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				About the book

				Wild & Free is the festival du jour. Everyone piles through its gages – and Cupid lies in wait to sprinkle a little midsummer madness on them all.

				Teacher Ginnie is desperate to forget her crush on headmaster Mark, and hopes glamping might do the trick. But Mark is also heading for Wild & Free to re-form his college band . . . desperate not to be seen by anyone he knows.

				Mark’s bandmate James dreams of a festival blow-out with his son, Guy . . . until his wife Victoria’s ambition kills the dream. Now she and Guy are en route to Wild & Free instead but when Guy meets Shanna-Mae and falls for her earthy charms, Victoria is determined to snap Cupid’s arrow.

				Will the magic of the festival send them wild? Or set them free to find peace and love?
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				CHAPTER 1

				HM Prison Folgate

				January

				The massive prison door slammed behind Jude. Its mighty metallic clang filled his ears and boomed in his head.

				His first thought was that he was out.

				His second, that it was bloody freezing.

				And so, what now?

				That was the third.

				A car was parked nearby. Jude’s first deliberate act of freedom was to bend and look in its wing mirror. He had not seen a proper reflection for years; mirrors were banned inside, for obvious reasons. You got those metal ones nailed to the bog walls, but they were scratched and usually vandalised; the reflection was distorted.

				The wing mirror, between wipes with his sleeve as it steamed up with his breath, confirmed that he was as devilishly handsome as ever. A weak winter sun bounced off his bright blond hair, a tad too long. His skin and teeth looked fine, lousy prison diet notwithstanding. They had always been excellent; the former firm and glowing, the latter strong and white. Genes, he would tell people. Having a Seventies supermodel as a mum. It wasn’t true, but it sounded good. In his line of work, a bit of glamour didn’t hurt.

				If anything, Jude decided, chokey had made him better-looking. Bitter experience had firmed his jaw, hardened his mouth, given a new, flinty depth to the long, tawny eyes. He straightened to his full willowy six foot two and pushed his fraying wristbands deep in the pockets of the scabby black anorak.

				He’d always been a natty dresser, but the style he’d affected on the outside had no place in prison. Snowy Jermyn Street cuffs to show the expensively plain gold links and the discreet glint of an even more expensive watch. Savile Row suits, single-breasted, held by one button; closely fitting round the shoulders. He’d always had taste, bought the best he could afford. Good stuff didn’t date.

				God only knew where all that was now. In storage somewhere, possibly, along with his silk boxer shorts and cashmere overcoats. Or maybe they’d all been nicked by the cops who had ransacked his rented flat at the time of his arrest.

				Inside, it had just been prison overalls. He would not have wanted to stand out anyway; that was obviously something you did at your peril. He’d kept his head down and kept in with the right people, both screws and lags. Jude had always been a diplomat. In another life, with another background, he might have ended up as Her Majesty’s Ambassador. Not lounging at Her Majesty’s Pleasure. But you could only play the cards you were dealt and sometimes, as had happened, you lost the game.

				When he’d lost his and been jailed it was summer. Six and a half years ago. Now the city was in the very depths of winter and as warm welcomes went, it lacked something.

				Jude glanced up to the high, cold blue sky stretching above the bare black branches of the trees. He produced a packet of cigarettes, slipped one out and tapped it on the box. He narrowed his eyes as he lit it. Exuding plumes of smoke and warm breath, he walked off.

				‘Coo-ee! Jude!’

				A woman’s voice. He twisted round.

				A beautiful blonde girl was waving from a car on the other side of the road. Curvy, sexy, expensive and with a beautiful body. And that, Jude thought, was just the gleaming scarlet Ferrari with the famous yellow badge on the door. He identified it instantly as a 1955 750 Monza and felt his heart turn over.

				Classic cars were Jude’s passion. Even inside, he’d followed the market; you were allowed magazines, if not books, not that he wanted those anyway. This beautiful low-slung baby, with her swooping lines and her big black tyres with the cross-hatched silver spokes, called to him. With every nerve of his being, he answered.

				The girl was getting out with the knees-together ease of the debutante she certainly wasn’t. For all that her voice and poise were pure Kensington, she hailed, Jude knew, from Neasden.

				‘Nice schmutter,’ she said ironically.

				‘Wasn’t expecting you,’ Jude replied dryly. ‘Would have put on my white tie and tails if I’d known.’

				‘Well, that’d be more your style.’ She probed the anorak’s grubby cuff with a polished fingernail. ‘Man at C&A, is it?’

				‘All the rage inside. Height of fashion, believe me.’

				‘I must say, I’ve always loved a stonewashed jean.’ She examined the clinging pair Jude had on. As well as being too tight, they were far too short; the crotch stopped only a few inches above his knees.

				‘Great, aren’t they?’ Jude agreed. ‘Especially with the white trainers.’

				‘White-ish,’ she said, wrinkling her nose.

				‘And I’ve got on a lovely nylon polo shirt in a really fabulous petrol blue.’ He unzipped the anorak and showed her.

				‘Woah!’ She shaded her eyes, as if from the dazzle. ‘You’re working a serious look there.’

				‘HMP Folgate Charity Clothes Store chic,’ Jude told her. ‘When you’re leaving you get to choose an outfit. You should have seen what I left.’

				She giggled.

				‘You look good, though,’ Jude told her, dropping the irony. Frankie was a stylish bird, always had been. Today she wore a simple-yet-expensive, close-fitting white shirt and no bra that he could see; also a very short tweed skirt. Emphasising long and coltish legs were a pair of tight-fitting, low-heeled knee-boots. She had high cheekbones and full lips and her shoulder blade-length hair lifted in the breeze. Jude felt a wave of desire. It had been a very long time.

				But there was, he knew, no point looking to Frankie. She was his best friend’s girl and therefore untouchable. Jude may be a thief, but there was honour involved; besides, Rich was not a man to cross. People who crossed him wound up under crosses themselves. Six feet under.

				But if Frankie had noticed, she gave no sign. He was relieved when she indicated the Ferrari’s passenger door. ‘Come on. Get in.’

				After the cold street the car was deliciously warm. It smelt cedary and expensive and the low-slung seat fitted him like a glove. To be in something like this after those white crim vans with the row of black squares along the top! At his trial there had been banging on the sides, hysterical shouting and cameras. Some groping old DJ was being tried in a neighbouring court for historic abuse; the crowd thought Jude’s van contained him. Running down the ramp amid a hail of violent invective, Jude had been glad to be a mere armed robber on a murder rap.

				He adjusted his seat to an exaggeratedly relaxed angle. The engine purred richly into life and the car glided down the road. He watched as, in the red-framed side mirror, the prison receded.

				‘Thanks for the reception committee,’ he remarked conversationally to Frankie.

				‘You’re welcome.’ Frankie smiled at him again from the wheel. There was, he felt, a cryptic edge to the curve of those full lips. He did not ask where they were going; he did not much care. He supposed it was to Rich’s Surrey mansion.

				It was, frankly, high time Rich stepped in to help. Jude had heard nothing from his mentor and gang leader the entire time he’d been inside. Not even a postcard, let alone a file inside a cake. Rich, always a jammy git, had avoided arrest. He’d been in the right place at the right time as opposed to the wrong place at the wrong time like Jude.

				Rich’s silence was for a reason, Jude guessed. The obvious one was that communication with the prison was risky. Rich was doubtless under suspicion still, and presumably this was why Frankie had been sent to pick him up. But under the banter about the clothes had been relief. Rich’s other possible reason for not being in touch, Jude knew, was that he had forgotten all about him.

				It would be good to see the bastard, Jude thought. And to see his cars especially. Rich’s pride and joy, the fruits of all his labours as he liked to call it, was the colossal uber-garage under the Surrey mansion. It had a heated marble floor, a surround-sound system, spotlights and viewing platforms offering vistas of, among other stunners, Rich’s 1973 Porsche 911 and pre-war Bentley. You could see them from the huge sitting room too; glass panels in the floor afforded an extra view of the glories below.

				‘Got any plans?’ Frankie asked.

				Jude shrugged. ‘Considering a few options.’ Admitting he was desperate, homeless and without prospects might, he knew, considerably reduce what market value he had.

				They were driving through South London now, along one of those long streets typical of the area. Shops along the bottom, crummy flats along the top; the shops a mixture of betting emporia, convenience stores, dry cleaners, cafés, off-licences with grilles over the windows. There were newsagents with lottery signs outside and the odd ethnic food store with old men in white robes picking dubiously through boxes of suggestive-looking vegetables.

				‘I might have something for you,’ Frankie said, smiling at him.

				Jude did not reply. He did not want to sound too keen. He registered the ‘I’ and slotted it with the fact she was at the wheel of Rich’s most beloved car, the pride of his collection. If he let Frankie drive it, things had obviously got serious during the last few years.

				Jude guessed that, since he last saw her, Frankie had risen in Rich’s affections and within the organisation. She had become the Bonnie to Rich’s Clyde. The only female member of the famous Diamond Geezers.

				This moniker had been bestowed on Rich’s gang by a press keen to emphasise and cartoonise their East London roots. Coverage tended to concentrate on the daring aspect of their work – an audacious series of raids netting hauls of at least $100 million a time – rather than the part that involved shooting people or leaving them maimed.

				The Diamond Geezers’ stamping ground – or, more precisely, their shooting, threatening and stealing ground – had been the foyers of the great hotels of the world. Twenty metres in, to be specific, where the glass cases of necklaces and fine watches were. Preferably at two in the morning, with sledgehammers and getaway motorbikes revving outside.

				It unnerved Jude, the way Frankie drove while looking at him, not the road. Not for his sake, but for the car’s. Only thirty-three Monzas had ever been made and this one, Jude knew, was worth something north of five million.

				They were coming up to a pedestrian crossing with a crowd of schoolkids jostling each other off the kerb. They spotted the Ferrari and started shouting. Frankie lowered the window.

				‘How do you get one of these then, lady?’ A small black boy with longing eyes, his face pinched with cold, was bouncing a football by her driver door.

				‘Be good, work hard and get a good job,’ Frankie called, laughing, over her shoulder as the car zoomed away.

				‘Just like Rich, eh?’ Jude remarked dryly.

				As Frankie did not answer Jude remembered that Rich wasn’t someone you joked about. He’d better watch his step.

				He stared through the windscreen as the long road of shops gave way to a huge roundabout. It had come up in the world since he’d been inside. The centre of it had been a clump of benighted flats but these seemed to have been razed to the ground and replaced with smarter ones. There were balconies equipped, not with dismembered bicycles, washing and general rubbish, but trendy outdoor furniture. At ground level there was that reliable bellwether of extraneous cash, a flower shop.

				Jude felt a tug of apprehension. He had heard London property was going through the roof. He was going to need a lot of money to live in the manner to which he had become accustomed before he had had to accustom himself to HMP Folgate.

				The Ferrari was crossing Lambeth Bridge. Jude looked out at the sparkling wintry water and the graceful stone tiara of the Palace of Westminster ranged along its side. That tall glass thing way down the river, that was the Shard, right?

				‘Look, Jude,’ Frankie said suddenly. Her bantering tone had gone; she sounded serious. ‘Do you want a job or not?’

				Jude continued to stare ahead, as if he had not heard. There was no way he was taking instructions from Frankie. Not without seeing Rich first.

				From the wheel, she continued to urge him. ‘Come on, Jude. It’s a great job. One of the best we’ve done.’

				Jude’s well-formed lip curled sceptically. The bar was set pretty high for that. Take the famous Handbags and Gladrags raid on Monaco, when he, Rich and the other Geezers had arrived in blond wigs, Hermes scarves and crocodile totes in which .357 Magnums were concealed. They had departed with $150 million in assorted jewels, including the celebrated Vicomtesse de Chabron necklace with its centrepiece 150 carat diamond.

				They were driving through Westminster now, packed with tourists despite the chill. Hundreds of mobile-phone cameras flashed at the Ferrari. Lots of people, Jude reflected, were recording the fact that his first act on release was to jump into a conspicuous car. Bought with conspicuously ill-gotten gains.

				She was changing lanes by Westminster Abbey now. Jude, for all his consternation, could not resist a glance at it. He’d watched the royal wedding; along with many of Her Majesty’s other guests at Folgate. The sight of all those sparklers had made his fingers itch.

				‘Let me talk to Rich about it,’ he said.

				It had struck him that Frankie was following an odd route if she intended to go to Surrey, heading west rather than south. She was driving up the red-topped tarmac of the Mall now. Up ahead, atop the grey spread of Buckingham Palace, the Royal Standard fluttered in the freezing breeze. Her Majesty, at whose pleasure he had been languishing, was at home. Should he pop in and thank her?

				‘I’m afraid that’s not possible,’ Frankie said.

				‘What isn’t?’ Jude’s tone was tight with suspicion.

				‘You can’t talk to Rich.’

				‘Why not?’ So this was it. A schism. He’d known something was up. Had Rich and Frankie split and were now setting up rival gangs? Was this why she had met him, to swoop in first and claim his loyalty?

				But he was not on her side. Never would be. Rich may have left him high and dry in prison, but they went back a long way. All the way to the children’s home.

				Frankie did not look at Jude as she skirted the Victoria Memorial. More tourists, snapping the Palace, captured them as they zoomed past. ‘Because he’s dead, Jude,’ she said in a low voice.

				For a moment, Jude was too surprised to react. Time stopped and a singing silence filled his head. As always when experiencing extreme emotion, Jude shrank into himself, was still, betrayed by no flicker of a muscle what he felt.

				Dead? Rich was dead? Not such a jammy git then, after all. Jesus.

				‘What happened?’ he muttered, when he was able to speak, by which time they were way beyond Victoria station and going round Hyde Park Corner.

				Frankie reached out over the gearstick and took Jude’s hand. A great stone was spitting light on her middle finger. He had always wondered what had happened to the Vicomtesse de Chabron diamond.

				‘What happened? They happened.’ She felt in the door pocket and passed over a copy of the Evening Standard.

				Five Star Heist, read the headline. Sledgehammer-wielding robbers stage smash-and-grab at prestigious Park Lane hotel, screamed the subhead.

				‘On our turf!’ Jude exclaimed, stung into violent expression at last. ‘Who are these jerks?’

				‘The head man’s an ex-Balkan general, with all that implies.’

				‘He needs to be taught a lesson,’ Jude said grimly.

				‘That’s what Rich thought,’ Frankie sighed, ‘and look what happened to him.’

				‘What did happen to him?’ Jude asked, then wished he hadn’t, as Frankie described how Rich had been met outside the Royal Automobile Club by iron-bar-wielding thugs in motorcycle helmets. The remains had had to be identified by dental records.

				‘It was planned,’ Frankie told him. ‘The Balkan wanted Rich out of the way.’

				‘And you want me to take him on now?’ Jude slid her a look.

				‘It’s not a hotel job,’ Frankie said quickly. ‘Rich realised before he died that he couldn’t compete with these psychos. He knew he had to find another market. Think outside the jewel box, as it were.’

				Jude surveyed her doubtfully. His every nerve end was telling him to bail out. But this car, as Frankie had possibly realised, was hellish hard to bail out of.

				‘He had a plan,’ she continued urgently. ‘But only you can make it work, Jude.’

				As she talked she piloted the Ferrari down a cobbled Knightsbridge mews street and pulled into a narrow space defined by black-painted chains. The Ferrari’s red door was right by the house entrance; a sage-painted door with a gleaming gold knocker. Her place, Jude assumed.

				The low purr of the engine now ceased. Frankie sat still for a moment, as if making up her mind about something. Then she turned to him and traced his cheek with her finger.

				The thought roared through Jude’s mind that now Rich was dead, Frankie might not be unavailable after all. It was an ill wind that blew nobody any good.

				‘What is it?’ he heard himself muttering. ‘This plan?’

				He was aware he was playing into her hands but her hands were on his groin now. The nerve ends screaming at him to bail out were drowned out by the clamour of another, equally urgent need. This became deafening as Frankie leant over and pressed her parted lips to his.

				‘Festivals,’ Frankie said, pulling away with tantalising gentleness.

				‘Festivals?’ Aflame with lust, Jude strained to control his rioting senses. Hippies and burger vans ran through his mind. Glastonbury and mud.

				Frankie flopped back against the driving seat and slowly undid the top two buttons of her shirt. ‘Festivals,’ she pronounced, ‘are a gold mine.’

				Jude was struggling now. On the one hand he ached to possess Frankie. On the other hand, what the hell did she mean? Festivals were all warm beer in plastic glasses, horrible Portaloos and skint teenagers. He’d done a bit of festival business in the past. On the narcotics side. But the takings had hardly justified the effort or the risk.

				Frankie undid the remaining buttons of her shirt and opened it just enough for him to glimpse, rather than see. ‘The point is, in the last few years while you’ve been inside, festivals have changed out of all recognition.’

				Jude felt that the point was something else entirely. One agonisingly constricted by his tight trousers.

				‘You get these posh ones now,’ Frankie went on, placing her hands behind her head so the shirt opened a little more. ‘Boutique festivals, they’re called. Very select. They’re held at stately homes. Rich kids go to them. Famous people. Supermodels. And the thing is, their guard’s right down. They reckon they’re roughing it, they’re full of love and peace. They shove their diamond rings in their tent pockets. Rich pickings,’ she added, leaning over towards him with a smile.

				He didn’t dare look. If he did, he would lose himself. Promise her anything, anything. He stared violently out of the window trying to control himself. He felt he still didn’t buy it.

				‘I haven’t convinced you,’ Frankie sighed.

				He shook his head.

				‘So what’s the problem?’ Her long-nailed fingers were walking towards his trousers again. He folded his hands primly over his pelvis and decided to be straight with her.

				‘Why do you want me to organise it?’

				Frankie’s eyes sparkled. ‘Because you’re smart, you sound posh and you’re good-looking. Perfect boutique festival material.’

				Jude inclined his head. ‘Flattery will get you everywhere.’

				‘I do hope so. But you still don’t look too sure.’

				‘Who would I be working with?’

				‘That,’ Frankie said, ‘would be up to you.’

				This, Jude decided, was the deal-breaker. ‘I’ve been out of the scene for a while,’ he objected. ‘I wouldn’t know who to trust.’

				‘Pity,’ Frankie said. She rippled her elegant fingers on the steering wheel of the car. ‘This would be your fee, if you do the job.’

				Jude felt as if his head might explode. He stared at Frankie with the wide eyes of a dazzled child. ‘This car?’ he croaked, looking wildly around the interior.

				‘Rich once said you were the only other person on the planet who loved it like he did.’

				True. He and Rich shared a contempt for ‘expert’ collectors who didn’t even know how to open their car hoods. ‘Which festival?’ he asked. He was in, no question. He was off to buy a tent and a bloody CND T-shirt before you could say portable toilet.

				‘That’s up to you as well.’ Her smile flashed. ‘Look,’ she said, ‘let’s go inside and, um, discuss it further.’

				Never had Jude moved so fast.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				CHAPTER 2

				February

				One hundred and forty miles north of London, in the Midlands town of Chestlock, the phone rang in the office of head teacher Mark Birch. He picked up reluctantly. He had been expecting this call and he had not been looking forward to it.

				‘Mate?’

				Mark was briefly confused. He had been expecting a particularly forceful female on the line but this voice was male and casually friendly.

				‘It’s Spencer, mate.’

				‘Spencer!’ Mark’s ear burned against the receiver. ‘Spencer? Spencer?’ Spencer from Branston? From university?

				‘Blast from the past, mate, eh?’

				Over twenty years in the past, in fact.

				‘How’s it going, mate?’ Spencer asked.

				‘OK,’ Mark said, adding hurriedly, ‘how about you?’

				‘Oh, cool. Still at the agency.’

				Mark remembered now that Spencer had gone into advertising. ‘Board member now, mate, proper grown-up stuff,’ the other end added. ‘Garlanded with awards, trailing clouds of glory sorta-thing.’

				‘Good for you.’ None of the awards was for modesty, Mark assumed.

				‘Took me ages to track you down. Didn’t realise you’d left London.’ Spencer sounded slightly incredulous about the latter.

				‘Yes, just last year. It was a bit . . .’ Mark hesitated. ‘Sudden.’

				Memories were slowly breaking the surface. Mark could picture Spencer now – forceful; piratically handsome with thick black hair, dark eyes popping with excitement and huge, infectious grin. He didn’t remember him saying ‘mate’ all the time before, however.

				‘So,’ Spencer said, ‘I’m guessing you’ve moved north with the BBC, mate?’

				‘No, I got made redundant.’

				‘Bad luck, mate.’

				‘Well, yes and no. I retrained as a teacher. I’m a primary school head now,’ Mark said with a touch of pride.

				‘And how hilarious is that?’ snorted the other end.

				‘Why hilarious?’ Mark asked stiffly. He’d done exceptionally well in all his exams and had passed his interview with flying colours. The obvious leader in a very good field, the Head of Governors had said.

				‘Because you’re called Birch. As in Bring Back The Birch. Perfect name for a headmaster. Nominative determinism or what?’ Spencer explained mirthfully.

				Mark, who’d heard it all before, felt irritated as well as patronised. ‘Actually, we don’t use corporal punishment in primary schools any more.’ Although more was the pity in some cases. ‘Look, if you’ve just rung up to laugh at my job . . .’

				‘Nah, nah, mate. No offence, yeah? So how’s the old love life?’ asked Spencer, abruptly changing tack.

				The question came at Mark like a bomb. It sat on his lap, round and black, lit end fizzing away. He stared at it, unable to answer.

				Spencer, oblivious, pressed on. ‘Claire, wasn’t it? At the Beeb too, wasn’t she?’

				‘On Woman’s Hour, yes.’ And how ironic was that? Claire had worked in a highly moral, feminist atmosphere yet had run off with a hedge fund manager invited on the programme to defend financial sharp practice. Not that Mark intended to tell Spencer any of this.

				He took a fortifying breath to summon the few self-deprecating sentences in which he habitually packaged the horror of Claire’s betrayal. But did he need to bother? Spencer had never met Claire. ‘It’s kind of over,’ he elided, amazed at how casual he could sound.

				‘Shame. Divorced, are you, mate?’

				‘We never married.’ He would have liked to, but Claire had been firmly against. She had used the ‘why bother, it’s only a piece of paper’ argument. He had thought that was the independent woman talking but it turned out that she had other reasons.

				‘That’s a relief then,’ Spencer remarked, reminding Mark that sensitivity hadn’t been one of his virtues any more than modesty had.

				‘But you got married, didn’t you?’ Mark said slowly. ‘Yes, I remember your stag night.’

				Mark had been one of the stags who had ended up being chained naked to lamp posts in Leicester Square before being force-fed laxatives. Held in a police cell, he had missed the actual wedding. The reasons why he had not seen Spencer for so long now came back to him.

				‘Great, wasn’t it?’ Spencer’s tone was warmly nostalgic. ‘But me and Sadie, we’ve split up now. Commitment issues, you know?’

				So he’d gone through all that and Spencer had not even lasted the distance! ‘Well, it’s been great to catch up,’ Mark said tersely. ‘But I’ve got to go.’

				‘Whoa, mate!’ cried the other end. ‘Not so fast. I rang for a reason. My fiftieth.’

				Spencer was fifty? ‘Oh my God,’ Mark exclaimed involuntarily. Because if Spencer was fifty, so was he. Practically, anyway.

				‘Bummer, yeah? We’re all so bloody ancient, aren’t we? But anyway, mate. I wanted you to help me celebrate. I’ve got something I really want to do. You’re not gonna believe it, mate.’

				Mark felt his insides tense. Celebrating with Spencer was a dangerous business, as Leicester Square illustrated. What his idea of a landmark birthday celebration was did not bear thinking about. Some testosterone-fuelled mayhem, that was for sure.

				‘Don’t tell me,’ Mark said ironically. ‘Getting pissed in Prague. Strip billiards in Las Vegas in a bunga bungalow with mohair walls and a wet bar. Rally-driving with glamour models.’

				Someone cleared their throat near his ear. Mrs Garland, the school secretary, eyes boggling, was placing a cup of tea down on his desk. She hurried out, radiating disapproval.

				‘What did you say?’ Mark asked, distracted. He had missed Spencer’s last few sentences. Or perhaps he had imagined them.

				‘That I want to get the band back together, mate.’

				‘What band?’

				‘The Snakes, of course. It’ll be great, won’t it? The four of us, back on stage. Woo hoo!’ said Spencer.

				Mark screwed his eyes shut then opened them again. ‘Hang on. You want to get the Mascara Snakes back together? Our old band, from college?’

				‘Our ad hoc neo-ambient proto-prog-rock combo? Sure, why not?’

				‘We weren’t prog rock,’ Mark rebutted indignantly. ‘We were New Wave.’

				‘Course we were!’ crowed Spencer. ‘That was a joke. But it proved my point. You still care!’

				‘No I don’t!’

				‘Now you’re backtracking. Come on, mate. It’ll be reem.’

				‘Be what?’

				‘Reem. As in, jolly good fun,’ Spencer cackled. ‘Contemporary slang. Honestly, mate, get with the programme. Don’t be a fuddy-duddy.’

				‘I’m not a fuddy-duddy,’ Mark objected.

				‘OK, so tell me this. Who are the Kardashians?’

				‘I don’t know and I don’t care.’

				‘Mate, come on,’ Spencer urged. ‘Don’t slip into your dotage without a final last blast on life’s amp.’

				‘I’m quite happy as I am, thanks.’

				‘Old and boring, you mean,’ Spencer mocked. ‘Tell me this. In recent years have you had an uncontrollable urge to wax the car, edge the lawn and write to the council about recycling?’

				‘Sod off.’

				‘Looked at ads for stairlifts with more than the usual interest? Is your hair going grey and your legs going bald?’

				‘Fuck off!’ shouted Mark, realising too late that Mrs Garland, possibly on purpose, was tidying a bookshelf right outside the door. ‘The answer is no to all those things. Including the band thing. Especially the band thing. I don’t want to relive my youth, OK?’

				He crashed down the phone, but just as soon it rang again. He ignored it, but then heard footsteps descending the stairs. A few seconds later, the line from Mrs Garland’s office buzzed through.

				‘Call for you, Head Teacher.’

				Spencer again, obviously. ‘It’s still eff off,’ Mark growled, aware that the school secretary was back at the shelf outside the door.

				There was a shocked exclamation from the other end, then ‘Is that the headmaster?’

				Mark groaned and sank his head into his free hand. Oh God. He’d forgotten about this call. The one he had been waiting for in the first place.

				He had been in charge at St Stephen’s C of E Primary a mere few months and in most respects was still learning the ropes. But he already knew more than he wanted to about the rope called Lorna Newman.

				‘Good morning, Mrs Newman,’ he said resignedly. ‘I must apologise. I’m afraid you caught me at a bad moment.’

				‘So it seems,’ Lorna Newman replied tightly. ‘I must say, I’m both surprised and disgusted,’ she added, with obvious glee.

				He had played right into her hands, Mark knew. Given her something to object to. Something else, that was. Because she would have been ringing to complain in the first place, there was no doubt about that. What would it be this time?

				Not the school Christmas production of Joseph and the Amazing Technicolour Dreamcoat again? It had played to packed houses and raised an unprecedented amount for the PTA. The only parent who had found fault with it was Lorna Newman.

				At first she had complained because her son, Alfie had failed to land the main role. After that she had gone on the offensive, attacking the musical on moral grounds. Jacob, she claimed, was the ultimate feckless father. His twelve sons were evidence of his sexual incontinence. Spoiling Joseph outrageously at the expense of the others was irresponsible. Jacob’s rightful place was not as a hero in the Bible but in local-authority-sponsored parenting classes.

				Lorna was one of the permanently offended. She kicked about the football of political incorrectness with a Ronaldo-like skill and moved with brazen impunity the goalposts on the moral high ground. As Mark had learnt, you were always in the wrong with Lorna. And Lorna was always right.

				Forcing himself to put the swearing incident behind him, he did his best to sound brisk and dignified. ‘How can I help you, Mrs Newman?’

				‘You can stop calling me Mrs for a start,’ came the acid retort. ‘It’s Ms. And while I’m on the subject of names, you should know that I’m changing mine.’

				‘Again?’

				Lorna Newman had changed her name once already. She was recently-divorced; her married name had been Lintle. Alfie had entered the school as Alfie Lintle; this had changed to Alfie Newman when his mother reverted to her maiden name. What further alteration could possibly be necessary?

				‘I’m Lorna Newwoman from now on,’ the voice at the other end stridently announced. ‘To celebrate my freedom from the prison of marriage and the start of the rest of my life.’

				Mark was temporarily speechless. ‘I see,’ he said eventually, although in fact he didn’t. Not only was calling yourself Newwoman ridiculous, it had implications for poor Alfie. Having a mother with that name would be horribly embarrassing.

				‘I’m imagining that Alfie’s name remains the same,’ he said, just to make sure. You never knew, with Lorna Newman. Newwoman.

				‘You imagine wrong,’ Lorna snapped. ‘He’s Alfie Newwoman from now on.’

				Exasperation swept Mark. He roused himself to fight Alfie’s corner. The boy certainly wasn’t capable of fighting it for himself. Alfie was tiny, skinny, bespectacled and had ginger hair into the bargain. Being called Newwoman would finish him off completely.

				‘Do you really think—’

				But Lorna butted straight in. ‘I wasn’t ringing you about that anyway.’ As if, Mark thought, condemning her son to a lifetime of playground ridicule was a mere side issue. What could possibly supersede it?

				He was about to find out.

				‘I was ringing you because Alfie brought a Roald Dahl book home last night. I object to the school making my son read Roald Dahl books.’

				‘He would have chosen it, Mrs Newman, I mean . . .’ Mark forced himself to go on. ‘Ms Newwoman. The children always get a say in their reading material.’

				The other end sniffed dismissively. ‘Children are hardly in a position to make the right choices for themselves. They need to be guided by responsible adults.’

				Mark moved to defend Alfie’s teacher. ‘Miss Blossom is a very responsible adult.’ Unlike some people he could think of. ‘Why exactly do you object to Roald Dahl?’ he asked. ‘Most people think of his books as modern classics. Take Matilda, which besides being a wonderful story has been made into a musical by the RSC.’ Mark remembered that that wonderful story was about a little girl with unbearable parents.

				‘Elitist tripe,’ bulldozed Lorna. ‘And Dahl is a complete throwback. Affairs left, right and centre. Patrician, outdated attitudes completely out of touch with our inclusive contemporary society. The problem with children’s literature today,’ she snorted, ‘is that there are so few truly inclusive books around.’

				Mark resisted the temptation – if that was the word – to argue. ‘Perhaps,’ he suggested tartly, ‘you might consider writing something yourself, Ms Newwoman.’

				He braced himself for a blistering riposte. Instead, a thoughtful silence greeted his words. ‘Hmm,’ she said eventually. ‘You know, I might just do that.’

				Having got Lorna off the phone, Mark dialled Mrs Garland on the internal system. He wanted her to send up Miss Blossom. The sooner Ginnie knew, the better. They needed to concoct a Save Alfie plan.

				As he waited he saw himself in the mirror on the shelf above the computer. His own reflection these days always caught him by surprise. It was like looking at someone else.

				He had always looked young for his age. So much so that some of the mothers at his last school had been a bit giggly and blushy around him. No longer.

				Spencer was right. He was getting old. The traumas of nine months ago had added years. Threads of grey had appeared in his once-dark hair, and his skin, previously peachy and line-free, now looked drained and colourless. His smile, once so quick, so wide, so ever-hovering, now had to be dragged up like a drawbridge. His large eyes still had shock in their depths, hanging around like the last patches of snow in spring.

				Following the agony of the split he had left his school in London to make a new start in the country. He had intended to begin again with a clean slate, to restore his professional and especially his emotional strength. But never had he felt so weak, in both body and mind.

				He had been here in the country six months and had expected, vaguely, to have found a nice cottage by now. But after a week at the educational coalface the last thing he felt like doing with his weekend was trailing around after an estate agent. He was still renting, albeit not very satisfactorily. The cottage had damp walls and swollen windows that would not open. Mark had written to his landlord about it. And – not that he was going to admit as much to Spencer – he had been in touch with the council about rubbish as well.

				While the council was yet to resolve the problems with the recycling collection, the landlord, eventually, had countered with the information that the cottage had only been purchased recently so redecoration had not been possible. He added, in self-congratulatory fashion, that he had bought it at a knockdown price at auction after the cottage had languished for years on various estate agents’ books.

				Only the other day, Mark had come across a possible reason for this. Attempting a spot of gardening in the wasteland before the cottage, he had unearthed a battered nameplate in the raggedy long grass. It was split and broken, but had evidently been fairly recently wrenched out. By his landlord, Mark immediately suspected; the screws in the back exactly fitted the holes in the battered gate. ‘Hangman’s Cottage’, the sign said.

				He was living in Hangman’s Cottage.

				Mark told himself that the living were more to be feared than the dead. If he was haunted by anything it was Claire’s betrayal. But knowledge of the cottage’s provenance did not increase its appeal.

				A soft knock interrupted his reverie. A woman had appeared at the door.

				‘Ah. Miss Blossom.’ Hastily, Mark got to his feet. ‘So sorry. Do come in.’

				Nervously tucking her hair behind her ear, Alfie’s form teacher walked into the room. The mere sight of him sent a powerful rush of self-consciousness through her and the constricted space made her feel enormous. Ginnie reminded herself that Mr Birch had asked her up here for professional reasons and not because he had the remotest interest in her personally.

				Ginnie, on the other hand, had a strong personal interest in Mr Birch.

				‘Hot? Him?’ Kay Green, the Juniors teacher, had snorted when Ginnie inadvertently blurted this out. ‘Looks like a creased paper bag to me. Have you seen his shirt collars?’

				Ginnie had noticed that the new headmaster was a little crumpled. But eco-activist Kay, with her low-carbon-emission wardrobe and oversized purple glasses made of recycled plastic, was a fine one to talk. There was something almost mediaeval about her hand-weft linens, lumpy knits and vegetarian shoes.

				Besides, Mark’s slightly battered air only increased his attraction so far as Ginnie was concerned. The mild neglect of his appearance appealed strongly to her caring instincts. Independent woman though she was, she wanted to iron his shirts.

				Not to mention his soul, which she sensed was crumpled too. He looked so sad sometimes it twisted her heart. He was tall and thin and slightly stooping, as if he shouldered some heavy, unhappy burden. Or was a starved or scorched plant moved into the shade just in time. Ginnie liked gardening too.

				Whenever her own eyebeam fused with his her heart fizzed like a firework. Whenever she glanced at his long, pale hands – devoid of any wedding ring, she had noticed – she imagined them touching her. And that made her feel giddy, palpitating, nervous.

				‘Bit old for you, isn’t he?’ Kay would tease.

				Ginnie never dignified this with an answer. She had no intention of confiding anything to spiky Kay, least of all that she liked older men. Ginnie also liked Mark Birch’s slightly dry, exasperated air; it spoke of high intelligence and high expectations. He was not the eager-to-please sort while Ginnie was, excessively. She wished she wasn’t, but suspected it went with the territory of being plump and single. Whether the new headmaster was single was only one of many unanswered questions.

				Kay Green’s theory was that Mark Birch was scared of women. ‘Or maybe he just doesn’t like us. He’s from the Big Smoke, after all,’ Kay added with an eco-activist’s contempt for fossil fuel consumption. ‘Probably thinks we’re all country bumpkins.’

				Kay had, Ginnie knew, an axe to grind. Last week Mark Birch had asked her to tone down some of her more alarmist lessons about climate change on the grounds that some of the Juniors now thought the world was about to end. According to their mothers, they were having nightmares. Ginnie privately thought Mark had taken exactly the right action, but knew eco-zealot Kay disagreed.

				She blushed as, now, Mark smiled at her and gestured to a chair. ‘Sit down.’

				Ginnie tucked her skirt beneath her ample rear and lowered it on to the square red pad of the seat. She clasped her plump white hands together and waited.

				Perhaps it was the light up here, Mark Birch was thinking, but Miss Blossom was looking unusually attractive today. Her skin had a fresh, dewy quality and was flushed a lovely pink. She had soft green eyes. He knew he was staring, but suddenly he could not help himself. How had he not noticed before how lovely she was? A curvy beauty with thick, shining, milk-chocolate-coloured hair and freckles scattered across her face like cinnamon powder on cream.

				‘You wanted to see me?’ Ginnie prompted, stuttering slightly under his scrutiny. Inside she was swirling hot and cold. Was he about to sack her? She knew the school was short of money and she, despite her youth the longest-serving teacher, was the most expensive.

				‘I’m afraid,’ Mark said, ‘I’ve got some rather bad news.’

				Ginnie only just stopped herself crying out. Then Mark broke the news about Lorna Newwoman and she wanted to cry out for a different reason altogether.

				He watched Miss Blossom’s face drain of all colour.

				‘No! Oh that ridiculous woman! Poor, poor Alfie!’

				Mark was rather relishing watching her clear eyes widen in horror and her mouth open to reveal a pink tongue and a row of small white teeth. Now he realised she had finished exclaiming and hurried to fill the gap. ‘I agree. It is ridiculous, isn’t it?’

				‘It’s more than that. It’s . . . it’s cruel.’ Ginnie’s brows had knitted and the green eyes glittered angrily.

				He had not realised Miss Blossom had such passionate depths. He felt something within him twist in answer, and not entirely because of Alfie either. He was filled with the sudden urge to clasp her soft hand and feed deep on her peerless eyes.

				But he knew he could not. It would be unprofessional in the extreme.

				Ginnie Blossom, in addition, was a good two decades his junior. She was sure to have a boyfriend, how could she not have? But even if she was free, he would be of no interest or use to her. His heart had been broken; it did not work any more.

				Ginnie stood up abruptly. She had felt suddenly too angry to remain sitting down. Mark looked up to the magnificent breasts jutting out into the confined space above him and rose slowly and carefully. Brushing gently against her embonpoint made politeness a pleasure.

				He had almost forgotten about the circumstances that had brought about the encounter and was temporarily at a loss when Ginnie said, her chin raised determinedly, ‘We’ll just have to help him through it, that’s all.’ He was grateful for the orientation when she added, ‘We mustn’t let Alfie suffer.’
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