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To Peter Landau and David Every –

two very successful head teachers, who are otherwise

quite unlike the one in this book!


Of man’s first disobedience, and the fruit

Of that forbidden tree, whose mortal taste

Brought death into the world, and all our woe,

With loss of Eden . . .

 

John Milton, Paradise Lost



One

Cheltenham is one of the finest spa towns in Europe. It has a wealth of Regency terraces lining elegant squares, crescents and open spaces. George III, that inveterate frequenter of spas, visited the town in 1788 and set his seal of approval upon it.

It is not at all the sort of place you would identify with violent death.

For the British, the name of Cheltenham conjures up echoes of the Empire in retirement. It was when military officers and colonial administrators returning from the tropics discovered the beneficial effects of the mineral waters that the elegant new town was established. Between 1800 and 1840, the discernment and good taste of people steeped in a classical culture achieved its architectural fulfilment amidst the wide streets and tree-shaded open spaces of the new town.

This has always been a place for civilized debate, not an arena for the knife and the bullet.

Yet there is another Cheltenham beyond the Regency ironwork balconies and verandas, beyond the elegance of Lansdown Place and Montpellier Walk. The ubiquitous motor car has made its inevitable and relentless impact. The town is intersected by the A40 and five radiating major routes, so that it is now one of the most frustrating places in which to drive and one of the most difficult in which to park.

Perhaps it is better communications which have brought some very undesirable people into this cultivated town.

Yet road and rail have brought new sources of employment to an ancient part of England. The town is one of the few in the country where manufacturing industry, varying from thermostatic valves to watches and clocks, is thriving in the new century. Its festivals of music and literature bring creative forces into the town, but Cheltenham is probably more famous for the racecourse on its northern side, which brings an influx of visitors, most but not all of them welcome, into the ancient spa town.

The educational facilities of the town reflect similar contrasts and tensions between tradition and modernity. On the Bath Road are two schools which enjoy a national fame. The Cheltenham College for Boys, built between 1841 and 1843 in early Gothic Revival style, thrived as a public school for the sons of Indian Army officers. Nearby is the Cheltenham Ladies’ College, founded by Miss Beale, an ardent Victorian champion of good education for girls, a school now renowned and caricatured throughout the country as the emblem of Establishment good taste and breeding.

In other and newer parts of the town, among the harsher brick buildings of the second half of the twentieth century, there are other schools, educating the children of the workers and the unemployed of a modern industrial complex. Greenwood Comprehensive has very different buildings and a very different ethos from those of Cheltenham Ladies’ College and the Cheltenham College for Boys.

Greenwood has equal numbers of boys and girls, for a start, and a much wider range of the social classes among its parents. It also has a far greater proportion of single parents attending – or failing to attend – its regular parents’ evenings, where the educational progress of its clientele is discussed. And as might be expected, this school has its share of what the jargon of the day calls social problems. Drugs have exchanged hands outside its gates, especially in the convenient darkness of winter evenings.

Nevertheless, education is not the environment in which you would expect a man to have his head blown away.

Greenwood Comprehensive School’s sixth form enjoys an interesting range of distinguished visitors, summoned to offer their experience and their views of life to those about to enter its full challenges. But policemen and social workers are also frequent visitors to the school, and two representatives of that burgeoning profession of the twenty-first century – the counsellor – are busily employed within the school.

Yet let no one convince you that good education cannot be provided in establishments like Greenwood Comprehensive. There are bad schools working among the problems thrown up by settings like this, some of them almost defeated by the difficulties of staffing and resources. But there are also some very good schools, providing a lively and stimulating environment for learning amongst the social problems which surround them.

Greenwood Comprehensive was one of these at the time of these events. It came agreeably high in the league tables of schools by which a desperate government tried to raise standards. If a proper allowance had been made for the background of its intake and the problems of its environment, it might well have come in the very top sections of the tables. The two famous private schools a few miles away had pupil-teacher ratios which were half those of Greenwood.

But Greenwood Comprehensive School was the very last place where you would expect murder to be stalking.

Every good school has a good head teacher. Because of the way the state system is set up, because of the power of the head to set the spirit and standards of the school, it is almost impossible to have a highly effective school without a highly effective head. Greenwood was no exception to this rule.

Peter Logan had been its head teacher for five years. By a combination of vision, foresight and energy, he had made it one of the best schools of its kind in Gloucestershire. Energy might seem a mundane quality to outsiders, but it was the most important of these three in the day-to-day efficiency of a large school, and Peter had energy in abundance.

Yet one would have said that Peter Logan was not at all the kind of person who would get himself involved in murder.

For the energy which drove him was the servant of an unswerving vision. In Logan’s view, his school was already the best in the county. In a few years, it would be one of the best in the country. There were two key appointments coming up in the next few months, a Deputy Head and a Head of Sixth Form Studies. Peter knew what he wanted, and would make sure that he got it. Even if the first set of interviews didn’t produce the right person, he would wait and re-advertise. Staff appointments were the most important decisions you ever made in a school, and it was worth putting up with short-term inconvenience to get the right person.

All this Peter Logan knew too well for it to need repetition. He was enunciating it for the benefit of his governors at their meeting on this Monday evening. They were a good body of citizens, on the whole. They wanted the school to succeed and took notice of what the Head told them. Once he had reassured them, they were only too eager to help its Head to implement his policies. They were backing a good man, after all. Peter had already convinced them of that: year by year, he brought them solid evidence of success in the school’s examination results.

Everyone says that exam performance should not be the sole measure of a school’s success, that education is about more intangible things than merely passing exams and taking the first successful steps in life’s rat race. And everyone promptly adopts exam results as the only reliable guide to a school’s progress.

But that was all right. The state school came out very well on the GCSE and A-level counts. Greenwood and Peter Logan produced the goods, and the school went forward, and everyone was happy.

Or almost everyone. One person in the governors’ meeting watched the head teacher steadily, with no evidence of emotion. One person listened not to the arguments he outlined but to the ambition which lay behind them. One person weighed everything Peter Logan said and found it wanting. It was not objective, but one person was not concerned with being objective about the man who led Greenwood Comprehensive.

One governor at least was consumed with a surprising hatred of this popular head teacher.

The meeting proceeded smoothly enough. Peter Logan announced that the new bank of computers had been installed in the school’s IT centre. There were mutters of pleasure all round the table, even from the three elderly local councillors, who had no acquaintance with computers. Technology was always impressive, especially when you did not understand it.

Various sponsorships had been arranged with local industry, which would not only defray educational costs for hard-pressed taxpayers but also establish employment links for the future. The governors nodded sagely: schools must not be ivory towers.

This meeting, on the twenty-first of September, was the first one of the new academic year, so Peter Logan gave a simplified summary of the summer examination results and the final count of the number of pupils entering higher education, which had climbed over a hundred for the first time. He smiled with modest confidence at the earnest faces round the big table, and almost provoked a round of applause.

The Chairman of the Governors thanked the Head for his lucid account of past successes and future plans. The meeting broke up in a quiet aura of self-congratulation: it is always more pleasant to be involved in a winning enterprise, to be agreeably swept along in the momentum of success.

Tea and biscuits were brought in at the end of the meeting. The buzz of conversation and informal exchange of ideas sounded almost muted at one end of a school hall which could accommodate a thousand pupils. Inevitably, Peter Logan’s voice sounded continually above the rest; he was constantly asked for information, and his genuine enthusiasm for present achievement and future potential encouraged him to hold forth at length about his school.

His Chairman of Governors announced eventually that he must be away, and most of his colleagues on the governing body drifted off in his wake. Peter Logan thanked them individually as they left, then retired to his own room for a brief period of silence and recuperation. Even a naturally gregarious man needed time alone. Even a man as much at home with his destiny as the successful head of a big school found some strain in meetings such as the one which had just gone so successfully. And there were preparations to make for the next school day, which would begin in another eleven hours.

Logan’s was the last car to leave the car park. He walked out serenely to it in the warm darkness of early autumn, sniffing the air appreciatively in unaccustomed isolation. Usually there was the sound of childish voices all around this part of the school. He eased his Rover 75 past the caretaker’s house and drove unhurriedly and contentedly through the school gates and into the wider world outside the one he controlled.

He did not see the other car which came from beneath the trees of the cul de sac near the school gates. It followed him at a discreet distance when he turned on to the main road, its attendance marked by no more than the twin beams of dipped headlights, a good eighty yards behind him.

The last thing Peter Logan was thinking about was murder.



Two

They met on Mondays. Each of them felt a little easier arriving at the house in autumn, as the evenings drew in and night came earlier. You did not want to be seen attending such gatherings in the daylight. Next month, at the end of October, the hour would have gone back, and they would bring the times of their meetings forward. Somehow winter seemed to most of them the most appropriate season for these exchanges.

All of them were men, and one or two of them looked seedy as well as shifty as they arrived. These were the kind of people you would look back at when you had passed them, to check that they were not up to something; they had a naturally furtive air about them, and behaved as if they had long since recognized the impossibility of appearing respectable. They wore clothes which were not just shabby but dirty as well, and their hair was lank and unkempt.

But these few were the exception. For the most part, the members of the group who assembled at the semi-detached house in the quiet suburbs of Cheltenham were dressed neatly, even expensively, and both their clothes and their bearing were respectable to the point of anonymity. This was an activity where you cultivated anonymity, as the best defence against discovery.

None of them stood for long at the door of the house. Not one of them rang the bell and waited for admission. The door was not quite closed, and each of them as they arrived pushed at its paint-blistered surface and moved softly inside, before carefully restoring the door to its previous position, ready for the next quiet entry. Low-key movement and an awareness of the need to frustrate the curious world around them came naturally to each member of this group. When you were breaking the law, it behoved everyone to be careful.

Inside the house, with the protection of solid walls about them, people gradually became more relaxed. The conversation flowed a little more easily as the cheap wine encouraged it. But the atmosphere was never lively, and the decibel level never rose above a quiet hum. Even as they sipped the wine and talked to their fellows, many of the men who met like this felt an unvoiced contempt for their companions. It was an emotion which was only surpassed by the deeper contempt they felt for themselves.

Not all of them, however. Some of them had gone beyond that stage to something more reckless, a defiant proclamation of their strangeness which brought them near to something like elation.

These were the men who produced the video cassettes and outlined their contents with pride and excitement. There was a heavy silence, then a tense, suppressed animation among the group as the videos were slipped into the player. Then came a sigh of collective satisfaction as the wide eyes of the children looked at the camera and the entertainment began.

None of the men looked at each other as the showing proceeded. The sounds in the dimly lit room were confined to the occasional involuntary groan of pleasure.

Even when the single light in the middle of the room went on at the end of the showings, there was not much conversation. This was a diverse group of men; they had little in common except their perversion, and words did not flow easily from many of them.

There was one exception, however. The man who had watched the videos from the corner of the room was articulate enough, when he chose to be. But that was in contexts other than this. He was a good conversationalist in these other settings. In the rest of his life, he liked to think of himself as completely normal: doing the conventional thing was becoming more and more important to him in that other, public section of his existence. It was almost as if he could compensate for his membership of this group by being excessively normal in other areas.

He was an intelligent man, so he did not disguise from himself that this dark interest of his was – well, illegal. At one time, he might have said sinful, but he had long since forsaken the concept of sin.

He bought copies of two of the video cassettes to take away with him. And he left the house as soon as he could, once he had got what he wanted. Later, in the privacy of his own room, he would feel the now-familiar disgust with himself and what he was about. For the moment, his distaste extended only to the excited men around him. In truth, he found his fellows at this gathering a sorry crew and was happy enough to leave their company quickly.

He looked carefully to left and right from the darkened drive of the house before he went swiftly to his car. You couldn’t be too careful, with video cassettes like these in your briefcase. And he felt he had more to lose than the rest of the men he had left behind him.

When a schoolteacher was a paedophile, he had to be very careful indeed.

‘How did the governors’ meeting go?’

Jane Logan threw him the question as soon as he came into the sitting room. Might as well get it over with.

Her husband did not treat it as a conventional enquiry. ‘Well enough. They were interested to hear about the numbers going to university and our plans for the future. They’ll support me in the scheme for the new library and information centre, I think. Mind you, I haven’t told them how much it’s going to cost yet!’ That small, unconscious grin came to Peter Logan’s lips, the one he had when he anticipated a challenge. The one she had once found so attractive.

‘Have you eaten?’

‘Yes. I sent out for a pizza from the shop near the school.’

She might have ribbed him once about fast food and the example he set to his pupils. Instead, she said, ‘I’ll get us a drink, then,’ and went into the kitchen. She was shocked by her own feelings. She hadn’t seen Peter for fourteen hours, yet already she wanted to be away from him.

She knew he was studying her over the top of his paper when she took the tray with its teapot and cups back into the room. ‘You’ve kept your looks, Jane,’ he said, as if he was noticing it for the first time. He sounded slightly surprised, and rather spoiled the effect of the compliment by following up with the observation: ‘They say that’s especially difficult for blonde, blue-eyed types like you, but my wife seems to have managed it.’

‘Whereas you have just got yourself more and more important jobs. Working on the theory that power is the great aphrodisiac, I suppose.’

‘Haven’t noticed it working that way recently. Not where you’re concerned, that is.’ He was behind the pages of the Guardian, studiously avoiding any eye contact, trying to cloak a serious observation as a throwaway remark. He had always done that; she realized now that she hated it.

‘Perhaps you should pay a little more attention to your wife and a little less attention to the job.’ She said it tartly, more bitchily than she intended, and answered his retreat behind the paper by returning to the book she had been reading when he arrived. He had turned off the Schubert CD she had been listening to and put on the television. It flickered inconsequentially in the corner of the room, with neither of them watching or listening to it.

To her surprise, he took her comment seriously. ‘You’re right, darling, I have been neglecting you. Now that I’m in the job I wanted, you deserve much more attention.’ She noted his priorities with a wry smile, but didn’t speak. She had never used the term ‘darling’ to him; it seemed to drop falsely from his lips now, where once she had accepted it.

He waited for the reaction which did not come from her, and then said, ‘It’s always busy at the beginning of a new school year, but I must find time for you now that everything is under way. Perhaps we should book a weekend away. A long weekend, at half-term, perhaps?’

That was the very last thing she wanted. She felt her heart thumping as she said, ‘There’s no need for that, really. I quite understand that you’re very busy at school.’

It came out as though delivered by an understanding stranger, but he did not seem to notice. ‘No, I’ve been neglecting you. I must do something about that, or someone else will step in. Pretty women like you shouldn’t be neglected!’ He grinned at her over his teacup, then raised it in a mock toast to her beauty. She looked steadily back at him, putting on the poker face she had cultivated over these past few weeks, concealing what she really felt about him, forcing herself eventually into a small, answering smile.

He was easily enough deceived, but that had its consequences. Twenty minutes later, as she undressed, he ran his fingers down her spine, took her roughly into his arms, insisted on making love to her.

The familiar hands in the familiar bed were like a stranger’s upon her, but without the excitement that strangeness should have brought. He was rough in his love-making, and she tried to give him enough response to allay any suspicions he might have had. As he came noisily, she arched her back and simulated an orgasm of her own, her low moans lost in the ecstasy of his pleasure.

It worked well enough, apparently, for when he fell back, Peter Logan breathed the words, ‘That was good, Jane,’ into her ear. And she felt the shame of her deception surge through her body, still rigid as her husband’s went suddenly limp. He stroked the back of her neck a couple of times, the gesture he had always used to suggest that affection went beyond sex, and then fell heavily asleep.

Jane Logan lay awake on her back for a long time, staring at the invisible ceiling. She could not go on like this. She would have to do something about Peter, and quickly.



Three

Steve Fenton dressed rapidly. At least there was no problem getting into the bathroom these days, but the house still felt curiously empty without Josie and the boys.

He didn’t miss his wife and the rows they used to have: the silence was a blessed relief from the blazing arguments over trivialities which had dominated the last two years of their marriage. But he still missed the boys; he stared glumly at the empty table as he came into the kitchen and wondered what they were doing at this minute.

He told himself he was avoiding the most tiresome aspects of adolescence, that he still had a good relationship with them, but he no longer attempted to disguise from himself that he missed them, for all the teenage shrapnel which had occasionally flashed around his ears. Perhaps he even missed that: he had enjoyed fighting the war that was never a real war with his sons, being gracious in his occasional victories, regrouping after his small defeats.

He looked out down the narrow, trim rear garden as he sat at the table with his bowl of cereals. At least he hadn’t let things go since the divorce, either at home or at work. The house was clean and tidy and the garden was still full of colour even at the end of September. It was in better condition than ever, now that the boys and their ball games had gone, he thought sadly. The busy Lizzies and dahlias might have been looking a little blousy and jaded at the end of the season, as if the first frost, which would cut them down, might be something of a release, but given a mild autumn, he’d be able to cut the odd perfectly shaped rose almost up to Christmas.

He grinned at himself: get yourself a life, Stephen Fenton. But he had always enjoyed making things grow, even when he’d been the age his own boys were now. And anyway, his own life was looking up, thank you. Things had taken a decided turn for the better since he’d got himself involved with—

The phone shrilled sharply, no more than three feet to his right, shattering his morning reverie with its insistence. A secretary’s voice: ‘Mr Fenton, I have Mr Weatherly for you. One moment, please.’

There was a click and a large, confident voice said, ‘Steve, good morning to you. Hope I haven’t got you out of bed too early.’ A booming laugh at his own little joke.

Steve looked at his watch. It was still only twenty past eight but he said, ‘I was just on my way out. I can be at the works within ten minutes from here.’ He wondered why this man could still make him defensive, when he had his own business and was not accountable to anyone. The seventy-year-old Archie Weatherly was now a non-executive director of a national firm of building contractors, the one which had built the Gloucester link-up with the M5 which had eased congestion in this area.

Weatherly laughed at Steve’s apologetic reaction; he was well used to it within his own hierarchy, and relished it when he met it outside the firm. He said, ‘It’s about the governors’ meeting at Greenwood Comp. last night.’

Steve had known it would be. They never spoke about anything else. And yet Weatherly had specified Greenwood Comprehensive as if he needed to differentiate it from half a dozen other schools where he was a governor. Probably that came naturally to him; probably he was used to speaking in those terms about any enterprise in which he involved himself. Steve felt that he knew what was coming, but he said cautiously, ‘It seemed to me to go quite well.’

‘Well enough, I suppose. School’s doing a good job, as far as I can tell.’ His short laugh indicated that he could tell quite far. ‘Surprisingly good, considering what those buggers are paid. I notice you didn’t say anything last night.’

‘There didn’t seem to be much to say. The Head reported clearly enough on the present state of progress and answered the various queries without any hedging. I don’t believe in speaking just for the sake of it.’ That sounded a little barbed, as though he was getting at Weatherly, who had asked a couple of questions. Steve hadn’t intended that effect, but he was suddenly quite pleased with himself.

‘He’s doing well, young Logan. We need to keep a tight rein on the bugger, though. We can’t leave it to the old farts from the Council.’

Steve Fenton grinned. Archie Weatherly was speaking of local worthies who were perhaps five years younger than him. In terms of energy, though, he was probably right. ‘I thought the meeting went well enough, as you said. If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it.’

‘I’ve made a living by fixing things. I think you should take the chair again, Fenton.’

Steve wondered why he should find the use of his surname so irritating. It was probably no more than Weatherly’s public school habit from long ago. He thrust aside the consideration of whether a man from such a background should be now attempting to control the future of a state school. ‘I’m afraid I don’t feel I can reverse my decision. Two years as Chairman was enough. My own business is expanding and I really haven’t the time.’ He wondered if that sounded as unconvincing to Weatherly as it did to him. ‘In any case we couldn’t just reverse things like that. The new Chair has certainly done nothing wrong, and—’

‘There’s no problem with that, Fenton. Just say the word and you’ll be back in the chair at the next meeting.’ As if he realized that sounded brutal, Weatherly added, ‘You’re the best man for the job, everyone knows that. You should never have stood down when you did.’

‘I’m sorry. My decision is irreversible, I’m afraid.’

‘You shouldn’t say that.’ Weatherly sounded piqued: he was not a man who was used to refusals. ‘Just say you’ll think about it and that will do for the moment.’

Having refused to concede the main point, Steve had enough of the shrewd businessman in his own make-up to refuse the compromise as well. ‘I’m afraid I can’t do that. As I explained at the time, I have two boys in the school myself. They’ll be coming up to GCSEs in due course. I’m happy to be a parent-governor of the school, but being Chairman could put me in an embarrassing position if a conflict of interests arose.’

He was glad he had remembered that argument, however belatedly. As he had suspected, Weatherly did not really know enough about the state system and school governing bodies to argue the point in detail. The industrialist rumbled on for a few more sentences, but recognized that he could not dictate action to someone who was not on his pay-list. He eventually accepted failure with ill grace and rang off swiftly.

Steve Fenton glanced at his watch and left half his cup of tea behind. The bloody man had made him late for work, now. He might be the boss, but he liked to set the right example: it was a small-firm ethic which would have been completely foreign to Archie Weatherly.

But at least he hadn’t given any hint of the real reason why he could no longer be Chairman of the Governors of Greenwood Comprehensive.

Peter Logan, the man Archie Weatherly was so anxious to control, was getting on with the business of running a large and busy school.

Weatherly remained an autocrat at heart, and delegation was not one of his several virtues. But Logan was very good at delegation. It was the only way to run a busy school efficiently: you put the right people in place, and then you allocated the right jobs to them, swiftly and automatically. When two members of staff called in sick, the problem of covering their classes was passed automatically to the Senior Mistress, who dealt with timetabling and all its attendant problems. The School Secretary did not even have to refer the matter to the Head. And when the teachers who had lost their ‘free’ periods to cover their absent colleagues grumbled ritually in the staff room, it was not the Head who was the subject of their complaints.

Peter Logan dealt swiftly with the most urgent of the morning post and made a series of phone calls to follow up the decisions of last night’s governors’ meeting. There was no point in letting grass grow under your feet when jobs had to be done. He found his briskness and eagerness to despatch the problems of the day met a pleasing response in those around him, another sign that the school was running smoothly and productively.

By ten o’clock, he was sufficiently clear of the daily administrative trivia to walk around his school and take the pulse of its activities. He remembered one of his teaching colleagues in his first job saying of their head teacher, ‘That bugger knows everything that goes on in this place!’, his mock-frustration masking a real respect. Peter had always remembered that, had always tried to emulate the feat as a head. You couldn’t know everything that was going on in a school of this size, but if you gave both the staff and the pupils the impression that you did, that could only improve the efficiency of the institution.

To those who might think he pried unnecessarily, he quoted one of his favourite maxims: ‘Slack practice anywhere leads to slack teaching in the end!’ he said sternly.

Teachers always respected you if you brought everything back to what happened in the classroom, to what was offered at what he still called ‘the chalk-face’, though chalk was rarely seen now in his school. If all the petty restrictions with which successive governments had surrounded and impeded his teachers resulted in more efficient teaching, then that was their only necessary justification, the yardstick against which everything should be measured. Peter believed that passionately, and his passion carried him through, even with those teachers who were irritated by his personality.

Logan slipped into a classroom to check on the progress of one of his probationary teachers, trying to allay her understandable nervousness by a reassuring smile from the back of the room. He made a note or two to give her later in the day: she would be fine, once she gathered a little more experience.

He caught one of the old hands in the geography department enjoying a quiet and highly illicit smoke in the maps room, and allowed himself a secret smile only when he was well out of the discomfited man’s vision. He reminded a PE teacher that the less able among his classes needed at least as much of his attention as the gifted gymnasts, especially now, when research about overweight and unfit children was dominating the media.

There was scope here for a press article about the attention his school was giving to this problem; he made a note to put his newly appointed media liaison officer – an enthusiastic young English teacher who saw himself as a journalist manqué – in touch with the PE department, to prepare a release for the local paper.

The representatives of the local press, radio and television could be useful allies. Most of his head teacher colleagues in other schools gave them nothing other than a tight-lipped ‘No comment’ and thus got only negative publicity. Yet these people could be helpful enough, if you handled them right: you needed to give them a ready-made story. Give them easy copy and they wouldn’t ask you embarrassing questions. Serve them up a good story about the school’s PE policy and a few quotes from slim, bright-eyed children and they’d produce a positive article about the way the school was tackling a national problem. Refuse to co-operate and you’d find them photographing fat kids at the gates and getting negative quotes to turn into headlines.

Peter had a cup of coffee in the crowded staff-room during morning break and managed brief exchanges with three of his heads of subject departments. Once this was done, he even had time to chat about the opening of the soccer season, and the erratic early progress of Cheltenham United in the second division of the Football League.

Yet not all was sweetness and light in this progressive school. A troubled young teacher took him to one side to report on two incidences of bullying in the third year. He had insisted that he wanted to know immediately about bullying, whether physical or mental. It was inevitable with over a thousand children in the school that they would have instances of this modern evil, but he wanted them investigated thoroughly and eliminated at source. A happy child is a learning child, and vice versa: it was a Logan maxim that had been elevated into a cliché over the years, but none the less true for that.

It was not until the bells rang for the end of morning school that Peter was prepared to indulge a more private pleasure. A man with a passion to make his school the best is not immune from other, more selfish and individual emotions. A man has his needs, and Logan found that his sexual drive was heightened by his professional successes. And so was the response he enjoyed: he hadn’t really argued when his wife had suggested that power was the ultimate aphrodisiac.

Most of his staff were happy to seize the precious relaxation time afforded by the lunch hour to get away from their classrooms. The wide corridors of the modern school building were filled for a few minutes with the noise of newly released children. Then their teachers proceeded more soberly after them to their own recreation.

When Peter Logan stole softly into one of the science labs, it was deserted and silent. But the storeroom behind it was not. This little cell was small, almost claustrophobic, with a single high, square window, which let in a little light and revealed a tiny patch of grey, autumnal sky. But this was a private place, and privacy was what these two needed now.

She had taken off the white lab coat, as if discarding her working role for the lunch hour. Her face was glowing with a smile as he came into the little room. It lightened his heart to see it, and all the petty cares of the school day vanished in an instant. He was a young man again, almost as young as she was, when he saw that smile.

‘I knew you’d come,’ was all she said. Then they were in each other’s arms.



Four

Peter Logan didn’t really know everything that went on in Greenwood Comprehensive. It was a convenient fiction to put about, one which helped a headmaster to direct his staff and control his pupils more effectively. Logan knew that. And some of the people around him realized that the Headmaster could not possibly know everything. Some people, in fact, could even demonstrate that, if they chose to.

At the beginning of the new academic year in September, the school had a sixth form of over two hundred for the first time. That fact and its implications had been well documented in the local press. It meant more people preparing to go into higher education after school, more people striving to realize their full educational potential.

It also meant that there were more young people available as a market for those who were not interested in education at all.

Mark Lindsay was slightly surprised to be in the sixth form at all. His GCSE results were, he grudgingly admitted, a tribute to the teaching methods in the school. He didn’t concede that at home, of course. He claimed there that his passes were entirely due to his own unremitting endeavour, and a fond mother – his father had departed with a younger model to North Yorkshire some years previously – believed him and looked forward to further triumphs of character.

Mark had not been expecting to make the sixth form. He had hesitated over whether he should take up the opportunity when it came. There wasn’t much money at home, with his mother still working in the supermarket and his younger sister at Greenwood Comp. Still only twelve. But no congenial employment had been on offer and his mother had been anxious for him to go on for A levels. In the end he had drifted into the sixth form.

But there were disadvantages to this new intellectual status. He had expected to have an income by now, to be swaggering home with a pay packet on Fridays. A lad of his age needed money. Other people knew that even more clearly than Mark did, and were prepared to do something about the situation.

To be precise, they were ready to exploit it.

Mark had taken to visiting Shakers club near the centre of Cheltenham on Friday nights. There were plenty of people he knew there: a few of his fellow sixth-formers among them, but also girls who had left the school in the summer and were now working in local factories or offices. They were now in that wide world outside school which people like Mark affected to know but in fact knew not at all. Most of the girls smoked a little, observing the dancing through small grey clouds of sophistication, affecting a slightly scornful sympathy for those still imprisoned within the world of school.

The teachers at Greenwood always referred to Mark Lindsay and his contemporaries as ‘students’ rather than pupils. It was a slightly clumsy and self-conscious acknowledgement of their new sixth-form status. On the other hand, the young women at the club, so much more important to Mark because of their erotic potential, still talked of ‘school kids’. Moreover, they cast envious glances towards young men who were not only a year or two older than he was but had money in their pockets.

He watched these nineteen-year-olds, chatting to each other in words he could never catch above the music, nonchalantly ordering rounds of drinks he could not contemplate. These men seemed to Mark vastly sophisticated and worldly wise. He envied them, but did not see how he could ever emulate them. Money would be a start, but he could not see how Saturday morning shelf-stacking in the supermarket was ever going to put him in their league.

He sat for a few minutes in a cubicle in the gents, glumly contemplating the paucity of what the lads would call his ‘love life’ when they compared notes on Monday morning. It was when he emerged from his little cell of contemplation that the first glimmerings of a solution presented themselves.

There was only one person in the small room: most of the Shakers’ clients favoured the more modern and spacious toilets near the bars at the other end of the building. Mark went and washed his hands; he hadn’t done anything in the cubicle except sit contemplating his lot in life with his hands in his lap, but he didn’t want to start explaining that.

He hadn’t looked at the other man in the tiled room: somehow you never did that when you were in the toilets. The man came and stood beside him now. Mark realized after a moment that this man wasn’t washing his hands. Mark didn’t turn to look at him but he glanced up into the big mirror above the washbasins to see if this silent companion was combing his hair.

He wasn’t. He was completely motionless, studying Mark’s actions; when his eyes met Mark’s in the mirror, the lips below them relaxed slowly into a smile. There didn’t seem to be much mirth in it, but Mark himself couldn’t see anything to laugh at. He suddenly had an earnest wish that someone else would come into the room.

He forced an answering smile at the man and said, ‘Quiet in here, isn’t it?’

The man nodded. Mark wondered if this fellow had done something to ensure that they would not be disturbed. He’d seen people in films put ‘Out of order’ notices on doors when they went into toilets. Perhaps this man had—

‘Quiet’s the way we want it, for what we have to discuss.’ The man’s voice was low but clear, with an accent that did not belong to these parts: London, perhaps? It added harshly, ‘It won’t take long,’ and the lips around it curled in a smile that was now openly contemptuous.

Mark wanted to say something insulting, to dismiss the man and flounce out of the room. Could men flounce? He didn’t think they could. In any case, his tongue seemed suddenly frozen and he didn’t think his legs could even attempt a flounce. He did the best he could by turning away from the washbasins and the face of the man in the mirror and went over to the roller towel on the wall. He was aware of the man at his side, but he put off looking at him for a long time, rubbing his fingers against the cotton of the towel until he thought it must disintegrate.

Eventually, he had to stop and turn sideways, as the man had known he must. He was lighting a spliff as Mark focused upon him again. The sweet smell of the cannabis seemed suddenly to fill the room. The man held it out for Mark, and Mark took it, put it between his lips, as if compelled by some hidden force. He wondered how the man knew that he had smoked cannabis.

Mark took a long pull at the spliff, letting the smoke fill his head, his lungs, his whole being. All resistance to the man and whatever he wanted seemed to disappear; he felt as he inhaled that he no longer wanted to hold out. But the stuff couldn’t act as quickly as that, could it? Perhaps he just wanted to give up a struggle he knew he could not win.

The man’s voice seemed to come not from beside him but from several yards away as he said, ‘It’s good stuff, isn’t it?’ He waited for Mark’s nod of affirmation, for another pull on the spliff, before he said, ‘There’s plenty more where that came from.’

Mark nodded. It seemed the most natural thing in the world that there should be more of this on offer. He felt his mind relaxing in that knowledge. A small part of his brain still wondered what this man wanted with him, but it seemed easier not to fight him, not to summon up resistance which would have no effect. He said slowly, ‘I expect there is. Plenty more.’ Then he grinned, for his remark seemed to him highly sophisticated.

The man smiled again at him, more indulgently now. He had dark hair, cut very short, and a small gold earring. He took another spliff from his pocket and stuck it in the breast pocket of Mark’s shirt, tucking it carefully out of sight, patting the pocket a little when he had finished. Then he said, ‘You could have all the pot you wanted, you know, free of charge.’

Mark smiled. ‘And what would I have to do for that?’ He felt quite clever, negotiating with this man of the world, showing him that he knew nothing came for nothing.

The man smiled, seeming to acknowledge Mark as an equal, recognizing that he was dealing with a shrewd customer here. ‘Offer us a little help, that’s all. Become part of our distribution service.’ He rolled off the phrase as if it amused him.

Mark wondered who the ‘us’ were. He didn’t ask: something warned him that it was better not to know. He smiled again, to show he was no fool, that he would back out of this if he wanted to. He leaned a little towards the man. ‘And who else is in your “distribution service”?’

A frown flashed quickly across the sallow features. Then the smile returned as the man said, ‘That’s for us to know and you not to know. You’ll find it’s better that way.’ He nodded a couple of times and waited for Mark’s answering nod before he said, ‘There’s money in it. Easy money. You could do with money, couldn’t you, Mr Lindsay?’

Mark took another draw at the spliff, wondering exactly how much this man knew about him and his circumstances. He forced a little smile as he said, ‘We can all use a little more money, can’t we?’

The man nodded thoughtfully, as if assimilating a wise observation. Then he said, ‘You wouldn’t have to do much. There isn’t an easier way of making money, for a lad like you.’

‘How much money?’

The narrow shoulders shrugged, agitating the gold earring for a moment. ‘Thirty quid, for starters. More, when you’ve got the hang of things and begun to shift more. You’d be on commission, then.’

Commission sounded exciting to Mark, a glimpse of that bigger world outside which seemed so attractive to the girls he craved to touch. ‘And I’d have stuff for my own use?’

‘That’s right. An allowance. Be up to you whether you smoked it all yourself or sold it on.’

‘Just pot, is it?’

‘Yes, just pot. Initially, at any rate. Smoking it is pretty well legal now, but we like to treat our distributors well.’

Mark finished the spliff. His head was singing and he knew he was high. But his brain seemed to be operating very sharply. He smiled at himself when he caught his image in the mirror. He felt as if he could handle this man and this situation easily enough, now. If you had the right sort of brain, pot just made you see things more clearly. He said, ‘How would I get my supplies?’

The thin lips smiled. The man had the air of someone who had netted a small fish and was bringing it ashore, but Mark Lindsay was not able to see that. ‘Don’t you worry about that. They’ll be there for you just as you need them. If you sell more, there’ll be no difficulty about increasing the supply.’

‘I see. Well, that seems satisfactory enough.’ Mark could hardly believe this was him talking. He nodded a couple of times, imitating the businessmen he had seen on television, finding the gestures coming surprisingly easily to him. ‘And who exactly will my customers be?’

‘That’s up to you. The lads and lasses in the sixth form, I should think, for a start.’

Mark liked the ‘for a start’. And he thought he rather liked the ‘lads and lasses’ as well. That seemed to put him on a plane above them, looking down on them, using them as the unwitting pawns in his new business enterprise. With all the gravitas he could muster, he said, ‘We’ll need to be careful, you know.’

‘Very careful. The pigs don’t worry much about smoking pot, but supplying it’s still illegal, you know. And if you’re successful, I expect you’ll be going on to other things. E and coke, perhaps, if you get the customers. There’s bigger money in that. But first things first.’

‘First things first. That’s right.’ Mark repeated the words slowly, as if the sentiment was an important discovery for him. His fume-misted brain felt it could handle anything, now. He was dominating a boardroom, not standing in the toilets of Shakers.

The man controlled his impatience and his contempt, forcing another of his thin smiles, raising his hand for a moment to his earring, as if it helped him in complex thought. ‘You can begin to test the ground. Carefully. If you’re not sure of someone, you don’t speak. Find a couple of punters who you’re sure will want the stuff and sell to them. Other people will find out and come to you. That’s the way it works. That way you don’t take risks.’

‘Don’t take risks. That’s right. That’s the way we’ll go about it.’ Mark looked at himself earnestly in the mirror and nodded a few times, as if to tap home that message.

The man looked at him for a long few seconds, wondering if there was danger in this young fool. But he knew nothing. If he was caught, he couldn’t tell the police a thing. He took the new recruit by the arm. Mark felt steely fingers pressing into his biceps, bruising him. He tried to twist away.

The man held on, increasing the pressure until the boy groaned. ‘This isn’t a paper round, son. There’s easy money, but it doesn’t come for nothing. You go carefully. And if you’re stupid enough to get yourself caught, you say nothing. Absolutely schtum. Understood?’ He brought up his second arm to emphasize his point to the pot-hazed brain, increasing the pressure on the boy’s arm still further, his two hands like a band of iron on the puny bicep.

‘Understood.’ Mark Lindsay couldn’t quite keep his voice steady on the word.
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