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Chapter 1


‘So, what do you reckon then?’ asked the caretaker as he leaned idly against the doorframe, jangling the bunch of heavy keys in his overall pocket. He was a gangly, gaunt individual with sandy thinning hair, a hard beak of a nose and the staring eyes of a deep-sea fish.


It was the start of the spring term at Barton-in-the-Dale Primary School and he and Mrs Scrimshaw, the school secretary, were in the small office.


‘What do I reckon to what?’ she asked, peering over the top of her unfashionable horn-rimmed spectacles and brushing a stray strand of mouse-coloured hair from her forehead. 


The caretaker moved into the room, perched himself on the corner of her desk and leaned closer. The school secretary caught a whiff of floor polish and disinfectant and wrinkled her nose. 


‘Come on Mrs Scrimshaw,’ he chuckled. ‘You’ve got eyes in your head. You must have noticed.’


The secretary removed her glasses and placed them carefully on the desk. She looked up at the caretaker. ‘Noticed what?’ she said, feigning ignorance.


‘About our head teacher and the local GP.’ 


‘I really don’t know to what you are referring, Mr Gribbon,’ she said stiffly. She replaced her glasses and looked down at the letters before her.


‘Oh, come along, Mrs Scrimshaw, don’t play the innocent with me,’ said the caretaker jovially. She winced. ‘It can’t have escaped your notice. It’s as plain as a pikestaff. You know as well as I do that there’s something going on between them.’


‘Mr Gribbon,’ replied the school secretary sharply, ‘what Mrs Devine and Dr Stirling do in their own time is of no concern of mine – nor yours for that matter.’ She shuffled in her chair and picked up a paperknife. ‘As you well know, I’m not a one for gossip and rumour-mongering,’ she added.


‘Well, I reckon there’s something going on,’ he persisted, rubbing his chin thoughtfully. ‘I mean, when he’s in school she can’t take her eyes off of him and it’s clear to me that he’s got the hots for her. Why, when he was in last term doing that session on sex education—’


‘Mr Gribbon,’ interrupted the school secretary, ‘it is none of anyone’s business what Mrs Devine and Dr Stirling might be getting up to.’


‘So, you do think they are getting up to something then?’ He smiled conspiratorially.


‘I didn’t say that,’ she objected.


‘I mean,’ said the caretaker, sucking in his breath and blowing out noisily, ‘he couldn’t stand the sight of her when she started here and now they’re as thick as thieves.’


‘Couldn’t stand the sight of her?’ repeated Mrs Scrimshaw, placing the paperknife back down on the desk. ‘I think that’s something of an exaggeration. I admit that Dr Stirling, like a lot of other people, I might add, didn’t take to Mrs Devine when she took over as head teacher here, and some didn’t entirely see eye to eye with her, but once people in the village got to know her and saw how she started improving everything in the school, they soon changed their minds. And I for one think she’s been like a breath of fresh air since her arrival.’ 


The school secretary’s observations were accurate. When Elisabeth Devine had been called for interview for the post of head teacher at the small village school, dressed in startling bright red shoes with silver heels and black lacy stockings, she had caused quite a stir. She was so very different from the present incumbent of the post, the formidable Miss Hilda Sowerbutts, she of the pleated tweeds, heavy brogues, bulletproof stockings, sour face and sharp tongue. 


With Elisabeth’s appointment the school had undergone a dramatic change. A moribund place under the management of Miss Sowerbutts, it had begun to flourish under Elisabeth’s firm and decisive leadership. The once dark and neglected premises had been transformed into a bright, cheerful and welcoming environment.


Of course, it had not all been plain sailing. Soon after her appointment a bombshell had been dropped on the school. Elisabeth had learned that those on the Education Committee had it in mind to close Barton-in-the-Dale. There had been a concerted and ultimately successful campaign and the future of the school now seemed assured. 


‘How long is it since the doctor’s wife fell off of her horse and broke her neck?’ asked the caretaker now.


Mrs Scrimshaw pursed her lips and looked at him reproachfully. ‘You do have such a way of putting things,’ she sighed. ‘Talk about being blunt.’


‘Well, it’s been a while, hasn’t it?’ continued the caretaker, sliding off the desk and jangling his keys noisily.


‘She had that dreadful accident two years ago,’ Mrs Scrimshaw informed him.


Mr Gribbon sniffed noisily. ‘So the good doctor will be on the lookout for another wife,’ he observed, ‘and Mrs Devine being divorced and all, it seems to me she’ll be in the running. They make a good couple, don’t you think?’


‘I wouldn’t know about that,’ said the school secretary, looking down at the letters on her desk and picking up the paperknife again. The caretaker could sense her irritation. ‘And as for being divorced, that is sheer speculation.’ She sliced open an envelope.


‘Well, there’s no man on the scene,’ observed the caretaker.


‘She could be a widow,’ said the secretary, ‘or separated. Anyway, as I’ve said, Mrs Devine’s private life is no concern of mine – or yours for that matter.’


‘Yes, well, if you ask me—’ began the caretaker.


‘I’m not asking you, Mr Gribbon,’ interrupted Mrs Scrimshaw. ‘Now if you don’t mind, I have a great deal to do this morning and I guess you have jobs to do.’ She tapped the pile of letters on her desk. ‘Being the start of the new term there’s this little lot to deal with, for a start.’


The caretaker made no effort to move. He stretched and scratched his scalp. ‘Well, I suppose I’d better finish off buffing my floors before the hordes arrive,’ he grumbled.


‘Good idea,’ muttered the school secretary, not looking up.


‘Excuse me, Mr Gribbon, I’m sorry to interrupt your conversation but may I have a quick word with Mrs Scrimshaw?’


The caretaker turned as a small boy, about eight or nine years old, came into the office. He was a rosy-faced child with fox-coloured hair and was dressed in curiously old-fashioned clothes – white shirt and tie, long grey shorts, grey knee-length stockings, knitted cardigan, and substantial black shoes. His way of speaking was also curiously old-fashioned. He was like a throwback to the 1950s. The caretaker rolled his eyes and shook his head tetchily.


‘You’re here bright and early, Oscar,’ remarked the school secretary, looking up and peering over her glasses.


‘Oh, I like to get here early on the first day of term, Mrs Scrimshaw,’ the boy replied cheerfully. ‘Actually I’m quite keen to be back. I’ve been rather bored over the holidays.’


‘Well, what is it you want?’ she asked. 


‘I was wondering, Mrs Scrimshaw, if you have managed to go through the post this morning?’


‘No, not yet. Why?’


‘Well, there may be a letter there for me,’ the child informed her, approaching the desk.


‘And who’s sending you letters to the school?’ barked the caretaker.


‘Well, you see, Mr Gribbon,’ the boy explained, ‘this term we’re doing a project on our favourite writers, and over the Christmas break our teacher asked all the children in the class to pick a book to read. We will have to do a book review and say whether we like it or not and then write to the poets and authors. Mrs Robertshaw’s going to put up a display in the corridor about all the writers whom we have read, with pictures of them, book jackets and posters, and any letters we receive. I think it’s a really super idea.’


‘And?’ asked the caretaker.


‘Pardon?’ replied the boy.


‘Why are you receiving letters here at the school?’


‘Well, it occurred to me,’ said the child, ‘that it would be really good to send a letter to my favourite writer straight away so I dropped him a line over Christmas. I have a new laptop computer and thought I’d get a bit of practice in with the word-processing, so I wrote to the poet Peter Dixon. He’s really very good at rhymes and rhythms and his poems are very amusing. I sometimes laugh out loud.’


‘Really?’ said the caretaker disbelievingly.


‘I thought I’d put the school address on my letter since it is a school project,’ the child told him.


Mrs Scrimshaw, who had been looking through the pile of letters on her desk while the boy was speaking, shook her head. ‘No, there’s nothing, Oscar,’ she said.


‘Could I have a quick look,’ asked the boy, ‘just to make sure?’


‘There’s no need for that,’ said the secretary. ‘There is no letter here for you.’


‘So take yourself off,’ the caretaker told him, ‘and don’t go walking on the hall floor. I’ve not buffed it up yet.’


‘Actually I’m glad I’ve seen you, Mr Gribbon,’ said the boy, ignoring the instruction. ‘I noticed that the boys’ toilets were very smelly last term. They could have done with a good clean. I’m afraid they were not very hygienic.’


‘You don’t say?’ The caretaker grimaced.


‘And the floor was quite wet. I nearly slipped and could have hurt myself,’ continued the boy.


‘Well, you should look where you’re going then, shouldn’t you?’ said the caretaker, a vein in his temple standing out and beating angrily. 


‘I’ve just called in now,’ continued the boy, undeterred by the caretaker’s angry tone of voice, ‘and I have to say they are still rather smelly.’


‘If you boys aimed where you’re supposed to aim,’ snapped Mr Gribbon, ‘then there wouldn’t be wet floors and the toilets wouldn’t be smelly.’


‘But there’s nobody been in the toilets this morning except me,’ replied Oscar.


 ‘Look here—’ began the caretaker, stabbing the air with a finger in the boy’s direction.


‘Perhaps,’ continued Oscar, ‘you could put a ping-pong ball down each of the toilet bowls for the boys to aim at. It might solve the problem. I’ve done an experiment and when the toilet is flushed the ping-pong ball floats and—’


‘Look—’ began the caretaker again, spots of angry red appearing on his cheekbones.


 ‘And you might use an air freshener.’


The caretaker opened his mouth to reply but the boy smiled widely and said, ‘Well, I think I’ll get on with my book in the library. I’ll call back again at break, Mrs Scrimshaw, and see if my letter has arrived in this morning’s post.’


‘Goodbye Oscar,’ said the school secretary, giving a fleeting smile as she caught sight of the caretaker’s angry red face.


 


As Mrs Scrimshaw busied herself opening the letters in the school office, the caretaker departed grumbling to buff up his floor and young Oscar headed for the small school library to read his book, Miss Brakespeare, deputy head teacher at Barton-in-the-Dale village school, stood at the front of her classroom, hands clasped before her, and examined the room with pride. She looked approvingly at the vivid displays, the bright new tables and chairs, the neatly stacked books, the colourful drapes at the windows and the bookcase full of glossy-backed paperbacks. So wide was her smile that had she been wearing lipstick that morning she could very well have left red traces on the lobes of her ears.


The deputy head teacher had spent several days over the holidays in readiness for the new term, sorting out her storeroom, sharpening pencils, tidying the books, mounting pictures and posters on the walls and preparing her lessons. She had never felt quite as content at the start of a new school term as she did on that crisp January morning, with bright sunshine lighting up her room, and she looked forward to welcoming back the children in her class. 


Miss Brakespeare took a deep breath. Yes, she thought, as she surveyed her classroom now, she was very happy with how things had turned out.


A head appeared around her classroom door. ‘Your classroom looks nice, Miriam.’ The speaker was a broad woman with a wide, friendly face and steely-grey hair gathered up untidily on her head. 


‘Thank you, Elsie,’ Miss Brakespeare replied, clearly pleased with the compliment. ‘One tries one’s best.’ 


‘You haven’t forgotten the staff meeting at eight-fifteen, have you?’


‘No, no, I’m just coming.’ 


Mrs Devine and the teachers met in the staffroom, formerly the head teacher’s room in the time of Miss Sowerbutts. Elsie Robertshaw, teacher of the lower juniors, and Rebecca Wilson, teacher of the infants, sat with Marcia Atticus, the vicar’s wife, who was training to be a teacher at the school. Elisabeth smiled as she saw Miss Brakespeare bustle through the door in a stylish grey suit, pink silk blouse, black stockings and patent leather shoes. What a change had taken place in her deputy, she thought, and not just in her appearance. When Elisabeth had first met her at the interviews for the headship, she had not formed a very positive picture of her future colleague. The mousy little woman with the round face and the staring eyes, dressed in an ill-fitting cotton suit, dark stockings and sandals, had appeared dowdy and dull. Her hair had been scraped back in a style that was a good twenty years out of date, and there had not been a trace of any make-up. She had smiled a great deal, sighed a great deal and nodded a great deal but had said very little. But over the term she had blossomed, and the school inspector who had given her such a poor report noted, on his return visit, that she had made a vast improvement.


‘Good morning, everyone,’ said Elisabeth cheerily, ‘and a very happy new year.’ There were smiles and good-humoured murmurs in response. ‘I won’t keep you long, because I am sure there are things you need to get on with and the children will be arriving soon. I just wanted to welcome you back and say I am really looking forward to working with you all again this term. We travelled through some pretty stormy waters last year, didn’t we, with the proposed closure of the school and all the uncertainty?’


 ‘We did indeed,’ agreed Miss Brakespeare, nodding like one of those toy dogs seen in the backs of cars.


 ‘But thankfully that is all behind us now,’ continued Elisabeth, ‘and we can look forward to some stability. We start off with some really good news. Firstly, as you were aware, Mrs Robertshaw and Miss Wilson were on temporary contracts last term. I heard from the Local Education Authority over the holidays that their contracts have now been made permanent.’ There were claps and congratulations. ‘Secondly, I am delighted to say that Mrs Atticus, who as you know has been accepted for teacher-training at St John’s College, will continue her teaching practice here at Barton-in-the-Dale.’ There were more murmurs of approval. ‘We have a bright, refurbished school and six new pupils starting with us this morning, so the future looks more than rosy.’


The school secretary poked her head around the staffroom door.


‘You asked me to let you know, Mrs Devine, when the pupils start to arrive,’ she said.


‘Thank you, Mrs Scrimshaw,’ replied Elisabeth, rising and smoothing out the creases in her skirt. 


‘And you want to get well wrapped up before you venture out there,’ said the secretary. ‘It’s started snowing again and it’s freezing cold. And watch your step, the path’s like a skating rink. I’ve had a word with Mr Gribbon and he’s putting some salt and grit down.’


 Outside, Elisabeth found the caretaker throwing sand and salt on the path like a farmer sowing seeds. ‘Bloody weather,’ he grumbled to himself.


Since starting as the head teacher it had been Elisabeth’s practice to stand at the school gate each Monday morning to greet the children and speak to the parents, something which the former incumbent had never condescended to do. By doing this, Elisabeth found that she met parents she otherwise would rarely see and that those too reserved to call into school over a problem were more willing to talk to her at the gate than inside the building. 


Being the start of the new term, it was an unusually large turnout of mothers and fathers that morning. Elisabeth smiled and greeted each parent with a friendly ‘Good morning.’ Most nodded and smiled and some came over to have a word. Elisabeth noticed Dr Stirling talking to Mrs Stubbins, a round, shapeless woman with bright, frizzy, dyed ginger hair, an impressive set of double chins and immense hips. She was wrapped in a voluminous coat and wore a multicoloured woollen hat with a bobble on the top. She was probably recounting the catalogue of ailments she had. Dr Stirling caught sight of Elisabeth and his face brightened. He finally managed to extricate himself and came over to join her.


‘Good morning,’ he said. 


‘Hello, Michael,’ she replied.


They stood for a moment in silence.


Michael Stirling was a tall, not unattractive man, aged about forty, with a firm jawline and a full head of dark hair, greying at the temples and parted untidily. What was most striking was his pale blue eyes, the first thing Elisabeth had noticed about him. Their relationship at first had been fraught. When she had first met him she had found him stubborn and pig-headed. He was a man of few words, but when he did speak to her he seemed to find fault with everything she did. She had soon discovered she was wrong about him. Underneath that seemingly distant and sombre exterior was a shy and compassionate man. She recalled his first tentative kiss in a darkened classroom under the sprig of mistletoe after the Christmas concert. It was just a small, tender kiss, not one of those fiery unbidden kinds described in romantic fiction. It was really little more than a brief brush of the lips. But she had not forgotten it. She felt something greater than the close friendship that had developed, and perhaps wanted more from the relationship, but she was wary. She could tell that he felt the same.


 ‘I thought, being the first morning of the new term and my surgery not starting until later this morning,’ he said now, ‘I’d walk the boys to school.’


‘I see.’


He rubbed his hands and exhaled, his breath causing a cloud of steam in the cold air. ‘I think I’m in for a busy day ahead,’ he said, making an effort at conversation. ‘I get a lot of patients in this weather, colds and flu, that sort of thing.’ He stopped and stared.


‘Was there something else?’ asked Elisabeth.


‘Well, yes, there was, I mean there is, actually,’ he said. 


‘Which is?’ asked Elisabeth after a long pause.


He came closer and lowered his voice so as not to be overheard. A faint odour of sandalwood soap and aftershave clung to him. ‘Would you care to have a meal with me tonight?’ he asked. ‘There’s a little French restaurant in Clayton which comes highly recommended. I thought we might—’ His voice tailed off.


‘I’d love to,’ Elisabeth replied.


His face broke into a smile. ‘You would? That’s splendid. Well, shall I collect you about seven?’


She nodded. ‘That’s fine. I look forward to it.’


‘That’s good,’ he said, nodding. He made no effort to move. The snow had settled on his hair.


‘I had better go,’ said Elisabeth. ‘I’ll see you tonight.’


The caretaker, who had stopped dispensing the salt and grit to observe the two of them, spoke out loud to himself. ‘Now you tell me,’ he said smugly, ‘that there’s nothing going on between them two.’


 


At morning break, as Elisabeth patrolled the school, the caretaker appeared jangling his keys. ‘It’s a cold one today, Mrs Devine,’ he said, ‘and no mistake.’


‘It is that, Mr Gribbon,’ replied Elisabeth, ‘and I realise it makes more work for you. Thank you for gritting the paths and clearing the snow so promptly.’ 


‘No problem,’ he said. 


‘I was meaning to have a word with you today on another matter.’


‘Oh yes?’ he said, looking troubled. ‘Nothing untoward, I hope.’


‘No, nothing untoward,’ Elisabeth repeated. ‘I wanted to thank you for getting the school so clean and bright over the Christmas break.’


‘A pleasure, I’m sure, Mrs Devine,’ he said grinning and rubbing his jaw, clearly pleased with the praise.


‘I guess it was quite a job,’ continued the head teacher, ‘having to move all the old desks and replace them with the new tables and chairs and then giving the school a thorough clean.’ 


The caretaker decided not to mention that the replacement of the desks had been done by two removal men and that a team of industrial cleaners and decorators had been employed by the Local Education Authority to undertake the renovations.


‘Well, I try my best, Mrs Devine,’ said the caretaker, jangling the keys in his overall pocket.


As they turned the corner of the corridor they came upon a small boy sitting in the corner of the school library, poring over a thick tome. He looked up, caught sight of them, snapped the book shut and stood up.


‘Hello, Oscar,’ said Elisabeth.


‘Oh, hello, Mrs Devine,’ said the boy in a cheery, sing-song tone of voice. ‘Happy new year.’


‘And the same to you,’ replied Elisabeth, smiling. 


‘Hello, Mr Gribbon,’ said the boy.


The caretaker grunted. His glance was like the sweep of a scythe.


The boy produced four ping-pong balls from his pocket. ‘Look what I found in the games box, Mr Gribbon,’ he said. The caretaker breathed in noisily and gripped his keys tightly. ‘I think you know what to do with them.’


 


Le Bon Viveur at Clayton was a small restaurant tucked away discreetly in the shadow of the great cathedral. It was a most elegant place, everything sparkling and stylish. Elisabeth and Dr Stirling were greeted at the entrance by a slim, dark-complexioned individual with shiny boot-black hair scraped back on his scalp and large expressive eyes. He was immaculately dressed in a dinner jacket and smelled of expensive cologne.


‘Good evening,’ said Dr Stirling. ‘We have a reservation for eight o’clock.’ 


‘Ah, oui. Dr Stirling?’


‘That’s right.’


‘May I welcome you both to Le Bon Viveur,’ said the man, smiling and displaying a set of perfectly even and impressively white teeth. There was a trace of a French accent. ‘Your first time here, I think?’


‘Yes,’ said Elisabeth.


‘I sincerely hope that this will not be the last visit for you,’ he continued, bowing slightly. ‘Should there be anything you require, please ask. I am at your disposal. I am Bernard Richeux, the owner.’ He bowed again. ‘Now, monsieur, madame, if you would care to follow me . . .’ 


The diners were shown to a corner table covered with a spotless and stiff white cloth and set out with delicate china plates, starched napkins and heavy silver cutlery. In the centre was a single red rose in a small cut-glass vase. 


‘I imagine you would both enjoy an apéritif?’ observed the Frenchman.


‘What a welcome,’ said Elisabeth, as the owner departed to get the drinks. ‘I feel like royalty.’


‘He was a bit over the top, don’t you think?’ asked Dr Stirling.


‘Not at all,’ disagreed Elisabeth. ‘I thought he was charming. It’s nice to be treated with such consideration.’ She looked around. ‘I say, it’s frightfully posh here, isn’t it?’


Dr Stirling grunted in agreement before glancing at the menu. ‘It’s all in French,’ he whispered, ‘and there are no prices. I can see this is going to cost me an arm and a leg.’


‘There speaks the true-blue Yorkshireman, thrifty as ever,’ said Elisabeth, smiling. ‘Who was it who said “the Yorkshireman knows the price of everything and the value of nothing”?’


‘It was Oscar Wilde, for your information,’ retorted Dr Stirling, good-humouredly, ‘and he was referring to the cynic and not the Yorkshireman. Yorkshire folk are the most generous, good-hearted and friendly people in the country but we are prudent and want value for money, and there is nothing wrong with that.’


 ‘Well, don’t worry your head, Michael,’ said Elisabeth, patting his hand, ‘we’ll go Dutch.’


‘No, no, I wasn’t suggesting—’ he started, suddenly becoming serious and colouring up. ‘I was just making an observation and—’ 


Elisabeth laughed. ‘I was teasing you,’ she told him.


‘I’m afraid I do have a tendency to say the wrong thing, don’t I?’ he said. ‘I never meant that I—’ 


‘I know you didn’t,’ interrupted Elisabeth.


Dr Stirling recalled for a moment the first occasion he had spoken to Elisabeth Devine following her appointment as head teacher. He had crossed swords with her about the education of his son and had later regretted what he had said. ‘I’m afraid I’m not that good with words,’ he conceded. ‘Never have been.’


 ‘Well, what about your French?’ asked Elisabeth, looking at the menu.


‘Non-existent,’ he replied, shaking his head. ‘I’ve not the slightest idea what all these dishes are.’


‘Don’t worry,’ Elisabeth told him. ‘I’ll tell you what we can have.’


‘You speak French?’ he exclaimed.


‘Ah, oui, Dr Stirling. Every year when I was a child we used to camp for a month in the Vendée. My brother Giles and I got pretty good at the language. Then I spent a year in Arcachon when I was at university, and before coming to live in Barton I taught a French conversation class.’


‘What a dark horse you are, Mrs Devine,’ said the doctor. ‘I had no idea.’


‘Ah, there are many things about me that you don’t know,’ she replied with a mischievous little grin.


‘I’m looking forward to finding out,’ he said smiling shyly. He glanced at the menu. ‘What’s frisée avec lardons?’


‘Lettuce and bits of bacon,’ Elisabeth told him.


‘And sole aux épinards?’


‘Fish.’


‘Cailles flambées?’


‘Quails with cherries.’


‘This one sounds quite exotic,’ said Dr Stirling. ‘Lentilles – saucisses à l’ancienne.’


‘Sausage casserole,’ Elisabeth explained.


‘It sounds so much better in French, doesn’t it?’ he observed. ‘I think I’ll settle for the soupe aux cerises. You can’t go wrong with soup. What sort is it?’


Elisabeth laughed. ‘No, Michael. Soupe aux cerises is cherries on toast.’


‘Show-off,’ he said good-naturedly.


The owner returned with the drinks and the wine list. ‘Now perhaps you would like me to take you through what is on the menu this evening,’ he said.


‘No need,’ said Dr Stirling, ‘I have received a very full translation from my dining companion, thank you.’


‘You speak French!’ exclaimed the owner, turning to Elisabeth and displaying his shining teeth.


‘Pas tellement bien,’ she replied.


Then the owner and Elisabeth spent the next five minutes chattering away in French.


‘Pardon, monsieur,’ Dr Stirling butted in. ‘Much as I dislike breaking up this interesting little tête-à-tête, perhaps we might order something to eat?’


‘But of course,’ said the owner. ‘The chef’s special tonight is Madame Poisson’s poule au pot, which is an irresistible chicken dish, a favourite so we are told of the famous Madame de Pompadour.’ 


‘That sounds good,’ said Elisabeth. ‘I’ll think I’ll go for the chicken.’


‘Me too,’ said Dr Stirling.


‘And the salad to start.’


‘Me as well,’ added Dr Stirling.


‘And the gláce au chocolat,’ said Elisabeth. ‘Chocolate ice cream,’ she mouthed across the table.


‘Same for me,’ said Dr Stirling.


 ‘And might I suggest the wine to complement the meal?’ asked the owner. ‘La Révélation du Baron is very palatable. It has been coolly fermented to capture the bright tropical fruit flavours, an opulent wine with an elegant peach and honeysuckle note and a hint of spice.’


‘That sounds fine,’ replied Dr Stirling. 


The food and the wine were excellent, as was the service. The owner seemed to spend more time at Dr Stirling’s and Elisabeth’s table than any other. Over coffee and a complimentary digestif they sat for a minute in contented silence. Then Dr Stirling reached across the table and took Elisabeth’s hand in his.


‘You look lovely tonight,’ he said.


‘Thank you, kind sir,’ replied Elisabeth, ‘and you’ve made quite an effort yourself. You look very well-groomed.’


‘I sound like a horse,’ he replied laughing.


When she had first met him Elisabeth had been less than impressed with Michael Stirling’s appearance, and ‘well-groomed’ had been the last words that came to mind. She recalled for a moment that first meeting when she had been called for interview for the headship of the village school. He was the governor who scowled and said little, and although he was not unattractive it was clear he cared little about his appearance. Elisabeth noticed that his suit was shiny and unfashionable and had seen better days, that his shirt was frayed around the collar, his tie crumpled and that his shoes could do with a good polish. She smiled to see him now. Quite a transformation.


‘That’s the influence of a good woman,’ he said, interrupting her thoughts.


‘Pardon?’


He smiled. ‘You were miles away. I was saying that I just needed someone, a good woman, to take me in hand.’ He looked down and thought for a moment. ‘After my wife died, looking after my appearance was the last thing on my mind.’ 


This was the first time he had mentioned his wife, who had been killed and had left him and his young son devastated. Elisabeth let him talk. ‘I threw myself into my work,’ he continued, ‘and became so very tetchy and depressed. I lived for each day and was no company for anyone. That’s why I was offhand with you and said things I very much regret.’ He looked up. ‘But you’ve brought me out of myself, Elisabeth, you really have. You’ve made me feel there is a future, that life is worth living again.’ 


Elisabeth felt tears in her eyes. ‘Well, it’s been a super evening,’ she said. ‘Thank you so much for inviting me, Michael. It was a really nice thought.’


He looked earnestly at her, then cleared his throat and swallowed hard. His eyes glistened. ‘I wanted to tell you that over the last few months my feelings towards you—’ 


‘Now then!’


A broad individual with an exceptionally thick neck, vast florid face and small darting eyes approached the table. It was Councillor Cyril Smout, former governor at the village school in Barton and the only dissenting voice when the governors had voted against the proposal to close the school the previous year. When the Education Department had rescinded its decision and the school had remained open, he had tendered his resignation. There had been questions asked at County Hall about his excessive expenses, but nothing had been proved conclusively and he continued to be the loud, bullish and blunt member on the Education Committee he had been since winning the seat.


‘Good evening, councillor,’ sighed the doctor.


‘Mrs Devine,’ said Councillor Smout, a broad smile on his fat face.


‘Councillor,’ replied Elisabeth.


‘You two look nice an’ snug ’ere tucked away in t’corner. I saw you when I come in but din’t want to spoil yer little chinwag.’ A smile still suffused his face. ‘I should ’ave thought that you’d ’ave a lot on yer plate, Mrs Devine, what wi’ it bein’ t’start o’ t’term an’ all, to find t’time for winin’ and dinin’ at t’Bon Voyeur.’ 


‘And I should have thought that you would be far too busy with council business,’ retorted the doctor pointedly. ‘It’s surprising you have found the time to wine and dine.’


The sharp comment was lost on the councillor. ‘Oh, I’m ’ere on hofficial council business. I’m entertainin’ t’mayor of our twin town in France. ’E’s not that fluid in English an’ I don’t speak a word of ’is lingo, so it’s not been easy. P’raps you’d like to come ovver an’ meet ’im?’ 


‘No, thank you,’ replied Dr Stirling. ‘We are just about to go.’


‘Suit yerself.’


The owner appeared.


‘Has everything been to your satisfaction, doctor?’ he asked. 


‘Excellent, thank you,’ replied Dr Stirling.


‘I hope that we may see you again at Le Bon Viveur,’ began the owner, ‘and if I might say—’ 


‘Well, if I might say,’ interrupted Councillor Smout, thrusting out his jaw and addressing Monsieur Richeux, ‘I can’t say as ’ow things ’ave bin to my satisfaction.’


The owner turned slowly to the speaker. The smile had left his face and his mouth drooped in distaste. ‘Really?’ he said.


‘I can’t say as ’ow I found t’food to my likin’,’ continued Councillor Smout. ‘Far too fancy an’ not my cup o’ tea at all. I din’t know what I was eatin’ ’alf o’ t’time an’ I ’ave to say that t’portions were not over-generous and, I might add—’ 


‘Please do,’ said the owner. ‘I cannot wait to hear.’


‘That we was sat there for a long time before we was served.’


‘You know, sir,’ the owner said, a wry smile on his face, ‘were I to challenge you to a duel, I should choose English grammar as my weapon.’ With that he departed.


‘T’thing is wi’ foreigners,’ the councillor confided, bending down to speak into Elisabeth’s ear, ‘foreigners allus ’ave problems gerrin their ’eads around our language, don’t they?’ 


Dr Stirling and Elisabeth looked at each other and then burst out laughing.










Chapter 2


‘Does anyone know who the father is?’ asked Mrs Sloughthwaite, proprietor of the Barton-in-the-Dale village store and post office, leaning over the counter with her great bay window of a bust supported comfortably on the top. She was a round, red-faced woman with a large fleshy nose, pouchy cheeks and bright inquisitive eyes resting in small hammocks of flesh. It was surprising that she was ignorant as to the parentage of the child in question, for there was no one in the village with such an extensive knowledge as she had of all the goings-on. The shopkeeper and postmistress 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.


There were two customers in the shop that Monday morning: Mrs Pocock, a tall, thin woman with a pale, melancholy, beaked face, and Mrs O’Connor, the local GP’s housekeeper, a dumpy, smiling individual with tightly permed hair the colour of copper-beech leaves and the huge, liquid brown eyes of a cow.


‘Well, it could be anyone’s,’ observed Mrs Pocock, her lips twisting into a sardonic smile. ‘I mean, without putting too fine a point on it, she puts it about a bit that Bianca. No morals at all if you ask me – like a lot of young people these days. Mrs Widowson who lives next door to the family is forever seeing the girl at the gate to her house, skirt barely covering her backside, kissing and carrying on with no end of boys. She attracts them like wasps around a jam dish. I mean, it was bound to happen.’ 


‘It’s like history repeating itself,’ observed the shopkeeper.


‘In what way?’ asked Mrs O’Connor, patting her hair.


‘Well, young Danny Stainthorpe’s mother had him when she was barely out of school uniform,’ continued Mrs Sloughthwaite, leaning over the counter. ‘She was a tearaway, was young Tricia, and no mistake. It’s amazing how well the lad has turned out.’ 


‘And she was another unmarried mother,’ added Mrs Pocock sanctimoniously, ‘and not a father in sight. It astonishes me how these youngsters get pregnant at the drop of a hat and other women try for years to have children and then have to resort to this VHF treatment.’


‘’Course, Tricia’s own mother was no better than she should be,’ observed the shopkeeper. ‘Do you remember her, Mrs Pocock, that big brassy blonde who served behind the counter at the Blacksmith’s Arms in a skirt as short as a drunken man’s memory?’


The customer shook her head and gave a bleak smile. ‘Maisie Proctor,’ she said.


‘Who could forget that madam? All kid gloves and no knickers, as my mother would say. You recall her, don’t you, Mrs O’Connor? Set her cap for Les Stainthorpe, who, as you know, was a good few years older than her, spent all his money and then ran off.’


‘With that brush salesman from Rotherham,’ added the shopkeeper, ‘leaving the husband to bring up the daughter.’ 


‘And a lot of people think the baby wasn’t Les Stainthorpe’s,’ added Mrs Pocock.


 ‘Then the lass goes and gets herself killed and he has to bring up her child,’ said the shopkeeper.


 ‘But fancy pushing a pram with a kiddie in it down a dark country road,’ said Mrs Pocock. ‘I mean, she was asking to get knocked down and killed.’


‘The boy’s grandfather did a good job bringing up young Danny.’ 


‘He did,’ said Mrs O’Connor. ‘He’s a lovely wee fella, so he is, and as happy as Larry since he’s come to stay at the doctor’s.’


‘It was very good of Dr Stirling to foster the boy after the lad’s grandfather died,’ said Mrs Pocock. ‘He could have ended up in a children’s home. I certainly wouldn’t want to look after another adolescent. I have enough trouble with my Ernest.’


Knowing the Pocock boy as she did, Mrs Sloughthwaite was not going to argue with that observation, but she kept her thoughts to herself.


‘And I hear Dr Stirling is thinking of adopting the lad,’ continued the customer.


‘He is,’ said Mrs O’Connor. ‘Just needs to sort the paperwork out.’


‘Well, good luck to him,’ said the shopkeeper. ‘He’s a nice lad, is Danny, and he deserves a good home.’


 ‘What surprises me is that she didn’t have a termination,’ remarked Mrs Pocock.


‘Who?’ asked the shopkeeper.


‘Bianca. You would have thought—’ 


‘I don’t hold with that sort of thing,’ interrupted Mrs O’Connor, giving a small shiver. ‘A life is precious, that’s what my owld grandmother Mullarkey used to say. “Every child is a gift from God and should be treasured”.’


‘Well, you want to see some of them “gifts from God” hanging about the war memorial of an evening, making a racket and up to no good,’ said Mrs Pocock. ‘I’d “treasure” them and no mistake.’


Mrs Sloughthwaite rested a dimpled elbow on the counter and placed her fleshy chin on a hand. She’s a one to talk, the shopkeeper reflected. Mrs Pocock wants to put her own house in order before she starts commenting on the behaviour of others. Take her son Ernest, for example, that most disagreeable and sullen-faced boy. Give him a few more years and he’ll be in the centre of the gang of unruly teenagers congregating around the war memorial. Mrs Sloughthwaite smiled to herself but said nothing.


‘It’s still wrong to take a life,’ the doctor’s housekeeper was saying. ‘And you can give it all the fancy words you want, in my books it’s murder.’


 ‘Each to their own views, Mrs O’Connor,’ retorted Mrs Pocock, ‘but in my opinion it would have been best for the lass not to have had it. There’re too many children being born to irresponsible parents. I mean, what sort of life can that child expect? Teenage mother with not much up top, feckless grandfather who’s never done a day’s work in his life, loose-living grandmother who spends most of her time playing bingo or in the pub, and all crammed into that small terraced house with I don’t know how many children and you can bet that the lot of them are on state benefits.’ 


‘’Course, nobody knew she was having it, you know,’ added Mrs Sloughthwaite, divulging a juicy titbit. ‘She kept it a secret right until the very end.’ 


‘No!’ gasped Mrs Pocock.


‘Mind you,’ said the shopkeeper, ‘knowing Bianca, she probably didn’t know herself until it arrived. She’s not the brightest button in the box.’


‘Nobody knew she was expecting!’ exclaimed Mrs Pocock. ‘I find that hard to believe.’


‘Well, that’s what I’ve heard,’ said the shopkeeper. ‘Fred Massey was in here yesterday and he was told it in the Blacksmith’s Arms by the girl’s father. She’s a big girl is that Bianca, and lately she’s been wearing all those baggy pants, loose tops and that big grey overcoat. I mean she’s come in here looking like the Abdominal Snowman. She didn’t say a thing to anybody, by all accounts. It wasn’t until she went into labour and her younger sister, that Chardonnay, went to fetch Mrs Lloyd and then phoned for the ambulance, that anyone knew anything about it. Her parents were at the pub at the time.’


‘Well, that figures,’ said Mrs Pocock, shaking her head and sniffing self-righteously.


‘And by the time they got back,’ continued Mrs Sloughthwaite, ‘they were told Bianca had been taken to Clayton Royal Infirmary with a baby. Mrs Lloyd called in the shop yesterday and she said their faces were a picture. I wish I could have been a fly on the wall.’


‘Her parents got a Christmas present they weren’t bargaining for and no mistake,’ remarked Mrs Pocock, giving another small cynical smile.


‘Christmas afternoon it was,’ continued Mrs Sloughthwaite. ‘It’s a blessing that the girl’s sister had the good sense to fetch Mrs Lloyd. She arrived when the baby was well on its way.’ 


‘I blame all this on that sex education they get in school nowadays,’ remarked Mrs Pocock, screwing up her face as if the room was filled with an unpleasant odour. ‘It gives them ideas. Keep them in the dark as long as you can or they’ll be up to all sorts of hanky-panky.’


 ‘I knew nothing about that sort of thing when I was at the Notre Dame Convent,’ mused Mrs O’Connor wistfully. Mrs Pocock rolled her eyes and exchanged a glance with the shopkeeper. ‘The thought of Sister Pauline Thérèse talking to us about such things would never be countenanced. The only thing she ever mentioned regarding the opposite sex, as I recall, was when she told us if ever we went to a dance, never to sit on a boy’s knee unless there was a telephone directory between us, and never to wear black patent leather shoes because they reflected your underwear.’


‘It was all the same in those days,’ agreed Mrs Sloughthwaite. ‘We knew nothing. When I was a lass, Brenda Merton once told me in the playground that her next-door neighbour was having a baby just through having a bath after the lodger and I believed her. Then I remember hearing at school that some other girl who worked in the pickle factory on Tennyson Street was in the pudding club. I had no idea what she really meant. I went home and asked my mother if I could join this pudding club, having a partiality as I did for jam roly-poly and spotted dick. My mother washed my mouth out with carbolic soap. But I beg to differ with you there, Mrs Pocock. I think it’s a very good idea for youngsters to have sex education lessons. If Bianca had have had them she might not be in the predicament she now finds herself in.’


‘Well, I don’t agree,’ replied her customer, holding her body stiffly upright. ‘When Mrs Devine said at the governors’ meeting that she’d invited Dr Stirling into school to talk to the children about such matters, I was none too pleased and I told her so, not that any of the other governors agreed with me.’


‘How is Dr Stirling by the way, Mrs O’Connor?’ quizzed the shopkeeper, deftly changing the subject so she could begin her interrogation.


‘Oh, he’s fine,’ replied Mrs O’Connor, being deliberately evasive. She knew Mrs Sloughthwaite’s tactics of old and only told her what she wanted her to hear.


‘So he spent Christmas alone then, did he?’


‘There were the two boys,’ Mrs O’Connor told her.


‘I would have thought Mrs Devine might have joined him, her being by herself as well.’


‘I wouldn’t be knowing anything about that,’ lied the housekeeper. ‘And, as you know, I spent Christmas over in Galway with my sister Peggy.’ She knew that Dr Stirling and Mrs Devine had indeed spent most of Christmas Day together, but she was not going to divulge this to the shopkeeper.


‘They seem to be getting on like a house on fire these days,’ observed Mrs Sloughthwaite casually.


‘They’re very good friends, so they are.’


‘Nothing more?’


‘I wouldn’t be knowing.’


‘They seem to see a lot of each other.’


‘It’s a small village.’


‘’Course, if it had been up to Dr Stirling,’ Mrs Pocock said suddenly and much to the shopkeeper’s annoyance, interrupting the cross-examination, ‘Mrs Devine would never have been appointed. He was dead set against her at the interviews for the headship at the school.’


‘That’s all water under the bridge now,’ said Mrs O’Connor.


Before Mrs Sloughthwaite could resume her questioning, the bell above the door of the shop tinkled and a customer entered.


Major Cedric Neville-Gravitas, late of the Royal Engineers and Chairman of Governors at the village school, strode purposefully to the counter, smiling widely. He was a striking-looking man of military bearing with a carefully trimmed moustache and short cropped hair which shot up from a square head. He was dressed in a bright, tailored Harris tweed suit and matching waistcoat and sported a colourful bow tie.


‘When shall we three meet again? In thunder, lightning, or in rain?’ he said jovially.


This greeting was met with three blank faces. 


‘From Macbeth,’ he explained.


‘I am aware of that, major,’ said Mrs Pocock. ‘Was it intended to be amusing?’ 


‘Beg pardon?’ asked the major, the smile leaving his face.


‘Comparing us to the three witches?’


‘Just being whimsical, my dear Mrs Pocock,’ replied the major. ‘No offence intended.’ He rubbed his hands vigorously and tried a conciliatory smile. 


‘Well, it’s about as whimsical as a slipped disc,’ said Mrs Pocock. 


‘What a lovely bright January day it is,’ continued the major, attempting to defuse the tension by quickly changing the subject. ‘Quite mild for the time of year, don’t you think?’


‘What can I get you, major?’ asked Mrs Sloughthwaite, rising from the counter and clearly unwilling to be infected by his cheery goodwill. She disliked the man. In her opinion he was shallow and two-faced and she wouldn’t trust him as far as she could throw him.


‘I would like a loaf of your excellent crusty bread, Mrs Sloughthwaite,’ said the major cheerily, ‘and four of those delicious-looking scones and a jar of your special raspberry preserve. I have a visitor for tea.’


The shopkeeper resisted the urge to enquire who this visitor might be. She would no doubt find this out later from another source. She busied herself with the major’s order.


‘I trust I shall see you at the next governors’ meeting at the village school on Friday, Mrs Pocock?’ said the major.


‘Yes,’ she replied brusquely. ‘You will. I’ve not missed one yet.’


‘I should have thought,’ began Mrs Sloughthwaite, placing the various items in a plastic bag, ‘that you would have done the right thing, major, and resigned as Chairman of Governors after the hoo-ha over the closure of the school.’ She enjoyed being provocative.


‘Done the right thing?’ repeated the major sharply. ‘I don’t follow your drift.’ 


‘Well, you were all for closing the school, weren’t you?’ remarked the shopkeeper nonchalantly.


‘I most certainly was not!’ he replied, rather taken aback. ‘I exercised discretion. As I have explained to countless people in the village, I felt it appropriate in the first instance to abstain from the vote.’ He shifted uncomfortably from foot to foot and twisted his moustache.


‘Yes, well, if you had joined the rest of us governors when we voted against the closure,’ Mrs Pocock told him with a hard, stern expression on her pale face, ‘instead of sitting on the fence, we would have had a much stronger case.’


‘My dear Mrs Pocock!’ exclaimed the major, ‘I did not sit on the fence, as you term it! As Chairman of Governors I took a neutral position, and having assessed the situation and seen how successful the village school had become and how well-regarded its head teacher was, I campaigned vigorously in favour of keeping the school open.’ He breathed through his nose like a horse.


‘Well, you were last in the village to do so,’ said Mrs Sloughthwaite, resting her substantial bosom back on the counter. 


The major tugged angrily at his moustache and an unfortunate twitch appeared in his right eye. ‘I shall collect my provisions later on, Mrs Sloughthwaite,’ he said, the jovial smile gone from his face, ‘since I am in rather a hurry. But before I go, I should just like to say that I resent such slurs circulating about me around the village. They are quite unfounded and not a little hurtful, and I should like to add that Mrs Devine was very insistent that I remain as chairman of the governing body. With that, I shall depart.’


The major strode for the door, leaving his purchases on the counter.


‘He’s a dark horse, is that one,’ observed Mrs Pocock.


‘I wouldn’t be surprised if he was the father of Bianca’s baby,’ remarked Mrs Sloughthwaite, chuckling. ‘Wandering hands he has, and I’ve seen him ogling anything in a skirt.’


‘You must be joking,’ Mrs Pocock told her. ‘Him, the baby’s father? He’s old enough be the girl’s grandfather.’


‘Well, as my owld grandmother was wont to say,’ observed Mrs O’Connor, ‘“there’s a dreadful sting in a dying bee”.’


Her two companions stared at her blankly but didn’t say a word.


 


As the three women in the village store considered other possibilities with regard to Bianca’s unexpected Christmas present, Mrs Devine, head teacher of Barton-in-the-Dale village school, surveyed the bright-faced pupils who sat before her in the classroom that morning. She recalled when she had first met these children on the day of the interviews for the headship, and how she had thought to herself what a motley group it was: large gangly boys, lean bespectacled boys, dark-skinned boys, pale-faced boys, boys with freckles and spiky hair, girls with long plaits, girls with frizzy bunches of ginger hair, girls thin and tall, dumpy and small, and all forty plus of them sitting uncomfortably at old-fashioned hard, wooden desks. The class had filled the hot stuffy room on that summer day, serious and silent and regarding her with not a little suspicion. Now the children looked very different: bright-eyed and happy and chattering away excitedly. 


Elisabeth felt a great sense of satisfaction at what she and the teachers had achieved in the short time since she had taken over as head teacher. The appearance of the building, the morale of the staff and the behaviour of the children had improved beyond measure. She had invited visitors into the school and organised sports teams, after-school clubs, lunchtime activities and trips out of school. She had stemmed the declining numbers and had fought a vigorous and ultimately successful campaign to keep the school from closing.


Miss Brakespeare accounted the success to the fact that the new head teacher, when she was not teaching, spent most of her time around the school, unlike her predecessor, who had kept herself closeted in her room all day. Morning and afternoon breaks saw Elisabeth walking through the building, strolling around the playground or sitting in the hall at lunchtime getting to know the children. Her commitment and enthusiasm began rubbing off on the teachers, who, like her, started arriving at school early, leaving later and spending little time in the staffroom. Yes, Elisabeth thought to herself as she looked at the smiling faces before her now, she had achieved a great deal.


The class was full of characters. There was Chardonnay, a large cheerful girl with bright ginger hair and a round saucer face, and her friend Chantelle, who sported huge bunches of mousy brown hair which stuck out like giant earmuffs. On the front table, where she could keep her eye on him, was Malcolm Stubbins, potential troublemaker, a large-boned individual with an olive brown face, tightly curled hair and very prominent front teeth. Also on a front table sat Ernest Pocock, another pupil who could be troublesome. Behind him were Darren Holgate, a moon-faced child with a shock of curly black hair and a face as freckled as a hen’s egg, and little Eddie Lake, who seemed to have a permanent smile etched on his face. On the back table were Danny Stainthorpe and his best friend James Stirling. Elisabeth had got to know these two boys better than any other of her pupils. 


She had met Danny prior to taking up the position of head teacher. With a view to moving into the village, Elisabeth had been looking at a potential property and had come upon a rather dilapidated pale stone cottage which stood alone at the end of a track of beaten mud overgrown with nettles. The building looked neglected and sad, with its sagging roof, broken guttering and peeling paint. A small boy with large low-set ears, a mop of dusty blond hair and the bright brown eyes of a fox had climbed over the gate in the paddock to speak to her. This was Danny. He was a lively and confident boy of ten or eleven, and Elisabeth had immediately taken a liking to him. She discovered that he lived with his grandfather in a caravan parked in the neighbouring field. Soon after she had started at the school the boy’s grandfather had become ill and died, leaving Danny alone and inconsolable. However, things had improved when Danny had been fostered by Dr Stirling, who was now in the process of adopting the boy and rearing him along with his own son. So things had worked out very well.


James Stirling had had a difficult time too. Following his mother’s death as a result of a riding accident some two years before, this small, pale-faced child with curly blond hair had withdrawn into himself, speaking only to his father and his friend. After an altercation between Elisabeth and James’s father, Dr Stirling had decided to take his son away from Barton-in-the-Dale school and send him to the preparatory school at Ruston. The boy, distressed and frightened at the thought of leaving his only friend and starting a new school, had run away, to be discovered by Elisabeth late at night curled up in her garden. Since then, with sensitive handling and encouragement and specialist help from the educational psychologist, the boy was gaining in confidence and had begun to speak more. Here was another success story.


Elisabeth looked at the two boys now and smiled. Happy and chatty and full of life, they looked as if they hadn’t a care in the world.


She clapped her hands to gain the children’s attention and the chatter ceased immediately. ‘I hope you all had a really lovely Christmas,’ she said.


‘Yes, miss,’ they chorused.


‘And that you are all bright-eyed and bushy-tailed and ready for a lot of hard work this term.’ 


There were good-humoured groans.


‘And what sort of Christmas did you have, Eddie?’ she asked.


‘Great. We went to Center Parcs, miss. It’s a holiday village in the middle of a forest and we had a really good time. This fat woman in a gold bathing suit got stuck in the water chute.’


The children laughed. ‘Oh dear,’ chuckled Elisabeth.


‘She climbed up the ladder and clung on to this silver bar at the top. Then she let go and shot down the chute like a big bullet, then she slowed down and stopped in one of the bends. She got stuck. The man that was behind her didn’t see her, so he set off and bashed into her and they came out together at the bottom all knotted and tangled up and spluttering and gasping and spitting water. It was really funny. The attendant shouted at them and told them to stop messing about.’ 


‘This has the makings of a really good story, Eddie,’ said Elisabeth. ‘And what about you, Malcolm?’


‘What about me?’ Then as an afterthought he added, ‘Miss.’


 ‘Did you have a pleasant Christmas?’


He shrugged and sighed. ‘It was all right,’ he said glumly. ‘We had all these relations round and they did my head in. All these aunties giving me slobbering kisses. Then my mum had an argument with my Auntie Doreen and Uncle Phil and they went home.’ He brightened a little. ‘Anyway, I got a new pair of football boots.’


‘So we can expect some winning goals from you this term,’ said Elisabeth.


‘Hope so, miss.’


When Elisabeth had started at the school she had found the boy to be truculent and disobedient, but she had dealt with pupils like this before and with firm and determined handling his behaviour had improved greatly. She accounted football to have been partly responsible for the change. When a football team had been established, Malcolm had become the star player. He knew now that should he step out of line he would not be allowed to play.


‘Ernest,’ said Elisabeth now.


‘Yes, miss?’ 


‘Would you like to tell us what you did over Christmas?’


‘Not much, miss. My mum dropped the turkey, the dog was sick and my dad got drunk.’


‘Quite eventful then?’


‘Yes, miss.’


Elisabeth smiled. ‘Did you get the presents you hoped for?’
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