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PART ONE

Christmas Term
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1 . TERM BEGINS


The first day of term has a flavour that is all its own. For one thing, it invariably dawns fair and bright, no matter how appalling the weather has been in the days preceding it.

In fact, the last two weeks of the school summer holidays had been cold and rainy, washing out any plans for picnics or gardening which I had made. As headmistress of the neighbouring village school of Fairacre, I had hoped to spend the last weeks of my summer break in tidying the garden before the autumn leaves swamped the place. Now such plans had been thwarted, for I must return to my school duties.

On this particular September morning, the view from my kitchen window was bathed in sunlight. Dew sparkled on the lawn where a thrush hastened hither and thither with an ear alert for worms below. Spiders’ webs decorated the hawthorn hedge with medallions of silver lace, and the branches of the old Bramley apple tree were bowed down with fruit.

Beyond this spread Hundred Acre field dotted with sheep, and farther still the misty bulk of the downs against the sky.

I was lucky to live in this pretty downland village of Beech Green. Luckier still to live in the cottage which was now my home, for it had been left to me on the death of a dear friend and colleague, Dolly Clare.

She had lived there for most of her long life, arriving at the age of six with her sister Ada, and her parents Francis and Mary Clare. It was Francis who had rethatched the cottage, and some of his tools had been used, years later, by a young thatcher who inherited them.

When Dolly told me, in the last years of her life, that she had left the cottage to me, I was overwhelmed at such generosity.

All my working life I had lived either in lodgings or in the tied school house at Fairacre. More prudent teachers had invested in property, as I should have done, but somehow I had never got round to taking out a mortgage, and the years slipped by as I enjoyed my rent-free time as headmistress of Fairacre School.

But a few years earlier, my former assistant teacher and dear friend had left me this lovely home, and I have never ceased to be grateful.

The village of Beech Green is some two or three miles from Fairacre, and Dolly Clare had cycled there and back each school day for many years. I was luckier and had a car to shelter me on my daily journey. We get plenty of blustery winds in this open area, and Dolly must have had many rough journeys in her time, but I never knew her to be late for school, and she always looked immaculate in the classroom, no matter how severely the elements had battered her on the way there.

The kitchen clock said eight o’clock. It was time I tore myself away from all the delights before me, and set off for a new term.

Tibby, my fastidious cat, oozed through the cat-flap and surveyed my offering of the most expensive cat food on the market with considerable distaste, before walking away, and I made my way to the garage.

The morning air smelt as seductive as the flowers which scented it. It was sad to have to leave the garden, but there was no help for it.

Term had begun, and I must be on my way.

At first sight, Fairacre School looked much as it did a hundred years ago. A low one-storey building with Gothic windows and porch, it did its Victorian best to imitate St Patrick’s venerable pile near by.

The playground was dappled with sunshine and the shadows of lofty trees in the vicarage garden next door. In one corner stood the pile of coke which would soon be needed for the two tortoise stoves inside.

A few children were already rushing about in the playground, and one or two of the most effusive galloped up to throw their arms round my waist in exuberant greeting. Such affection would be somewhat muted, I knew, as the term progressed and we all settled down to our usual workaday relationship, but it was very cheering to be greeted as if risen from the dead, and I was glad to see them in such good spirits.

My curmudgeonly school cleaner, Mrs Pringle, was not quite so welcoming.

[image: 003]

‘That skylight,’ she told me dourly, ‘has been up to its old tricks again.’

I thought that Mrs Pringle was also up to her old tricks, damping any enthusiasm she encountered on this bright new morning. The skylight was an enemy of many years standing to us both.

‘Anything special?’

‘All this ’ere rain has done its worst,’ she informed me with satisfaction. ‘Dripped all over your ink stand, run under the map cupboard, and nearly got to my stoves.’

Here her voice rose in a crescendo and her jowls grew red and wobbled like a turkey-cock’s. The two tortoise stoves at our school are the idols of Mrs Pringle’s life, and she ministers to them with love and blacklead and all the considerable power of her elbow.
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‘I’ll get Bob Willet to have a look,’ I promised her.

Bob Willet is our school caretaker, sexton and grave-digger at St Patrick’s church, and general handyman to whoever is in need of his services in Fairacre. He is an expert gardener, a steady church-goer and a good friend to all. Our village, without Bob, would lose its heart.

But Mrs Pringle was not to be placated so easily.

‘I can’t be everywhere at once. I come up here twice a week regular all through the holidays, and there’s not many school cleaners as can say the same. I’ve worked my fingers to the bone for all these years, as well you know, and for what thanks?’

I looked at Mrs Pringle’s fingers which were nowhere near the bone, but rather resembled prime pork sausages.

‘Well, I thank you. Often.’

‘But do those dratted kids?’

At this point a posse of the dratted kids appeared in the doorway, beaming broadly.

‘It’s bell time, miss. John Todd says it’s his turn, but he done it last morning of term.’

‘Did it,’ I corrected automatically. Not that it would make the slightest difference, but once a teacher always a teacher.

‘Anyway,’ I added, ‘it’s a new start today, so Eileen may ring the bell.’

Term had undoubtedly begun.

 



Ever since I arrived at Fairacre some years ago, we have had the threat of closure hanging over our heads.

It is a two-teacher school and seems to have been so for most of its long life. When I came, the numbers were between thirty and forty on roll, but early log books show that occasionally the school numbered around a hundred pupils.

In those days families were large. It was nothing to have four or five children from the same family under the school roof at the same time. Also, of course, children stayed until the age of fourteen, but in these rural areas it was not uncommon for them to leave at twelve if they had been offered a post. Most of the boys went into farming, and most of the girls into service.

During my time, my schoolchildren ranged in age from five to eleven years, and after that they proceeded to  George Annett’s care in the school at Beech Green where they stayed until sixteen.

The plight of our falling numbers over the years was a constant headache, and only a year or two earlier they had fallen to about twenty. My assistant teacher, Mrs Richards, who taught the infants, and I thought that the outlook was gloomy.

But amazingly help was at hand. Two new houses in the village were bought by a charitable housing trust, part of the Malory-Hope Trust, the brain-child of a much-loved local philanthropist. One house was already occupied. Here a married couple in their forties were in charge of four children, the youngest five years of age and the eldest ten. All four had been at Fairacre School now for one term, and were welcomed by Mrs Richards and me, as well as all those who had the welfare of our school at heart.

The other house was awaiting five children, but one would be a baby. Nevertheless, the thought of four more children, of school age, to swell our numbers in the near future was decidedly heartening.

There had been some plumbing problems with the second house which had held up the arrival of the second family, but we all hoped that we should see our new pupils by half term, at the end of October, or certainly by Christmas.

The Trust had been set up, some years earlier, by a wealthy and philanthropic business man. It began as a housing scheme for the orphans of men who had served in the armed forces, and today it still gave such orphans  priority. But as the Trust’s work expanded, other children were accepted, and the founder’s basic desire for family units was respected. Not more than five, and usually four, children were looked after by a married couple in a small home. They attended the local schools, and took part in general activities, and the regime seemed to work admirably.

I must admit that when the news broke in Fairacre that two families would be housed in the Trust’s latest acquisitions, there were a few misgivings from the older inhabitants. Mrs Pringle, of course, was one of the gloomier forecasters.

‘I’ve heard tell as some of these kids come from towns.’

‘What’s wrong with that?’

‘Remember them evacuees? All town lots, they were. And brought no end of trouble. Head lice, fleas, scabious—’

‘Scabies,’ I corrected automatically.

‘As I said,’ continued Mrs Pringle, undaunted. ‘Not to mention bed-wetting and worse.’

‘Well, these aren’t evacuees, and are being properly brought up. Frankly, I’m looking forward to them, and so are the children.’

‘You’ll regret it,’ said my old sparring partner. ‘Mark my words.’

But her dark forebodings had not come to pass. The four new pupils had settled into Fairacre School very well, were accepted by the children with the easy camaraderie  of the young and, to my mind, were a very welcome addition to the establishment.

The golden September weather continued. The children still wore their summer clothes and complained of being ‘sweatin’ ’ot, miss’, but continued to rush around the playground, and occasionally up and over the coke pile when they thought they were unobserved, so they did not get a great deal of sympathy from me when they pleaded exhaustion from the weather conditions.

But I relished this balmy spell of weather. We had some lessons out of doors, particularly those which involved reading, either by me, or on their own.

Sometimes I suspected that the combined siren voices of a distant tractor driven by someone’s dad, the cawing of the rooks above us in the vicarage trees and the humming of innumerable insects around us took more of the children’s attention than the printed pages before them. But this did not perturb me greatly. They would remember those golden moments long after the stories had faded from their memory.

Sometimes I took my class for a nature walk. This was always exhilarating, particularly when we traversed the village street on our way to the chalky paths of the downs. A mother, on her way to see Mr Lamb at the Post Office, would greet us warmly. A distant tractor would be pointed out enthusiastically.

‘My dad’s over there. They’re havin’ swedes in that field this year.’

Someone would wave from an upstairs window.

‘My gran,’ said Ernest, waving back. ‘She has a nap on her bed after dinner.’

Such encounters were very cheering, but I could not help noticing that there were far fewer people about in the village than when I first came to Fairacre years ago.

Now it was the norm for both parents to go to work, and nowadays at a distance, travelling by car. Certainly, both parents had worked in earlier times, but usually within walking distance of their houses.

Mr Roberts, our local farmer, probably employed eight or ten men when I knew him first, and their wives helped at the farm house or at nearby large homes with domestic work. Usually it was part-time work for the wives, for they arranged matters so that they could be at home at midday to dish up a meal for their husbands and any of the family who were at hand. A number of my schoolchildren went home to a midday meal when I first started teaching at Fairacre. Nowadays all stayed to school dinner. It was a sign of the times.

A few hundred yards beyond the edge of the village, a path led upwards to the downs. The first few yards were shaded by shrubby trees. The wayfaring trees grew here, their oval grey-green leaves encircling the masses of white flowers so soon to turn brown and change into autumn berries. Brambles clutched at legs, their fruits already formed into sweet purple fruit, and here and there a second flowering of honeysuckle scented the air.

But as we ascended we left the scrub behind, and found ourselves in the high windy world of true chalk downland.
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We sat puffing on the fine grass and enjoyed the splendid view. There were pellets of rabbit droppings around us among the tiny vetches and thymes of the grassland, and the small blue butterflies which inhabit chalky places fluttered about their business, ignoring intruders.

We pointed out to each other various points of interest.

‘There’s the weathercock,’ said Patrick. ‘It says the wind’s in the east.’

‘Soppy!’ commented John Todd. ‘You be lookin’ at his tail.’ An ensuing scrap was quelled by me.

They noticed washing blowing on a distant line, a train making its way to Caxley station some ten miles away, and a herd of black and white Friesian cows behind Mr Roberts’ farm house.

Was this, I wondered guiltily, really ‘A Nature Walk’? Was it, more truthfully, ‘An Afternoon’s Outing’? Whatever it was, I decided, watching the children at their various activities or non-activities, it was, as Shakespeare said of sleep,

Balm of hurt minds . . .  
Chief nourisher in life’s feast.






We picked a few sprigs of downland vegetation and some twigs from the shrubs at the foot of the downs as we returned, as a sop to the Cerberus of education.

John Todd had collected a pocketful of rabbit droppings which he maintained were going to be used as fertiliser for his mum’s pot-plants. My only proviso was that his collection should be put into a paper bag until home time. I heard him later telling another boy that he thought he might sell some to his granny.

Sometimes I think that John Todd will end up either in jail, or as a millionaire. He will certainly make his mark somewhere.

 



I relished returning to my Beech Green home on those golden afternoons of early term time. The gardening jobs which had waited during the rainy holidays were soon done, and Bob Willet came to lend a hand on Saturday mornings when he could spare the time.

‘You heard about Mrs Mawne?’ he asked, as we sat with our mugs of coffee in the sunshine.

‘No. What’s happened?’

‘Been took to hospital. Lungs, they say.’

This was bad news. I liked Mrs Mawne, a strong-minded busy soul who took an active part in Fairacre affairs, and looked after her husband Henry very well. Henry was a well-known ornithologist and naturalist and wrote, not only for our Caxley Chronicle, but also for more erudite publications. At one time, when it was thought he was a bachelor, and before his wife returned to him, Fairacre had been busy arranging what it considered a suitable match between Henry and me. Naturally, neither of us knew anything about these romantic plans, and very cross we were when light dawned.

‘Is it serious?’

‘Must be if she’s in hospital,’ said Bob, who appeared to regard these institutions as the seemly place to die in. ‘She do smoke, of course. Don’t do your tubes any good.’

‘And what about Mr Mawne? Can he look after himself?’

‘Shouldn’t think so,’ said Bob cheerfully. ‘Probably frizzle a hegg and bacon.’

‘That’s something, anyway.’

‘Not as good as my Alice’s steak and kidney pudden, or her rabbit pie with a nice bit of onion in it.’

‘Well, you’re spoilt,’ I told him.

‘That’s right,’ he agreed with much satisfaction.

He drained his mug and went back to his weeding.
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During the next week, Henry Mawne appeared at school.

This was no surprise, as he is a frequent visitor bringing pamphlets and posters about birds and other natural matters which he thinks will interest the children. They always enjoy his visits, and sometimes he stays for half an hour and gives an impromptu nature lesson.

On this occasion I thought he looked older and shabbier. I enquired after his wife, and he shook his head sadly.

‘Not too good. The medics tell me she had a slight stroke yesterday. Nothing to worry about, they tell me.’ His face grew pink. ‘I ask you! Nothing to worry about indeed! They told me not to visit her last night, but I’m damn well going up this afternoon.’

‘I’m sure you’ll find her getting on well,’ I assured him, hoping that was the truth. ‘Lots of people have strokes, and are as right as rain soon after.’

He was not to be comforted, however, and took himself off after a few minutes. It was sad to see him suddenly so old.

‘What’s up?’ I heard Patrick whisper to Ernest.

‘Mrs Mawne. She’s been struck.’

‘Struck? By lightning or something?’

‘No, chump! With a stroke, like that chap down the pub.’

‘But he’s all—’ began Patrick looking horrified.

‘That’ll do,’ I said firmly. ‘You can stop talking and get on with your work.’

Resignedly, and with heavy sighs, they returned to their labours, while I sorted out a pile of forms to take home to study in peace before returning them to our local Education Office. Somehow, there seemed to be more than ever these days, and I did not relish an evening poring over them.

Henry’s sad face haunted me. If his wife were laid up in hospital for any length of time, it might be a good idea to have him to a meal one evening.

What Fairacre and Beech Green would make of the matter I did not know, nor care. If two middle-aged old dears could not enjoy a meal together without scandal it was a pity.

Nevertheless, I resolved to ask our vicar Gerald Partridge and his wife, or failing that, my old friends George and Isobel Annett to join the party. Decorum apart, four would fit nicely round my table, and make more cheerful company for a sad man.

Mrs Pringle, when she appeared at midday to wash up the dinner things, knew all about Mrs Mawne’s troubles. With lugubrious relish she told me about several stroke sufferers of her acquaintance. None, it seemed, had survived, or if they had, she told me, it was a great pity considering the plight in which they were left.

‘I don’t want to hear anymore,’ I told her roundly, and left her quivering with anger and frustration amidst the washing-up steam.
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Later that evening I tried to settle down to those wretched forms, but found my attention wandering. Mrs Pringle’s ghoulish enjoyment of disaster, which I can usually dismiss with some amusement, irritated me unduly on this particular evening. I had lived long enough with her, in all conscience, to be able to ignore her habitual gloom, but I had to admit that latterly she had riled me more than usual.

Was she getting even more trying, or was I getting crabbier? Of course, we were both getting older and our tempers became less equable. Even so, I thought, stuffing the forms into a file and abandoning the task for the moment, should I be feeling quite so depressed?

Perhaps I was sickening for something? Perhaps I needed more stimulus? Perhaps I needed company? Even Tibby seemed to have deserted me on this particular evening, going about some private feline business.

I walked out into the garden, still troubled. Heavy clouds had rolled up from the west, and no doubt rain would fall during the night. This was the first overcast evening we had seen for many days, and it fitted my mood. The air was still, somehow menacing, and I shivered despite the humid warmth.

I would go early to bed, I told myself, and read the latest Dick Francis book, and perhaps plan my proposed dinner party.



We get the Hump,  
Camelions Hump,




as Rudyard Kipling said. Doing something was the cure for that, and tomorrow I should be myself again.

I was in bed by nine o’clock.




2 . OLD AND NEW FRIENDS


The roads were wet when I set off for school the next morning, feeling rather more cheerful after my early night.

Mrs Pringle was limping heavily about her duties, and was decidedly off-hand with me. Mrs Pringle’s bad leg is a sure pointer to prevailing conditions. If she is in one of her rare moods of comparatively good temper, she walks at her normal waddle.

If, however, the limp is noticeable, it means that she is resentful of all the work she is called upon to do, or she is in a flaming temper about one of her pet interests. Anything connected with the misuse of her precious tortoise stoves, for instance, puts her in a rage and the limp is most pronounced. When Mrs Pringle’s leg has ‘flared up’, as she says, we are on guard.

Obviously, the present malaise was the outcome of my short shrift with her over Mrs Mawne’s condition, and I did not propose to do any mollifying. She must just get on with it.

In my first months at Fairacre I had worried about Mrs Pringle’s feelings, and had done my best to apologise for  any hurt which I might have done her unknowingly. Now I knew better, and it was Bob Willet who had opened my eyes not long after my arrival.

‘Don’t you take no heed of that ol’ besom’s tantrums,’ he told me sturdily. ‘Maud Pringle’s been a bad-tempered old bag ever since she was born. Turn a deaf ear and a blind eye.’

It was sound advice, and nowadays Mrs Pringle’s temper and her bad leg’s combustibility held no terrors for me.

Mrs Richards, my assistant, was on playground duty after we had finished school dinner, so I walked down to the Post Office to buy boiled sweets to replenish the school sweet tin, and to pay in some of the children’s savings. This thrifty habit had started, years before my arrival, as a wartime effort, and somehow continued.

Mr Lamb greeted me with his usual bonhomie and his habitual crack about how many sweets I got through.

I asked after Mrs Mawne. Mr Lamb has his finger on the pulse of Fairacre life and knows more even than Mrs Pringle.

‘Much the same, Mr Mawne told me. He’s just been in for some eggs. Must be living on ’em, I reckon. They’re keeping her in hospital for at least another week. He visits daily, afternoons mostly.’

Armed with this knowledge I decided to go ahead with my invitations that evening, and returned to my duties.

One of Fairacre’s major interests at this time was the completion of the second new home which was to house five more children under the Trust’s guardianship.

The first home was now flourishing, and the couple who ran it had settled happily among their neighbours. Their charges who had swelled my school’s numbers were good-tempered, easy children, and gave me no trouble.

The couple for the second home had been appointed, and were frequently seen watching last-minute alterations to their new house. The plumbing problem which had held up proceedings seemed to have been overcome, and it was generally expected that the family would arrive some time in October.

After school one day I walked over to make myself known to the man and woman who were working in the garden.

‘We were going to call on you,’ the man said. ‘You’ll be having our children, I believe.’

‘And very welcome they will be,’ I told him.

We introduced ourselves. They were Molly and Alfred Cotton, and they already knew their neighbours and co-hosts, the Bennetts from next door. They also knew Mr Lamb, Bob Willet and Jane and Tom Winter who lived close by.

The Winters’ home was one of the three new houses to be built recently in the village, and Jane and Tom had moved in some time earlier. They were a friendly pair, and their young son Jeremy had made friends with the four newcomers as soon as they had settled in. The Cottons were delighted with their appointment as joint wardens to their five children, and it seemed pretty obvious to me that they would be a great asset to the village.

‘You won’t be having all our children,’ Molly told me.  ‘The youngest is not walking yet, and the next up is only four. The two brothers, seven and nine, will come to you, and the girl who is ten.’

I said that I should welcome them, and asked a little more about their family.

‘The two brothers and the baby are all from one family,’ said Alfred. ‘They were saved by neighbours from a fire at their home. The parents perished.’

‘That’s a terrible thing!’

‘They’re young enough to have half-forgotten it,’ said Molly, ‘but I think the older boy, Bobby, still gets night-mares about fire. It’s one reason why they have been moved right away, to give them a fresh start.’

‘Well, you are doing a fine job,’ I told them.

‘Not very well paid though,’ added Alfred, in a semi-jocular way.

Much later I was to recall that rather odd remark.

My old home at Fairacre, the school house which stood only a stone’s throw across the playground from Fairacre School, had been badly damaged by a storm a few years earlier. Luckily, no one was hurt, and I had already removed to Dolly Clare’s cottage at Beech Green.

The repairs took some time, but eventually it was restored and put on the market. To my delight two friends of mine had bought it, and now lived there with their baby.

Horace and Eve Umbleditch had met at the preparatory school where he taught and she had been the school secretary. They had adopted village life with enthusiasm,  and were generally liked. Horace had been roped in by the vicar as a general help to Henry Mawne, who made himself responsible for the finances and general welfare of St Patrick’s. Now that Henry was so much engaged with his wife’s illness, Horace was being called upon to do more, which he undertook very cheerfully.

I called to see Eve and the baby one afternoon after school. Young Andrew was sitting in his pram, bouncing about with enormous energy and making a bleating noise which his fond mother told me was singing.

Eve was ironing, but seemed happy enough to stop and put on the kettle.

‘Horace won’t be in for some time. Rugger practice,’ she told me.
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