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Chapter 1


Elisabeth Devine, head teacher of Barton-in-the Dale village school, stared down at the letters on her desk and sighed. She had expected the first piece of correspondence from the Education Office but now, as she read the contents, she felt her chest tighten with apprehension. She looked out of the classroom window at the vast panorama of fields criss-crossed by silvered limestone walls which swept upwards to a belt of dark green woodland, the distant purple peaks and an empty azure sky. She dropped her eyes, read again the contents of the letter and sighed. 


She had been invited to a meeting with Ms Tricklebank, the Director of Education, to discuss the forthcoming amalgamation of Barton-in-the-Dale village school with the neighbouring primary school at Urebank. The Education Committee, in an effort to save money, had decided to close some small schools in the county and amalgamate less successful ones and those which were losing pupils. The number of children at Urebank had decreased and it had been decided that the school would become part of a consortium with Barton-in-the-Dale.


The ‘one-to-one consultation’, the letter informed Elisabeth, would be for Ms Tricklebank to outline plans for the amalgamation which would take place the following term and it would give Elisabeth the opportunity of ‘talking things through’ with the Director. Then a series of meetings involving the staff of the two schools which would soon be combined would be arranged. Elisabeth welcomed the opportunity of meeting the Director to discuss the arrangements but did not look forward to the meetings with Mr Richardson, the headmaster (as he liked to style himself) at Urebank, and his staff which would follow. She knew, however, that as the newly  appointed head teacher of the integrated schools, this was one very large nettle she would have to grasp – and pretty firmly too. 


Elisabeth’s appointment had not been without its difficulties. She had been in competition for the post of head teacher with Robin Richardson, a self-important and condescending man who had been offered the post as her deputy, which he had grudgingly accepted. It would be a real challenge, thought Elisabeth, to get the teachers of both schools to work as a team and an even greater challenge to get the man who had been in competition for the head teacher’s post, and who felt angry and embittered, to accept the situation and work with her rather than against her. 


The second letter did nothing to lighten her mood. It was from Mr Steel, Her Majesty’s Inspector of Schools, informing her of an intended visit some time later that term. He said he would inform her of the date in due course.


A head appeared around the classroom door, a face as large and round as a full moon.


‘Is it all right if I come in, miss?’ asked the pupil cheerfully. She was a plump girl with bright ginger hair tied in bunches at the sides by two large bows. Smiling widely, she displayed an impressive set of shiny silver braces clamped on her teeth.


 ‘Yes, of course, Chardonnay,’ said Elisabeth, her face brightening at seeing one of her most good-humoured and enthusiastic pupils. ‘My goodness, you’re here bright and early at the start of term.’


‘To tell the truth I’m right glad to get back to school, miss,’ replied the girl. She scowled and wrinkled her nose as if an unpleasant smell had wafted her way. ‘I just had to get out of the house. There’s been nothing but moaning and groaning and shouting and squabbling all the holidays. My dad’s as grumpy as a bear with a sore bum. He’s been in a right rotten mood since his van got nicked with all his tools in. And my gran’s been as bad, complaining after being taken to hospital when she fell over line dancing and broke her ankle. My dad said it was her own fault because she’d had too many lager and limes. My mam said they were both doing her head in and she had enough trouble of her own, having had a right old ding-dong with the manager at work. Now that our Bianca with the baby has gone to live in Clayton with her boyfriend I’ve had no one to speak to.’


Elisabeth shook her head and laughed. ‘Quite a time, by all accounts,’ she said.


‘Did you have a nice Easter, miss?’ asked the girl.


‘I did, thank you, but like you I’m glad to get back to school. There are a lot of things to do this term.’


The girl grinned. ‘You’re getting married soon, aren’t you, miss?’ she announced.


Elisabeth smiled. ‘I am, yes.’


‘He’s dead nice is Dr Stirling, isn’t he, miss?’


‘I think so.’ 


‘It’s right romantic,’ said the girl, sighing heavily. ‘Just like in the book what I’m reading. It’s called Sweet Dreams Are Made of This and there’s this right dishy doctor and––’ 


Elisabeth changed the subject. ‘How are your sister and baby by the way?’


Chardonnay’s sister Bianca had given birth unexpectedly on Christmas Day. The girl, sixteen and barely out of school and fearful of how her parents would react, had managed to keep her condition a secret. She had taken to wearing a large shapeless coat, baggy jumpers and smocks and putting off the inevitable. Little Brandon had arrived, kicking and screaming lustily, delivered on the floor of the living room by Mrs Lloyd, a retired midwife who had been dragged from her festive dinner. Bianca, pleased at leaving home and all the recriminations and complaints, now lived with Clarence, her partner, and their child in a council flat in Clayton. 


‘They’re doing right well, miss,’ the girl told her. ‘Bianca’s still got her part-time job at the Rumbling Tum café in the village and her boyfriend is working at the bread factory in Clayton. He’s on the Farmhouse Crusties at the moment but he hopes to be promoted to the slicers next month.’


‘I’m really pleased to hear that things have worked out for them,’ said Elisabeth. ‘I guess Clarence’s Uncle Fred is missing him on the farm?’


‘He is, miss. He wants him to go back but our Bianca won’t have it. She said Clarence was taken advantage of and his uncle’s a mean-minded old bugg . . . so-and-so.’


Of course Bianca was quite right. Mr Massey, Clarence’s uncle, was a tight-fisted, grasping and curmudgeonly old man and not well liked in the village. 


‘Well, I’d better put the kettle on in the staff-room miss,’ said the girl. ‘The teachers will want a cup of tea when they arrive.’


Chardonnay and her friend Chantelle had volunteered to be tea monitors the previous term, and they took the job seriously. They were charged with washing the cups and saucers in the staff-room, emptying the teapot and putting on the kettle for the teachers’ morning and afternoon tea. The health and safety regulations precluded them from actually brewing the tea, something which the girls thought to be ‘just plain daft’, accustomed as they were to doing it all the time at home.


‘By the way, miss,’ said the girl, ‘we need a new rubber what-do-you-call-it on the teapot.’ 


Elisabeth looked at her quizzically. 


‘You know, miss, that rubber nozzle thing what goes on the end of the spout to stop the tea from dribbling. I was emptying the tea-leaves down the lavvy this morning and it come off and got flushed away.’


‘We’ll get another,’ Elisabeth told her. ‘I don’t think, however, that it’s a very good idea to get rid of the tea-leaves down the lavatory bowl. You remember what trouble we had last term when the toilets got blocked.’


‘We’ve always done it, miss,’ replied the girl. ‘Anyway, I couldn’t get it out before it got flushed away.’ 


‘I see.’


‘I’ve always managed to get it out in the past,’ the girl told Elisabeth casually, ‘and put it back on the spout, but this time I wasn’t able to fish it out.’


Elisabeth stiffened and her mouth curled with revulsion. Perhaps, she thought to herself, the teachers should make their own tea in future.


 


Mrs Scrimshaw, the school secretary, sat behind the desk in her office, her unfashionable horn-rimmed spectacles dangling on a cord around her neck. She stared wide-eyed and anxious at the screen and keyboard before her. 


During the Easter holidays, when she had called into school to deal with the mail, she had discovered to her consternation two large cardboard boxes in her office. She knew what they contained, for the head teacher had forewarned her. The new computer and printer had arrived. Reluctantly she had unpacked the contents and gazed in bewilderment at the assortment of wires, plugs and discs. 


The caretaker had arrived at the office to see what she was up to. Mr Gribbon was a tall, gaunt man with a hard beak of a nose and the glassy protuberant eyes of a large fish. He spent a great deal of his time regaling anyone willing to listen about the excessive amount of work he was expected to do and how he was a martyr to his bad back. 


‘Computer, eh,’ he remarked, jangling his keys. He perched on the corner of the desk.


‘Yes,’ replied the secretary irritably, ‘a computer.’


‘I didn’t know you were au fait with computers, Mrs Scrimshaw,’ he remarked.


‘I’m not!’ she snapped.


‘Well, what are you doing with a computer then?’ asked the caretaker.


 ‘Mrs Devine’s got it into her head that I should use it instead of my electric typewriter.’ She picked up a long black wire and held it as she might a venomous snake, her face screwed up in distaste. ‘I’ve no idea where this goes,’ she said. 


‘Well, there’ll be a socket for it somewhere,’ said the caretaker.


‘Mr Gribbon,’ retorted the school secretary, scowling, ‘I am not entirely unaware of the strikingly obvious. Of course there’ll be a socket. The machine is full of sockets and there are all these wires and plugs. I shall never get the hang of it. I’m supposed to be going on a course at the Teachers’ Centre when school starts next week, to learn how to use it, and I’m dreading it. I’ll feel such a fool with all those clever people who will know what to do. I don’t know why I can’t just use my typewriter.’


‘We have to move with the times, Mrs Scrimshaw,’ the caretaker told her unhelpfully.


‘Is that so? And since when have you moved with the times?’ she asked crossly, thrusting the tangle of wires back in the box. ‘You’re still using that old sweeping brush and you’ve been wearing that threadbare overall for as long as I can recall. You’re not exactly au fait, as you put it, with things modern.’


The caretaker made to speak but Mrs Scrimshaw hadn’t finished.


‘And as for moving with the times, in my view if the wheel isn’t broken, it doesn’t need fixing. I was perfectly happy with my typewriter and I have had no complaints.’


‘The thing is, Mrs Scrimshaw,’ said the caretaker, who should have had the common sense to let things lie, ‘everybody’s into word-processing these days. I mean, from what Mrs Pugh was telling me, the secretary down at Urebank School is very clued-up on the computer.’ Mrs Pugh was the part-time cleaner who spent two days at Barton-in-the-Dale and the remainder of the week at the neighbouring school of Urebank. ‘Mrs Pugh,’ continued Mr Gribbon, jangling his keys, ‘says the secretary down there rattles the letters off in no time.’


‘Does she really. Well, bully for her,’ said the secretary.


‘Mrs Pugh was telling me that the secretary down at Urebank––’


‘Mr Gribbon!’ interrupted Mrs Scrimshaw. ‘I am not interested in what Mrs Pugh has to say, or anyone else for that matter. Now, did you want something?’


‘I just popped in to say hello and to see if you wanted anything.’


‘What I want is for this wretched machine to work,’ she replied. ‘You can make yourself useful and see if you can find out where all these wires go.’


‘Oh no!’ snorted the caretaker, sliding off the desk. ‘Not my province. Anyway, I’ve got things to do. My floors need buffing.’


‘Then I suggest you get on with buffing them,’ she told him tersely.


The caretaker departed, leaving the school secretary staring in dismay at the computer.


The following Monday morning, on the first day of the summer term, Mrs Scrimshaw sat staring at the machine on her desk. She had tried to get the computer to work but to no avail, and wondered just how she was going to cope. 


A small boy entered the office. He was a rosy-cheeked child of about eight or nine, with bright brown eyes and hair cut in the short-back-and-sides style and with a neat parting. He could have been a schoolboy of the 1950s, dressed as he was in short grey trousers, a crisp white shirt and striped tie, a hand-knitted grey pullover, long grey stockings and sensible shoes. 


‘Hello, Mrs Scrimshaw,’ he said cheerfully.


‘Oh, hello, Oscar,’ she replied glumly. ‘You’re here nice and early.’


‘I was keen to get back to school,’ he told her brightly. ‘To be honest I’ve been pretty bored over the holidays. At a loose end, as my mother would say. I think she’s quite glad that I’m back at school.’


Yes, I can well believe that, thought the school secretary. The boy could be annoying at times. 


Oscar’s eyes lit up when he caught sight of the machine. ‘Wow!’ he cried. ‘A computer.’


‘Yes,’ she replied, weariness in her voice.


‘It’s a really top-notch one,’ said the boy excitedly as he ran his fingers across the machine. 


‘Really?’ the school secretary said, with little enthusiasm.


‘I have a computer,’ Oscar continued. ‘I got it last Christmas, but it’s not as hi-tech as yours. Pretty basic actually. I’m hoping my parents will upgrade it for my next birthday.’ 


Mrs Scrimshaw lifted her head sharply, like a dog picking up a scent.


‘You know how this thing works then, do you, Oscar?’ she asked.


‘Oh yes.’ 


‘And you know where all these wires go?’


‘Actually they are called leads,’ the boy told her, ‘and each fits into a socket. All the sockets are different so it’s impossible to put a lead in the wrong one. It’s quite simple really. Would you like me to show you?’


‘Thank you, Oscar,’ said Mrs Scrimshaw. ‘I would.’


She watched fascinated as the boy plugged in one lead after another and brought the computer to life.


‘It’s easy when you know how,’ he explained, his small fingers tapping away on the keys. ‘Shall I show you how to get on to the word-processor so you can write your letters?’


‘If you could,’ said the secretary, leaning over him.


When Mrs Devine put her head around the office door a moment later, she found the school secretary and Oscar scrutinising the text on the screen in earnest discussion.


‘Hello, Mrs Devine,’ said the boy. ‘Mrs Scrimshaw is just showing me how her new computer works.’


 


At the staff meeting that morning before the start of school, Elisabeth welcomed her colleagues back and mentioned the proposed visit of the HMI and the forthcoming meetings with the teachers of Urebank which would take place later that term. 


Mrs Robertshaw, the teacher of the lower juniors, was a large, red-faced woman with a broad, friendly face and steel grey hair twisted up untidily on her head. She was dressed in a brightly coloured floral dress and shapeless lavender cardigan and sported a string of hefty glass beads. She folded her arms, narrowed her eyes and, with her face creased into a frown, said tartly, ‘Well, all I will say is that I cannot see that we will be able to work with the teachers at Urebank. I’m sorry to be so negative, Elisabeth, but it has to be said. As you know, I went to look around the school when I was minded to apply for a post there. I’ve been in this business long enough to smell a happy school, and Urebank is not a happy school. The older children looked subdued and bored and the infants were disorganised and over-excited. Mind you, the teacher of the infants was at least friendly, which is more than can be said for the po-faced teacher of the upper juniors, the deputy head, who looked as if he’d been dug up. They should have closed the school when they had the chance.’ 


‘Surely it’s not that bad, Elsie,’ volunteered Miss Brakespeare, the deputy head teacher, who was wearing a stylish navy-blue suit and lemon blouse. She was aware that her colleague was prone to exaggeration.


‘Oh, but it is, Miriam,’ continued Mrs Robertshaw. She turned to Elisabeth. ‘You may use all your charm, diplomacy and powers of persuasion but you’ve as much chance of getting them to work with you as getting the Pope to visit a lap-dancing club. The head teacher at Urebank, that dreadful Mr Richardson, is a cold, disagreeable, humourless, ill-tempered and pompous individual who will do everything to undermine what you attempt to do.’ 


‘Really, Elsie,’ said Miss Brakespeare, with a wry smile, ‘why don’t you tell us what you really think about the man.’


Miss Wilson, teacher of the infants, could not help but chuckle. She was a slim young woman with short raven-black hair, a pale, delicately boned face and great blue eyes.


‘You can laugh, Rebecca,’ said Mrs Robertshaw, ‘but you’ll not be laughing when you have to work with him. He has the personality of a lump of petrified wood.’


‘The deputy head teacher by the sound of it doesn’t sound a whole lot better,’ remarked Miss Wilson.


‘A pea out of the same pod, is Mr Jolly,’ Mrs Robertshaw told her, ‘and that’s a paradox if ever there was one. He’s about as jolly as a funeral bell. I think he is of the belief that he is doing the children a favour just by turning up for school. I mean, you’ve met him, haven’t you, Miriam?’ she asked the deputy head teacher. ‘It was that time when you went with our pupils to the poetry competition and his nose was put out of joint when one of our children won first prize and one of his was disqualified for copying out somebody else’s poem?’


‘Well, yes,’ agreed the deputy head teacher, ‘he wasn’t the most agreeable person I have to admit.’


‘Well, at least the infant teacher sounds nice enough,’ said Miss Wilson.


‘She’s all right, I suppose, but a bit wishy-washy, as is the teacher of the lower juniors. They’ve probably become disillusioned and who can blame them, having to work for Mr Richardson and his sidekick.’


Elisabeth, who had been quiet but acutely attentive during this tirade, with her hands clasped on her lap, at last spoke. 


‘Well, we have little choice in the matter,’ she said. ‘The amalgamation is to take place, so we will have to work with them come what may.’


‘I’d be the first to put a bomb behind the teachers at Urebank,’ remarked Mrs Robertshaw.


The staff-room became silent as the teachers contemplated what had been said and what lay ahead of them.


‘I guess there will be difficulties,’ said Elisabeth, ‘but we have to make it work for the good of the children. I am, of course, looking for your full support.’


‘That goes without question,’ said Miss Brakespeare.


‘Hear, hear,’ chorused the others.


‘Now, to more pleasant things,’ said Elisabeth. ‘We need to be thinking about the end-of-year school production. Any ideas?’


‘What about Oliver!’ said Miss Brakespeare. ‘It’s such a lovely heart-warming story and with some very catchy melodies.’


‘They put on Oliver! at one of the schools where I was a supply teacher,’ said Mrs Robertshaw, ‘and it was a disaster. They had a nasty-tempered bull terrier called Butch for Bill Sikes’s dog. Ugly beast it was, with teeth like tank traps and a fat round face. It attacked the Artful Dodger and then disgraced itself on stage by lifting its leg––’ 


‘I don’t think we need to go down that road, Elsie,’ interrupted Elisabeth, smiling.


‘What about an adaptation of one of Oscar Wilde’s stories?’ suggested Mrs Robertshaw. ‘We’ve been reading them in class and the children have really liked them. Perhaps an adaptation of The Selfish Giant or The Happy Prince?’


‘It’s certainly worth considering,’ replied Elisabeth, ‘but they are rather sad stories. I was thinking of something a bit more cheerful. It needs to be a production that has a strong storyline, which involves a lot of children, has some memorable tunes, bright costumes and with some humour and maybe a little sadness.’


‘What about The Wizard of Oz?’ suggested Miss Wilson.


‘Of course,’ said Elisabeth.


‘Excellent idea,’ trilled Miss Brakespeare.


‘An inspired suggestion,’ agreed Mrs Robertshaw. ‘I know just the children to take the leads.’


‘Well, we all seem agreed,’ said Elisabeth. ‘So The Wizard of Oz it is. We’ll send for the play version straight away.’


‘And we will start auditions at the drama club as soon as it arrives,’ added Mrs Robertshaw.


There was a sharp knock at the door and the caretaker entered.


‘Yes, Mr Gribbon?’ said Elisabeth.


He held up between finger and thumb the rubber spout from the teapot. ‘You will never guess, Mrs Devine, where I found this?’ he asked, grimacing.


 


At morning break Elisabeth called into the school office to find Mrs Scrimshaw tapping away happily on the keyboard of her new machine.


‘You seem to have got to grips with the computer,’ she said. ‘I’m very impressed.’


‘Actually, Mrs Devine,’ replied Mrs Scrimshaw, looking up, ‘it’s relatively easy once you know how.’ She was feeling quite smug.


‘It’s a wonder you managed to get all those wires in the right sockets.’


‘Actually they are called leads,’ the secretary told her, sharing her new-found knowledge, ‘and each fits into a socket. All the sockets are different, so it’s impossible to put a lead in the wrong one. It’s quite simple really.’


‘I hope young Oscar wasn’t being too much of nuisance. He’s a very inquisitive child and sometimes can be a bit meddlesome.’


‘No,’ replied the school secretary, ‘he was just interested. He likes to know what’s going on in the school, does Oscar.’ The boy in question had given Mrs Scrimshaw a crash course that morning and offered to continue with the lesson after school, during the time he waited for his mother to collect him.


 ‘I really didn’t expect you to be using the computer until you had been on the course this Friday,’ disclosed the head teacher. ‘I imagined that you would still want to use your typewriter until you were au fait with the new machine.’


Mrs Scrimshaw gave a little smile at hearing the use of the phrase ‘au fait’. ‘Oh no, Mrs Devine,’ she said. ‘I thought I’d make a start. In my book the sooner one becomes conversant with the new technology the better.’ 


‘I am very pleased you feel that way. I have to admit that when I first broached the matter of you using a computer, I did have an inkling that you were not all that keen on parting with your typewriter.’


‘One has to move with the times, Mrs Devine,’ the school secretary told her.


‘Actually,’ said Elisabeth, ‘I called in to say that I’m expecting a couple of parents – a Mr and Mrs Banks. They are coming in to see me after school this coming Thursday. If you could put that in your diary. When they arrive, could you show them down to my classroom, please? They want their son to start here. Evidently things haven’t worked out for Robin at his last school.’


‘Robin Banks!’ exclaimed Mrs Scrimshaw. ‘The child’s called Robin Banks?’


‘Yes,’ replied the head teacher. 


‘Well, how ridiculous. Fancy inflicting a name like Robin Banks on a child.’


‘I am afraid that sometimes parents do not think things through when they come to naming their children,’ Elisabeth told her.


‘I’m sure some do it deliberately,’ remarked the school secretary, sniffing. ‘I remember we’ve had at the school a Sunny Day and a Sandi Beech, Hazel Nutt and Daisy Chain, twins called Armani and Chanel, and one poor child was burdened with Terry Bull.’ She paused and shook her head. ‘And once we had a girl named Jenny Taylor.’


‘Jenny Taylor?’ repeated Elisabeth, looking puzzled.


‘I shan’t explain, Mrs Devine,’ said the secretary. ‘I shall leave you in blissful ignorance.’


 


Mr Gribbon, having alerted the head teacher to the fact that ‘some of the kids have started putting foreign bodies down the toilets again’, strode off to his small store-room near the boiler, his keys jangling in his overall pocket. There he found Mrs Pugh, the part-time cleaner, awaiting him with a mug of steaming tea in her hand.


‘I’ve just made a pot, Mr Gribbon,’ she said chirpily.


The caretaker’s face brightened. ‘Oh, hello, Mrs Pugh. All done, have we?’


‘All done, Mr Gribbon,’ she repeated, handing him a mug. ‘Shelves dusted, tables wiped down, toilets cleaned, carpets swept and the floors buffed just as you like them. You can see your face in the floors.’


‘I was going to buff the floors myself,’ he told her.


‘Well, I’ve saved you the trouble. Everything’s tidy, as my sainted Welsh grandmother would say.’


‘She’d not be saying that if she could see the classrooms at the end of the day after the kids have been let loose,’ complained the caretaker. He exhaled noisily through his teeth. ‘And the teachers are just as bad. It’ll look as if a bomb’s been dropped on the place.’


‘Well, it keeps us in a job, Mr Gribbon,’ she said cheerfully.


‘Aye, I suppose so,’ he grumbled, looking down at his tea. Then after a thoughtful pause he looked up. ‘I can’t tell you what a godsend you’ve been, Mrs Pugh, since you started here.’ He took a gulp of his tea and flopped into his old armchair.


‘That’s very kind of you to say so, Mrs Gribbon,’ replied the part-time cleaner. She gave a small, self-satisfied smile and patted her purple-tinted perm.


‘Oh yes, you’ve lifted a heavy weight from off of my shoulders and no mistake since you started here,’ he said.


‘Well, I’m surprised you managed for so long without any help,’ she sympathised.


The caretaker nodded in agreement. ‘I’m not a one to complain, Mrs Pugh, but it has been hard, what with having to do all this rubbing and scouring, polishing and cleaning single-handed.’


‘What with your bad back and all and the heavy lifting,’ she added, with genuine concern in her voice.


The caretaker put in a martyred expression. ‘Yes, I sometimes wondered myself how I ever managed. The last head teacher, Miss Sowerbutts, was a tartar and the present one is not much better, always wanting something or other doing. I was never off of my feet.’ He stretched out his legs and took another gulp of tea.


‘Taken for granted, Mr Gribbon,’ observed the part-time cleaner.


‘You’re not wrong there, Mrs Pugh.’


‘Well, you’ve got me to help now,’ she said. 


The caretaker leaned back and rested his head on the back of the chair. ‘I have indeed, Mrs Pugh, and as I’ve said, you’ve been a godsend.’


‘I just wish the caretaker down at Urebank was as appreciative as you, Mr Gribbon,’ she said. ‘Face on him like a wet weekend in Port Talbot and always finding fault with something or other. And the head teacher, well, don’t get me started on him.’


‘Taken for granted, Mrs Pugh,’ observed the caretaker.


‘You’re not wrong there, Mr Gribbon.’


‘They don’t know how lucky they are, Mrs Pugh,’ said the caretaker. ‘I wish I could have you full-time.’


‘Beg pardon, Mr Gribbon?’


The caretaker’s face flushed. ‘W . . . w . . . what I meant was that I wish you could work here all the time instead of me having to share you with Urebank.’


Mrs Pugh smiled. ‘Well, next term when this amalgamation takes place there’s every likelihood you will have me working with you full-time.’ She patted her purple hair again. ‘You’ll probably get sick of the sight of me,’ she added coyly. 


‘Never!’ protested the caretaker.


‘Tea all right?’ she asked.


‘Champion. Just the way I likes it.’ 


‘My sainted Welsh grandmother, God rest her soul, always liked her tea strong,’ the part-time cleaner told him. ‘“Strong enough to stand a spoon up in it,” as she was wont to say.’


‘I remember if I left a spoon standing up in a cup of tea,’ said the caretaker, smiling at the memory, ‘my grandmother used to say that that was how Nelson lost his eye.’ 


‘You are a card, Mr Gribbon, and no mistake,’ said the part-time cleaner, chuckling.


‘Well, you make a lovely brew, Mrs Pugh,’ said the caretaker. ‘I bet you’re a good cook as well.’


‘As a matter of fact I have been told so,’ replied Mrs Pugh. ‘My coffee and walnut cake is the talk of the Townswomen’s Guild, and at school in cookery Miss Reece said my spotted dick was the best she had ever tasted.’ 


‘My wife doesn’t cook,’ said the caretaker gloomily.


‘Sadly, I don’t get much opportunity to cook cakes and puddings these days,’ continued the part-time cleaner. ‘My husband is a boiled beef and carrots man. He hasn’t got a sweet tooth in his body. He likes his savouries, does Owen.’


They were quiet for a while.


‘Kids will be arriving soon,’ observed Mr Gribbon, breathing out loudly. ‘By the way, I took that rubber spout you found down the toilet to Mrs Devine. I told her she needs to speak to the kids about putting foreign objects down the toilets and nip it in the bud before they all start doing it. Last term this little tyke called Oscar––’ 


‘I met him this morning,’ interrupted Mrs Pugh. ‘He has far too much to say for himself, that young man. Only started to tell me that there was still dust on some of the books, just after I’d given the school library a good going-over.’


‘He’s a pain in the neck, is that lad,’ barked the caretaker. ‘Last term he started putting ping-pong balls down the toilet.’ 


‘Ping-pong balls!’ exclaimed the part-time cleaner.


‘Said the boys could aim at them and stop them dribbling on the floor.’


‘I’ve never heard the like,’ said Mrs Pugh.


‘And it started a craze,’ continued the caretaker. ‘Soon the other kids started putting things down and the pipes got blocked with tennis balls.’ 


‘Tennis balls!’


‘And I had water and I don’t know what else all over my parquet floor.’


‘Dear me.’


‘It took some buffing, I can tell you.’


‘I bet it did.’


‘I don’t know what gets into kids these days,’ sighed the caretaker, blowing out his cheeks.


‘They have it too easy,’ declared Mrs Pugh. ‘Owen and I never had children.’


‘Nor us,’ said the caretaker, ‘but if we’d had children they wouldn’t have turned out like that Oscar, I tell you that for nothing.’


There was a sharp knock of the door. Outside stood the boy in question.


‘Ah, there you are, Mr Gribbon,’ said the boy cheerily. ‘I’ve been looking all over the school for you. I think you should know that there’s a rather unpleasant smell in the boys’ toilets and there’s a dripping tap.’










Chapter 2


After school had finished for the day on Friday, Elisabeth met Mr and Mrs Banks. They hovered indecisively in the doorway before entering the classroom. The husband was a large man with a wide square face which gave the impression of having been left out all night in the wind and rain. The skin was the colour and texture of an over-ripe russet apple. He had a thick neck and heavy shoulders like a bull. Tufts of sandy-coloured hair stuck out from his head at rebellious angles. His wife, in contrast, was a tall, thin, intense-looking woman with a face as pale as a lily and dominated by heavy black-rimmed glasses. Her iron grey hair was parted savagely down the middle and stretched around her head in a thick plait. 


‘Thank you for seeing us, Mrs Devine,’ said the woman timidly. She sat on the very edge of the chair, her body held stiffly upright and her thin fingers locked together on her lap. Elisabeth perceived something dark and troubling in her eyes.


‘Aye, thank you for seeing us,’ echoed the man, leaning forward and resting his fat hands on the desk. His fingernails were ridged and dirty.


‘It’s a pleasure,’ said Elisabeth, smiling. ‘I should explain that I teach all the week so that the only time visitors can see me is at breaks and lunchtimes or before and after school – so I’m grateful you could come in now. I believe you are thinking of sending your son here to Barton?’ 


‘Well, yes,’ replied Mrs Banks.


‘If you’ll ’ave ’im,’ grunted her husband. 


‘How old is Robin?’ asked Elisabeth.


‘He’s nine going on ten,’ the woman told her.


‘An only child?’


‘Yes, we’ve just the one.’


‘Perhaps before we have a chat about things, you may like to have a walk around the school.’ 


The parents looked at each other.


‘Well, yes,’ said the woman, ‘but we would like to tell you about Robin before we do.’ She glanced again at her husband. ‘It’s just that . . .’ The sentence remained unfinished.


‘We’ve bin telled this is a right good school,’ Mr Banks said unsmilingly. 


‘I should like to think so,’ Elisabeth replied.


‘The woman in the village store said it was the best in the area,’ said Mrs Banks, ‘and that you – how can I put it – that you know how to deal with children who are a bit, how shall I say, a bit different.’


‘T’lad’s different all right,’ muttered her husband.


‘All children are different, Mr Banks,’ replied Elisabeth. ‘Every child is unique. Each has his or her talents and his or her special needs. I’m sorry, that must sound rather patronising. It’s just that I believe that no children are alike and therefore every child should be treated as an individual.’


‘What t’wife means, Missis Devine, is we’ve been told you can deal wi’ kids what are difficult,’ said the man. He shifted uncomfortably in the chair. ‘’E’s not an easy lad. ’E needs firm ’andlin’. ’E can be a bloody nightmare at times. Last week––’


The woman rested a restraining hand on his arm and stared at him balefully. ‘Frank, please,’ she said. She turned to Elisabeth. ‘We’ve been told, Mrs Devine, that you’re very good at dealing with children who have problems like our son’s. They just couldn’t cope with Robin at his last school and the headmaster, Mr Richardson––’


‘He was at Urebank?’ interrupted Elisabeth.


‘’E was, yes,’ said Mr Banks, cutting in, ‘an’ Mester Richardson said ’e needed special ’elp because ’e was unmanageable. Bit the deputy head teacher he did.’


‘I think Robin was picked on,’ said his wife. ‘He came home once with bruises––’ 


‘Oh, don’t give me that, Rita!’ exclaimed her husband. ‘You’re allus mekkin’ excuses for ’im. Let’s be clear, t’lad’s a real ’andful. Mester Richardson said ’e’d be better off in one o’ them schools what deals with kids like ’im, some kind of behavioural unit or other.’


‘Robin was expelled,’ said Mrs Banks dolefully.


 ‘Was he?’ said Elisabeth quietly.


‘An’ I agree wi’ Mester Richardson, t’lad should be put in one of these units but t’wife’s not keen,’ he said. ‘It were t’same at t’school before wi’ moved ’im to Urebank. They couldn’t deal with ’im eether. Spittin’ and swearin’ ’e was and I don’t know what. T’thing is, Missis Devine, t’lad just won’t behave ’imself. I just don’t know what’s up wi’ ’im.’


 ‘He never used to be like this,’ said Mrs Banks. ‘He was such a lovely baby. I had him late in life, you see, and thought him a little miracle when he was born. When he was small people used to stop me in the street and––’


‘We don’t know why ’e behaves as ’e does,’ her husband butted in impatiently. ‘’E’s rude and unruly.’


‘I see,’ said Elisabeth. ‘And did Mr Richardson say what he thought was Robin’s problem?’


‘Some sort of mental disorder,’ said the woman. She bit her lip so she wouldn’t cry. 


Her husband glanced at the floor and shook his head. ‘Mental disorder my foot,’ he mumbled. 


‘He said Robin’s got what he called some sort of attention deficit,’ she continued. ‘That he can’t concentrate and is disobedient and noisy. Mr Richardson said that he needed to be in a special school for badly behaved youngsters and put on some sort of medication. He said there was a residential school in Marfleet.’ She looked desperately at Elisabeth. There were tears in her eyes. ‘I don’t want Robin to go away to a special school.’


‘’E just needs to behave hissen,’ said the husband dogmatically. ‘I don’t think t’lad’s got any mental disorder; ’e’s just disobedient and wants ’is own way. I’m afraid ’e got away with murder before I married ’is mother and she still spoils ’im.’


‘No, Frank I never, I––’ started the woman.


‘Oh yes you do, Rita,’ interrupted her husband dismissively. ‘And it’s left to me to try and drum some discipline into t’lad.’


‘So Robin is your stepson then, Mr Banks?’ asked Elisabeth.


‘Aye, ’e is,’ replied the man. ‘And it’s not easy bringin’ up someone else’s kid, not easy at all.’


‘My first husband was killed in a mining accident,’ Mrs Banks told her. ‘His death hit Robin very hard. When I married Frank, Robin didn’t take it too well. They’ve never got on. Maybe that’s the reason . . .’ Her voice tailed off.


‘I’ve done mi best for ’im,’ said Mr Banks, ‘but ’e took agin me from t’start.’


‘Trying to come to terms with such a change in his life, particularly the death of his father, might account to some extent for Robin’s behaviour,’ said Elisabeth, ‘but I have known children who initially don’t accept a step-parent but get on well with them after a while.’


‘Aye, well, ’e’s not one of them,’ grumbled the man. 


‘Tell me more about this problem you think your son has got,’ said Elisabeth gently.


‘He’s so moody and bad-tempered and can be very naughty,’ said Mrs Banks. ‘When Frank’s out at work or away from home––’ 


‘I’m a plasterer and ’ave to go weer t’work teks me,’ her husband butted in again.


‘I might tell Robin to do something,’ continued Mrs Banks, ‘and he answers me back. I just don’t know what gets into him.’ Her face was decorated with misery. 


‘Won’t do as ’e’s told,’ added the husband. ‘’E mooches about t’ouse’ wi’ this sulky face on ’im an’ if I ask ’im to do summat or tell ’im off, ’e gets in a real paddy. Starts swearing an’ shouting and sayin’ I’m not ’is proper dad and I can’t order ’im about. When I ’ave a go at ’im ’e answers me back and when I smack ’im, it meks it worse.’


‘Smacking isn’t the answer,’ replied Elisabeth. Her voice was solicitous and kindly.


‘We really don’t know what to do, Mrs Devine,’ said Mrs Banks. ‘We really don’t. I’m at my wits’ end. It’s making me ill.’ 


‘What help have you received from the various support agencies?’ asked Elisabeth.


‘Support agencies?’ she repeated. ‘I don’t know what you mean.’ 


‘Well, has Robin been referred to an educational psychologist for example, has he received counselling, have the Welfare Service and the Child and Adult Mental Health Service been consulted?’


‘None of those,’ said Mrs Banks. 


‘And in the previous schools, were there policies in place and approaches adopted to deal with challenging children like Robin?’


‘No.’


‘So your son has received no professional help at all?’ asked Elisabeth.


‘No, not as far as I know,’ said Mrs Banks quietly.


‘Goodness knows I’ve tried mi best wi’ ’im, Mrs Devine,’ said her husband, ‘but ’e won’t behave hissen. As I’ve said, it’s a big job tekkin on somebody else’s kid. Now I’ve telled mi wife that this school, if you’ll ’ave ’im, will be ’is last chance. If ’e dun’t behave ’issen ’ere and settle down and frame ’issen then ’e’ll be goin’ to one o’ these special schools.’ 


‘We need help, Mrs Devine,’ said Mrs Banks, biting her bottom lip.


‘I can assure you that if you decide to send Robin to Barton he will receive the very best attention, that he will get specialist help and that we will work with both of you to help him control his temper and for him to do well in his work.’


‘You mean he can come here?’ asked Mrs Banks. Her lip began to tremble and her eyes filled with tears.


Elisabeth reached across the desk and patted the woman’s hand. ‘Of course he can,’ she said. ‘He can start next Monday. Now let’s have a look around the school.’


 


Thoughts swirled around in Elisabeth’s head as she lay in bed on Friday night. A blustery wind tugged at the window frames and a light rain pattered on the glass. It was always the same after the first week of a new term. She would drift into a threadbare sleep only to wake up in the dead of night and go over and over in her mind the events of the last few days. She had much to think about that night. Words and images buzzed around in her head until she was too exhausted to think any more and at last fell asleep.


At dawn the stillness of the night was disturbed by the striking of the long-case clock in the hall and by the chorus of early birds. As she lay there Elisabeth thought of Mr and Mrs Banks; such a sad, anxious, confused woman tied to an obdurate, bad-tempered husband, both at a loss to know how to deal with a difficult and demanding son. The words of the boy’s mother came back to her: ‘He was such a lovely baby. I thought him a little miracle.’ Elisabeth thought her child had been such a lovely baby too, a little miracle. She recalled the nurse placing the new-born baby boy in her arms. ‘Such a perfect child,’ she had said. And John was a perfect child, with his large dark eyes, pale unblemished skin, small fingers and nails like tiny pink sea shells. How he smiled and gurgled. Simon, the proud father, had held his son high in the air and predicted he would be the handsomest, cleverest, best-behaved child in his school and become an eminent doctor, a celebrated lawyer or a famous politician.


By the time John had become a toddler it had become evident to Elisabeth that things were not right. He was not like other children: active and sociable, affectionate and curious. He didn’t like to be cuddled and avoided eye contact; he didn’t speak and became obsessed with routine. Changes made him anxious and he would spend hours carefully arranging and rearranging his coloured bricks, oblivious of the world around him. 


Simon at first refused to believe that his son had any sort of special need. He just could not accept that there was anything wrong, and felt his wife was just another fussy mother. Elisabeth finally persuaded him to come with her to a specialist in childhood disorders. John was examined and assessed, and they were informed that their son had a severe form of autism and would never lead a normal life if that meant going to a mainstream school, playing sports, passing exams, getting married and having children.


Elisabeth pictured the two parents who had been to see her that day: the inordinately thin, prematurely aged woman who had sat stiffly upright on the end of the chair and her tetchy husband, who interestingly never referred to his stepson by name. She recalled the dark troubled eyes of the woman. 


Cracks had appeared in Elisabeth’s marriage. There were arguments and days of simmering silences. Then Simon walked out of her life and that of his son. She heard he had remarried, to a young and up-and-coming colleague in the accountancy firm where he was a senior partner. Elisabeth had learnt subsequently that the marriage had not worked out and after a bitter divorce Simon had left the firm.


When John was eleven, Elisabeth, by now a highly regarded head teacher of a successful primary school in the city, looked for a special school for her son, one dedicated to the care and education of the autistic child. Forest View Residential School was considered to be the best of its kind in the north, and Elisabeth secured a place for John. When the position of head teacher arose at a small village primary school a stone’s throw from Forest View, Elisabeth applied and was appointed to Barton-in-the Dale. She bought a cottage in the village, threw herself into her work and turned a moribund school destined for closure into a thriving establishment. After a strenuous campaign the school was reprieved, but things had barely settled down before the Education Department at County Hall decided that Barton-in-the-Dale village school should be amalgamated with its neighbour. Elisabeth had been in competition with the headmaster at Urebank, Mr Richardson, for the newly created post of head teacher of the merged schools, and she had been appointed head teacher designate. Her adversary had grudgingly accepted the post as her deputy. Now wide awake, Elisabeth thought of the problems she would have to face.


She got up to make herself a cup of tea. In the kitchen she looked out over the shadowy garden. There was a watery moon in the pale dawn sky. A gusty wind bent the treetops. How she loved her home. She would be sad to leave it when, after the wedding, she would move into Clumber Lodge, Michael’s old, square, grey stone villa with its huge bay windows and greasy grey slate roof. 


When she had first bought Wisteria Cottage it had been near-derelict. Standing alone at the end of a track of beaten mud overgrown with nettles, it was a small pale stone building with a sagging roof, peeling paint and a neglected garden. Inside, the cottage was musty and cheerless with its thick, faded curtains, threadbare carpet, rotting window frames and a naked light bulb dangling from a yellowing electric flex, but Elisabeth had immediately seen its potential. She knew at first sight that she had to have it and would transform this old, former estate cottage into her dream home. 


Elisabeth thought it strange how things had turned out. She could never have foreseen how her life would change so dramatically. So much had happened in the relatively short time she had lived in Barton, and not just at the school. She had anticipated that she would make new friends, for she was an affable and gregarious person by nature, and she expected that she would now be able to see her son regularly at Forest View, but she could never have predicted the greatest change which would come about in her life – that she would meet Michael Stirling, the man she was to marry. Who would have believed barely a year ago, when she had first met him, that she would one day fall in love with this man?


 


The following Monday morning, before the start of school, Elisabeth found Mrs Robertshaw putting the finishing touches to a display in her classroom. She was humming happily to herself as she stapled the last of the children’s work to the wall.


‘This looks very impressive,’ said Elisabeth, entering the classroom


‘Thank you,’ replied the teacher turning, her face brightening at the praise. ‘We’ve been reading “The Highwayman” by Alfred Noyes. I love this poem. All the rhythms and rhymes, all the colours and images, and it’s such a wonderful narrative. I have to admit I get quite tearful at the end when the landlord’s daughter is killed.’ She babbled on. ‘The children have been writing descriptions based upon it. Oscar’s, as one might expect, is excellent – very vivid and detailed – and little Roisin’s––’ 


‘I’m sorry to interrupt, Elsie,’ said Elisabeth, ‘but I do need to talk to you about a new pupil who is to start this afternoon and who will be in your class. Could we just sit down for a moment?’


Elisabeth then explained about Robin, the boy whom the teacher might find rather difficult to handle.


‘Well,’ said Mrs Robertshaw, having listened with a weak smile on her face, ‘of course, I’ll do my best with the boy but I haven’t had a whole lot of experience of dealing with problematic children before, so it won’t be easy. I remember at one school where I was doing some supply teaching this boy was completely out of control and––’


‘Let’s not judge the child until we’ve met him,’ Elisabeth cut in. ‘I think sometimes people tend to put labels on children rather too soon. From what his parents have told me I think he is a little boy with a few issues, but I believe with firmness, patience and encouragement we can help him. After all, we managed with Malcolm Stubbins, didn’t we? You will recall he was a real handful and he’s very little trouble now.’


‘You’re probably right,’ agreed Mrs Robertshaw, nodding dully. Elisabeth could see in the teacher’s face that her colleague was unconvinced.


Elisabeth changed the subject. ‘So have you decided on the parts for the The Wizard of Oz yet?’


Mrs Robertshaw, keen to start producing the school play, had visited the local library the previous week and found a copy of the book. She had decided that she would adapt it herself for the stage rather than use the commercially written version. 


‘Very nearly,’ she replied. ‘I thought of casting Roisin as Dorothy. She just looks the part, small and innocent, and I can see her in a gingham dress with that lovely red hair in plaits, but then I heard her sing. I expected to hear this sweet little voice but when she sang “Over the Rainbow” at the auditions on Friday she sounded like a bat stapled to a door.’


‘Surely not.’


‘You should hear her.’


‘Of course you know who has the finest voice in the school,’ said Elisabeth.


‘That’s my dilemma. Chardonnay brought tears to my eyes when she sang at the Christmas concert, but she just doesn’t look the part. I don’t mean to be unkind, but she’s such a dumpy child and of course there’s her accent.’


‘I think you should give her the chance,’ said Elisabeth. ‘We don’t need to have another Judy Garland on stage and I’m sure she could handle an American accent. She’s quite a mimic.’


‘I’ll think about it,’ said Mrs Robertshaw.


 ‘What about the other parts?’ asked Elisabeth.


‘Well, Danny Stainthorpe is a natural for the scarecrow, Eddie Lake will make a splendid tin man and I thought of Malcolm Stubbins for the lion. I was surprised that Malcolm turned up for the auditions but he read the part really well. He does a very convincing growl.’ 


And who would have thought a few months ago, Elisabeth thought to herself, that such a difficult and uncooperative boy could turn out so well. Perhaps the new boy might do the same.


 ‘Darren Holgate will be the narrator,’ continued the teacher, ‘and, of course, all the infants can play the Munchkins, the bees and the winged monkeys.’ 


‘I have an idea who you have thought of for the part of the Wizard,’ said Elisabeth.


‘Well, it has to be Oscar,’ said Mrs Robertshaw.


‘And the witches?’


‘I thought at first of Chantelle for the Wicked Witch of the East and Chardonnay for the Wicked Witch of the West.’


‘Why not switch the parts you first had in mind – Chardonnay as Dorothy and Roisin as the Wicked Witch of the West?’


‘But Roisin doesn’t look a bit like a witch, she’s more like an elf or a fairy, and Chardonnay, as I’ve said, doesn’t look the part of Dorothy.’


‘It’s worth considering,’ said Elisabeth.


 ‘I’m not sure,’ replied Mrs Robertshaw.


‘Why not get them to read through the parts and sing a few numbers and then you can finally decide?’


 


The following day Elisabeth found the opportunity of speaking to Chardonnay. The girl, who had been relieved as tea monitor, had now been given the responsibility of looking after the plants. She took the job seriously and toured the school at lunchtime with her watering can. Elisabeth discovered her in the school entrance, tending to a large shrub.


‘Hello, Chardonnay,’ said Elisabeth.


‘Oh hello, miss,’ replied the girl. ‘I think this plant wants pruning. It’s growing too big for its pot.’


‘I’ve been speaking to Mrs Robertshaw about you taking the part of Dorothy in the school play. She tells me you are not sure if you want to audition for it.’


‘I don’t, miss,’ replied the girl.


‘I think you would make a wonderful Dorothy,’ Elisabeth told her.


Chardonnay stopped what she was doing and put down the watering can.


‘I’d like to do it, miss,’ she admitted, ‘I really would, but I don’t think I’m right for it.’


‘Why do you say that?’ asked Elisabeth.


‘Well, look at me, miss,’ sniffed the girl. 


‘I’m looking,’ said Elisabeth, ‘and what am I supposed to see?’


‘Miss, I’m fat and I know I’m not good-looking like some of the other girls in our class, and I don’t talk proper. And what about these braces on my teeth?’ She rubbed her eyes. ‘I’m frightened that when I’m up on stage in front of all them people, they’ll laugh at me.’


Elisabeth put her arm around the girl’s shoulder. 


‘Everyone who is on that stage will be a bit frightened. They will have butterflies in their stomachs and feel nervous and worried but once they open their mouths it will disappear. You know, we all get afraid at times and it’s always best to face it. You have to believe in yourself and have the courage to do that, Chardonnay. And you can do it, I’m certain of that.’


‘Everyone will laugh at me, miss,’ said the girl sadly. ‘I just know they will.’


‘Nobody will laugh at you, I promise,’ said Elisabeth. ‘When you start to sing they will be in the palm of your hand, and as for being fat and not very good-looking, you really are being silly. You’re a pretty young woman and with your talent you will delight those who listen to you.’


‘I know miss, but––’


‘When I was your age,’ Elisabeth cut in, ‘I was a bit on the plump side too, I had braces on my teeth, freckles on my cheeks and frizzy hair the colour of straw and I was very conscious of my appearance.’


‘You were?’


‘I most certainly was, but as I grew older my figure changed, I got rid of the braces, and had a new hair style which suited me. I’ve kept the freckles because I think they look quite attractive. Now I want you to put out of your mind the idea that you are not right for the part and I want you to audition for it. Mrs Robertshaw and I wouldn’t ask you if we thought you couldn’t do it.’


‘Yes, miss,’ sniffed the girl and then added, ‘but I haven’t got freckles.’


 


Mrs Banks sat very straight in a small chair in Elisabeth’s classroom, her face as bloodless as a bone dug up from a dusty pit. She twisted the wedding ring on her bony finger nervously. Elisabeth had asked her to bring her son into school at lunchtime for him to start that afternoon. Seated next to her was Robin, a small twig of a boy with shiny chestnut brown hair cropped as close as a doormat, a pale freckled face and a small upturned nose. He studied Elisabeth with large watchful eyes as bright as polished green glass, as if she were an object of mild curiosity.


‘So, Robin,’ said the head teacher cheerfully, ‘are you looking forward to starting at a new school?’ The boy did not meet her eyes and shrugged.


‘I believe you didn’t get on very well at your last one?’ she continued.


He tossed his head and shuffled in his chair. ‘No, I didn’t,’ he said with a sniff.


‘And why was that?’


 The boy raised his little chin defiantly and stared at her. His expression was unreadable. He shrugged again.


Elisabeth thought for a moment. What did she see in those bright green eyes? Anger? Resentment? Insolence? Certainly. But there was also the unmistakable flash of distress. Perhaps beneath the child’s apparent sharpness and bluster there was a sad and lonely little boy who couldn’t understand himself why he behaved so wilfully.


‘Now Robin, when you speak to me,’ continued Elisabeth calmly, ‘I would like you to call me “miss”.’ There was a gentle reproof in her voice.


‘Why?’ he asked. He gave her a level stare. 


‘Because that is how it is in this school. All the children here call their teachers “miss”.’


The boy hunched his shoulders and folded his arms across his chest. ‘Whatever,’ he replied, and then added ‘miss’ with obvious emphasis.


Elisabeth had handled difficult children in the past but she could see that this child would be a real challenge. The boy’s mother, who had until now remained perfectly still and in miserable silence with the strain showing on her pale face, stroked her son’s hair as if he were a tame creature. He pushed her hand away roughly and scowled. ‘Don’t do that!’ he snapped.


‘Now Robin,’ said Elisabeth coolly, resisting the temptation to reprimand the child for speaking so rudely to his mother. 


‘I’m called Robbie!’ he interrupted. There was the same look of defiance on his face. ‘I don’t like Robin. It’s a stupid name. I’m not a bird.’ Elisabeth saw real anger in the boy’s eyes.


‘Thank you for telling me, Robbie,’ she replied good-naturedly. ‘I was going to tell you that we have lots of really interesting things going on in the school. We have a football team, a choir, a drama group and an art class at lunchtimes. This term we are starting a chess club and a book group. We also have visits out of school to interesting places. I am sure there will be something which will appeal to you.’


The boy made it clear by the way he leaned back in his chair and stared up at the ceiling that he didn’t appear at all interested.


‘We have a very happy school here where children behave themselves and work hard.’ Elisabeth’s voice had taken on a serious edge. ‘I expect you to behave yourself and work hard too and then we will get along.’


The boy lowered his head and narrowed his eyes and there was a trace of a smile on his lips.


‘I’ll take you along to Mrs Robertshaw’s classroom now,’ Elisabeth told him. ‘She is the teacher of the lower juniors. Would you like to say goodbye to your mother?’


‘Bye,’ said the boy wearily and, stretching like someone who had just got out of bed, he rose from his chair.


‘Goodbye, love,’ said Mrs Banks, getting to her feet and pecking his cheek, ‘and do try and be a good boy, won’t you.’


 


At the end of the day Elisabeth called into Mrs Robertshaw’s classroom to find out how the new boy had got on.


‘Well?’ she asked warily.


The teacher breathed out noisily. She looked tired and flustered. ‘Well indeed,’ she replied.


‘Oh dear,’ said Elisabeth. ‘Shall we sit down and you can tell me the worst.’


‘Where shall I start?’ sighed the teacher. ‘I would have expected a new pupil to be rather shy and nervous on his first day at school.’ She shook her head. ‘Not this young man. He stood at the front, legs apart like a gunslinger, and stared at the class as if challenging someone to provoke him. Then he slumped in a chair and spent the first part of the lesson scowling. I explained to him what we had been doing, reading the poem “The Highwayman”, and I suggested he might like to read it. He shook his head. Then I asked him to write something about himself so I could learn what he was interested in.’


‘And did he?’ asked Elisabeth. 


‘What do you think?’ asked Mrs Robertshaw. ‘He sat there twisting a rubber band around his fingers and staring out of the window. I asked him to get on with his work and he told me it was boring. I’ve seen the dull glare of a defiant child before, Elisabeth, and I know that this boy is trouble with a capital T. At afternoon break Oscar approached him. You’re aware how nosey the boy can be. Oscar has to know about everything that’s going on. He asked this Robin––’


‘Actually he likes to be called Robbie,’ Elisabeth told her.


Mrs Robertshaw pulled a face. ‘Does he really? Anyway, Oscar, true to form, starts to quiz the new boy. Where did he live? What was his last school? Did he like reading? That sort of thing. This Robbie listened to him with a jaded expression on his face and then he said, “Bugger off, four eyes!” I told him such language was not acceptable in my classroom and to apologise to Oscar, but he just shrugged and then started fiddling with the rubber band again. I’m afraid I don’t think I can handle him, Elisabeth, I really don’t. I’ve been teaching for over twenty-five years and dealt with some difficult children in my time but this one takes the biscuit. I think this young man is just plain bad.’


‘I don’t believe that any child is just plain bad, Elsie,’ Elisabeth replied. ‘I consider that a child needs our care and compassion when he deserves it the least. Every child matters, however demanding he might be.’


‘I’m sorry, Elisabeth,’ retorted Mrs Robertshaw, ‘such conviction is all very well but one has to think of the other children in the class. Their education is important as well. A child like this – disruptive and disobedient – can have a dire effect on their learning. He can upset the whole classroom. What he needs is to be at a school where they know how to handle children like him.’


‘I see,’ replied the head teacher. ‘Well, that may be a final option. I shall give some thought to how we might proceed. I think in the first instance I shall have a word with Mrs Goldstein, the educational psychologist. She more than anyone will know how we should go about dealing with Robbie.’


‘Well, I wish her luck,’ said Mrs Robertshaw. ‘She’ll certainly need it.’


‘Look, Elsie,’ said Elisabeth, ‘let Robbie stay in your class for a few more days and see how he gets on. If there’s no improvement in his behaviour, then I think the best thing to do would be to move him into the upper juniors with me.’










Chapter 3


Later that day Dr Stirling received a visitor at Clumber Lodge. It was a chilly April evening and Elisabeth needed to talk things through with him. She was shown into the sitting-room by the housekeeper.


‘I’ve lit a fire,’ said Mrs O’Connor. ‘It’s so nippy for this time of year, so it is, cold enough for two pair of shoelaces, as my grandmother would say. I’ll tell Dr Stirling you’re here.’


Elisabeth sat on the sofa warming herself by the crackling log fire.


‘Hard week?’ asked Michael, coming to sit next to her and putting an arm around her. His fiancée rested her head on his shoulder and closed her eyes.


‘You could say that,’ she replied, giving a weak smile.


‘Join the club. I’ve had a week and a half at the surgery. I’ve had haemorrhoids, a strangulated hernia, varicose veins, wax in the ears, ulcerated leg, gallstones and an ectopic pregnancy.’ 


‘You should see a doctor,’ Elisabeth replied, yawning. ‘You sound in a bad way.’


Michael smiled and kissed her cheek.


‘I’ve had a letter from the Director of Education,’ she told him, ‘asking me to go and see her about the amalgamation – not something I am looking forward to. The thought of working with Robin Richardson is not something I welcome.’


‘Now come on, Elisabeth, you thrive on a challenge,’ said Michael. ‘You’ll have the poor man twisted around your little finger in no time. He’ll be putty in your hands.’


‘Chance would be a fine thing,’ she said yawning again.


‘The boys have told me you have a new addition,’ he said.


The boys in question were James, Michael’s eleven-year-old son, and Danny, who was being fostered at Clumber Lodge.


‘I’m sorry,’ Elisabeth said, her voice slurry with tiredness. ‘What did you say?’


‘The boys, they said you have a new pupil and from what they’ve told me he sounds a bit of a handful.’


Elisabeth laughed. ‘That’s something of an understatement. He is a very mixed-up young man.’


‘A good dose of old-fashioned Mrs Devine’s discipline will soon sort him out.’


‘I wish it were as simple as that.’ She sat up. ‘I know you are not a one for all these labels people put on children, these disorders and syndromes, but––’


‘But I have been proved wrong,’ he said, finishing her sentence. 


He had indeed been proved wrong. When Elisabeth had first started at the village school she had come to see Dr Michael Stirling about his son James. She was worried about this diffident little pupil, a sad and solemn-faced child who seemed to dwell in his own lonely, silent world. At school he only talked to his best friend, Danny Stainthorpe, and when spoken to by any adult would lower his head shyly and not reply. Elisabeth had been a teacher long enough to know that boys aged ten are usually lively, noisy creatures. James was very different. She was of the opinion, as she told the boy’s father, that young James might have a condition called selective mutism, where a person speaks only to a few chosen others. The disorder, she had gone on to say, if untreated, could get worse until the person stopped talking altogether. Dr Stirling had dismissed her suggestion out of hand and explained that his son was still grieving for his mother, who had been killed in a riding accident two years before. There was nothing wrong with him.


 ‘Mrs Devine,’ he had told her sharply, ‘James has no condition or problem. He is just a quiet, under-confident little boy. I weary of hearing and reading about all these so-called children’s disorders and syndromes. James will soon grow out of it.’


Following this heated exchange, Dr Stirling decided a small preparatory school would be better suited to cater for his son’s needs. James, desperately unhappy at the prospect of starting at a new school and being separated from his only friend, ran away from home. He was later discovered late at night in Elisabeth’s cottage garden, cold and frightened. Dr Stirling admitted he had been wrong and agreed to Elisabeth’s request for her to seek help for James, who returned to the village school.


With sensitive support and encouragement, James began to come out of his shell. His father started to fall for this strong-minded, caring and dedicated head teacher who had made such a difference in his son’s life. Elisabeth, too, found that the more she got to know Michael Stirling, the more she was attracted to the man who she had initially thought disagreeable and pig-headed. Beneath the brusque exterior she discovered a caring and thoughtful man, a man with whom she fell in love and who, before the school broke up for the Easter holidays, asked her to marry him.
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