ‘Did I?’ He looked at the ceiling and reran the sentence. ‘Yes, I did. Freud, eh? Tchah! Where was I? Yes, the intended exchange colleague knew she wasn’t coming ages back, but they kept it to themselves so we wouldn’t make a fuss. Bit like Pearl Harbor in reverse. They say Churchill knew all about the Japanese attack beforehand but kept it under wraps so that Roosevelt would have to come into the war. These exchanges are sorted out very carefully, you know – people are vetted and each side has to agree, that sort of thing. UN Security Council, the Politburo has to be consulted – oh, and the Pope has to give his blessing, of course.’
         
 
         ‘I hope that doesn’t mean they are trying to get this Hector person in under the wire, then.’
 
         ‘I checked with Paul. We can refuse to keep him, if he’s that bad. But … would he be that bad?’ He smiled at her hopefully but she just raised an eyebrow in reply. ‘Yes, I know.’ He sighed. ‘We’ve had some corkers, haven’t we, even after a two-day interview.’ He blew out his cheeks and looked doleful. There was that Mrs Whatserface of the Methodist persuasion; that little bloke with the high-pitched voice and the Cornishman Who Never Spoke. Amongst others even more distressing.
 
         Jacquie smiled across at him and thanked every lucky star. Maxwell looked so like Nolan in this mood it was uncanny. In certain moods, he also looked like the cat; in others, like a curmudgeonly old git. But they suited each other, by and large. She dug her toes into Metternich’s side, as the great black and white animal snoozed at her feet. He acknowledged her with a chirrup and a flex of a claw. ‘Do you want to have them round?’  
         
 
         He looked up. ‘Nah,’ he said, in flawless Nolan. ‘Too near Christmas. Mrs Whatmough lets her prisoners go tomorrow and, let’s face it, Nole is manic enough without introducing a clutch of American strangers.’  
 
         ‘Just strangers will do, Max,’ she said, slightly sharply. ‘Remember what we agreed about flagrant xenophobia?’  
 
         ‘Oooh, Inspector Carpenter Maxwell,’ he purred. ‘Are you sure you’re a policeman? Using words like “flagrant”, and such?’  
 
         She cocked her head at him, a sign that planning mode was now in place. ‘He’ll just have to learn that Christmas is not just for him,’ she said.  
 
         ‘Isn’t that an animal charity’s slogan?’ Maxwell wondered. ‘Near enough, at least.’  
 
         ‘No. It isn’t. It means that we can’t let our son think that just because the house looks like an explosion in a tinsel factory and that Mrs Troubridge has enough parcels with his name on under her tree to stock Hamley’s, that he can avoid spreading a little goodwill to all men. I know we don’t usually do much entertaining once you guys have broken up, and I know that we fobbed my mother off with tales of me being on call, and I know—’
         
 
         Maxwell knew he was beaten and reached for the phone. ‘I’ll ring Paul, shall I?’ he said.
 
         ‘Do. And then we have to get going – if anyone’s late for the Carol Concert, apparently Mrs Whatmough tells Santa they have been bad and he just leaves coal in their stocking.’
 
          Maxwell looked up from the receiver as the phone peeped the number into his ear. ‘Coal? When I was a lad, we’d have given our eye teeth for some coal. Why, one year, I remember—Oh, hello, Paul. That was quick.’ He grimaced at Jacquie who went out laughing to get their coats. ‘Are your visitors with you yet?’ There was a squawk from the receiver. ‘Yes, now you come to mention it, I can hear them.’ Maxwell’s heart began a tiny downwards slide. ‘I’m ringing with an invitation …’
         
 
         
             

         
 
         The candlelight flickered on the diamante on the wings of Rosemary Whatmough’s glasses as she stood outside the little church to welcome the parents to the Carol Concert. She looked more like a character from The Nightmare Before Christmas than one of Santa’s jolly helpers, but the snow newly fallen on the ground and the general goodwill of the end of term reduced the effect to one of mild peril, familiar to any watcher of a PG DVD.
         
 
         ‘Mr Maxwell, Mrs Maxwell,’ she said, scarcely moving her lips. She was in a bit of a quandary over the Maxwell family in general. Nolan was obviously incredibly bright, but he burnt with a light in a spectrum she scarcely recognised and she didn’t know how to bend the beam to her will. Nolan’s father was just too peculiar for words and she had a horrible feeling that Nolan was simply a chip off that old block. The mother, now, she was a nice woman; Nolan looked just like her, lucky child, and she seemed to be relatively normal, but she was a policewoman and Mrs Whatmough had heard that the police were ever vigilant for the smallest infraction, not that anyone ever infracted on Rosemary Whatmough’s watch. But still, it paid to be careful.
         
 
         ‘I’ve reserved you some seats at the front,’ she said, gesturing. ‘So you get the benefit of Nolan’s performance.’
 
         The Maxwells didn’t miss a beat as they smiled, nodded and made their way down to the front. A small child dressed as a sheep waved them into their seats and it was only when they were safely seated that Maxwell turned to his wife.
 
         ‘Performance?’
 
         She shrugged. ‘I have literally no idea,’ she said. They sat in silence, each one going over conversations with their son in the last month or so, filtering for any mention of a performance. There was none.
 
         Jacquie smiled at Maxwell, a little uncertainly. ‘He’s probably a lamb or something; an ox, maybe.’
 
         ‘Most likely,’ Maxwell said. He knew his son and how easily a performance could become a Performance. On his day, he could give any diva a run for her money. The next thing he had to say was sensitive and could go either way. ‘If he isn’t an ox, though, or a camel or similar, you won’t cry, will you?’
 
         She fixed him with an eye already filling up. ‘Not if you don’t,’ she agreed. They linked little fingers and waited as the lights went down slightly and the firm footsteps of Mrs Whatmough echoed from behind them as she made her way to the front. She paused, in much the same way as a galleon in full sail loses way and steadies itself against the swell, and surveyed the ranks of parents, mentally noting absentees.
         
 
         ‘Thank you all so much for coming,’ she boomed. ‘The children and staff have been working for many weeks, as you know.’ She leant forward waggishly. ‘Some of you mums,’ and she smiled condescendingly at them, ‘may have been wondering why you hadn’t had the usual request for costumes this year.’ There was a pause to give these women time to nod and reinforce their status as star mum. ‘Well, some of you may remember the Camel Debacle of last year,’ pause for sycophantic laughter, ‘so we have made all the costumes ourselves this year, to avoid a repetition.’
 
         There was a muffled sobbing from the back as the Third Camel’s mother from the year before could hold her tears back no longer. The Maxwells breathed a sigh of relief as one. So that was one thing they could tick off their ‘Haven’t Done’ list.
 
         ‘But, enough of that,’ Mrs Whatmough suddenly boomed, making a rather nervous grandmother in the third row wee herself ever so slightly. ‘I give you …’ she flung her arm out in an expansive gesture, ‘The Carol Concert.’
 
         To a tumult of applause, the lights went down the rest of the way. Then came on again. Then went down again and stayed down. In the flickering health-and-safety mock candlelight that was left, there was a shuffling silence, followed by a reedy single note from a recorder, then the hesitant beating of a drum. Then, a voice that made the hairs on the backs of the Maxwells’ necks stand up and take notice. It wasn’t trained, or powerful. It wasn’t even always dead on the tune. But it was a voice which meant what it said, and it was the voice of their son.
         
 
         ‘’Twas in the moon of wintertime, when all the birds had fled,’ it sang. Then, on the rush of a gathered breath, ‘That mighty Gitchi Manitou sent angel choirs instead. Before their light, the stars grew dim, and wondering hunters heard the hymn,’ then, joined by all the other little voices of Year One, ‘Jesus your King is born, Jesus is born, in excelsis gloria.’ Then, Nolan, in full Red Indian regalia, war bonnet on his curly head, had drawn level with them, beating his drum. He didn’t look at them, but as he passed, Jacquie saw his left eyelid drop in a secret wink.
         
 
         ‘Within a lodge of broken bark, the tender babe was found.’ Somehow, Maxwell and Jacquie managed to keep the sobs in their throat. ‘A ragged robe of rabbit skin enwrapped his beauty round. But as the hunter braves drew nigh, the angel song rose loud and high, Jesus your King is born, Jesus is born, in excelsis gloria.’ Nolan took the opportunity of the chorus to wipe his nose on his sleeve. Maxwell was impressed – good, authentic pre-Colombian stuff.
         
 
         The Huron Indians had reached the chancel steps now and turned to face the audience. From behind them, from the vestry, a little band of travellers emerged, from Year Four, looking huge by comparison with the little ones in the front. The hunters parted in the middle, leaving Nolan and his drum still facing the audience.
 
          ‘O, children of the forest free, O, seed of Manitou, The Holy Child of earth and Heaven is born today for you. Come, kneel before the radiant boy who brings you beauty, peace and joy. Jesus, your King is born, Jesus is born, in excelsis gloria!’ A triumphant drum roll finished their song, and in the ringing silence a single sniff was heard. Only her secretary, sitting with her at the back, knew it came from Mrs Whatmough.
         
 
         And so the Carol Concert wound its way through the story of the Nativity, from the angle of distant lands. As a theme it was sometimes a little stretched, but from the Huron Indians to the inevitable Dylan Thomas, it was a roaring success. Mrs Whatmough was flushed with pride as she stood in the doorway to usher the parents into the church hall for a mince pie and coffee. She bestowed a smile on the Maxwells.
 
         ‘Did you enjoy Nolan’s performance?’ she said, archly. ‘It was so good of you to rehearse with him; you must be very tired of that carol by now?’
 
         Maxwell wasn’t lying when he said, ‘It was as if I was hearing it for the first time tonight, Mrs Whatmough.’
 
         The woman looked as if she wanted to pat him on the head and say ‘well done’. As an answer it had ticked all of the boxes, from polite to pithy and it also had the bonus of being totally true. Fighting with glutinous pastry, Jacquie could only smile her recognition of a gaffe well avoided.
 
         The doors from the church crashed back and the children poured in. One child had refused to remove her costume and so would have to go home dressed as a pine tree, but otherwise they were all back in mufti. Nolan’s head swivelled as he looked for his parents and then he bounced over to them, a rather circuitous journey as he had to be hugged by various grannies and mothers trying to show they weren’t jealous. Eventually, he was at their side. He turned a beaming face to them.
         
 
         ‘D’you like it, Mums, Dads?’ he said, bouncing lightly on his toes.
 
         Jacquie was torn, in the mothers’ dilemma. Did she pick him up and bury her nose in his hair, sniffing up the little boyness of him, while yelling, ‘This is my boy – isn’t he wonderful?’ Or did she say, ‘You were pretty good, but did I hear a bum note in the third verse?’ She settled for silence and a curl ruffle.
 
         Maxwell was the one who bent down and picked him up for a hug. ‘Mate,’ he breathed in his ear, ‘you were amazing!’ His teacher’s sensibilities meant it was done so fast that most of Nolan’s friends missed it, but it was that or cry. ‘I have to ask you one thing, though, if that’s all right?’
 
         Nolan looked quizzically at his father. At this time of the year you couldn’t be too careful. You heard things about Father Christmas, knowing if you’re good or not, that kind of thing. So he settled for, ‘Mmm?’ and a bright smile.
 
         ‘Practising.’
 
         Still the bright smile, one eyebrow perhaps a little raised.
 
         ‘The carol.’
 
         Nolan breathed again. ‘Oh, yes. I did it with Mrs Troubridge. On Tuesdays.’
         
 
         Troubridge Tuesday had become an institution and although it wasn’t always necessary for the mad old trout to watch Nolan after school it had somehow become carved in stone. Plocker’s mother – Maxwell felt sure that he had once known both her name and that of her son, but now could remember neither – would drop Nolan off at Mrs Troubridge’s door and watch while she came down and let him, and usually a lurking Metternich, in. Then he would have his tea with her and, after doing his homework and having a bit of a chinwag, would run downstairs, out through her front door, and with a quick wiggle through where the hedge met the wall, would be home again, ringing at the bell by jumping up and fetching it a thwack with his satchel, Nolan Maxwell being the last child in the Western world to own a satchel. He would then ring up Mrs Troubridge to say he was home safely and that would be another Tuesday done and dusted.
 
         ‘I didn’t know Mrs Troubridge could sing,’ Jacquie ventured. ‘And you should have told us, Nole,’ she said. ‘It would have been nice to invite her.’
 
         ‘I did ’vite her,’ he said, drawing himself up a little. ‘She said she would cry, so could she have a copy of the DVD?’
 
         Maxwell rumpled his son’s hair. He could see that this could turn nasty, given half a chance. He bent down to him and gave him an extra kiss on top of his head. ‘Sometimes, mate,’ he said, ‘I wonder who has been bringing you up. Whoever it is, they’re doing a bang-up job. Well done. Very thoughtful all round.’ He gave Jacquie a warning glance. When she was feeling a bit fragile, she often became what she thought was businesslike but could seem to a five-year-old a bit policeman-like.
         
 
         ‘Well, I thought so,’ muttered the forty-year-old that seemed to live in Nolan’s little body sometimes. ‘The DVDs are fifteen pounds,’ he said, addressing himself to his mother. ‘Nana wants one as well.’
 
         ‘Does she?’ was all Jacquie could say, weakly. ‘How does she know about them?’
 
         ‘I told her last week, on the phone.’
 
         ‘Ah.’ Jacquie reached for her purse. ‘I wonder if it’s buy one get one free.’ A glance in the direction of Mrs Whatmough, beaming in the corner with her hand full of tenners, answered that question. ‘You guys get in the car, while I buy some lovely DVDs.’
 
         
             

         
 
         The first day of the Christmas holidays had always followed a certain pattern in the Maxwell household and this year was no exception. Get up. Add some more tinsel to any lingering bald spots in the decor. Go out and buy more tinsel. Remember that no one had ordered a turkey. Go out and order a turkey. This year another dimension was added; go out and buy nibbly bits and some cheap but stylish presents for the visit that afternoon by the Gold family party. Nolan was excited; he always tended to be a bit of a method actor and his Huron Indian persona still lingered, so Americans were very much the order of the day. Maxwell was getting by on deep breathing and concentrating on Jacquie’s instructions to stop saying ‘Howdy’ all the time. They had invited Mrs Troubridge. The DVD was a great success and somehow, in all the cooing, and the aahing, someone – and Maxwell feared it may have been him – had asked her round. Still, as he told Jacquie, in for a penny, in for a Troubridge.
         
 
         ‘She can hand things round,’ he added as an extra encouragement. ‘Olives. Buffalo wings. Things of that nature.’
 
         Huron Indians have razor-sharp hearing. ‘Have buffaloes got wings?’ Nolan said, materialising at his father’s elbow. ‘They seem a bit big to be able to fly.’
 
         ‘And think of the poo,’ Maxwell added, leaping on to his son’s train of thought as effortlessly as a hobo on to a boxcar.
 
         Jacquie looked up from her list-compiling. ‘I was thinking of keeping the food a bit more traditional,’ she said. ‘Mince pies. Sausage rolls. Umm …’
 
         ‘Mini pizzas,’ Maxwell offered. ‘Filo-wrapped king prawns. Satay chicken onna-stick.’
 
         Jacquie screwed up her face. ‘You’re right. What is traditional these days? I think I’ll just have a bit of a mooch round M&S – that’s traditional, isn’t it?’
 
         ‘Absolutely,’ Maxwell said. ‘And don’t overdo it. The Golds’ll only just have got over Thanksgiving. While you’re out, Nole and I will tweak the decorations.’
 
         That seemed like a good deal to Jacquie – the thought of shopping with two overexcited Maxwell men did not appeal at all. She grabbed her handbag and was down the stairs like a rat down a pipe, hauling on her coat as she ran. ‘It’s a deal,’ her voice floated up to them. ‘See you later.’ And with a crash of the door, she was gone.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Chapter Three
            

         
 
         The sound of the Mosses’ people carrier drawing up outside 38 Columbine was the innocent precursor to possibly the oddest Christmas drinks party the Maxwells had ever thrown. That it was the only Christmas drinks party the Maxwells had ever thrown was only part of it. Mrs Troubridge was waiting at the door to greet what she had decided to call ‘Our Transatlantic Cousins’. This had confused Nolan at first, whose life was pretty devoid of cousins, having only a couple of the species – girls who were too old to play with and too far away to know. Jacquie had explained the reference and it hadn’t helped much, but at least now he wasn’t expecting the cast of Hannah Montana to tumble out of the people carrier.
         
 
         Maxwell and Jacquie took their places at Mrs Troubridge’s side, with Nolan between them. Maxwell feared they may strike the Gold family as a bit of a cliché, but it was too late now. First out of the car was a woman so manicured and coiffed it was a wonder she could move her head, let alone speak or blink. She was tiny but not, as Jacquie told her mother later, in a good way. Everything spoke of gym and surgeon, and as she got closer, it was clear that she was carrying a few more years than it at first appeared.
         
 
         Mrs Troubridge rose to the occasion, stepping forward and speaking very clearly, as befitted someone who was divided from the guest by a common language and six thousand miles. ‘Hello,’ she trilled. ‘I am Mrs Troubridge, Mr and Mrs Maxwell’s neighbour. Welcome to Leighford.’
 
         The woman looked down at her, but only slightly. It was unusual for anyone to be almost Mrs Troubridge’s height and it gave them the appearance of an optical illusion. ‘Hi,’ she drawled. ‘Camille.’ With that, she walked forward, making the Maxwells break ranks, and she made her way to the stairs. ‘Up here?’ she asked and Jacquie hurried to follow her in.
 
         The next to appear was a man built so differently that he appeared to be another species. He was huge, with wide shoulders, powerful thighs and a bull neck on which his head, buzz-cut to the scalp, appeared to balance like an egg in its cup. The general effect of scarcely controlled power and aggression was slightly offset by a huge gut which preceded him by some way as he came up the path to the by now fragmented welcoming committee. Maxwell felt Mrs Troubridge shrink into his side and he shared her trepidation. If this was Hector Gold, he would be going off sick for a year. At least.
         
 
         The man thrust out a hand which seemed at least as big as the turkey now taking up half the fridge upstairs. ‘Jeff,’ he boomed. ‘Jeff O’Malley. Glad to have you know me.’
 
         Maxwell’s knee pressed lightly into Nolan’s back. Many viewings of The Aristocats had made J Thomas O’Malley almost seem like a member of the family, and although this huge man was not much like him to look at, Maxwell knew his son and a bit of a reminder at this early stage could prevent some serious embarrassment down the line. A faint humming of a familiar tune from just above knee height confirmed that this early intervention had not been wasted.
         
 
         Trying to keep the relief from his voice, Maxwell took the proffered hand and shook it back. ‘Peter Maxwell. Delighted to meet you.’ He stood aside and ushered the man through. ‘Do go up. I’ll be with you in a minute.’ The Head of Sixth Form glanced down, checking that Nolan and Mrs Troubridge had not been swept up in the giant’s passage. They were both there and he could give his attention to the next arrival, a woman so colourless and insubstantial that she was hardly there at all. She was clearly the wife and mother of Jeff and Camille in that she was cowed enough and skinny enough, but there was little else to say about her. Maxwell sincerely hoped that, should the woman go missing during their stay, he wouldn’t be called upon to describe her, because he would not have been able to do it.
 
          Mrs Troubridge leapt into action, having finally recovered from the volcanic eruption that was Jeff O’Malley. She extended a tiny hand and said gently, ‘Hello, I am Jessica Troubridge, Mr and Mrs Maxwell’s neighbour. And this,’ she put a hand on Nolan’s shoulder, ‘is Nolan, their son. Come with us, there are mince pies upstairs. And sherry.’
         
 
         Maxwell was a little disconcerted to see a flare of interest light the woman’s eyes. He hoped that it was because she loved mince pies.
 
         ‘Alana,’ the woman breathed. ‘Alana O’Malley.’
 
         ‘How lovely,’ chirruped Mrs Troubridge and she shepherded her little flock towards the stairs. Maxwell looked at her fondly; despite all her strange little ways and the years of bridling and unbridled nosiness, she was almost as much a part of his family now as Metternich, although she didn’t tend to bring in quite so much dismembered livestock of an evening. He was brought out of his reverie by a soft touch on his arm.
 
         ‘Mr Maxwell?’ The voice was apologetic and gentle. It was like being tumbled headlong into an episode of the Prairie Home Companion. Looking up, he expected to see a Garrison Keillor lookalike, tall and gangly, hunched over from the Minnesota winters of his Lake Wobegon childhood. Instead, a small neat man stood there, his thinning blond hair stretched smoothly across the top of an almost impossibly high forehead. His eyes, behind his gold-rimmed glasses, were pale and apologetic, but his smile was real and he was the only one of the four who seemed genuinely glad to be here. It was probably the snow making him feel at home.
         
 
         ‘Hector?’ Maxwell smiled back. He had to fight to keep the relief out of his voice. ‘My dear chap, how lovely to meet you. Come on in.’
 
         ‘You have a lovely home,’ Hector told him, gently. ‘Please call me Hec, all my friends do.’ And so they made their way up the stairs, with Hector finding time to exclaim about some small thing on almost every step. Metternich, scooting down at a rate of knots, was scooped up and admired from nose-tip to tail-tip. To Maxwell’s amazement, he didn’t take the man’s face off with one swipe, but tolerated it as the lesser of two evils. Metternich didn’t usually do strangers. He ate them occasionally, but only if they were of the rodentular persuasion.
 
         Upstairs was becoming a little hard to take. Now Maxwell had time to listen, the noise levels had reached something approaching a large jet on its final descent, made up in equal amounts of Jeff O’Malley’s strident roar and his daughter’s descant whine. He looked round at Hector Gold, who was following him with a smile of pleasant vacuity on his face. He had clearly learnt over the years to filter the noise out and to rise above it. Maxwell was heartened; this should mean that Leighford High and the perils of Pansy Donaldson would hold no fears for a man who could live with the rest of this particular family. Squaring his shoulders, he led the way into the sitting room, temporarily become the Seventh Circle of hell.
 
         At Christmas, the Maxwell sitting room always seemed smaller than usual, because with every year of Nolan’s life, the tree had got bigger and bigger. When the extra tinsel and various manifestations of Santa were taken into account, it was only just adequate for a party of normal people, but when the party involved Jeff O’Malley, it seemed genuinely cramped. He was standing, legs apart in a positively Henrician posture, with a mince pie dwarfed in one massive hand, a glass of sherry looking like a toy in the other. He turned as Maxwell went in.
         
 
         ‘Hey, Peter,’ he yelled, ‘I was just telling the little woman here how I like your little home. Cute as a bug, ain’t it?’
 
         ‘We like it,’ Maxwell smiled through gritted teeth. He was not used to being called Peter at the best of times, and when it appeared to be spelt with a ‘d’ in the middle, it was even worse.
 
         ‘Ah, you English,’ O’Malley shouted. ‘You’re always so polite. Say, can I call you Pete?’
 
         ‘Er … no,’ Maxwell said, still smiling, still with teeth gritted. ‘But you can call me Max, everyone does.’
 
         ‘Max it is, then,’ the big man said and spread his arms still wider, to engulf everyone in the room it seemed. ‘Ain’t this swell? Christmas in England. I never thought I’d do it. And snow as well. It’s just perfect.’ He smiled around the room. ‘And new friends too.’ He threw the mince pie in whole and Nolan had to be shushed covertly; he knew these people were guests but he also knew bad table manners when he saw them. O’Malley chewed twice and swallowed. ‘What the hell—oh …’ he threw a glance at Nolan, ‘sorry, little feller, what in blazes is in these things? I’ve had I don’t know how many since we got here and I don’t think two have been the same.’
         
 
         Maxwell, who avoided mince pies as if his life depended on it, started compiling a list of ingredients in his mind, but the look in Jacquie’s eye stopped him from sharing. ‘Mincemeat,’ he said. ‘Fruit. Suet.’
 
         O’Malley swirled a sausage-sized finger round between his teeth and gums to remove the glutinous remains. ‘Is that so? Well, I think I’ve had enough of them now to know I don’t really like them.’ He glanced at Jacquie. ‘No offence, little lady,’ he said dismissively. ‘Just don’t like them.’
 
         Maxwell was appalled to think that he and O’Malley had anything in common, and to cheer himself up, turned to Hector, but no sooner had he opened his mouth than O’Malley was off again.
 
         ‘I was saying, as you came up the stairs, Max, what was it your little gal here did for a living? Camille here was saying that surely she didn’t stay at home all day, with you just being a teacher and all. Camille has her own business at home, because of Hector being a teacher and only bringing home enough to keep her in shoes, more or less.’ Maxwell had never actually seen a man castrated in his own sitting room before, but he supposed there had to be a first time for everything. The man paused, and finally Jacquie spoke.
 
         ‘I am a detective inspector,’ she said.
 
         ‘What’s that?’ drawled Camille. ‘You have people to inspect detectives over here? Isn’t that a bit specialised?’
         
 
         ‘No, honey,’ O’Malley said, fetching her a slap on the shoulder which should have felled someone her size, but she had obviously been brought up to it, because she barely flinched. ‘A detective inspector in England is the same as a lieutenant in LA. Sort of.’
 
         The woman looked vaguely at Jacquie as though she were some exotic creature in a zoo. ‘Don’t say,’ she said. In the silence that followed, she added, ‘I run a nail bar.’ She threw a glance at her father. ‘Daddy bought it for me, when he retired.’
 
         ‘Retired from what?’ said Jacquie politely.
 
         ‘Why, from a lieutenant in the police,’ he laughed. ‘Didn’t old Hec tell you that on all those forms he filled in?’
 
         ‘I don’t believe that there was a space for father-in-law’s profession,’ Maxwell said quietly and turned to where Hector had been last, just behind him. The man had wandered away and was nodding gentle approval at a Spy cartoon of Gladstone which was just peeping out from behind the Christmas tree. ‘How long have you been retired, Jeff?’ he asked.
         
 
         There was a tiny noise, as though a very quiet mouse had snorted, and only Mrs Troubridge heard it. It came from Alana, who was sitting on the arm of the chair Mrs Troubridge was occupying, with Nolan tucked down the side, like a cushion. The old woman looked up sharply and saw a smile just fading on Jeff O’Malley’s wife’s face. ‘Retired?’ she heard her say. ‘Retired?’ and the tiny snorting mouse snorted again. Mrs Troubridge looked down at Nolan, who did a whole body shrug which could mean so much between them. On this occasion it meant that he, Nolan, knew that she, Mrs Troubridge, thought that something was odd and that he acknowledged her right to do so. But, that said, he had no idea what she was thinking and if she wanted to tell his mum, now was the time, because she was forgetful and he was only five.
         
 
         ‘Oooh, five or six years now, hon, isn’t it?’ O’Malley appealed not to his wife, but his daughter.
 
         ‘More like seven,’ she said. ‘Because, if you remember—’
 
         Nolan could see this going on for ages. ‘Mums,’ he suddenly announced. ‘Mrs Troubridge would like to see you in the kitchen.’
 
         ‘Really, darling,’ Jacquie said, brightly. ‘Well, all right, then. Help her up, poppet.’ Nolan wriggled down behind his friend and hoisted her up by pushing with his knees.
 
         Mrs Troubridge popped out of the chair like a cork out of a bottle, nearly dislodging Alana, whose balance didn’t seem to be all it might. ‘Yes,’ she said, ‘it’s about the stuffing.’
 
         Jacquie flicked a glance at Nolan, who looked innocent, and at Maxwell, who for once actually was innocent. O’Malley and his daughter were stalled in a conversation about realtors, Alana was looking glazed and Hector had wandered still further, in search of a little culture now he was nearer to it than he had been in years. The party was pooped, well and truly.
         
 
         In the kitchen, Mrs Troubridge sat down at the table. ‘I’m sorry, dear,’ she said. ‘I don’t think it’s anything to make much of, but I don’t like that man.’
         
 
         ‘Heavens above, Mrs Troubridge,’ Jacquie said, pouring some gin into her sherry glass and knocking it back. ‘I didn’t need to come out here to glean that piece of info. None of us like him.’ She looked over her shoulder in sudden horror, to see Hector standing there. ‘Oh … I do apologise … well …’ she stuttered to a stop. ‘Mr Gold, what can I say? I’m so sorry.’
 
         ‘Please,’ he said and his smile slowly spread to light up his face. ‘We all hate Jeff. Go right ahead.’ And he wandered up the corridor in search of more history. ‘And do call me Hec,’ they heard him mutter, ‘everyone does.’
 
         Jacquie and Mrs Troubridge were transfixed and it took the younger woman a moment to get the conversation back on track. ‘Where were we?’
 
         ‘I can’t remember, dear.’ Mrs Troubridge looked confused. ‘I’ll retrace my steps. Hold on.’ She closed her eyes and her lips moved and her arms waved as she bobbed and ducked her metaphorical way back into the sitting room. Her eyes opened. ‘I remember, dear. It was Alana, poor soul. She was very sarcastic when her husband and daughter said he had retired. I wondered if there might be a story there, something we should know if these people are going to be living nearby.’
         
 
         Jacquie looked at her neighbour quietly for a few seconds. Her gossip-gleaning skills had been honed for years on the grindstone that was the life of Peter Maxwell. She didn’t miss much. ‘Thank you, Mrs Troubridge,’ she said. ‘I’ll bear it in mind.’
         
 
         The general hubbub across the landing reached a kind of crescendo and Nolan came into the kitchen and leant nonchalantly on Mrs Troubridge. ‘The Count has brought a vole in,’ he remarked. ‘He gave it to Meal.’
 
         ‘Meal?’ Mrs Troubridge asked.
 
         ‘Camille,’ Jacquie told her, in an aside. ‘And that’s Mrs Gold to you, young man.’
 
         ‘S’right, Meal,’ said Nolan, intent on the story. ‘She is screaming quite a bit, so they are all going home. Dads said to come and say.’
 
         ‘And of course we must go and say goodbye,’ Jacquie said, scooting round the table and heading for the door.
 
         ‘Yes, indeed,’ said Mrs Troubridge, adding to Nolan as he helped her up, ‘before they change their minds.’
 
         
             

         
 
         The silence was so profound that the Maxwell family could almost feel it still ringing in their ears. Mrs Troubridge had left with the Gold O’Malley brigade, helping Alana down the stairs and quietly removing the almost empty sherry bottle which she had secreted in her bag. Mrs Troubridge had identified a troubled soul and she and the American woman had bonded in the silent fellowship of lonely people everywhere. Although Mr Troubridge had been noted for his quiet elegance and self-effaced courtliness, his widow could still feel some fellowship with Alana O’Malley; years of lonely nights, knitting furiously and pretending that you didn’t care that he hadn’t come home. Mrs Troubridge had had no children; Alana had had Camille, but she was so much a daddy’s girl that it was doubtful that she had helped the loneliness much. At least when Mr Troubridge did get home from his absences, he could give his attention to his wife – Mrs Troubridge blushed to even think the word ‘attention’ with its attendant implications – but she imagined that in the O’Malley household it would be difficult to get a sheet of paper between Camille and her father, let alone a whole wife, no matter how thin. So she had seen them off at the door with an understanding pat on Alana’s shoulder, and had then gone back to her own house. Apart from anything else, she suspected the sherry had run out apart from the dribble in the recovered bottle and there was also the risk of washing up.
         
 
         Maxwell looked around and could hardly believe that a room could empty so quickly. He gathered up a few glasses and made a cursory search for the sherry bottle, which appeared to have gone missing. Nolan was taking plates out to the kitchen, one by careful one. Jacquie was out in the garden, disposing of the vole. Maxwell turned as he heard footsteps on the stairs. Something about the combined voices of Jeff and Camille had made him jumpy.
 
         ‘Oh, it’s you,’ he said to his wife as she came in, voleless.
 
         She couldn’t be bothered to do the murder mime they usually did in honour of the television crime cliché that normally preceded ‘What are you doing here?’ and a knife/axe/bullet to the head. Instead, she settled for, ‘Who else were you expecting?’ She went over to the fire and rubbed her hands together in front of the flames.
         
 
         He shrugged. ‘Who knows, after this afternoon? That was a strange experience and no mistake. Have you seen the sherry?’
 
         ‘Mrs O’Malley put it in her bag,’ Nolan informed him from behind the sofa.
 
         ‘Quisling,’ Maxwell muttered, but he was proud of the boy’s observational powers nonetheless.
 
         ‘Ah,’ Jacquie said, with the air of someone putting two and two together.
 
         Maxwell cocked an eyebrow at her and then looked at Nolan, in a significant sort of way.
 
         Jacquie sighed. There was little her son didn’t spot; she sometimes suspected he might have the house comprehensively bugged. She sat down and hauled her son onto her knee. ‘I sometimes think we put too much on this child.’
 
         Maxwell looked round the room, spinning round and looking under clocks, table mats and behind the curtains before asking, ‘What child is that?’
 
         Nolan laughed like a loon and flung himself back onto the sofa. Jacquie made his hysteria worse with some well-aimed tickling. Eventually, they all calmed down and Nolan, slipping two fingers into his mouth and squeezing his ear lobe, said solemnly, ‘I think I’ll go and have a bit of a quiet moment,’ and left the room heading for his bed, followed by the cat.
 
          They watched him go and Maxwell re-raised his eyebrow.
         
 
         ‘Mrs T seems to have taken to Alana,’ Jacquie told him, ‘and heard her make a sarky comment when Jeff and Camille were talking about when he retired.’
 
         ‘I can’t see how a comment, be it ever so sarky—’
 
         ‘Yes, I’m with you there,’ Jacquie agreed, ‘but I must admit I have my doubts about Jeff O’Malley, Police Loo-tenant. He seems a bit like a character from a sitcom.’
 
         ‘Heavy on the sit, fairly light on the com, I think, don’t you?’
 
         ‘They’re horrific. Hector seems all right, though. And can’t stand his father-in-law.’
 
         ‘He told you that?’ Maxwell had heard that Americans could be rather blunt about things, but on a very short acquaintance it seemed a bit much, even for an American, and a Minnesotan at that.
 
         Jacquie blushed and told him about her little faux pas. ‘But he really didn’t seem to mind, Max,’ she said. ‘I mean, I hope you would at least pretend to stick up for my mother …’
 
         ‘Dearest heart, I would stick up for your mother. I do stick up for your mother.’ There was a brief silence as they both remembered the incident at Jacquie’s cousin’s wedding the previous summer. And he had put in a good word for her at the Nuremberg trials. ‘Did he not, then? Hector? Not stick up for your mother, obviously, but I’m sure you catch my drift.’
         
 
         ‘No,’ she said. ‘He said, “We all hate Jeff,” and then just asked me to call him Hec.’
 
         ‘Hmm, apparently everybody does.’
         
 
         ‘He seems a genuinely nice chap,’ she said.
 
         ‘He is. And Alana seems nice as well. We mustn’t judge her just because she nicked the sherry. She deserves it, in my opinion. And Mrs Troubridge has taken to her, you say?’
 
         ‘So it seems. So, as I said, she was sitting next to her through all the retirement conversation when she heard her mutter to herself and I think she got the impression that the retirement was not quite all that it seemed.’
 
         ‘Kicked out, you mean?’
 
         ‘Nail on head as always, precious,’ she said, kicking off her shoes and curling her feet under her as she leant back. ‘Perhaps I’m just embroidering for the sake of it, but he really was a piece of work, wasn’t he? Thank goodness we won’t have to meet him ever again.’
 
         ‘I must say, I’m hoping not,’ Maxwell agreed. ‘But I have a horrible feeling that they might turn out to be the kind of family that go around together in a flock, or pack, or whatever Attenboroughian phrase you like to use.’
 
         ‘Shoal.’
 
         ‘As in piranhas?’ he asked.
 
         She inclined her head with a smile.
 
         ‘Then we little sticklebacks must learn to hide in the weeds until they have passed by, mustn’t we?’
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