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Every story needs a first page.

Mine started long before this book, with the three who matter most.

This is for you.
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Chapter One
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“We can easily forgive a child who is afraid of the dark; the real tragedy of life is when men are afraid of the light.” – Plato

––––––––
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Daniel Whitaker arrived before dawn with only a handful of vehicles scattered across the car park. Inside, the building showed few signs of life, with only a smattering of cleaners yawning through their routines. Otherwise, it was silent. His bag dug into his shoulder, unfamiliar, as he moved on autopilot through corridors that seemed somehow alien. There were new wall displays, rearranged tables and recently installed digital screens, yet the place still pressed against him with the same old weight. The bright surfaces seemed to greet a man he no longer recognised in a world that no longer wanted him.

In the weeks before, if he had allowed himself to think ahead, perhaps the memorial would have crossed his mind. Of course they would have done something. But his thoughts had long since dulled, smothered in a permanent haze. When he saw her name engraved in gold beneath an expensively framed photograph, the ground seemed to shift beneath him, violently. He cursed himself, not for the first time that morning, and forced his legs to keep walking.

Whitaker climbed to the middle floor, turned left, and followed the corridor to his classroom. He dreaded what he would find and wasn’t disappointed. Six months away had left the room almost unrecognisable. Boxes of books lay gutted across the floor, their contents spilling in chaotic piles. Desks were scattered like leaves in a malevolent storm, no longer in neat rows. His own desk had vanished beneath a landslide of papers, worksheets, and battered copies of A Christmas Carol. Dickens would not have approved. Whitaker swore under his breath, dropped his bag, and killed the light. Not today. 

In his old life, mornings involved detours to Humanities, where he’d linger just long enough to distract Ella Marlow from her plans. She’d fuss over lessons, rewriting them three times before daring to teach, and his interruptions had frustrated and thrilled her in equal measure. But that was before, when things were different, when he was different. Now, all he wanted was to avoid her. Just let me get through the day.

Almost instinctively, he was drawn back to the staircase. 

The steps led to a top-floor corridor, dark until the lights flickered on at his approach. A small science lab and a technician’s office sat in silence, with nothing else but the emergency exit for company. Whitaker knew the alarms wouldn’t be active until eight. He pushed through the door and stepped into the cold, the wind snarling and biting at his face.

The roof split into two levels. The lower was tiled, as if the architect had once imagined students gathering here. Health and Safety had killed that dream long ago, and access to the area was restricted. Six feet above, a second tier stretched out, covered in turf, a nod to energy efficiency, or so the brochures claimed. Installed five years ago, it was less of a revolution than a gimmick. Hillcrest College: the green school.

The turf, it turned out, needed almost constant maintenance and there had often been a ladder, left there by the facilities team, propped up against the wall. This was one of the many failings the inquest had laid bare. Whitaker traced the scuff marks where it had once rested, memories clawing their way out from the darkest recesses of his mind.

With great effort, he hauled himself onto the grass, noting how much easier it had been six months ago. A scream ghosted through his mind, echoing in the silence around him. Panic rose in his throat, adrenaline flooding his veins, threatening to choke him. He forced his gaze outward, searching for anything to anchor him to the present.

The railing had not been there before.

After an incident of this magnitude, something had to be done. A committee would have met and discussed the issue, no doubt in a sombre and serious mood. The ladder would have been reassigned a new home in a locked cupboard, where no one else could ever take advantage of it. And after long, drawn out conversations, the solution would have been posed. We must have a railing around the roof. That will put an end to it.

It made him sick, just to look at it.

Suddenly, he felt the inescapable urge, just for a moment, to fall. To give in to temptation. The wind swirled, insistent, as if sensing his thoughts. The ineffective railing challenging him, daring him to act. Light was slowly breaking through, heralding yet another excruciating day. And he was just so tired.

‘You planning on coming down, or do I need to fetch a ladder again?’  

It could only be Ellison. The familiar voice caught on the wind and travelled to where Whitaker was teetering. Graham Ellison, the long-standing, foul-mouthed Head of English stood on the roof’s lower level, a gloved hand cupped to his bearded face, from which a wilful smile emerged. Ellison had survived the ravages of a life in education with too much caffeine and a profound disregard for social etiquette. He was a relic of another time but so irrepressibly charming that he seemed immune to the modern appetite for cancel culture. 

Whitaker pocketed his suffering – it was his alone to consume – and made his way cautiously off the highest point. It was not an easy descent and six months of self-neglect and heavy drinking had increased the difficulty.

As he approached, Ellison made an overly dramatic show of removing his glasses, wiping them effusively and inspecting the younger man through the freshly cleaned lenses. 

‘Jesus, you look like shite up close!’ 

There was a time when Whitaker’s sharp mind and cutting tongue would have gone back at his friend with gusto, but right now, he felt drained and devoid of humour. He settled, instead, for the reliable middle finger. 

‘You want my best welcome back speech?’ Ellison grinned, light still dancing in his weary eyes.

‘Absolutely not,’ Whitaker replied, feeling himself smile despite everything.

‘Thank God!’ Ellison wheezed, putting an arm around him as if to keep him warm. ‘It’s good to have you back. The cover teachers have been beyond useless. Absolute shower of arseholes.’ 

He let out an infectious chuckle, running a hand through his thick, greying beard. ‘You ready for today?’ he asked.

Whitaker shook his head. ‘Honestly, no. But it is what it is.’

Ellison nodded, as if expecting the reply.

‘You know what you’re teaching?’

‘Nope,’ he sighed.

‘You know what groups you have, at least?’

‘Nope.’

Ellison erupted into laughter, slapping Whitaker on the back in amusement.

‘Good. Just like old times then! Now, let’s get off this pissing roof. I’m freezing my tits off!’



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Two
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“The world breaks everyone, and afterward, some are strong at the broken places.” – Ernest Hemingway

––––––––
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Ten years ago, Hillcrest College was a new school, built in the modern, minimalist style. Less like a prison and more like a conference centre. Streaks of purple and green intersected the whitewashed walls in seemingly random patterns and cliched platitudes adorned the corridors to keep the students soldiering on through. A decade of children stampeding through puberty had left the walls marked and jaded, the decals peeling and the building tatty and tired. Today, Whitaker could sympathise. 

Large, old-fashioned staffrooms had been replaced by a series of department offices, meaning that staff would mingle within their tribes, without venturing out to talk to the outsiders. Everyone was happy; nobody wanted to socialise. The school had become disjointed and some well-meaning, misguided middle leader had determined that all the photocopiers should be placed in one room, in an attempt to bring people together in the morning rush for the day’s resources. Whitaker hadn’t minded. It opened up the possibility for another chance encounter with Ella. But that was before. Now, the thought of printing the needed resources surrounded by other teachers filled him with dread. Twice, he looked at his lessons, hoping they could be adapted without the need for printing. But it was no good.

‘I’ll come with. I need to print some stuff too,’ Ellison winked. The younger man smiled with gratitude.

The smell of cheap, burnt coffee hit Whitaker in a wave of nauseous nostalgia. He hadn’t missed that. The room was filled with polite small talk and the occasional sounds of laughter that felt so alien to him. There was a brief queue at the printers and Whitaker waited in awkward silence. Luckily, Ellison had enough personality for them both and intercepted advancing teachers with his anecdotes and irreverent witticisms.  

‘Danny? Have you met John yet?’ Ellison asked, clearly trying to involve Whitaker in the conversation he was having with a young, pale-faced man.

Whitaker shook his head.

‘No, of course not,’ he continued. ‘John joined in January. Music teacher. He’s a United fan, unfortunately, but he’s not a complete idiot.’

The music teacher chuckled good-naturedly.

‘Not a complete idiot, no,’ he grinned. ‘Hi, I’m John Chalmers.’

He offered a hand and Whitaker shook it.

‘I’m Dan Whitaker. English teacher.’

Chalmers nodded, knowingly. ‘Ah, the famous Mr Whitaker! I’ve heard loads about you.’ 

The words landed like broken glass. Heard what? The memorial? The whispers? He nodded, pretending not to care.

The queue moved, leaving a printer vacant and he excused himself half-heartedly. As page after page were spat out of the machine, he became aware of the total disconnect between him and the relevance of what he was doing. Before, the lessons were his chance to make a difference, to impart something of value on those most in need. Now, they were an iceberg on the horizon, to be feared and avoided where possible. Ellison, now at the sink, called across to him, derailing his train of thought.

‘Coffee?’ Ellison asked, holding the jar of instant coffee at a distance, as if afraid it might explode at any moment.

‘God, no,’ Whitaker muttered, joining his friend.

‘Wise choice. Honestly, what is the matter with these people, drinking this piss? How hard is it to get a decent bean-to-cup machine in here? They don’t even have a milk frother!’

‘Animals, mate,’ Whitaker replied, smirking. 

Ellison burst with amusement, but Whitaker barely heard it. Outside the window, a group of students were congregating, their voices bright and loud. One of them laughed, a sharp, piercing sound, and for a moment, it wasn’t today anymore. It was six months ago, and someone was screaming. 

Ellison noticed the change in him.

‘You’re doing great, kid. Just keep going.’

*****
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Whitaker filled the time before his first lesson with monotonous routine. The date and title were written on the board in his unappealing handwriting. The mess of wires behind his computer had been tamed and restored until the screen shone with life. The lesson PowerPoint was displayed on screen. Eventually, he made the effort of handing out books, straining to remember where the Year 10 students had sat months before. They would no doubt moan and complain when they entered, but he figured structure was probably a very good thing right now. For them and for him. His hand rested on the final book in the box, and he absent-mindedly read the name, feeling it tear his world apart before he could compute what was happening. Libby Rowe. Grief and trauma had obscured this possibility, that her book could still be here, that no one would have thought to remove it. With trembling hands, he opened it, her work bleeding out from every page. It was as if nothing had happened, as if she might walk through the door any moment, shirt untucked, eyes ablaze with creativity. He dropped the book suddenly, heard it fall back into the box and retreated away, overwhelmed. He couldn’t do this. He wasn’t strong enough. Deep inside, the familiar wave of anxiety was gathering an army to attack. Not here. Not now.

‘Sir! You’re back!’ squealed a familiar voice. Whitaker spun round to see Jenny Lewis and a stream of other Year 10 students filing into the room, all smiling, all pleased to see him. 
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