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Chapter 1


‘It is a sad fact,’ announced Mrs Robertshaw, teacher of the lower juniors at the village school, ‘that there are some in our profession who just do not like children and are singularly unsuited to being teachers, and in my book, this Mrs Humphrey-Snyde is one of them.’


The speaker was sitting in the corner of the staffroom after school on Friday afternoon, nursing a tepid mug of tea on her lap. Such had been the length of her diatribe so far that she had not raised the mug to her lips, and the biscuit on the plate beside her had remained untouched.


‘I mean,’ she continued, getting into her stride, ‘the woman’s a supply teacher, for goodness’ sake, not a permanent member of staff, and she’s been in the school one week – one week, I ask you – and she thinks she owns the place. In my entire teaching career I have never encountered anyone so patronising, self-opinionated and downright ill-mannered as that woman.’


Mrs Robertshaw, a broad individual with a wide face and steely grey hair gathered untidily on her head, was dressed in a brightly coloured floral dress and a shapeless brown cardigan, and wore a rope of pearls and matching earrings. She was normally a jolly, comfortable woman with the ease and confidence of a teacher who had been in the profession for more years than she would like to recall. It was true that she was strong-minded and could be brusque and forthright in her manner, but it was out of character for her to be so impassioned and so critical of another.


Her colleague, a tall, pale-faced man in his thirties, with an explosion of wild, woolly hair and large enquiring eyes, had listened without interruption.


‘Well, am I right?’ demanded Mrs Robertshaw.


Mr Hornchurch, the teacher of the upper juniors, smiled. ‘It’s not like you to be so restrained in your views, Elsie,’ he said mischievously. ‘Why don’t you say what you really think about Mrs Humphrey-Snyde?’


‘It’s all very well you being flippant about it, Rupert,’ she replied gravely. ‘You heard her in the staffroom the first day of term, when she made her appearance like the wicked fairy at the christening, with her smug self-righteousness, pontificating about education as if she were the Director of Education herself instead of a mere supply teacher. Probably couldn’t hold down a permanent job. And I’ll tell you this, if she is offered a post in this school, that will be the day I hand in my resignation.’


‘I don’t think there’s much chance of that,’ observed her colleague mildly.


‘Well, just you wait and see. There is no way I can work with that woman.’


‘I meant that it’s unlikely our head teacher will want to keep Mrs Humphrey-Snyde on. I should imagine that like you, she is not overly impressed with her.’


‘Not overly impressed!’ Mrs Robertshaw repeated. ‘Huh, that’s an understatement if ever I heard one. I sincerely hope that we’ve seen the back of the dreadful woman and she will not make an appearance next week. Since she’s been in the school she has made no effort to fit in and has succeeded in rubbing everyone up the wrong way.’


It was true that the supply teacher had in one week managed to annoy everyone with whom she had come into contact. She had arrived on the Monday morning at the junior site of Barton-with-Urebank Primary School minutes before the beginning of the new spring term, and strode smartly into the entrance trailing melting snow and muddy water behind her from her knee-length black boots.


Mr Gribbon, the caretaker, standing sentinel at the door, shouted after her.


‘Excuse me! I’ve just buffed that floor!’


Mrs Humphrey-Snyde turned. ‘Are you by chance speaking to me?’ she asked sharply.


‘Yes I am,’ said the caretaker indignantly. ‘In future I should be very much obliged if you would wipe your feet. You’re leaving puddles on the parquet floor. I’ve just gone and buffed it.’


‘Is this floor of some priceless architectural interest?’ asked the supply teacher sardonically.


‘Eh?’


‘It is a floor,’ she told him, ‘and floors are for walking on, are they not? Sometimes they do get wet. It will not have escaped your notice that it is snowing outside.’ She began to leave, but stopped and turned. ‘And I have to say that the path outside is extremely hazardous. I should have thought that on a morning like this, the first priority of a school janitor would be to clear away the snow, rather than being concerned about a bit of water on his precious floor.’


‘Now look here . . .’ Mr Gribbon began, bristling.


‘I can’t waste my time bandying words with you,’ said Mrs Humphrey-Snyde. ‘I have a class to teach.’


Without another word she walked off briskly in the direction of the school office, leaving the caretaker staring after her open-mouthed.


Mrs Scrimshaw, the school secretary, peered over the top of her unfashionable horn-rimmed spectacles when the supply teacher entered the school office. She brushed a strand of mouse-coloured hair from her forehead, smiled, wished the visitor a good morning and enquired if she could be of help.


‘I’m the supply teacher,’ Mrs Humphrey-Snyde informed her without so much as a good morning. She was a tall, angular woman with small colourless eyes half hidden below dark lids, and greying hair pulled into a tight bun. Her thin mouth was compressed and unsmiling. She had had a long and arduous journey along icy roads, and was not in the mood for pleasantries. ‘Would you tell the head teacher that I have arrived?’


‘Mrs Stirling is in her classroom,’ the school secretary replied. The smile had left her face. She did not like the woman’s offhand manner.


‘Well could you find her and tell her that I am here?’ The visitor sounded irritated.


‘I’m afraid I can’t leave the office unattended,’ said Mrs Scrimshaw loftily, taking exception to the sharpness in the visitor’s voice. ‘You will find Mrs Stirling in the second classroom on the left, down the corridor.’


Mrs Humphrey-Snyde remained where she was.


‘Is there something else?’ enquired the school secretary.


The supply teacher reached into her briefcase, produced a wad of paper and placed it on the desk before her. ‘I would like thirty copies of these worksheets and should be grateful if they could be photocopied for tomorrow morning and placed on my desk before the start of school.’ With that, she left.


‘And pigs might fly,’ muttered Mrs Scrimshaw, brushing the papers away with a sweep of her hand.


Mrs Humphrey-Snyde found the head teacher, Elisabeth Stirling, in her classroom, placing dictionaries on each desk.


‘Good morning,’ she said. ‘I’m the supply teacher, Mrs Humphrey-Snyde.’


‘Good morning,’ replied Elisabeth brightly. ‘I’m the head teacher, Elisabeth Stirling. I rather expected you earlier so I could show you around the school, introduce you to the other members of staff and familiarise you with how things work around here.’


‘That is not necessary, Mrs Stirling,’ replied Mrs Humphrey-Snyde. ‘I have been on supply at this school a good few years ago, well before your time of course, during the period when Miss Sowerbutts was head teacher. Therefore I am well acquainted with how things work here. As for not being here earlier, it will not have escaped your notice that there was a heavy downfall of snow last night and it is snowing again this morning. The roads are treacherous. In addition, I do live on the other side of Clayton and it is quite a distance for me to travel.’ She paused for a moment before adding, ‘I did consider phoning through and saying I couldn’t make it, but didn’t want to let you down.’ The woman clearly thought she was doing everyone a great favour by turning up.


‘Well, now you are here, I’ll show you to your classroom,’ said Elisabeth, rather taken aback by the woman’s brusque manner and self-assurance. ‘The schemes of work, school prospectus, lesson guidelines and curriculum policy documents are in a folder on your desk.’


Mrs Humphrey-Snyde gave a dry little smile. ‘I have been a supply teacher now for over twenty years, Mrs Stirling,’ she told the head teacher in a rather condescending tone of voice, ‘so I am fully conversant with the requirements of the primary curriculum. I produce all my own materials, so I will not need any lesson guidelines. I have found from experience that it is a much more effective approach if I use my own resources rather than relying on other people’s.’


‘I see,’ said Elisabeth. ‘Well, I will let you make a start. You will be teaching a lower junior class. The seven-to-nine-year-olds. The classroom is just across the corridor.’


 


Mrs Humphrey-Snyde, attired in a heavy black skirt, grey cardigan and prim white blouse buttoned high at the neck, arrived at the staffroom at morning break on that first day of the new term to find Mr Hornchurch by the sink, whistling to himself. He stopped and beamed widely when she entered. He was a happy, good-natured young man who seemed to have a smile permanently etched on his face.


‘Good morning,’ he said brightly. ‘Just in time.’


‘I beg your pardon?’ replied the supply teacher.


‘I’ve just made a pot of tea. I’m sure you would welcome a cup. I’m Rupert Hornchurch, by the way, teacher of one of the upper junior classes.’


‘Mrs Humphrey-Snyde,’ she told him, sitting down, resting a capacious handbag on her knee and placing her briefcase next to her.


‘Do you take milk and sugar?’ she was asked.


‘I bring my own beverage, thank you,’ she replied. ‘I only drink herbal tea and I use my own receptacle.’ She produced a large china mug from her bag. ‘Travelling around schools as I do, I prefer to use my own mug. One never knows what one may catch from other people’s crockery.’


‘Well, we managed to eradicate the Black Death here last term,’ said Mr Hornchurch amiably. His attempt at humour was clearly lost on the supply teacher, who raised an eyebrow and stared back blankly, then rose to make herself a drink.


‘And how are you finding your class?’ asked Mr Hornchurch.


Mrs Humphrey-Snyde approached the sink, which she examined like some public health inspector. She poured boiling water into the mug and popped in a tea bag, which she agitated vigorously, having carefully rubbed the spoon on a tea towel. ‘It’s early days,’ she replied, ‘but they seem a docile lot.’


Docile? thought Mr Hornchurch. Not a word I would use.


‘I don’t doubt that when they get to know me,’ continued Mrs Humphrey-Snyde, ‘the class comedian will make his presence felt and some of them will try things on. It always happens with a new teacher. I do, however, know how to deal with cheeky and misbehaving children. I have been in the business a long time.’ She drank from her mug with little bird-like sips before resuming her seat.


‘Actually they’re a decent set of kids,’ Mr Hornchurch told her. ‘I don’t think you’ll have any problems with them.’


‘Oh indeed I shall not,’ she answered. ‘As I have said, I have been in this business for a long time and know how children’s minds work. Some children are very adept at exploiting a teacher’s weakness. I make no apology for being of the old school, one who believes in discipline and good order.’ She took another sip of her herbal tea.


‘I see,’ murmured Rupert, taking a dislike to this dogmatic woman.


‘I don’t recall there being a staffroom when I was here before,’ the supply teacher remarked.


‘This was the previous head teacher’s room,’ Rupert told her. ‘Mrs Stirling had it converted into a staffroom.’


‘So where is her room?’


‘She doesn’t have one. She works from her classroom.’


‘And she teaches?’


‘Yes.’


‘Her predecessor, Miss Sowerbutts, didn’t teach.’


‘So I gather.’


‘Who is in the room next to mine?’ she asked.


‘That’s Mrs Robertshaw.’


‘She clearly likes a noisy classroom,’ remarked the supply teacher. ‘I tend to be old-fashioned in that I like children to get on with their work quietly.’


‘Really?’ said Rupert. ‘Did you know that there is no evidence to suggest that working in a quiet atmosphere is any more efficacious, educationally speaking, than in a noisy one?’


‘No, I did not know,’ replied Mrs Humphrey-Snyde, ‘and in my considered opinion that is quite plainly wrong. Children work much better in a quiet environment. The noise from the next-door classroom was most disturbing.’


‘Mrs Robertshaw would be doing drama,’ Mr Hornchurch told her, and then added, ‘Drama does tend to be a bit boisterous at times.’


‘Well I won’t be doing any drama, and that’s for sure,’ said Mrs Humphrey-Snyde. ‘I think there is quite enough drama in schools without encouraging any more. It winds children up. I am of the considered opinion that such things as drama and poetry and art decorate the margins of the more serious business of study. Not my words, but those of the former head teacher here. Miss Sowerbutts was, like me, one of the old school, and believed in the basics – spelling, punctuation, grammar and neat writing. I agreed with her. Children should know how to add up, know their times tables and master arithmetic.’


‘It’s called number work now,’ Mr Hornchurch informed her.


‘Yes, well as I said, I tend to be old-fashioned. I still call it arithmetic. In my experience, trends in education come and go. Everything comes around. It won’t be long before arithmetic makes its appearance again.’ She raised the mug to her lips.


‘I believe that drama, poetry and art – and, of course, music – are essential parts of a broad and balanced curriculum,’ said Mr Hornchurch, ‘and add immensely to the quality of one’s life. Would you not agree?’


‘No,’ she replied, ‘I wouldn’t.’ The woman’s face twisted into a half-smile. ‘I guess that is what the colleges of education are teaching these days. In my considered opinion, one can indulge in such subjects when the children can all read and write and add up.’


‘Well I’ll let you enjoy your herbal tea,’ said Mr Hornchurch, wearying of her doctrinaire opinions. And with that, he left the room, shaking his head.


At lunchtime, Mrs Robertshaw found the supply teacher sitting in the corner of the staffroom, eating a sandwich.


‘Oh hello,’ she said. ‘You must be Mrs Humphrey-Snyde. I’m Elsie Robertshaw. I missed you at morning break because I was on yard duty. It was freezing cold out there. I’ll be glad when we see the back of all this dreadful weather.’


‘Yes, it is cold,’ agreed Mrs Humphrey-Snyde before taking a small bite out of her sandwich.


‘I say, you don’t need to bring your own food,’ said Mrs Robertshaw. ‘The staff eat with the children.’


‘I don’t,’ replied the supply teacher. ‘I’m afraid I can’t stomach school meals and prefer to have a break. I see quite enough of the children during the day without giving up my lunch hour.’


Mrs Robertshaw bristled. She didn’t like this woman, with her tight little mouth, sharp features and tiny eyes. She didn’t like her abrupt manner either. ‘During lunchtimes,’ she said, ‘it’s a good opportunity to meet the children more informally. It’s a nice social occasion.’


‘That may be your view, Mrs . . .’


‘Robertshaw.’


‘That may be your view, Mrs Robertshaw,’ answered Mrs Humphrey-Snyde before dabbing the corners of her mouth with a napkin, ‘but I don’t share it. I need some respite in my lunch hour.’


‘Well I’ll let you enjoy your sandwich and your respite,’ said Mrs Robertshaw. And with that, she strode angrily to the door.


 


For the remainder of the week, Mrs Humphrey-Snyde decided to spend her breaks and lunchtimes in her classroom. She did not find the atmosphere in the staffroom conducive. To use one of her frequently uttered phrases, in her considered opinion, the Robertshaw woman was full of her own importance, spouting her fancy ideas about education and letting the children run riot in her classroom. The other teacher, the man with the earring and the hair like a mass of wire wool, was friendly enough but decidedly odd. His classroom was so jam-packed and cluttered, it looked like a junk shop. No doubt he allowed his pupils to get away with murder and, like his colleague, had adopted all the fashionable fads and fancy initiatives the government saw fit to burden teachers with. No, she thought to herself, not the sort of colleagues she warmed to. Miss Sowerbutts would never have countenanced such teachers when she was the head here. She believed in standards, good old-fashioned discipline, a traditional curriculum and hard work.


It was on the Tuesday lunchtime that Elisabeth found the opportunity to speak to the supply teacher. She found her in her classroom, reading the newspaper.


‘I wonder if I might have a word with you, Mrs Humphrey-Snyde,’ she said, walking in to join her.


‘Yes, of course,’ replied the supply teacher. She folded the paper carefully into a neat square and turned to face the head teacher. ‘I welcome this opportunity of having a word with you too.’


‘I noticed that you were not in assembly this morning.’


‘No, I was preparing my lessons for the day.’


‘I do like all members of staff to join the children in the assembly,’ said Elisabeth good-humouredly. ‘It’s an excellent opportunity for all of us in the school to be together, to start the day with a prayer and a hymn and to hear the notices.’


‘At the last school where I did supply work, the head teacher gave the staff the opportunity of preparing their lessons while he took the assembly.’


‘Well in this school I do like all the teachers to attend. I believe that lessons should be prepared in the teacher’s own time.’


‘I see,’ said Mrs Humphrey-Snyde. ‘Teachers do have a life outside school, Mrs Stirling. I don’t intend spending all my evenings doing school work.’


Elisabeth decided not to argue the point but would certainly tackle the teacher again if she failed to turn up for assembly the following day. ‘I noticed two pupils standing outside your door this morning,’ she said.


‘Yes, the Norton boy and that silly Norman Stubbins,’ replied Mrs Humphrey-Snyde. ‘They are both impudent and lazy. I will not tolerate children answering me back. The Norton boy didn’t get on with his work and disrupted the other children in getting on with theirs, and he was impertinent.’


‘What did he say?’ asked Elisabeth.


‘I told him that I could see a coat on the floor and asked if he would care to pick it up, and he replied, “Not really”, so I sent him out.’


‘And what about Norman Stubbins?’


‘Oh, that silly boy! He kept on jumping up and down in his chair, and when I ordered him to sit, he started barking.’


‘I see,’ said Elisabeth. ‘I shall have a word with both boys, but I would ask you, Mrs Humphrey-Snyde, if you have trouble with a pupil, to send him to me and I will occupy him with some appropriate work. I am not in favour of a child standing aimlessly outside a classroom.’


‘I was not having trouble with him, Mrs Stirling,’ retorted the teacher sharply. ‘I have been teaching for over twenty-five years and do know how to deal with troublesome children. I made both boys stand outside to cool off and to think about their unacceptable behaviour.’


‘Nevertheless,’ Elisabeth answered, ‘I should be grateful if in future you would send any child you feel should “cool off” to me.’


‘When I was at this school before,’ said the supply teacher, not prepared to let the matter rest, ‘the head teacher, Miss Sowerbutts, was very much in favour of taking a disruptive pupil out of the classroom environment so that others could get on with their work, and when I undertook supply work at Urebank Primary School, the headmaster, Mr Robinson, also regularly had badly behaved pupils standing outside his door.’


‘Miss Sowerbutts is no longer the head teacher here,’ Elisabeth reminded her, ‘and Urebank was amalgamated with this school.’


‘Yes, I am aware of that,’ replied the supply teacher.


‘So in future please do not have pupils standing in the corridor. I do not approve of the practice.’


‘Is that everything?’ asked Mrs Humphrey-Snyde, pursing her lips.


‘I would also appreciate it if you joined the children for lunch.’


The supply teacher sighed. ‘I believe I am entitled to a lunch hour, Mrs Stirling,’ she said. ‘I don’t recall there being anything in my contract that stipulates I have to eat with the pupils.’


‘No, there isn’t,’ agreed Elisabeth, ‘but I think it is a valuable experience for the children to sit with their teachers over lunch. It’s a pleasant social occasion. However, if you feel you do not wish to, then that is up to you. Now I believe you wished to have a word with me.’


‘I have to say that I am not entirely happy with things in this school,’ said the supply teacher. She sounded like a school inspector delivering a critical report.


‘Really?’ said Elisabeth.


‘No, I’m not. Yesterday I asked the secretary to copy some worksheets for me for this morning and put them on my desk, but she has failed to do so, and when I asked why, she was very offhand and told me it was not her job to produce materials for the teachers. I also find the janitor very abrupt and uncooperative. I like my classroom clean and tidy, with everything in its proper place, unlike one of the other teachers I could mention. I asked the janitor yesterday to dust the top of some shelves. He has still not seen fit to do so.’


‘Well, Mrs Humphrey-Snyde,’ Elisabeth told her. ‘I am sorry to hear that Mrs Scrimshaw appeared to you to be rude. It’s certainly out of character, for I have always found her cheerful and very helpful. I should say, though, that she has quite enough on with the work I ask her to do, particularly at the beginning of term, without doing jobs for the teachers. As for Mr Gribbon, the caretaker, he is without a cleaner at the moment – she starts next week – and so he has much to do, particularly in this bad weather when he needs to clear the paths of snow. However, I will have a word with them both. Now, if you will excuse me.’


Some moments after Elisabeth had gone, Mrs Humphrey-Snyde became aware of a small boy standing at the door. He was a bright-eyed, rosy-cheeked child of about ten, with clear brown eyes and hair cut in the short-back-and-sides variety and with a neat parting. His hands were clasped behind his back. He looked like a little old man.


‘What do you want?’ she asked him.


‘I just thought I’d pop in and say hello,’ said the boy cheerfully. ‘I’m Oscar and I’m in Mr Hornchurch’s class. You must be the new teacher, Mrs Humphrey-Snyde.’


‘Yes I am,’ she replied. What a strangely old-fashioned-looking boy, she thought, and with such a curiously mature way of speaking for one so young. ‘What is it you want?’


‘Oh, nothing in particular,’ said the boy casually. He approached the teacher’s desk. ‘We had a hamster called Humphrey once. He was a little rascal and was always escaping from his cage. Once, my father had to pull up the floorboards because he had found his way under the house – the hamster, that is, not my father.’


‘Shouldn’t you be out in the playground with all the other children?’ asked Mrs Humphrey-Snyde.


‘I’ve been tidying the books in the library,’ said Oscar.


‘That’s what your classroom needs,’ said the supply teacher. ‘A good tidy.’


‘Oh, Mr Hornchurch prefers it the way it is,’ the boy replied.


‘Really?’


‘He says that genius is seldom tidy. He’s quite a character.’


‘Yes, he is,’ muttered the supply teacher.


Oscar shook his head and chuckled. ‘Once, when we went away for Christmas,’ he said, ‘we put Humphrey in the conservatory, and when we got back home he was all stiff and lifeless, curled up in the corner of his cage. We thought he was dead and buried him in a pot in the back garden. Then our neighbour told us he might just have gone into a sort of temporary hibernation because it was so cold, so we dug him up, and do you know, when we warmed him up, he came back to life. Isn’t that incredible? My mother said it was a little miracle and that we should rename him Lazarus. He was a person in the Bible who came back to life.’


‘I do know who Lazarus was,’ said Mrs Humphrey-Snyde. ‘Now, I am very busy, so you go about your business.’


‘Righty-ho,’ said Oscar, heading for the door. ‘I’ll no doubt catch up with you later.’


‘Precocious child,’ she muttered before returning to her crossword.


 


By Friday lunchtime, Mrs Humphrey-Snyde had had quite enough. Nothing in the school suited her – the head teacher, the teaching staff, the ancillaries, the children or the ways of working. How different it had been in Miss Sowerbutts’ time. She had never insisted on the teachers attending assembly or having to eat with the children. She was every inch the head teacher, with her prim white blouse and air of authority. Many was the time she had children standing outside her room for misbehaving in class. And she would have hammered the basics, not indulged those teachers who wished to teach such fanciful subjects as drama and have classrooms like landfill sites. No, thought Mrs Humphrey-Snyde, it had been a most unpleasant week and she determined that she would not be returning to the school the following Monday. She allowed herself a small smile of quiet satisfaction. Let Mrs Stirling try and get another supply teacher at such short notice.


‘Hello again.’ Oscar appeared at the door.


Mrs Humphrey-Snyde sighed. ‘Oh not him again,’ she muttered. ‘I haven’t the time to listen to your stories today,’ she told the boy curtly. ‘I am far too busy. Now be about your business and don’t bother me.’


‘I was just going to tell you, Mrs Humphrey-Snyde—’ began Oscar.


‘Well don’t.’


‘But I need to tell you—’ tried the boy again.


‘Did you not hear me, young man?’ asked the supply teacher, raising her voice. ‘I do not wish to hear it. Now off you go.’


‘Oh very well,’ said Oscar.


 


One minute before the end of school on Friday, Mrs Humphrey-Snyde packed her bag, deposited the unmarked worksheets in the bin, put on her coat and lined the children up by the door. She intended to spend no more time in Barton-with-Urebank Primary School.


‘Are you coming back next week?’ asked Norman Stubbins glumly.


‘No, I am not,’ replied the supply teacher sharply. ‘I have had quite enough of lazy and impertinent children like you.’


‘And I’ve had enough of rotten teachers like you,’ muttered the boy.


Mrs Humphrey-Snyde was about to respond when the shrill ringing of the bell indicated it was home time. She pushed her way through the melee of children, strode across the corridor to Elisabeth’s room and put her head around the classroom door. ‘Just to let you know, Mrs Stirling,’ she said, ‘I won’t be coming in next week.’


If the head teacher was surprised, she certainly didn’t show it. ‘Thank you for letting me know,’ she said calmly.


‘I am afraid this school doesn’t suit me,’ said the supply teacher.


‘I think we can agree on that,’ Elisabeth replied. ‘I am sure you will be a lot happier in another school.’


Mrs Humphrey-Snyde was taken aback by this response. She had been expecting the head teacher to enquire why she wished to leave, and perhaps try to persuade her to stay. It was clear that this was not going to happen.


‘I think you will find it difficult to get another supply teacher at such short notice,’ she said smugly, ‘but I really don’t feel I could continue working here.’


‘I appreciate that,’ said Elisabeth, ‘and actually it was not that difficult to find another teacher. He starts on Monday.’


‘Oh,’ was all Mrs Humphrey-Snyde managed to say. It was clear to her then that the head teacher had had no intention of keeping her on.


‘Drive safely,’ said Elisabeth.


‘Well, I’ll be off then,’ said Mrs Humphrey-Snyde rather feebly. ‘Good afternoon.’


As the other teachers gathered in the staffroom for the Friday staff meeting, Mrs Humphrey-Snyde, on her way out, encountered Oscar in the entrance. He was sitting quietly, reading a book, waiting for his mother to collect him. He looked up as she approached and was about to speak, but the teacher ignored him and swept out of the door. A minute later, she returned, in a furious mood.


‘I thought you’d be back,’ remarked Oscar.


‘What!’ she snapped.


‘I said I thought you would be back.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘I guess your car won’t start,’ said Oscar. ‘It will be a flat battery. You left your lights on.’


‘And how would you know that I left my lights on?’ she asked angrily.


‘I noticed at lunchtime,’ said Oscar.


‘Then why didn’t you tell me, you silly boy?’ demanded Mrs Humphrey-Snyde.


Oscar shook his head and breathed out rather noisily. ‘I did try and tell you, a couple of times in fact, but you said you didn’t want to hear what I was about to say and told me to go about my business. So that is what I did.’


‘This is too much!’ exclaimed the supply teacher. She looked at Oscar. ‘You can make yourself useful and find the janitor for me, and tell him I need some help in starting my car.’


‘I would like to be of assistance, Mrs Humphrey-Snyde,’ Oscar replied, ‘but I’ve just seen my mother’s car pull up at the school gate. I have my piano lesson at ten minutes past four and Miss Platt, my teacher, is a stickler for punctuality.’ He snapped his book shut, jumped to his feet and scurried off. ‘I do hope you get your car started!’ he shouted as he ran through the door.


In the school office, Mrs Scrimshaw was tidying her desk ready for going home. Mrs Humphrey-Snyde burst in. ‘My car won’t start,’ she announced.


‘Oh dear,’ said the secretary. She didn’t sound in the least bothered, and continued to straighten the papers. Then she placed the cover over her computer.


‘I left the lights on and have a flat battery. I should have thought that someone would have mentioned it.’


Mrs Scrimshaw didn’t reply.


‘Could you tell me where I might find the janitor?’ asked Mrs Humphrey-Snyde.


‘Who?’


‘The caretaker or whatever he is called.’


‘You mean Mr Gribbon?’


‘Yes, yes, Mr . . . Gribbon,’ she said impatiently.


‘He’ll be in the hall at this time, buffing the floor,’ Mrs Scrimshaw said, adding pointedly, ‘Mr Gribbon is very proud of his floors.’ The caretaker had related to her the exchange that he had had with the supply teacher on Monday morning.


Mrs Humphrey-Snyde hurried off.


Having been told by Mr Gribbon that he knew nothing about cars and didn’t drive himself, and that he wouldn’t recognise a jump lead if it flew through the window and bit him, an increasingly exasperated Mrs Humphrey-Snyde returned to the school office to find the school secretary putting on her coat.


‘Could you give a local garage a ring,’ she asked, ‘and get someone to come out and get my car started?’


The secretary was placing a woollen hat on her head and fastening a scarf around her neck. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said, pulling on her gloves, ‘I have to dash. I have a Women’s Institute meeting this evening. There’s the Yellow Pages, by the telephone.’


After ten minutes of fruitless calls to various garages, Mrs Humphrey-Snyde gave up and headed for the staffroom.


Mrs Robertshaw was in mid-sentence when the door was thrown open and the supply teacher stood there red in the face and clearly very agitated. Her unexpected and startling entrance was akin to the pantomime villain entering the stage at just the right moment in the drama. This was usually followed by boos and hisses. Before Mrs Humphrey-Snyde’s unforeseen appearance, Elisabeth had just informed her two members of staff that the supply teacher would not be returning to the school the following week.


‘Well I can’t say I’m sorry to see the back of her,’ started Mrs Robertshaw with a gleeful smile on her lips, just as the woman in question threw open the door.


Mrs Humphrey-Snyde looked desperate. Her face was creased with worry and her hair had escaped from her bun and straggled around her face.


‘Could someone help me, please?’ she said rather pathetically.










Chapter 2


After the departure on Friday afternoon of the supply teacher, Elisabeth had informed her colleagues, much to their delight, that a replacement would be arriving on the Monday morning. She had realised as early as Tuesday that Mrs Humphrey-Snyde was not at all suitable and would not be returning the following week. The supply teacher’s views on education were wholly at odds with her own; her teaching was less than satisfactory and she had managed to alienate the whole of the staff. Other arrangements had to be made.


Soon after Elisabeth had taken over as head teacher, Mrs Atticus, the vicar’s wife, had trained at the school on the graduate teaching programme through St John’s College of Education, and this had proved most successful. Having become a qualified teacher with a distinction in her certificate, she had been appointed to Clayton Junior School and was now the acting deputy head teacher.


Under the school-based programme, a trainee teacher, rather than studying full-time for a year at a university or a college of education, had a placement at a school and was mentored by the head teacher and supervised by a university or college tutor – in other words, learning on the job. At the end of the year, he or she was accorded qualified teacher status should his or her teaching be deemed to be satisfactory. Elisabeth had contacted St John’s College to enquire if there was anyone suitable who might wish to train at the school in Barton-in-the-Dale. Unfortunately, she was told, all the trainees had already been allocated schools. However, the lecturer at the university Faculty of Education had some very good news.


‘I think I have the ideal person in mind,’ he had told Elisabeth. ‘He is a very personable and able young man who has had some experience of working with children; a former professional footballer who had to give up his career after a series of accidents on the pitch. He has completed an Open University degree in his spare time and now wishes to teach in the primary phase of education. I am sure you will like him and find him most suitable.’


When Elisabeth heard the young man’s name, she shook her head and laughed. ‘Thomas Dwyer,’ she said. ‘Why, I have already met him. He came into school last year to talk to the children about his life as a footballer and encourage them to read. He was a great success.’


‘So he wouldn’t need to be interviewed by you?’ asked the lecturer.


‘Not at all. I have every confidence that he will fit in well. I’ll give my chairman of governors a ring and clear things with him, and Mr Dwyer can start on Monday.’


 


On Saturday afternoon, Elisabeth called into the village store to collect her weekly groceries. The proprietor, Mrs Sloughthwaite, a round, red-faced woman with a large fleshy nose, pouchy cheeks and a great bay window of a bust, was the eyes and ears of Barton-in-the-Dale. She made it her business to know about everything and everybody, and no customer left her premises without being subjected to a thorough interrogation. Once gleaned, the information was quickly circulated throughout the village.


‘Oh hello, Mrs Stirling,’ she said brightly when Elisabeth walked through the door.


‘Good afternoon, Mrs Sloughthwaite.’


‘This weather doesn’t get any better, does it?’ She didn’t wait for a reply. ‘It’s been snowing incestuously and now we’ve got the freezing frost. I can fair hear my bones rattling. And how are you keeping?’


‘Very well, thank you,’ replied Elisabeth.


‘And that husband of yours? How’s the good doctor?’


‘Michael is in good health too.’


‘And what about your two lads? I’ve not seen them lately.’


‘Oh, Danny and James are their usual healthy selves. They are out sledging today.’


‘I guess Dr Stirling is kept very busy in this weather, what with all the colds and flu about. Mrs Pocock’s in bed with a bug and I hear that old Mrs Widowson is on her last legs. Mind you, she’s been on her way out for as long as I can remember. She was at death’s door last winter but the doctor managed to pull her through.’


‘Well, luckily we are free of any illnesses,’ said Elisabeth, keen to be away. ‘I’ve just called in to collect—’


Mrs Sloughthwaite was not going to let her escape so easily. ‘Have you heard about the vicar?’


‘No, I haven’t.’


Mrs Sloughthwaite rested her substantial bosom on the counter and leaned forward.


‘Mr Sparshott’s leaving,’ she said in a confidential tone of voice. ‘Mrs Wellbeloved, who was in here this morning and who cleans the church, overheard him talking on the phone. I must say, there’ll be very few people in the village who’ll be sorry to see him go. He was a very hegotestical man, standing up in his pulpit telling us we were all sinners. Since he became vicar of St Christopher’s, he’s managed to rub everyone up the wrong way.’


‘Well I’m sure—’ began Elisabeth.


Mrs Sloughthwaite was not to be interrupted mid-flow and continued, ‘Mr Lloyd resigned as a churchwarden, Mrs Fish went over to the Methodists after the vicar criticised her organ playing, and he even banned the Remembrance Day service and the Christmas naivety play. I mean, he’d hardly set foot in the village before he got rid of his curate. And talking of Dr Underwood, Mrs Osbaldiston, when she’s out of bed with her kidneys, is getting up a partition to send to the bishop asking if she can come back to St Christopher’s as the vicar.’ She chuckled. ‘Dr Underwood, that is, not Mrs Osbaldiston.’


‘Dr Underwood was very popular,’ said Elisabeth, ‘so let’s hope she can return. Now, I must make tracks, so—’


‘I hear you have a new teacher starting at the school on Monday,’ said the shopkeeper, changing the subject.


My goodness, thought Elisabeth, news travels fast. ‘Yes, that’s right. However did you know?’


‘It’s a small village, is Barton-in-the-Dale, Mrs Stirling,’ answered Mrs Sloughthwaite, raising her large bosom on the counter and folding her arms. ‘You ought to know that by now. Nothing can be kept secret for too long. News travels fast. Mrs O’Connor popped into the shop this morning for her paper and told me. She’s Tom Dwyer’s aunt.’


‘Yes, of course,’ said Elisabeth.


Mrs O’Connor had been Dr Stirling’s housekeeper until he married Elisabeth, and since then she’d done the cleaning and some baking at Clumber Lodge once a week.


‘She was telling me that Tom’ll be training to be a teacher at the school,’ continued Mrs Sloughthwaite, ‘and at the end of the year will be fully matriculated. I should imagine he’ll make a very good teacher. He’ll certainly be a big hit with the girls, a good-looking young man like that.’


‘Yes,’ agreed Elisabeth, ‘I think he will – make a good teacher, that is.’


There was a tinkling of the doorbell and Major Neville-Gravitas entered.


‘Good afternoon, ladies,’ he said jovially.


Major Cedric Neville-Gravitas, late of the Royal Engineers, was an opinionated man of haughty bearing. Described by the shopkeeper to her customers as ‘a wolf in wolf’s clothing’, he considered himself someone of importance in Barton-in-the-Dale: parish councillor, magistrate, former Worshipful Grand Master of the Freemasons and past president of the Clayton and District Rotary Club. He was also chairman of governors at the village school.


‘Afternoon, Major,’ said Mrs Sloughthwaite.


‘I trust that both you ladies are in good health.’ His voice boomed with false bonhomie.


‘I was just saying to Mrs Stirling,’ said the shopkeeper, ‘that the new teacher will cause quite a stir in the school.’


‘New teacher?’ repeated the major. ‘I wasn’t aware there was a new teacher at the school.’ He sounded rather affronted and looked pointedly at Elisabeth.


‘Not a new teacher as such,’ she explained, feeling uncomfortable and annoyed that her chairman of governors should hear about the appointment of Mr Dwyer first from the village gossip. ‘The young man is training at the school. Of course, were it to be a permanent appointment of a qualified teacher, I should have involved you and we would have had a formal interview. On this occasion, I really didn’t wish to bother you. I do know how very busy you are.’ The major continued to stare, looking unconvinced. ‘I did telephone you several times to keep you informed, but you were out. I tried again this morning.’


‘It’s just as well you popped in then, Major,’ said the shopkeeper.


‘As you know, with the retirement of Mr Jolly,’ continued Elisabeth, ignoring the interruption, ‘we are short-staffed, and it is difficult to get a supply teacher at short notice, so I thought it expedient to move quickly. I’m sorry if you feel it rather precipitate.’


‘Well I do see your point, Mrs Stirling,’ conceded the major, sounding mollified. ‘I appreciate you wanted to get things sorted quickly, and as you say, I am a very busy man. I had numerous appointments earlier this week, a golf club dinner last night and this morning I had a meeting with my financial adviser. Then I—’


‘I gather the supply teacher you had wasn’t up to much,’ interrupted Mrs Sloughthwaite.


Elisabeth sighed. Was there anything this woman was not privy to? she thought.


‘I heard from Mrs Stubbins,’ the shopkeeper rattled on, ‘that her Norman, who was in the woman’s class, told her she was a nasty piece of work, always picking on him and making him stand outside in the corridor.’


‘Yes, well Norman now has a new teacher,’ said Elisabeth non-committally. ‘So where are you off to today then, Major?’ she asked, keen to change the subject.


‘A luncheon in support of the Army Benevolent Fund,’ he replied.


‘My father was in the East Anglican Regiment,’ said the shopkeeper.


The major sighed. ‘Really? Some sort of chaplain, was he?’


The humour was lost on Mrs Sloughthwaite. ‘Then he joined the Foreign Legion.’


‘The Foreign Legion!’ exclaimed the major.


‘You know, those old soldiers who march past the Cenotaph on Remembrance Sunday.’


‘Oh, I see,’ he said. ‘You mean the Royal British Legion.’


‘My father, God rest his soul, was deaf in his left ear through standing close to the big guns.’


‘A packet of my usual panatellas, please, Mrs Sloughthwaite,’ said the major, glancing at his watch.


‘He had what they call gunner-ear,’ said Mrs Sloughthwaite.


‘He had what?’ asked the major, who was slightly deaf himself and had not been listening to her earlier comment.


‘My father. When he was in the army he had gunner-ear,’ repeated the shopkeeper.


‘Perhaps he should have been a little more careful,’ said the major. ‘Soldiers away from home are frequently warned about the dangers of getting too friendly with the local girls and contracting what are today termed as STDs.’


‘As what?’ asked Mrs Sloughthwaite.


‘Sexually transmitted diseases,’ explained the major.


‘My father didn’t contact any sexually transmitted disease!’ the shopkeeper told him indignantly. ‘He was a very clean-living man and never played away from home.’


‘But you said he had gonorrhoea,’ said the major.


‘I said he had gunner-ear,’ said Mrs Sloughthwaite. ‘He was deaf because of the big guns.’


Elisabeth could not contain her laughter.


The major shook his head and smiled. When he had departed, Mrs Sloughthwaite leaned over the counter.


‘I can’t be doing with him,’ she said. ‘Full of himself, he is, all puffed up like a Christmas turkey. Him and his SDTs.’ She leaned further over and patted Elisabeth’s hand. ‘Oh I say, I hope I didn’t land you in it for mentioning the new teacher,’ she said, smiling.


 


Mr Gribbon was a gaunt, unprepossessing individual with thinning rust-coloured hair and the glassy, protuberant eyes of a large fish. He was a garrulous and opinionated man who spent much of his life in constant complaint about the excessive amount of work he was expected to do.


It was the following Monday morning, and the caretaker was in the school office, perched on the corner of the secretary’s desk with arms folded and a fixed smile of amusement on his face.


‘What are you looking so pleased with yourself about?’ asked Mrs Scrimshaw. ‘You look like the cat that has got the cream.’


‘I was just thinking about last Friday, when that supply teacher’s car wouldn’t start,’ he said. He gave a snort. ‘I can’t help smiling when I think about it.’


‘I’m surprised that you didn’t see that she’d left her lights on,’ said the school secretary. ‘I mean, you were clearing snow from the path out there on Friday morning, near where she parked her car.’


‘Who said I didn’t?’ said Mr Gribbon with smiling satisfaction.


‘You mean you did see?’


‘I might have done,’ he said, tapping his long nose.


‘And you didn’t say anything?’


‘I wasn’t going to tell her, not after how she spoke to me and how she trailed water all over my buffed floors, and then complaining to Mrs Stirling about the dust in her classroom. Serves her right for being so unpleasant.’


‘Well I can’t say that I’m sorry she’s not coming back,’ Mrs Scrimshaw told him. ‘I didn’t like her the first time I set eyes on her, waltzing into the office with a face like creased-up cardboard and speaking to me as if she owned the place.’ She looked down at her newly varnished nails. ‘I think her replacement will be a vast improvement.’


‘Is that why you’re all dolled up?’ The caretaker winked.


‘Dolled up?’ repeated Mrs Scrimshaw, pursing her lips. ‘You make me sound like some floozy on a night out in Clayton.’


‘I mean you’ve made a bit of an effort with your appearance this morning,’ he said tactlessly. He winked.


‘Mr Gribbon, I always make an effort with my appearance,’ she replied, reddening, ‘and you ought to see someone about that squint of yours.’


Mrs Scrimshaw had indeed made an effort with her appearance that morning. The outfit, a startlingly bright thin cotton dress that displayed large red poppies on a vivid green background, was quite unsuitable for the time of year. It made her look like an upholstered sofa. The unruly mousy-brown hair that usually fell like a curtain across her face had been replaced by a neat honey-blonde creation trimmed to just below the ears.


The caretaker’s smile broadened. ‘What I mean is that you look very well presented. You’ve had your hair dyed and your nails done, and that’s a new outfit unless I’m mistaken.’


‘I have not dyed my hair!’ snapped the secretary. ‘It has highlights.’


‘And where are your glasses?’


‘I happen to be wearing my contact lenses this morning,’ the secretary told him, ‘not that it is any of your business. Look, did you want something?’


‘No, nothing in particular.’


‘Then stop grinning like a Cheshire cat, leave me in peace and get on with buffing your floors.’


‘Where is he, then?’


‘Who?’


‘God’s gift.’


‘Do you mean Mr Dwyer?’ she asked.


‘Who else would I be talking about? Yes, I mean the new teacher.’


‘He’s in with Mrs Stirling. She’s explaining things to him. He arrived early. Now could you get up and let me make a start on my work.’


‘Course you’ve met him before, haven’t you?’ remarked the caretaker, making no effort to move.


‘You know very well that I have met him before, so I don’t know why you are bothering to ask. He’s a very nice young man.’ A blush rose from the neck of her floral dress to her blonde hair.


Tom Dwyer had called into the school the previous year and she had been very taken with this tall, handsome young man with the candid blue eyes and winning smile.


‘Came to talk to the kids about football,’ said the caretaker.


‘Why are you telling me something I already know?’ asked the school secretary.


‘Just reminding you,’ said Mr Gribbon, getting up from the desk and stretching. ‘It’ll be a bit of a change from what he used to do. Professional footballer to teacher. Bit of a comedown is that. I mean, teaching kids! Who’d want to do that these days, the way they behave?’


‘They behave very well in this school,’ answered Mrs Scrimshaw. ‘Certainly a whole lot better than when Miss Sowerbutts was head teacher here. She was always shouting, and had a line of naughty children outside her room every day.’


‘Yes, I was glad to see the back of her,’ said the caretaker.


And I’ll be glad to see the back of you, thought the school secretary, starting to open the letters on her desk.


‘Well, I suppose I had better get on,’ said Mr Gribbon, reaching into his overall pocket and jangling his keys. ‘I’ve got a lot to do, and it’s not easy without a cleaner, I can tell you.’


‘What are you moaning about? She starts tomorrow, doesn’t she?’


‘About time, as well,’ he grumbled. ‘I can’t see why she couldn’t have started last Monday.’


‘Well you just go careful with this one,’ said the secretary impishly. ‘You know what happened with the last one.’


The caretaker coloured up. ‘Look, I don’t know how many times I have to tell you, there was nothing going on between me and Mrs Pugh.’


‘That’s not what her husband said when he came into school that time. It’s a good job you made yourself scarce, otherwise you really would have had something to complain about.’


‘I don’t wish to discuss it,’ answered Mr Gribbon, and with that he departed.


Mrs Scrimshaw smiled with satisfaction. The mention of Mrs Pugh always had the guaranteed effect of getting rid of the caretaker.


 


So on Monday morning, while the school secretary and the caretaker were discussing him in the office, Tom Dwyer walked with Elisabeth around the school. The building was immaculate: clean and tidy, with highly polished floors, bright paintwork and displays of well-mounted work. Children’s paintings and poems, posters, pictures and book jackets covered every available space. Shelves held attractive books, tables were covered in shells, models, photographs and little artefacts and there were coloured drapes at the windows. Outside, the school field stretched down to a small copse of bare trees, beyond which was the undulating frost-covered dale, shimmering in the morning sunlight.


‘It’s wonderful,’ said Tom.


‘I think it’s important to have an attractive environment for the children,’ Elisabeth told him. ‘I’m afraid your classroom is rather drab at the moment. Your predecessor, a supply teacher, was only here for a week, so had little time to mount displays.’ She could have told him that Mrs Humphrey-Snyde had had no inclination to mount anything, for when encouraged by Elisabeth to make the classroom attractive, she had replied that she had not the time nor the disposition to ‘stick children’s work up on the wall’, which ‘in any case has little educational benefit and has the effect of distracting pupils from their work’.


‘I’ll soon get it looking like the rest of the school,’ Tom assured her. He grinned. ‘But I might need a little help. I’m not the most artistic person in the world.’


‘Mrs Robertshaw, the teacher of the other lower junior class, will, I’m sure, be pleased to help.’


They arrived at Mr Hornchurch’s classroom. Elisabeth sighed when she opened the door. The room was like a cluttered attic. There were boxes and stacks of books in a corner, and tables covered in a variety of objects: birds’ skulls, a stuffed rabbit, old tins, bits of pottery, coins, little brass figures, curiously shaped pebbles, fossils and shells, faded feathers, dried flowers, rusty keys, a chess set, a cricket bat – a fascinating potpourri of objects.


‘This is Mr Hornchurch’s classroom,’ she said. ‘I tend to indulge him because, although his room looks chaotic and is not one I would be happy teaching in, he is one of the best teachers I have come across. It may look to us like a jumble, but he knows where everything is and, surprisingly, so do his pupils. As you might imagine, he is not very popular with the caretaker. You’ll like Rupert. He is one of the world’s great eccentrics and you can learn a lot from him.’


‘I am so looking forward to training here,’ said Tom.


‘You will miss your football, I guess,’ said Elisabeth.


‘Yes and no,’ he replied. ‘Like any professional footballer, I knew that I couldn’t keep on playing for ever. The various injuries I sustained finally decided me. I’m afraid I was rather accident-prone when I was on the pitch.’


‘You will be in good company,’ Elisabeth told him. ‘One young man in your class called Norman Stubbins attracts accidents like a magnet attracts iron.’


Norman Stubbins was a smaller version of his elder brother Malcolm, who had been at the school the previous year. He was a big-boned individual with an olive-brown face, tightly curled hair, short sandy eyelashes and very prominent front teeth. Unlike his brother, who could be difficult, disruptive and downright rude to his teachers, Norman was on the whole an amenable, simple soul who struggled with his work but caused little trouble, though he had his moments and could be cheeky at times, as Mrs Humphrey-Snyde had discovered. The problem was that Norman, as Elisabeth had pointed out to Tom, was staggeringly accident-prone.


‘I look forward to meeting him,’ said Tom, laughing.


‘So what made you choose teaching?’ she asked.


‘I thought of it because of you,’ he answered.


‘Me?’ exclaimed Elisabeth.


‘I’d been studying for a degree in sports science part-time and thought of working in a fitness centre when I gave up football, but when I came into school to talk to the children, I was so taken with things, I thought at the time that if there was a job I would really like to do, it would be teaching. So I applied to the university to do the certificate in education, and here I am.’


Elisabeth had taken to the young man, for he was good-humoured, enthusiastic and willing to learn – just the sort of person who would fit in. ‘Well I’m very glad you did,’ she said.


In assembly that morning, Elisabeth looked at the quiet and attentive children sitting cross-legged in the school hall. Tom stood at the front next to her, tall, slim and upright and looking open and friendly. She introduced him and saw how some of the older girls were spellbound and wide-eyed.


‘Mr Dwyer,’ she told the children, ‘will be the teacher of one of the lower junior classes. I am sure you will all make him feel very welcome.’


 


Of course, the first pupil to introduce himself and make the new teacher feel welcome was Oscar.


‘Hello,’ he said, standing at the door of Tom’s classroom at Monday lunchtime, his hands clasped behind his back and his chin in the air.


‘Hello, young man,’ replied Tom.


‘May I come in?’


‘Of course.’


‘I’m Oscar.’


‘And I’m Mr Dwyer.’


‘Yes, I know,’ said the boy, coming into the classroom and looking around. ‘I’m very pleased to meet you. If you want to know where everything is in the school, just ask me.’


‘Thank you, I will.’


‘Mr Hornchurch is my teacher. He’s a very clever man, like a walking encyclopaedia. He speaks Latin and knows a great deal about astronomy and fossils and the environment and history. By the way, astronomy isn’t to be confused with astrology. A lot of people don’t know the difference. His classroom is a bit disorganised, but that’s the way he likes it. You were a footballer, I believe?’


‘Yes, I was.’


‘Do you miss it?’


‘Well I enjoyed it while it lasted, but I think I’ll be a lot happier as a teacher.’


Oscar sat at the front desk and rested his hands on the top. ‘I can’t say that I am one of nature’s athletes,’ he said, ‘and I’m not really a team player. I’ve never had the inclination to run about a muddy field chasing a leather ball, but as my mother says, each to his own.’


What an unusual young man, thought Tom, so articulate, and old beyond his years.


‘Perhaps I might change your mind about football when I start coaching the pupils. And by the way, footballs are no longer made of leather.’


‘I doubt you will change my mind,’ replied Oscar. ‘It must be daunting starting at a new school, with all the different faces.’


Daunting, thought Tom. What child of ten or eleven used a word like that? The boy was like a miniature professor. ‘It is a little daunting, but I think I’ll soon get to like it here.’


‘I hope you do like it here,’ answered the boy. ‘The last teacher didn’t, and I’m afraid her class didn’t like her. Between you and me, she didn’t make a very good impression.’


‘If everyone is as friendly and polite as you, Oscar,’ said Tom, ‘I reckon I shall be very happy here.’


‘Well, I must away,’ said Oscar. ‘I’m on library duty. Goodbye, Mr Dwyer.’


Tom shook his head and smiled as Oscar made for the door. ‘Goodbye, Oscar,’ he said.


 


By the end of the week, Elisabeth’s confidence in Tom Dwyer was fully justified, for he was a natural teacher. When she walked past his classroom, she saw children busy with their work or reading quietly or listening to him intently. During breaks, she made a few discreet enquiries of the children.


‘I hope you’re behaving yourself for Mr Dwyer, Norman Stubbins,’ she said, coming across the boy sitting on the playground wall, exploring a nostril with his index finger.


‘Course I am, miss,’ he replied with a cheeky grin on his face. ‘Mr Dwyer is great – not like the last teacher. She were crap.’


‘Excuse me!’ said Elisabeth sharply.


‘Sorry, miss,’ said the boy. ‘I mean not very nice.’


He had hit the nail on the head there, she thought.


At the Friday staff meeting, Elisabeth asked Tom how he had found his first week.


‘Really good,’ he replied. ‘The children are interested and well behaved and have produced some excellent work, and everyone has made me feel very much at home. I really like it here.’


‘No regrets, then?’ asked Mrs Robertshaw.


‘None at all,’ he replied.


‘Well, Tom, you’ve made a very good start,’ Elisabeth told him, ‘and thank you for agreeing to coach the sports teams. I wonder if you might consider joining Elsie and Rupert on the school trip organised for later in the term. It’s just a weekend to the East Yorkshire coast for the lower juniors. Next term it will be the turn of the two top juniors.’


‘I’d love to go,’ replied Tom.


I wish I could say the same, thought Mrs Robertshaw, who was not looking forward to the experience one bit and felt she had been dragooned into taking on the responsibility of teacher-in-charge. Over the years she had been on many school excursions and could predict the likely problems that would arise. She recalled the occasion when the coach carrying the children to the pantomime had just set off when a girl was sick all over the seat, her coat, her dress, her shoes, several other children and finally the teacher herself. Much to Mrs Robertshaw’s embarrassment, the theatre manager had remarked that members of the audience and even some of the actors on stage had complained about the smell emanating from the direction of her party. Then there was the incident when the coach tyre had a puncture and she was stuck on the hard shoulder of the motorway for several hours with thirty whingeing children. And she remembered well the time when one child had wandered off in Scarborough and she had spent two fretful hours at the police station until he was found, cold, wet and minus a shoe. Finally, could she ever forget the occasion when one boy fell off the castle wall and broke an ankle and she had three hours in Casualty at the local hospital? After this calamity, she determined it would be the very last trip she would be going on.


It had taken Elisabeth’s most persuasive powers to get her to agree to lead the school trip to the coast. As she listened to the head teacher, Mrs Robertshaw told herself it would inevitably be fraught with mishaps and hazards, and she felt rather peeved that she had been finally pressed into taking charge. It was a big responsibility. Elisabeth had listened to her objections, the main one being that it was a risky business taking the likes of Norman Stubbins and Peter Norton on an excursion to the East Yorkshire coast. Elisabeth had explained that the only weekend the hostel could accommodate them clashed with the school fete at Forest View, the special school her son attended. It was an event she really did not want to miss. Otherwise she would have been happy to go herself. Happy was not a word that came immediately to Mrs Robertshaw’s mind. Hazardous, possibly; stressful, most certainly. Elisabeth had been at great pains to point out the educational value of such a visit, and told Mrs Robertshaw that being the assistant head teacher and the most experienced of the three teachers who were going, she was best placed to take charge.


‘I am sure Rupert is much better suited than I,’ Mrs Robertshaw had said.


Elisabeth had replied that although Mr Hornchurch was undoubtedly an outstanding teacher, with many wonderful ideas and initiatives, she did not feel he would be the right person to be in charge of a school trip. She had told Mrs Robertshaw about an incident that had been related to her by the Director of Education concerning the teacher at his last school. Mr Hornchurch had taken some children on a trip to the wildlife centre at Willowbank and had failed to notice one child climbing into the pond area. After the child got home and had his tea, he was sent upstairs to get ready for bed. His mother, hearing splashing in the bathroom, discovered her son sitting in the bath, surrounded by bubble suds, with a baby penguin paddling away merrily in there with him.


Reluctantly Mrs Robertshaw had agreed. ‘But I shall be keeping my eyes on certain pupils,’ she had said.


‘That’s settled then,’ said Elisabeth now. ‘Elsie will fill you in with all the details.’


‘I see you’ve met Oscar,’ said Mrs Robertshaw, turning to Tom.


‘Yes indeed, a remarkable young man,’ said her young colleague.


Mrs Robertshaw raised an eyebrow. ‘He’s a pleasant enough young man but he can be rather tiresome at times. He likes to have his finger in every pie does Oscar. I’m glad he’ll not be on the trip. I couldn’t put up with him all weekend, constantly asking questions and making comments and wanting to know everything.’


‘He’s my star,’ said Mr Hornchurch, leaning back in his chair and resting his head on the back. ‘Would that all children were as keen and interested as Oscar.’


‘He can be a pain in the neck at times,’ said his colleague. ‘He has far too much to say for himself.’


‘You know, Elsie, it is a fact that many adults – and I number teachers amongst those – do not like prodigies. They find them somehow threatening and have an antipathy to old heads on young shoulders.’


‘Well I’m pleased that you get on so well with him, Rupert,’ she remarked, thinking that the boy had met his match in her colleague, who, like his star pupil, had a great deal to say for himself.


‘There is one girl in my class, Amber, who I think is a very talented writer,’ said Tom.


‘Oh Amber,’ cried Mrs Robertshaw, her expression suddenly changing. She pictured the wide-eyed little girl with round cheeks, closely cropped red hair and the wonderfully fresh, rosy complexion of a daughter of the Dales. ‘She’s a delightful child. You will find Amber is reserved and quietly spoken, but you are right, she’s very capable. She astounded me when she performed “The Solitary Reaper” by William Wordsworth at the County Poetry Competition. She outshone all the other children and came away with the first prize.’


‘Then there’s Norman Stubbins,’ said Tom.


‘Oh yes,’ said Mrs Robertshaw, her face changing again. ‘Then there’s Norman Stubbins, a very different kettle of fish. You want to watch that young man. He’s a harmless enough boy in many ways, but he can be a bit impudent at times and is always in some kind of scrape. When Mr Jolly was his teacher, the boy was always having accidents, getting his finger stuck, falling off the wall bars in the hall, grazing a knee, stuffing the rubber end of a pencil in his ear, swallowing a marble. Accident-prone is that lad.’


‘He’s a bit of a character,’ said Tom, smiling, ‘but I reckon I can handle him.’


‘He’s probably biding his time. Just you keep an eye on him.’


‘This morning I thought he was being cheeky,’ replied Tom, ‘but as it turned out, he wasn’t.’


‘What did he say?’ asked Elisabeth.


‘He asked me what a penis was,’ Tom told her.


‘What?’ exclaimed Mrs Robertshaw. ‘He asked you what?’


‘What a penis was.’


‘Oh dear,’ sighed Elisabeth. ‘Was this in front of the whole class?’


‘No, no,’ said Tom. ‘He had a word with me after the lesson. Just came out with it. It took me by surprise, I have to admit. As I said, I thought he was being cheeky, trying to be clever, you know, to embarrass me.’


‘Whatever did you say?’ asked Mrs Robertshaw.


‘I told him to ask his dad,’ replied Tom.


‘Very sensible,’ said Mrs Robertshaw. ‘I would have said the same.’


‘Norman hasn’t got a father,’ Elisabeth said.


‘Yes, he told me,’ said Tom, ‘and then he asked me again.’


‘Well I would have told him to wash his mouth out,’ said Mrs Robertshaw.
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