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Daddy’s Girl







Prologue

Croydon 1939

 


The hammering of the
policeman’s boots behind him matched the thudding of his heart. He
sucked in a lungful of air. Where could he run to? Stupid
shopkeeper. The blood throbbed in his veins and his legs began to
weaken.

None were brave enough
to stop him. People in the High Street jumped aside as he forced
his way through. He passed Mint Walk on his right and pondered
whether to run down there. He decided against it then planned to
duck into Surrey Street. He’d try to lose the copper in the crowds
of the market. His breath was coming in ragged gasps. He had to
escape. Stupid shopkeeper.

There it was. He
darted left and immediately ran across the road towards Surrey
Street. With relief he noticed the stalls and the crowd milling
around. Still he could hear the boots pounding after him. Then the
noise he dreaded. The policeman was blowing his whistle trying to
summon help. The boy roared as he barged through the crowd. It had
the desired effect. People stood back allowing him an easy
path.

Suddenly, he burst out
of Surrey Street and darted left into Mathew’s yard. He was making
for the old town, a patch he knew well. He ran full pelt and didn’t
see the crate until it was impossible to avoid.

He hit the heavy
wooden box and took off. He saw the side of the old lorry flying
towards him and, what was that sticking out? He couldn’t stop and
just stared, in shock, as the metal spike entered his chest.

The sounds around him
were becoming more distant. There was no pain, just a dull
throbbing ache. And what was that…all that red…his legs turned
limp, his heart finally stopped beating and he sank into
oblivion.

PC Joe Jennings
rounded the corner and skidded to a halt as he took in the scene.
The boy was just standing next to the lorry. It was a flat bed
lorry with what looked like iron junk covering the bed.

As he approached he
noticed the dark red pool on the ground. He frowned and came round
for a better look. That was when he saw the thin pipe sticking out
from the side of the lorry where the boy was standing. Only he
wasn’t standing, he was impaled and held upright by the metal
embedded in his chest. He must have run straight into it.

People started to
gather and a woman screamed. PC Jennings picked on a man who was
inching his way towards the boy for a better look.

“you
there, find a telephone and call for police and an ambulance.
now!”

The man stared in
disbelief before coming to his senses and hurrying off to do as he
was told.

“RIGHT, EVERYBODY BACK. MOVE TO THE OTHER SIDE OF THE ROAD.
THANK YOU VERY MUCH. DON’T CROWD, GIVE ME ROOM.”

The people did exactly
as he ordered and he went back over to the boy.

What a waste, he
thought. Still, he was a thief so he brought this on himself. In
the distance he could hear a bell. At least help was on its
way.

***

Three hours later,
back at the station, PC Jennings was sat in front of a huge, Royal
typewriter. He had a report to write. The Station Sergeant,
Sergeant Rawlins came over to him..

“You
all right, son?”

“Yes
Sarge, I’m fine. Just trying to get everything written down while
it’s still fresh, you know?”

“Well, as long as you’re ok. It’s not everyday we deal with
dead bodies, you know.”

“Don’t worry about me, Sarge, I intend to make the Police
Force my career so I expect I’ll have to deal with worse that
that.”

“You
probably will, son, especially if this war comes that everybody’s
on about. We thought the last one would end all wars but it doesn’t
look likely. Not to me, anyway.”

PC Jennings pressed a
key on the large typewriter in front of him. The report would take
some time and he wanted to get it right. He’d discovered that the
boy’s name was Thatcher, Simon Thatcher. A family not unknown to
the police, although it was mostly petty stuff. Surprisingly, the
oldest boy was at university. The real villain was David Thatcher
but he was doing ten years for armed robbery. Still, he wouldn’t be
pleased when he found out what had happened to his youngest son.
But all that didn’t concern PC Jennings. All that mattered was that
he got his report right. He wanted promotion and he would get it by
being the best copper in the station.

***


South Croydon February
1946


At ten years of age,
Jill Bennett knew exactly what she would do. She would be a
detective. Yes, that’s right, a detective.

She looked again at
the book she was holding. The one given to her for Christmas by
Aunty Dorothy. The Mysterious Affair At Styles by Agatha
Christie. She supposed that Agatha Christie could have been a
detective if she hadn’t been a writer. The way she spots the clues
and lets that funny Mr Poirot find the murderer is nothing short of
a miracle.

She thought of Uncle
Terry, Dorothy’s husband, and the wonderful adventures he told her
of his exploits as a policeman during the war. She couldn’t wait to
grow up so that she could join the police herself.

She had read the book
through once and was now reading it again. She must look in the
library, she decided, and see what other books there were with
Hercule Poirot in. Just as she was about to commence chapter three,
her peace was shattered.

“JILL, DINNER’S READY!”

Jill rolled her eyes
to the ceiling. Why, oh why, does mummy always call when she’s
busy? She carefully inserted her bookmark and closed the book. She
left her room and went to the bathroom. When mummy asked she could
say, yes, I have washed my hands.

She realised that
Daddy would be home soon, he always came in when dinner was ready.
She used to wonder how he knew but she guessed it was something
that Mummy and he arranged between them. She smiled as she imagined
the conversation.

“Now
then, Barbara, I’ll be home at five thirty so you can have the
dinner ready.”

“Come home at five thirty, Martin Bennett, and you can start
work in the garden. Come home at six and you can sit down to your
dinner.”

Daddy liked everything
just so but Mummy knew exactly how to put him in his place. She
started down the stairs and as she reached the bottom she heard
Daddy’s key in the lock. She hurried into the dining room so that
she could be sat at the table when he came in.

Dinner was a plain but
wholesome meal. Although he had a good office job they were by no
means rich. The house had been bought with the inheritance from
Barbara’s father. It was a large semi detached on the Brighton Road
in South Croydon. Nothing special but as the decades went by it
would acquire a value undreamt of by its current owners.

“This looks very nice, Barbara.”

Jill’s mother smiled
and addressed them both.

“Make sure that you clear your plates.”

The meal was eaten,
for the most part, in silence with just the occasional compliment
from Martin Bennett. Jill was glad that Daddy seemed in a good
mood. When all the plates were cleared and just before the dessert
was brought in, Jill announced her bombshell.

“I’ve decided I’m going to be a detective. What’s for pudding,
Mummy?”

Martin Bennett opened
his mouth and left it there. Mummy smiled and squeezed her
hand.

“You
can be whatever you like, darling, as long as you get a good
education. Just make sure you pass your eleven plus and get to
grammar school.”

A noise from Martin
made them both look at him.

“A
detective? Have you gone mad? That sort of work is for men, not
women. Get yourself a nice office job and wait for Mr Right to come
along. You don’t need an expensive education for that.”

Mother and daughter
looked at each other and smiled. Daddy could be so silly at
times.

***


East Croydon, February
1946


Annabel had just
turned ten and had never felt so grown up. She sat in the dining
room while her mother laid the table. It would soon be time for
Daddy to come home from work.

Her excitement mounted
as the clock on the mantelpiece loudly ticked away the seconds. Her
mother, busy laying the three place settings, eyed the timepiece
with growing trepidation.

Suddenly, there it
was. The front door was noisily opened and loudly closed. She
jumped down from the table and rushed from the room. The brown
varnish on the anaglyptic wallpaper gave the long hallway a dark,
sombre appearance that she found frightening, except when Daddy was
at the other end. She ran towards him as he held out his arms,
calling

“Daddeeeee!”

He scooped her up and
held her tight. Always in the same familiar way. One hand on her
back, pressing her close to his chest and one on her bottom,
holding her tight so that she didn’t fall. Her arms flew around his
neck and she nuzzled into him, luxuriating in the smell of sweat
and tobacco. She couldn’t be anywhere else but in her Daddy’s arms.
He began to carry her along the hallway, the hand on her back
loosening slightly while the one stopping her falling maintained
its tight grip.

As they entered the
dining room at the end of the hall she cried out.

“Mummy, Daddy’s home!”

Her mother came in
from the kitchen wiping her hands on an old tea cloth. She watched
her husband let Annabel slide down his body until she was standing
next to him and averted her eyes just as he looked at her.

“You
can bring in the dinner.”

The same words every
evening, always with the same lack of tenderness. She glanced at
her husband and said, just above a whisper,

“I’ll get it now.”

Annabel climbed onto
her chair, the one next to Daddy’s, and watched him as he sat down.
Mummy’s chair was at the other end of the long table which Daddy
said was as it should be. It made it easier for her to go in and
out of the kitchen whenever he or Annabel wanted something.

Dinner was eaten in
silence, just the ticking of the clock competing with the sounds of
cutlery on plates and chewing. Every now and then Annabel would
glance at her Daddy and see him looking at her. She would smile
because he’d told her that whenever he looked at her it was because
he loved her. She noticed that he hardly ever looked at Mummy.
She’d decided that it must mean he loved her the most.

After the meal, his
wife began to gather up the plates, hoping that she didn’t drop
anything. He seemed in a funny mood tonight and she didn’t want to
upset him. He rose from his chair and spoke without looking at
her.

“Annabel and I will be in the front room. You may come in when
you’ve finished your work.”

She stiffened. She was
only invited to join them when, later, he would want what he called
his ‘conjugal rights’. She glanced at her daughter, smiling at her
father with adoring eyes. She watched them leave the room and
realised that her little girl was lost to him. When she finally
plucked up the courage to leave him, she knew that her daughter
would not be going with her.

“Daddy, tell me more about what I’ll do when I grow
up.”

Annabel was sat on her
father’s lap with her legs over the arm of the big armchair. She
could feel the heat from the fire on her thighs and the stinging as
they turned red. It didn’t matter, Daddy would rub cream into them
like he did before. It always made it better.

“When you grow up, Annabel, I want you to be a teacher and
teach all the children what they must do. The good ones, the ones
like you, must sit at the back of the class, but the naughty
ones...”

“Do
you mean the ones like Mummy?”

She laughed and her
father’s face twisted into a cruel smile.

“The
naughty ones you must sit at the front of the class and punish them
so severely they would never be naughty again.”

She loved it when her
Daddy spoke like that. She would make him so proud and she
tightened her arms around his neck.

 


Chapter One

 


 


 


Croydon 1960


Jill Bennett carefully
applied the mascara to her lashes.

‘Please, don’t go in my eye, not this morning.’

She knew she shouldn’t
be using it really but, this morning, her confidence needed the
boost the make-up provided. Her first day as a qualified Woman
Police Constable assigned to Z Division in Croydon.

She knew she would be
meeting Inspector Williams. He was a man whose reputation had
preceded him. She’d heard about him while training at Hendon. When
she’d discovered where she was to be posted, her friends had warned
her.

“There’s only one thing he hates more than children, and
that’s WPC’s.”

It wasn’t so much that
he hated them, he just couldn’t understand why they would want to
be at work instead of looking after some man’s house. Police work
was for men. That was his philosophy and, so far, nothing had
happened in his experience to change it.

She finished applying
her make-up and looked in the mirror. She smiled and decided that
she looked as good as she was going to. A quick search for her hat
and she was ready to go.

She lived in a bedsit
in Park Hill Rise. One of many roads in Croydon that, in times gone
by, had been a much more affluent area. The war had changed many
things in Croydon. The town was growing as more and more businesses
relocated from London. With Victoria only thirty minutes away on
the train, Croydon was an ideal spot.

Jill had always wanted
to be in the police, ever since, as a little girl, she’d listened
to the stories of her favourite uncle. Uncle Terry. He’d been a
policeman during the war and had many exciting tales to tell about
apprehending black marketeers and thieves.

Later, from a present
from her Aunty Dorothy, Terry’s wife, she’d discovered Agatha
Christie’s Poirot and from then on she thought of nothing but
becoming a detective. She read every detective book she could get
hold of although Agatha Christie remained her favourite author.
Sorting out the clues from the red herrings was never a problem for
Jill.

Her parents were
divided. Her father thought the whole idea preposterous. When Jill
had passed the eleven plus exam and was selected for a grammar
school her father just complained about the cost of the
uniform.

“What’s the point,” he’d said to her mother. “An education on
her will be wasted. She’ll end up getting married and running a
house, like you. You weren’t educated , were you?”

Her mother, on the
other hand was proud of her daughter’s achievements. No, she’d said
to herself, she hadn’t been educated but she was going to make damn
sure that her daughter was. At least then she could decide for
herself what she wanted to do.

Jill came to the
bottom of Park Hill Rise and turned left into Upper Addiscombe Road
heading towards the centre of town. In those days Croydon Police
Station was in Fell Road just round the corner from the Town Hall
in Katherine Street. It was a pleasant walk when the weather was
fine but she knew she would have to arrange transport for when it
wasn’t.

Jill arrived early at
the police station and made her way up the stairs to the canteen at
the back of the building. After that walk she needed a cup of tea
and it might help to calm her nerves. As she sat at one of the
tables another WPC asked if she could join her. Jill smiled and
nodded and the other girl sat down.

“You’re new, aren’t you?”

“Yes. This is my first day and I’m dreading it.”

The girl stirred her
tea and looked at Jill.

“There’s no need to. I’m Yvonne, by the way. We’ll start with
the morning briefing. Sergeant Wallburton will take that. He’s our
immediate boss. He’ll tell us what to look out for on our beats and
he’ll assign you to yours.”

“My
name’s Jill. What’s he like?”

“Sergeant Wallburton? He’s a pussy cat. His name’s Archie, but
we call him Wally. Not to his face, of course, but he’s a good man.
He’s only passing the time in the station these days as he
approaches retirement, so they all go easy on him. He was awarded
the George Medal for bravery during the war.”

Jill raised her
eyebrows. Even her uncle hadn’t achieved that.

“What did he do?”

“He
won’t talk about it but the official citation reads like something
from a comic book. He single-handedly went up against a gang of
armed bank robbers. He disarmed them, trussed them up like
chickens, dragged them round the corner to a police phone box and
calmly called it in. It turns out they were anarchists trying to
get money to finance some scheme to betray us to the Gerries. Yes.
He’s a bit of a celebrity is our Wally.”

Jill looked up and was
surprised to see how many police officers had joined them in the
canteen. All with the same thought in mind, she supposed, a quick
cuppa before the day started. She turned to look again at her
companion.

“I
haven’t a clue what I’ll be doing today. Will I be assigned a beat
at the briefing?”

“No.
You’ll spend today in the station getting to know the place and the
people who work here. If you have any problems have a word with
Wally, he’ll put you right.”

Her expression
changed.

“He’s the only one who will.”

Jill frowned.

“Nothing to worry about but you have to realise that we WPC’s
are sometimes treated like second class citizens.” She smiled. “But
don’t let that put you off. Come on, let’s go to the briefing room.
If we’re early enough we’ll get a seat.”

***

Sergeant Wallburton
was all that her new friend said he would be. As soon as he saw
Jill he ushered her down to the front where an empty seat was
waiting.

“The
briefing won’t really apply to you this morning,” he said as he
showed her to her seat. “You’ll spend today in the station getting
to know your way around. I’ll also be taking you, after the
briefing, to see Inspector Williams. Still, that’s for later. In
the meantime just relax and watch, you’ll soon get the hang of
it.”

Jill did as she was
told in silence. She watched Sergeant Wallburton take his place in
front of the room and studied him. He certainly didn’t look like a
George Medal winner. He looked like a big cuddly bear with a smile
that immediately put you at ease. She found herself wishing that
her own father had been more like that.

He wasn’t a
demonstrative man and Jill regretted that. Still, in his own way,
Jill was sure that he was proud of her. She knew that her mother
was really proud and that went some way to make up for her father’s
distance.

Suddenly, Sergeant
Wallburton looked up and lifted his hand as if he was stopping a
car. The chatter ceased immediately. Jill looked around and all
eyes were at the front. Police officers were paired off and
assigned to various beats in the town. With each one Sergeant
Wallburton had a message of encouragement and a snippet of
something for them to look out for. It was clear to Jill that the
Sarge knew his town like the back of his hand.

As everybody began to
leave to their respective duties, Jill became aware that she was
the odd one out. Did it mean that if she had been on a beat today
that she would have been on her own? If not, where was the officer
she’d be with tomorrow? She shook her head. She decided that it
must be their day off.

The sergeant looked up
at Jill and then looked at his watch.

“We’ll give it a few more minutes. We’ll let him have his
coffee in peace and then we’ll go up.”

He began to gather up
the papers he’d used for the briefing and when they were tidy to
his satisfaction he looked again at Jill.

“Well, WPC Bennett, what made you join the Police
Force?

Jill smiled.

“I’ve wanted to since I was a little girl. I blame my uncle
Terry. He was a policeman throughout the war and was always telling
me stories. Then I discovered Hercule Poirot and that was it. All I
ever wanted to be was a detective.”

Her reply shocked him
and it registered on his face.

“A
detective?”

“Yes,” she replied, “I’ve got a good mind and I seem to be
able to analyse situations easily. I’m sure I’d be good at
it.”

Sergeant Wallburton
smiled again. At last, a WPC who knew what she wanted. Most of them
were just looking for a husband. Such a waste. You didn’t need to
be trained to be a police officer if all you were going to end up
doing was washing up.

His smile faded as he
realised what she was up against. He decided that he liked Jill.
There was something special about her and he resolved to do all he
could to help her. Especially against Williams. He would be against
the idea from the start and he looked forward to seeing how her
resolve stood up against the prejudice she would face.

“Well, I wish you all the luck in the world. When I was in
your place my first Station Sergeant was a bit of a stickler for
the rules, but he was fair. He liked it when new officers knew what
they wanted and so do I. If you need any help, just let me
know.”

Jill smiled. She liked
‘Wally’, but she had no idea how much she would need him as her
career progressed.

“A
Detective?”

Inspector Williams
could hardly believe his ears. He looked at the fresh faced girl
standing in front of his desk, quietly noted the eye make-up, and
shook his head.

“And
what happens when we’ve spent all this money training you to be a
detective, and you decide you want to go off and get married and
have babies?”

Jill knew that that
would never happen but she couldn’t tell him. Her job would come
first with her and if she did meet someone who would become her
partner, it wouldn’t be a man expecting her to stay at home all
day. In fact, it wouldn’t be a man at all.

***

Earlier, the day had
begun as a bright, sunny morning and Croydon awoke to the first day
of term. No-one could foresee that in Morland Road, a chain of
events was about to begin that would change lives forever as the
nightmare unfolded.

Inside the hallway of
number fifty-two, in front of the full length mirror, Annabel Price
looked at her reflection. The hallway was much brighter than it had
been when she was little. Gone was the old, brown varnished
anaglyptic wallpaper and in its place were bright, pastel green
walls.

For her first day at
Elm Tree school she was determined that no-one would fault her
appearance. Her blouse was crisp and white, her black skirt was
well pressed and just covered her knees. Her shoes were shiny and
her stockings were ladder free. Her rich brown hair was perfectly
in place and shining too. She slipped on her jacket and smiled at
herself. Yes, she would do. Daddy would have approved.

Picking up her
handbag, she opened the front door and stepped through into the
morning sunshine. She welcomed the warmth of the sun as she walked
the few paces to the gate. As always, she hesitated. Despite the
longings of her heart, she knew that her father would never leave
the house with her again. She stepped onto the pavement and pulled
the gate closed behind her as she set off.

She began her walk to
the school with her head held high and a purposeful stride. As she
crossed over Amberley Grove she looked left to see that her Daddy’s
car was still parked where it should be. Each year she had renewed
the insurance and bought a new road fund licence. She didn’t have a
driving licence herself but that didn’t stop her.

She knew how to drive
it and took it on a short run once a month to keep it in working
order. It was a wonder, she thought, that she’d never been caught.
She’d decided that she would only use it in an emergency, if she
had something really important to do. Otherwise, she would get the
bus or walk. It seemed the safest thing to do.

She continued along
Morland Road as it veered to the left. As she came around the bend
she could see, in the distance, the traffic lights marking the end
of the road. Glancing to her right, she looked again at the red
brick structure of St Martin’s Church, on the corner of Stretton
Road.

‘I’ll never go inside there again,’ she thought to
herself.

‘If
God can’t look after someone like Daddy, then I’ve no use for
Him.’

She’d visited the
church nearly every week when she was little. Daddy took her on
most Sundays while Mummy was getting the dinner ready.

Her step faltered when
she thought of her father in the nursing home. Since his stroke
he’d been unable to communicate with her or anyone else. Or so
everyone said. She thought different. When she looked into his eyes
they were the same. She was sure that he knew who she was and
wanted to communicate.

When she was fifteen
her mother had left home. The years of drudgery had finally taken
their toll and she could stand it no longer. Before she went she
had spoken to her daughter.

“Listen to me Annabel. I know that you would rather stay with
Daddy. I’m sorry about that but I can’t stay here any longer.
Whatever happens, I’ll always love you.”

After she’d gone
Annabel was overjoyed that it was just her and her father in the
house. She’d soon realised that something was wrong though and
couldn’t understand why her father was so miserable. She blamed her
mother and, as time went by, began to despise her more and
more.

She was convinced that
it was her mother’s selfishness that had brought on the stroke. It
had happened a year later when she was sixteen. Since then, her
father had never been back to the house and she’d lived alone.

It looked as though
her Daddy’s wish that she become a teacher would never happen but
she was stronger than that. She’d left school and had to work, a
job she detested in Kennards store in Croydon. Her father’s savings
and her own wage meant she could survive but all her studying had
to be done in the evenings at night school.

It had taken her
nearly seven years to become qualified as a primary school teacher.
Seven years of going without and study but, as she walked to her
first position, it all felt worth it.

Suddenly she stopped.
Two scruffily dressed boys were blocking her path carrying an old
bicycle frame. She sighed in exasperation.

“Out
of my way,” she snapped, “you can’t block the pavement like
that!”

The boys looked at
her. The fair haired one carrying the front of the frame
sneered.

“Shut up, you fat old cow!”

Her mouth opened in
shock. The boys carried the frame around her and watched as she
continued along the road. While she had her back to them they
ducked into the gateway of the house where the fair boy lived.

Thanks Billy,” he
said, “I can manage now.”

“That’s ok,” Billy replied, “I’ve got to dash now or I’ll be
late for school. I’ll see you tonight.”

With that, Billy ran
across the road and headed for the traffic lights hoping that the
woman his friend had been cheeky to didn’t spot him. He had no need
to worry. Annabel was striding wilfully along the pavement, fuming
to herself.

‘Cheeky little devil,’ she thought. ‘If I ever get my hands on
him he’ll be sorry for that. Fat indeed!’

Soon she arrived at
the end of Morland Road and turned right. She could see the bridge
where the road went over the railway line. She lengthened her
stride, determined that she wouldn’t be late on her first day.

She turned into the
school and stopped with surprise. There, in the teacher’s car park,
was a car exactly like Daddy’s. A big, black Hillman, just like
his. She smiled, with a car like that in the car park, where else
could she begin her career? As she approached the main doors to the
school other teachers were arriving and chatting as they entered.
She followed a couple through the doors and was relieved to be met
by Miss Curtis, the school Secretary.

“Aahh, there you are. Welcome Miss Price, please, follow me to
the staff room.”

After smiling a
greeting Annabel duly followed the lady along the corridor. As they
started to climb the stairs to the next level their pace slowed as
Miss Curtis gripped the banister to pull herself up. Annabel
studied her and thought that a strict diet would reduce her size
and make stairs much easier. She wouldn’t say so, of course, not on
her first day anyway.

As they entered the
staff room Annabel was surprised to see so many people there. She
spotted Mr Thatcher, the headmaster, talking to a couple of women.
She just caught what he was saying.

“Children today? They should think themselves lucky there’s
not a war on.”

At that point he
spotted her and smiling, he approached her. She stood where she was
and returned his smile.

“Quiet, everybody,” he said raising his voice, “I would like
to introduce Annabel Price to our family. Now then, Annabel, that’s
Mr Pearson who looks after half of the ten and eleven year
olds.”

She acknowledged
Pearson’s smile with a nod of her head.

“And
this is Mr Hughes who looks after the rest of the ten and eleven
year olds.”

She nodded once again
but took an instant dislike to Hughes. Pearson, an amiable looking
man in his fifties, had smiled but Hughes, much younger, she
guessed around thirty, had leered. He stood with his hands in his
trouser pockets grinning from ear to ear. She was certain he wasn’t
counting change either.

As Mr Thatcher went
around the room, introducing a mix of both men and women teachers,
Annabel acknowledged each one, chiding herself every time her eyes
went back to Hughes and his leering grin.

Annabel was to look
after a class of nine year olds and she was relieved when the
introductions were over and she was able to accompany Thatcher to
her own classroom. They entered and the sight of the Headmaster
quickly quietened the children who were waiting to meet their new
teacher.

Their first
impressions were favourable. Miss Price looked like someone who
could be kind and the children relaxed. All, that is, except one
scruffily dressed boy at the back. He never took his eyes off her
and prayed that she wouldn’t look at him. He knew that she would
recognise him at once. How could he know that the silly woman his
friend was cheeky to would turn out to be his new teacher?

Annabel scanned around
the room coming to an immediate stop as she saw Billy Todd. He
averted his eyes but it was too late. She made a note of where he
was and continued to survey the room.

“Now, children. This is Miss Price, your new teacher. I’m sure
you’ll soon get to know her and she you. Miss Price expects you to
listen and to learn and to behave yourselves when in her
classroom.”

He turned to Annabel
and smiled.

“I’ll leave you to get acquainted and to call the register.
Assembly is in the main hall in twenty minutes, so I’ll see you
there.”

While speaking he had
been inching towards the door so that, when he’d finished, he could
disappear straight out. As he closed the door behind him, Annabel
went over to her desk. The children were silent but twenty-eight
pairs of eyes never left her. Annabel took a deep breath.

At last she was where
her father had wanted her to be. She sat and pulled open the top
drawer in her desk. She was relieved to see that it was empty and
placed her handbag inside. As she shut it she looked up at the
children.

Nobody moved.

Annabel opened the
large register placed centrally on the desk. The left hand column
of the inside cover contained the names of fourteen boys and
fourteen girls, all in alphabetical order. The boys were first. The
pages opposite were all covered in little squares in five columns,
two squares to a column.

The pages were not as
wide as the register so that whichever page was open, all the
children’s names were visible. The head of each pair of columns
contained the relevant day of the week. The register would be
called twice a day at the beginning of the morning and afternoon. A
diagonal line would be put in a square in black ink if the child
was present and in red ink if the child was absent.
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By the following
Monday both Jill and Annabel had made progress. For Jill, it had
involved some ribbing from her colleagues when it became known that
she wanted to be a detective. It made her realise that, no matter
how friendly people appeared to be, she should be careful what
information she gave out. That apart, she had been assigned a beat
that started in East Croydon and stretched all the way to Addiscome
and back again.

Jill had made what she
thought was a good start. Her partner on the beat was PC Brian
Laine. He’d been in the Force for three years but was seriously
thinking of quitting. It hadn’t been the exciting life he had
imagined.

Ninety per cent of the
day was routine and boring. It didn’t occur to him that it was due,
in the main, to his lack of ambition. When Jill had confided that
she intended to become a detective with the CID, he had shaken his
head in disbelief.

“Take it from me, girl, you’ve got no chance. The thinking in
Z Division seems to be that no female officer will ever be a
detective.”

Jill smiled. You may
have no chance, she thought, but you don’t know me.

***

Annabel’s biggest
problem during the first week had been Hughes. Each day he’d
attempted to win her over by making lewd remarks or gestures. Each
day she’d been more emphatic in her rebuttal. Each refusal had made
him more and more angry until by the end of the week, he’d sworn to
himself that he would exact revenge.

For now, Annabel was
exactly where she wanted to be. In front of her class calling the
register. She’d already made a few changes to the seating
arrangements. Billy Todd was right in the front where he belonged,
although she noticed with satisfaction that his desk was empty
today. Every day she’d had to reprimand him for some piece of
mischief or other.

The only mystery to
Annabel was that although he never seemed to be paying attention,
whenever she questioned him he always knew the right answer. She
supposed he was just naturally one of the naughty ones. Still, she
had a plan for them.

As she called each
name she was answered from various parts of the room.

“Sanderson”....’here Miss.’

“Sutcliffe”......’here Miss.’

“Todd”........

“Todd”......

She looked up and
focused on his empty seat. She stared around the room as if she was
looking for him and twenty-seven pairs of eyes followed her every
move. She was thinking that, at least, she would be able to teach
without constant interruption when one of the girls slowly put up
her hand.

“Yes, Sonia. Do you know anything?”

“Please Miss, last night Billy’s mother came to my house to
see if he was there. She was crying.”

Annabel frowned. Then,
slowly, other hands were raised.

“Please Miss, she came to our house too.”

“And
mine Miss.”

“And
mine.”

Annabel studied the
children. They all seemed genuinely concerned but it was clear that
they knew nothing. She’d never understood how a boy so disruptive
to the good order of the classroom could be so popular. She
relaxed. They knew nothing. She would carry on as if nothing had
happened.

***

Sergeant Wallburton
replaced the phone and sat pensively. The call had come from CID
and was to request a woman police officer to accompany one of their
Detective Constables. A boy had gone missing and they wanted to
interview his teacher. It made sense to have a woman police officer
along.

‘I
know just the person.’

Sergeant Wallburton
looked up at the clock. 10.45. The person that he thought of should
be back in the station for her first break around eleven, he would
see her then. First, he decided, he’d better clear it with Williams
and picked up the phone.

“Williams.”

The answer was abrupt
and designed to deter time wasters. That didn’t worry Sergeant
Wallburton. He knew that Inspector Williams envied him his George
Medal and he shamelessly used it to control the Inspector. He was
the only one in the station who could.

“Good morning sir, Sergeant Wallburton GM, here.”

There was a silence
and Sergeant Wallburton smiled to himself. He didn’t wait for an
answer.

“Just to let you know, sir, we’ve had a request from CID to
assist. They need to interview a lady teacher at Elm Tree School
and would like one of our WPCs to accompany. I told them that we
could manage that.”

After a pause
Inspector Williams surprised him with his answer.

“Ok,
send that silly one that wants to be a detective. It’ll make her
realise that she’d be way out of her depth.”

Sergeant Wallburton
smiled. That’s exactly what he was going to do.

***

Jill Bennett rounded
the corner of George Street on her way back to the station and
yelled as the breath was knocked out of her. A youth of about
fourteen had run straight into her. Her training immediately took
over and she flung her arms around him to stop herself from falling
over and to prevent his escape.

Brian Laine was about
to assist when he saw her, with one smooth movement, curl his arm
up his back while planting her feet apart to steady herself.

The youth let out a
cry of pain.

“Get
off!”

“Relax and you won’t get hurt.”

As she said this Jill
put pressure on his arm causing him to stop struggling. Suddenly a
man rushed around the corner and only just avoided crashing into
them.

“Good. You’ve got him,” he said as he tried to catch his
breath. “He’s just tried to snatch a lady’s handbag, she’s round
the corner, very distressed.”

Jill looked at Brian
Laine.

“Go
and see if she’s ok, Brian. This one’s not going
anywhere.”

She tightened her grip
on his arm to emphasise the point and Brian Laine followed the man
back round the corner.

“Right, my lad, you’re under arrest,” as she said this she put
a little more pressure on his arm causing him to wince in pain.
“Now. You can either walk with me to the police station and I
promise your arm won’t hurt any more than it does now. Or, you can
be silly and try to run away, in which case I will twist it until
your shoulder breaks. You’ll then go to hospital in a lot of pain
and still be under arrest. What’s it going to be?”

“O..k,” he stammered, “j..just don’t twist any
more.”

Jill frogmarched him,
still in the arm lock, the few hundred yards to the station. She
reasoned that there was no need to send for the meat wagon. Black
Marias were for serious crimes.

People stopped and
stared as they made their way to the station entrance in Fell Road.
She used his body to barge through the swing doors and placed him
in front of the desk.

Sergeant Wallburton
beamed. A perfect arm lock. He could move and she was safe from
injury. Just like they were taught in the old days.

“I’ve arrested him Sarge, attempted robbery. Brian Laine’s
dealing with the victim.”

Sergeant Wallburton
gave the youth a look that would have withered many a hardened
criminal. Slowly, without taking his eyes off him, he opened the
large book. He picked up his pen and after some seconds just
looking at the lad, demanded his name. He was encouraged by the
look of terror on his face. The lad replied in just above a
whisper.

“Todd. Stephen Todd.”

Sergeant Wallburton
recorded the name in perfect copperplate and then looked at
Jill.

“I’ll book him in for you. Why don’t you go and get your
tea-break and then come back here, I’ve got another job for
you.”

“Ok
Sarge,” Jill slowly released the boys arm and he immediately
started to rub it, “I’ll see you in about ten minutes.”

***

Annabel Price was
trying to instil in the children a grasp of mathematics. While not
being at the top of anyone’s wish-list of things to do, long
division would certainly help them in later life. She knew she was
fighting a losing battle, it was obvious that all the children
could think about was Billy Todd.

‘Typical of him,’ she thought, ‘he even disrupts my lesson
when he’s not here.’

“Now
pay attention. Four into fourteen goes three carry
two...”

Just then the
classroom door opened and twenty-seven pairs of eyes left the
blackboard and moved to the door. Mr Thatcher quietly entered
accompanied by Miss Reid, the relief teacher. The expression on his
face told Annabel that something was wrong and she replaced the
chalk on the blackboard easel.

“Miss Price, will you come with me, please. Miss Reid will
take over.”

Without a word, she
followed him out of the room. In the corridor he didn’t speak just
walked slowly and purposefully towards his office. Jill frowned.
Something was wrong. Thatcher seemed nervous. When they arrived he
held the door open and Annabel glanced at his face as she walked
into the room. The first thing she saw was a smartly dressed police
woman who smiled at her.

“Miss Price?”

Annabel nodded and
studied the woman. She couldn’t help thinking how nice she looked
in her uniform. She looked down at the thick, black stockings and
thought her Daddy would have approved, her legs being nicely
covered like that.

“I’m
WPC Jill Bennett and we’re making routine enquiries into the
disappearance of one of your pupils, Billy Todd. We were wondering
if you could shed any light on the matter?”

Annabel stiffened. Why
would they think I knew anything, she wondered? Her mind swam as
she considered her answer. The policewoman continued to smile at
her and this confused Annabel even more. Why would she give her
that lovely smile while at the same time try to trick her into
saying something?

Suddenly, Annabel was
startled as a man’s voice came from behind her. She hadn’t seen him
when she’d entered the room and was now even more convinced that
they were trying to get her.

“You
live in Morland Road, is that right Miss Price?”

The man speaking was
Detective Constable Peter Marne. He was resigned to being
accompanied by a WPC, although he couldn’t see the point. He was
quite capable of questioning a woman. Annabel turned to face
him.

“Y..yes,” she stammered, “number fifty-two.”

“Billy was last seen in Morland Road on Saturday evening and
we wondered if there was any chance you may have seen him
too.”

“No.
No I didn’t. I didn’t go out on Saturday.”

“How
has he been in class? Have you noticed any change in his
behaviour?”

Annabel looked again
at the policewoman, grateful for her intrusion. She’d much rather
talk to her than the man.

“Not
really. He’s been as naughty and disruptive as he’s always been.
Wherever he is let’s hope he’s learning how to behave.”

Jill frowned. That
wasn’t what she would have expected a woman to say about a missing
nine year old. On the way to the school they’d called on the
child’s mother and Jill couldn’t get her distress out of her
mind.

Peter Marne was bored
now. He’d decided that there was nothing to be learnt here. They
might as well go back to the station.

“Well, thank you Miss Price. If you do think of anything
perhaps you would give us a call at the station.”

Jill didn’t speak
again until they were both seated in the car, ready to return.

“What do you make of that then?”

Peter Marne looked at
her.

“What?”

“What she said about him learning to behave. There’s something
going on there.”

Peter Marne
smiled.

“Don’t be daft. She’s just his teacher, she’s new at the
school and nervous. No. She doesn’t know anything.”

Jill shook her head.
She couldn’t believe what he was saying.

“I’m
telling you no normal woman would say that about a missing nine
year old. She either knows something or she’s trying to hide
something.”

He laughed.

“Hark at Shirley Holmes, here. Leave it to us, don’t go
bothering yourself with half baked ideas. Let the professionals
deal with it.”

Jill didn’t know
whether to be outraged or just indignant. And her mood hadn’t
mellowed when she returned to the station to be met by Sergeant
Wallburton.

***

Annabel Price returned
along the corridor with her head spinning. The man had seemed
satisfied but you could never tell. The woman. She was a different
matter entirely. She’d given her that look. The look that said she
certainly wasn’t satisfied. She suspects something.

She’d only told the
truth. He was naughty, very naughty just like her Daddy said some
children would be. Well, he couldn’t disrupt her class now, could
he? That was best. Naughty children should be taken out of the
class so the good ones could learn properly.

She arrived at the
door of her classroom and opened it wide. The children all looked
at her and Miss Reid stopped in mid sentence.

“Thank you, Miss Reid. I’ll take over now.”

With a frown the
relief teacher straightened the papers on Annabel’s desk and left
without a word. The children stared at her. She wasn’t going to
have that.

“Get
your exercise books out and write about Friday’s story. You can do
that until the playtime bell goes, and do it quietly.”

The only sounds in the
room were those of books being found and opened. Quiet descended
and Annabel sat down. She looked up.

“Who’s making that sniffing noise?”

A girl from the third
row put up her hand. She
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