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Elise was going to have to dig deep to get to the truth…

	 

	Ralph Burton smiled at the camera.

	“It is a wonderful occasion for Ranleigh School. Twenty-five years ago today, my father buried a time capsule beside this oak. 

	“He was headteacher at the time and the ceremony marked the twenty-fifth anniversary of the school he had founded. I was there as a pupil and I remember the day so well. 

	“We’d voted to decide which toys, sweets and records would be placed in the time capsule.  

	“Now, on the school’s fiftieth anniversary, I have the honour, as the current head, of opening the time capsule and revealing the treasures that were placed in it all those years ago.”

	“Do you remember what sweet you voted for?” a journalist asked curiously.

	Ralph Burton thought for a moment. 

	“I don’t, actually. Something terrible for my teeth, no doubt. All will be revealed in . . .” He looked at his watch. “Thirteen minutes’ time. So if you’ll excuse me . . .”

	Ralph made his way through the crowd, shaking hands, greeting, smiling, welcoming. 

	He had been planning this day for months and it was vital for the future of the school that it went well. 

	“Ready for your big speech, Ralph?” Genève Corquoran murmured.

	As the school’s bursar, she’d been closely involved with the day’s organisation. 

	“As ready as I’ll ever be. Thank goodness the weather gods have been kind to us.” Ralph smiled.

	“I think it’s marvellous. The numbers here are very heartening and there’s a great atmosphere.”

	“There needs to be.” Ralph sighed.

	Ranleigh School might have been approaching its fiftieth anniversary, but there were serious doubts as to whether it would reach its fifty-first. It had always been a school that concentrated on pupils’ needs rather than their achievements. Whereas other schools boasted of pupils’ success in terms of exam results, Ranleigh’s focus had always been on the development of their character. 

	Thanks to its scholarship programme, it was open to children from the poorest of backgrounds. The diversity of its intake and the pastoral care it provided had resulted in a unique educational experience. However, in recent years, pupil numbers had fallen sharply and funding for the school’s scholarship programme had virtually dried up.

	“This is our big chance to explain what Ranleigh is all about and get those classes filled up again.”

	Genève smiled. 

	“Good luck.”

	When Ralph stepped on to the podium, there was an enthusiastic round of applause. 

	“This is a day of wonderful memories when we can look back to the achievements of the past,” he began.

	“But it is also a time for looking forward to what we hope will be a thriving future for Ranleigh. 

	“The school is open for you to wander round. Our pupils will be happy to share their experiences of the education we provide here.

	“They’re also keen to help you try out some of the excellent resources we have at our disposal. 

	“But first, the moment we’ve been waiting for: the opening of the time capsule.” 

	Ralph stepped down from the podium and tapped his clip-on microphone to check it was still working. 

	“When my father buried the capsule, he wasn’t a well man, and his death followed only a couple of years later. 

	“However, the success of this school is his enduring legacy, and I am honoured to have the privilege of digging up the time capsule on our fiftieth anniversary.” 

	Ralph posed with his foot on a shiny spade for the official photographs to be taken.

	In fact, it wasn’t really needed. 

	Most of the earth above the capsule had been dug out earlier that morning, and there was only a remnant left for him to remove. 

	Soon the head girl and boy were lifting the capsule to a flurry of flashes. They placed it on the table next to the podium and Ralph held up a key on a lanyard round his neck. 

	“For twenty-five years this key has been hanging in the headmaster’s office. Now the moment has come to put it to good use.” 

	He slowly unlocked the box, then invited the head girl and boy to open it. 

	“There are all kinds of things in here.” Ralph frowned slightly.  

	“Right at the top I see a letter that seems to have been written by my father.” He felt unexpected sadness at the sight of the familiar handwriting. 

	He peeled the envelope open very slowly, then pulled out the single sheet of paper.

	He began to read the typed words and the smile fell from his face. 

	He started to read again.

	The words were blurring before his eyes; they didn’t make sense. 

	“Is everything all right, Ralph?” Genève asked quietly.  

	“Read it out!” someone cried, but he was quickly shushed. 

	Ralph couldn’t speak; he couldn’t think.

	The words of the first sentence seemed to have burned themselves into his mind. 

	“The truth must be told – I killed Hugh Seaton.”

	 

	*  *  *  *

	 

	“It’s a strange one, Elise,” the chief superintendent said with a frown. “A teacher at the school went missing. 

	“There was an investigation, of course, but nothing came of it and it’s filed with the cold cases. 

	“Now, decades later, a confession turns up out of the blue.”

	“And from someone who is himself long dead,” Detective Superintendent Elise Sharma murmured.

	The chief nodded. 

	“The press is going to be all over this, so we need to get on top of things.

	“I’m putting you in charge. With the confession, it looks straightforward, so close the case as quickly as you can.”

	“Will I have my usual team?”

	The chief superintendent shook his head. 

	“There’s nothing complicated going on here.”

	“All the same, if there’s going to be a proper investigation . . .”

	He looked at Elise irritably. 

	“You know how stretched we are for resources, Elise. I’m confident that you can deal with it by yourself.” He glanced at his watch. 

	“I have another meeting. You’d better get going.”

	Elise didn’t feel particularly happy as she drove to Ranleigh School. 

	The investigation hadn’t even begun and already the chief superintendent had decided what the outcome was going to be. That was never a good approach, in her opinion. 

	Constable Toni Firman was at the gates of the school when she arrived. 
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