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About Andy Seed


Andy Seed worked for many years as a primary school teacher in the Yorkshire Dales before setting up as a freelance writer in 2000. He now splits his work time between writing and travelling around schools running workshops and enthusing children about books and reading, as well as giving talks about his days as a young teacher in the Dales. Andy is married with three children and lives in the wilds of North Yorkshire where he finds inspiration while battling against the overgrowth of his vast, rambling garden.




About the Books


These three Andy Seed memoirs are brought together in this exclusive ebook omnibus edition:


All TEACHERS GREAT AND SMALL


Twenty-five years ago, newly qualified primary school teacher Andy Seed moved to a remote village in the Yorkshire Dales with his wife Barbara, anticipating breathtaking views and the simplicity of the countryside.


The scenery did not disappoint, but Andy soon discovered that life as a primary school teacher was anything but simple. It was a year in which he made disastrous bids to provide a family home, naively and hilariously tried out new-fangled ideas in a school stuck in a 1950s time warp, and ultimately discovered a little part of England he was proud to call home. ALL TEACHERS GREAT AND SMALL tells how Andy fell in love with teaching and with village life.


Warmly nostalgic, touching and very funny, ALL TEACHERS GREAT AND SMALL transports you to a time that may be gone but has never been forgotten.


 


ALL TEACHERS WISE AND WONDERFUL


A year on from the end of ALL TEACHERS GREAT AND SMALL, Barbara and Andy Seed are settled into their Yorkshire Dales village, but at school trouble arrives for Andy in the form of nine-year-old Sheena.


After two years in the job, Andy Seed returns to Cragthwaite brimming with confidence and looking forward to a year that is bound to bring its own rewards, as well as its share of mishaps and misadventures. But even he didn’t anticipate exploding piggy banks, bottle-rocket missiles, and actually deafening Dracula.


At home, Andy and Barbara are enjoying life with little Tom, and are expecting again. Meanwhile, a new friendship is formed with hill farmer Adam. Adam proves both an inspiration and a confidante for Andy, and through him he begins to see the light with troubled Sheena.


The second in Andy’s trilogy about life as a Yorkshire Dales teacher, this is as warm, witty and refreshing as the first, full of colourful anecdotes from village and school life.


 


ALL TEACHERS BRIGHT AND BEAUTIFUL


Andy Seed is beginning his fifth year teaching at Cragthwaite Primary in the Yorkshire Dales, and as always a new term is full of surprises.


These take the form of a beautiful, but not terribly bright, student on placement from the local teacher training college, and a particularly pushy and problematic parent with a fine line in complaining. It looks like Andy’s pupils are the least of his problems …


At home in Applesett, things aren’t all rosy either. Barbara is forced to take a job as a postie to help pay the mortgage, which means finding someone to look after Tom and Reuben. When two old friends move into the village it looks like the problem has been solved, but it soon transpires that rural life is not for everyone.


As always the book is peppered with the hilarious and heartwarming incidents that a life living and working with children inevitably contains.
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Chapter One


Jack


Mrs Fawcett’s brown Mini bobbed between the skewed limestone walls along another bend in the little road, and disappeared from view.


‘She’s not hanging about,’ I said to Barbara, my wife, who wasn’t listening.


‘Oh Andy, just look at the views. It’s so beautiful.’


‘I can’t really – I’ll lose her. She might turn off.’ Despite my words I couldn’t help stealing glances at the flickering green panoramas that appeared in each gateway in the roadside wall. Like a travelling slideshow, every gap presented a tantalising vista of the glorious wide green valley, Swinnerdale, which was to be our new home.


It was late August in the mid-1980s, and we were on our way to the holiday cottage that was to provide temporary lodging, and were following the owner, Mrs Fawcett, up the dale to see it for the first time. As we sped past stone farms, steep fields of brilliant buttercups and dark rising fells, I bubbled with excitement: not only had I just been given my first job as a primary school teacher, but it was in the Yorkshire Dales – a place so overwhelmingly magnificent that the contrast between this setting and our previous home in a town-centre terrace seemed almost too much to take in. To Barbara and me, both twenty-two years old and recently married, it was a real adventure.


We caught a glimpse of a gaunt, square castle on the hillside to our right before a clump of trees secreted it swiftly. Then the Mini’s brake lights blinked and Mrs Fawcett shimmied up a narrow road rising in that direction. I could hear Barbara giggling with anticipation as our noisy Alfasud veered after it and climbed the valley side, opening up yet more sweeping views. The cowpat-spattered road steadily increased in gradient, causing me to change gear several times, before bringing the great stone fortress back into view. Next to the castle was a row of dark cottages that seemed absurdly small. Just as we expected to top the road’s crest and enter the little village, the Mini disappeared again, this time to the left. Mrs Fawcett swung it round like a rally driver and vanished as if she had gone down a hole. A fat millstone marked the spot where she had turned off; it bore a sign saying Castle Heywood. I slowed virtually to a stop and peered at a steep track that plunged back down the hillside between thick trees and high banks before curving away out of sight. There was no sign of the Mini or Mrs Fawcett, but it was the only way she could have gone.


‘Be careful,’ said Barbara. Braking, however, was never one of the Alfasud’s foremost capabilities, and I squeezed extra hard on the middle pedal as the car juddered over the track’s rocky surface and pointed down the one in four drop, causing us to slide forward in our seats, and think, ‘Where on earth are we going?’


Brenda Fawcett was married to Arthur Fawcett, who was a governor at Cragthwaite School where I was to start work in a week’s time. I remember meeting him after the interview in June, a short leathery-faced man with a genuine smile and a crushing handshake.


‘’Ow do, I’m Arthur Fawcett – I understand you’ve got t’job. Aye, well done lad, well done: we’re pleased to ’ave you.’ I took to him right away, and he sensed that I needed to relax after the tension of the interview. He told me a little about himself: he was a builder in Cragthwaite, down from the school; born and bred in the dale, and now living in the next village along the road at Castle Heywood with Brenda and teenage son, Jimmy.


‘You’ll be looking for a place to live, lad. Do you ’ave a family?’


‘No kids, but I got married last year.’


‘Aye, I thought you looked a bit on t’young side to be sproggin’ yet. Do you know it in’t easy to buy a ’ouse round ’ere so if you need some accommodation, I’ve a holiday cottage I’m puttin’ up, which you can ’ave for a good rent. Here’s my number.’ He tore the corner off a magazine on the staffroom table and licked on a pencil produced from the breast pocket of his weatherbeaten jacket before scribbling down a number.


‘Thanks, Mr Fawcett, that’s really kind.’ I was amazed.


‘No bother at all, lad – you’ll be wanting it for the end of August, I reckon, ready to get stuck in t’classroom in September. Aye, it’s a nice spot, aye.’


I recalled those words as the car edged down the tumbling lane, guarded by skeletal elms and stout ashes on mossy banks painted with pink dabs of herb robert. And suddenly we were there. The Mini was parked up ahead, and it was indeed a nice spot.


We stepped out of the car and into a new life. Sheltered on a tree-backed ledge on the hillside there was a stout, slate-topped stone house, which looked like it had once been a Victorian railway cottage, accompanied by a jumble of sheds. In the impossibly green field next to it, a little circle of rabbits scuttled in panic at our arrival and fled into the knot of hazels on the bank beside the house. Barbara let out a squeal of delight. To our left, a great picture of Swinnerdale opened up from our elevated position, with the huge bulk of Spout Fell dominating everything.


‘There you are, dears.’ Mrs Fawcett strode over and woke us up out of our awestruck reverie. She was pointing at a building site about fifty yards from the house, next to the lane. There were piles of stones, wheelbarrows, long pieces of timber and heaps of sand. In amongst the rubble, a small bungalow was emerging. ‘Did Arthur tell you that the cottage wasn’t quite finished?’


I looked at Barbara.


‘Er, no, I don’t think he did,’ I said.


‘How “not finished” is it?’ asked Barbara, gingerly stepping between the debris near the door.


‘Oh, don’t worry, dear – it’s fine inside. Arthur’s been busy as I don’t know what, but he’ll have it sorted for you soon.’


It was a relief to discover that the inside of the little bungalow was indeed more or less ready for us to move in. It was spartan – the walls and floors were bare but everything was new and the place smelled clean. Our furniture was following on the next day, although it would be a miracle if the van could negotiate the fearful slopes and narrow track. In the meantime we organised the things we had brought with us in the car, and spent several hours making plans for this temporary home before finding something to eat.


Barbara stood up and stretched. ‘I’d better call my mother and tell her we’re here – you know how she worries.’


‘Oh, I forgot to tell you that there’s no phone.’


‘No phone. Are you serious?’


‘Arthur did mention it to me, sorry. He said they don’t put them in holiday cottages and it’d be very expensive to have a new line installed. There’s a call box in the village, though.’


‘But that’s right up the hill. And what if my parents want to call us?’


‘I hadn’t really thought of that.’


We finished the washing-up in silence.


Barbara scribbled a couple of things on a list then looked up. ‘How far are we from the shops in Ingleburn?’


‘I’m not sure – hang on, I’ll get the road atlas from the car.’ The time since our arrival at Castle Heywood had evaporated quickly with the welter of carrying and sorting, and night had fallen without either of us really noticing. When I opened the front door I received a severe shock. It wasn’t just dark, it was black. It hadn’t occurred to me that there would be no lighting outside, and the vast nothingness beyond the entrance made me realise that I had never really experienced proper darkness before. It was like being locked in a cupboard. Well, I thought, the car was out there somewhere; I remembered parking it just a few yards from the house. I stepped out and in a split second my chest nearly burst with fright as I felt myself falling. Had we rented a bungalow on the edge of a cliff? Then I hit the gravel of the drive with a jolt, which caused me to remember that the outside of the house was not as finished as the inside, and this included Mr Fawcett not yet having managed to put in a set of steps up to the raised front door.


I slid my foot forward carefully in case there were any obstacles, and waggled my hands out in front. I couldn’t see my fingers. We really were in the middle of nowhere. Eventually I found the car and the road atlas. A faint grey light from behind the curtains of the bungalow helped me to grope my way back a little quicker. It had taken ten minutes to travel twelve yards. Well, I mused, the Fawcetts had warned us that we would find the pace of life slower in the Dales.


Back inside, the bare rooms hemmed in by the thick darkness suddenly looked less cheerful. I watched Barbara for a moment. She was unpacking the bundles of craft materials she used for making Christmas decorations – something we hoped would bring in valuable extra income until she found a job. I checked how far we were from the shops in Ingleburn. Eight miles. It looked like there was nothing in the tiny village up the hill, and Barbara couldn’t yet drive. Was there a bus service? Would there be anyone to make friends with in this lonely spot? I didn’t even want to think about the job situation. All the excitement of the early part of the day seemed to drain out of me. Had we made a rash choice?


My mind drifted back to the excitement of first finding the post advertised at college. There were so few teaching vacancies around, especially in North Yorkshire, that I’d simply had to apply, especially as the details made it clear that the school wanted a man. We’d only been married a year too, and were desperate to escape student poverty. To secure any teaching job was an achievement, surely? And there just wasn’t anywhere else to live locally, certainly not at the bargain rent that Mr Fawcett was offering. I convinced myself that we’d had no option than to move here.


Three days before the start of term I was back at Cragthwaite School for the first time since my interview. The head, Howard Raven, had suggested that we should meet in order to sort out my classroom for the beginning of the new school year. I felt both apprehensive and energised by the responsibility and size of the task ahead: this was, after all, my first proper job and came on top of the weight of having to move to a new area and find a home.


Cragthwaite was one of the dale’s larger villages, possessing a fine wide church, two pubs, a grocery store and, of course, a school. Cragthwaite CE Primary had been built fifteen years earlier to replace both a cramped Victorian building and three other tiny schools in surrounding villages, one of which had just five pupils when it closed. There had been considerable resentment that children from other communities had to be bussed into Cragthwaite, I later learned, although parents soon came to appreciate the advantages of a modern airy building with both a hall and kitchen; facilities that had been unknown in Swinnerdale up to that point.


The school was tucked away at the back of the village so that an adjacent meadow could be used for a sports field. The top of the field rose up the valley’s side and commanded a splendid view over the stone rooftops of the village towards the fells. The school had four classes that catered for children of ages four to eleven; mine was to be Class 3, for eight- to nine-year-olds.


Howard Raven emerged from his office when I arrived. He was in his mid-fifties, I guessed, slight and with a stern grey moustache.


‘Settled in to the bungalow? I hear that the removal van had trouble bringing your furniture.’ His mouth suggested a smile, which didn’t appear in his eyes.


‘Er, yes – how did you know about that?’


‘You’ll soon appreciate how small the dale is, Andrew. Now, we’ve a lot to organise for your new class, so we’d better not waste time.’ He held up a neat bundle of papers between thumb and forefinger then flicked through them efficiently. ‘Class list, register, contact details, policies, dates for the year, record book and rules.’ I was a little taken aback – I thought school rules only existed in Bash Street.


‘Is there a planning book? And I need to know which topics I’m timetabled to do this term.’ He looked rather bemused.


‘Topics?’


‘Yes, do you have a set list of themes for the year, like “The Romans” or “Transport”, or do we choose our own?’


He surveyed me for a moment. ‘I realise that you’re straight out of college, Andrew, and that you’ll have new ideas, but you need to understand very quickly that we run a traditional school here. We teach the basics very well and other things come second, or not at all.’


He began to march down the corridor that led away from the entrance hall. I followed, feeling more like a pupil than a member of staff. I thought about the exciting child-centred, progressive approaches we’d learnt about on teacher training. Mr Raven seemed to sum up everything that primary education had been moving away from for decades. He produced an enormous bundle of keys from his suit pocket and unlocked a plain wooden door. He opened it a little and, keeping one foot outside, leant in so that his body blocked my view.


‘This is the stockroom.’ He handed me a small green notebook then locked the door. ‘Write down what you need each week – pencils, paper and so on – and give it to Eileen the secretary, on Wednesdays.’ He then walked over to the school office and pointed to a small photocopier. ‘Please give any copying to Eileen, preferably a day in advance. Staff are not to use the copier or telephone without permission.’ The anticipation I’d felt whilst driving into the car park just a few minutes earlier had rapidly dissipated. ‘Now, there are a lot more things I need to tell you but I expect you’ll be wanting to get into your classroom, so the rest can wait a while. Valerie the deputy head will be along shortly; I’m sure she’ll drop in to say hello.’ His manner was very terse and I wondered if my face had betrayed too much disappointment when he’d outlined the school’s approach to learning. It was a relief to escape the tour and explore my room.


The classroom was outside the main building – a ‘mobile’ of an early vintage, and showing its age. It was a square grey box, propped up on concrete blocks and sagging in the middle. Inside, it was light and more spacious than I’d expected, however – tatty but reasonably clean, and smelling of floor polish. A little excitement returned as I scanned the bare shelves and thought about the possibilities of what I could do with this, my very own room. I spied a pile of exercise books and picked one up. It was full of English exercises, neatly scribed with a fountain pen. The other books were much the same. Next to them was a small painted bookshelf containing archaic reading books. They were hardback editions, crusty and greyed. Inside, the text was in the jolly lilt of a bygone era; a line drawing of a Brylcreemed boy in shorts confirmed my fears.


‘Yes, nineteen-bloody-fifties.’


I jumped, before spinning round to see a stocky female figure by the door. It was Val Croker, the deputy, and teacher of the oldest children. ‘Sorry about that, Andy, didn’t mean to give you the willies – you do like to be called Andy, don’t you?’ She flicked a cigarette butt out of the doorway and came into the room. ‘This wreck should have been replaced years ago,’ she said, peering at the leaning floor and pillars holding up the yellowed ceiling. I regarded her for a moment. She was broad and fierce-looking with tightly curled red hair and cool green eyes. ‘Has the Beak given you the tour then?’


‘You mean Howard?’


She chuckled. ‘No one calls him Howard. We call him Mr Raven and the kids call him “the Beak” … or worse. Anyway, don’t worry about him – you’ve got to get ready for your class. Is there anything you need?’


‘Lots. I can’t seem to find any backing paper for the display boards, and there’s no sign of art materials.’


‘Don’t worry, I’ve got some stuff hidden away in my room you can have, and I’ll lend you a few of my own easier reading books.’ She shook her head at the painted bookshelf.


‘Did you see inside the infamous main stock cupboard then?’


‘Not really – what’s he got in there?’


‘What hasn’t he got in there, more like …? Mind you, I’ve not been inside it for ten years or so.’


‘Ten years?’ I nearly screamed. ‘How long have you been at this school, Val?’


‘Eighteen. Started out at the old place down the village – now that was a dive. Raven’s been here twenty-six years and I daren’t tell you about Hilda.’


It occurred to me that I wasn’t even born when Raven had started.


‘Are all the other staff in today preparing as well?’ I asked.


‘They’ll be in soon but I don’t think they’ll get a right lot done – they’ve got all their yacking about summer to do first. Anyway, I’ll catch you later.’


After two hours of going through every cupboard and shelf in the classroom I was ready to stretch my legs a little, so I decided to have a nose around the rest of the school. I wandered into the hall first and was immediately struck by its newly polished floor glinting in the August sun. It was quite a large space for a school with only four full-time teachers, and served as a canteen at lunchtimes; dining tables and chairs were wedged into a storage area at one end next to a few baskets of tired-looking PE equipment.


On my way to say hello to the two infant teachers I passed a door I hadn’t noticed before. It was half-open, allowing a broad Swinnerdale accent to echo into the corridor.


‘You useless damn stupid mop.’ A bang and metallic rattle followed. I tentatively pushed the door inwards. A plump backside of checked green nylon greeted me. Its owner was wrestling with a bucket by the look of things. I said hello in a quiet voice so as not to give her a fright. It didn’t work.


‘Eurrrrghh!’ She shot upwards and around with surprising speed, grasping a broom handle ready for defence. ‘You gave me a right flamin’ shock there!’ She put a hand over her imposing bosom.


‘I’m sorry, I just wanted to introduce myself.’


‘Funny way of doin’ it. Any road, you must be the new junior teacher. You’re very young.’ I was to hear that a lot over the following months.


‘Yes, my name’s Andy. You must be the, er, caretaker?’


‘Caretaker, cleaner, dogsbody … the only thing I refuse to do is get footballs down off the roof, not with my ankles, but I reckon you’re perfect f’job. I’m Pat Rudds, by the way.’


Pat told me that she wasn’t fussy about the state of the classrooms as long as the sinks were empty and the chairs were up on desks at the end of the day. ‘If you want yer floor swept it’s up to you.’ She poked her head round the doorway. ‘I think Eileen’s just arrived if you want to go and frighten her too.’


I recalled that Eileen Marsett was the school secretary. Looking down the corridor I could see a woman, hands full, attempting to push open the office door with her back. I hurried down to help.


‘Oh thank you, Andy. What a gentleman.’ Eileen was old-school: a slim, demure person with dowdy clothes and delicate hands. She smiled and placed a small posy of garden flowers into a vase on her desk. ‘There, I’m ready to work now. How are you settling in? Is your wife well?’


‘Yes, we’re both finding Arthur Fawcett’s cottage quite an adventure.’


‘Oh, he’s a dear man though, Arthur. He’ll sort you out if you have any problems. Now, do you need anything, home-wise? If you want to know about shops and things just ask me. Ingleburn’s a funny old town, especially if you’re new to it. And have they shown you where everything is at school? Oh sorry, I’m wittering at you. Listen, it’s lunchtime – you go and sit down in the staffroom with the others and I’ll come and put the kettle on.’


Feeling peckish, I didn’t argue but headed back to my room to find the sandwiches I hoped I’d remembered to bring. I passed Val’s classroom on the way back, the home of the top juniors, and stuck my head through the door. It was empty, as were the two large rooms full of miniature furniture that were the domain of Hilda and Emma, the infant teachers. Everyone was in the staffroom.


‘Ah, the new boy has ventured to join us!’ It was the diminutive Hilda Percival, the Class 2 teacher who, as I was soon to learn, loved nothing more than to give a running commentary on life. ‘Come and sit down – any chair will do.’ I took the nearest one. ‘Except that one, Eileen always sits there.’ I leant forward to get up. ‘Ha ha, only kidding!’ Hilda slapped her knee and chuckled. ‘Byy, you’re going to be an easy target, lad.’


Val shook her head. ‘You can’t stop her, Andy – you’ll just have to put up with it.’


‘We all suffer the same.’ It was the Class 1 teacher, Emma Torrington, between bites of a slice of melon.


‘Fear not, I’ll be retiring soon,’ countered Hilda. The contrast between the two infant teachers was striking. Tweed-skirted Hilda was petite, wrinkled and effervescent while Emma was tall, gentle and young, with long straggly hair and clothes that were astonishingly hippyish for a place like Cragthwaite.


‘You can’t retire,’ said a dark-haired woman I hadn’t met before, standing at the sink. ‘You keep us sane.’ She came over to me and offered a hand with a warm smile. ‘I’m Sue Bramley, teaching assistant. I help Emma in Class One.’


‘And do about five thousand other useful things,’ said Val before I had a chance to reply.


Hilda looked at me. ‘So, we don’t know anything about you, young man, except that you’re from York. Where did you go to college?’


‘Actually, I’ve only lived in York a few years; I’m originally from the other side of the Pennines, in Cheshire.’


‘Blinkin’ Nora, a foreigner,’ mumbled Val.


Hilda feigned shock. ‘Well, it’s regrettable but forgivable – just.’


‘Did you train at St John’s? I was there six years ago,’ said Emma.


I nodded while crunching into an apple but Hilda didn’t give me a chance to speak. ‘York’s a lovely spot but I bet they put you in a town school when you were training. You’ll find it very different out here …’


Val brushed some crumbs off her front. ‘The only thing he needs to know about this school is the playground duty rota and that we each have to give Eileen fifty pence coffee money a term.’ I surreptitiously checked my pockets.


‘Oh aye, if we forget she imposes biscuit withdrawal – that’s serious,’ said Hilda.


Emma laughed. ‘It is for me – I never have time for breakfast.’


Sue Bramley was reassuring everyone that she’d put up a reminder notice when the door opened and Howard Raven walked in. He took an empty cup to the sink, pouting at the pile of melon seeds that Emma had left on the draining board.


‘I’ve just been informed there may be a new girl starting in Class Two. Eileen hasn’t received the details yet but hopefully she’ll pass them on to you, Hilda.’


‘Oh joy, more empty heads to fill,’ she sighed.


Sue looked at the clock and Val shuffled a pile of papers then stood up. ‘Right, lots to do, better press on.’


‘Me too,’ said Emma. I followed as everyone headed for the door.


I spent the next two days travelling between Castle Heywood, helping Barbara to make the bungalow habitable, and Cragthwaite, where I did the same with my classroom, assisted by Val. The cottage started to feel like a home, once we had put up a few Athena posters and found a place for all of our spider plants.


From the start, Barbara wanted to know all about the school. ‘So, what’s the head like, then?’


‘He reminds me of one of those butlers from an old black-and-white film. In fact, I think the whole place is stuck in a time warp.’


‘You don’t sound too thrilled.’


‘Well, the building is modern so I just didn’t expect it somehow.’


‘What about the other teachers?’


‘Well, I’ve only really got to know the deputy, Val. She’s friendly but you definitely wouldn’t want to mess with her. Hilda looks about eighty and she gabbles continuously. She’s a bit of a joker, too. Then there’s Emma who’s maybe in her late twenties and takes the little ones. She’s a real mystery – just doesn’t seem to fit the place at all – she’s all bangles and hair. And Eileen the secretary and Sue the NTA are nice …’


Barbara stopped what she was doing and looked at me. ‘You sound a bit apprehensive about it all – that’s not like you.’


I tried not to grimace but I couldn’t disguise my disappointment. ‘I think it’s going to be a lot harder than I expected, that’s all.’ Barbara gave me a hug and I changed the subject. ‘But anyway, what about you? Have you sussed the village yet?’


‘Not really, I’ve been too busy trying to get my tools and things together for making the Christmas decorations. I’ll need to get started if I can’t find a job otherwise I’ll be twiddling my thumbs all day.’


‘Did you ask Mrs Fawcett next door about finding work, then?’


‘She said we need to get the weekly local paper, the Bilthorpe and something Gazette – it’s all advertised in there.’


‘I’d better drive to Ingleburn, then.’


‘No need, they’re dropped off in the village. There’s no shop but we need to speak to Mrs Partridge up there – apparently she knows everything. She can sort us out with milk too. You see it’s all under control.’


I looked at her deep brown eyes. ‘But aren’t you going to get bored when I’m out all day? We should have got you driving lessons in York.’


‘Oh stop fretting, I’ll be fine. We couldn’t afford lessons and you need the car for work anyway. Mrs Fawcett says there’s a bus into town once a day and the decorations’ll keep me busy.’ She smiled and poked me playfully on the nose. ‘Let’s have a hot chocolate.’


The final day of the holiday passed quickly and a sense of anticipation bubbled in me as the start of term became imminent, tempered with a good measure of anxiety about being let loose as a teacher. I was looking forward to meeting my very first class, and I had another glance through the class list to try to conjure up characters to match the names: Wilf Bainbridge, Heather Thistlethwaite, Fergus Mudd, Sylvia Hammond. I couldn’t wait.


Twenty-four fresh, ruddy faces weighed me up. I was nervous and they knew it. They laughed at the way I pronounced Carol Dinsdale during the register, but not mockingly.


‘Tha wants more of a “Dinsdull”, Mr Seed,’ piped a cheery face from the back. They were very patient as I explained all the things they already knew, like when PE was and where to hang coats. I was desperate to learn who was who, and a few seemed to sense this, beginning questions and answers with their names:


‘Malcolm here, Mr Seed; ’ave I to give out the hymnbooks for assembly?’


‘Eve. My dad says that you’ve just come out of college – is that right?’


‘Mr Seed – I’m Jack by’t way – willus be ’aving ’omework?’


Within a couple of days I knew their names and after a week I knew who they were: who was boss, who were friends, who lived on a farm, who was an offcomer, who liked maths and who didn’t, who did the talking and who did the working. It was great fun going home each evening to fill Barbara in with all the details of the rich personalities under my charge.


‘You look exhausted, poor thing,’ she said to me on the first Friday evening.


‘Never mind that,’ I said, snuggling up to her on the settee, ‘I want to know how you’re getting on – what’s happening in the village?’


‘Well, considering there’s only a castle, a church and about ten houses, not a lot.’


‘No scandal then?’


‘Ha! Well, only the arrival of a couple of strange incomers down here.’


‘Have you met Mrs Pheasant yet?’


‘Mrs Partridge, you noodle. Oh yes, you can’t miss her – she spends all her time gardening at the front of her house. I think it’s so she can spy on what’s going on. Actually, she’s really friendly.’


‘I thought there was nothing going on.’


‘Well, you know, she likes to keep an eye on everyone’s doings. She already knew that we’d come from York and that this was your first job.’


‘How’d she manage that?’


‘That’s what I asked. It’s because everyone seems to know each other in the whole dale. In fact, from what Mrs P says, they’re all related. You probably won’t believe it but all the families except three in Castle Heywood are Partridges.’


‘Val told me it was like that – jungle drums.’ I stifled a yawn. ‘The same farming families have lived here for generations, apparently. Anyway, did you manage to sort out the milk and papers?’


‘The milk we collect from two old sisters called the Miss Kirks – it’s from their nephew’s farm in the village. The papers are left in Spence’s stick ’ut – that’s Mrs P’s brother-in-law at the end of the road.’


‘What’s a stick ’ut?’


‘Fancy not knowing that … I’ll take you up there tomorrow. But anyway, I’ve been through the Gazette and the only jobs are in Bilthorpe, which is hours by bus. Oh, and someone down the dale wants a pig man.’


‘Don’t we all …’ We giggled for a moment and Barbara flashed her lovely smile. ‘But what are you going to do with yourself all day?’


‘Oh something’ll turn up job-wise and I’ve already started cutting some new decorations. Perhaps we can go to Hauxton on Sunday and see if there are any craft markets there.’


Barbara was very upbeat but I knew she was missing her friends from York. What would happen when the newness of everything wore off?


‘Actually, I’ve already made a new friend,’ she said, as if reading my mind. ‘Ada Gill. She lives up in the village – Mrs Partridge introduced us. She’s really sweet, I can’t wait for you to meet her.’


‘Er, Ada doesn’t sound like a spring chicken.’


Barbara smiled. ‘No, she’s what my mother would call a spinster. But she does keep chickens and she’s going to supply us with fresh eggs. And just wait until you taste her baking … it’s very old-fashioned but heavenly, reminds me of your granny’s.’


‘But will you be happy spending your time talking to elderly ladies?’ Part of me wondered whether she was trying to make herself believe it.


‘She’s fascinating, honestly. Her house is like going back to the Victorian era with stone-flagged floors. She still has a mangle! And, she has three cats and you know I can’t resist cats.’


I wasn’t completely convinced but by this point my eyelids were descending of their own accord.


As the early weeks passed, one problem that I had to overcome was the language. Yorkshire people have some fine expressions of their own, and as time went on I gradually became used to the vagaries of the local dialect and the turn of phrase used by the people of the Dales and their children in my care, although a few expressions still befuddled me. One instance of this was their use of the word off. I asked Val about it one morning before school.


She was typically blunt. ‘Everyone says, “I must be off”, don’t they? It just means going. What’s up with you?’


‘Yes, they do but the way they use it here doesn’t make sense to me: people say “I’m off out”, which is OK, but yesterday I heard “I’m off shopping”.’


‘What’s wrong with that?’


‘Doesn’t that mean they’ve had enough of shopping?’


‘Don’t be daft. They would say “I’m right off shopping” if they mean that.’


‘What about “he’s off courtin”’?’


‘Oh shut up and mark some books.’


Despite Val’s lack of help, my understanding of this linguistic matter reached a new level of insight one peculiar September morning early in my first term.


Eight-year-old Jack Raw was a solid citizen. Until I met him, I had no idea that human beings could be wider than they were tall. His arms and legs were like giant babies’ limbs, and his chest was a formidable expanse topped by a neck which could have supported at least three heads. Jack’s face was soft and amiable, however, testifying to his tender personality. He was always equipped with hearty greetings, and was almost old-fashioned in his morning enquiries when entering the classroom:


‘Grand day, Mr Seed. Are y’ keeping well then?’


‘How’s Mrs Seed, then – all proper?’


‘I don’t know about that tie, Mr Seed; old ’un, is it?’


I enjoyed these little exchanges with the portly Jack and so did everyone else in the class. But although Jack was indeed a character, and undoubtedly robust of body, the same could not be said for his thought. Jack was as slow and steady as the Whitby tide. When questioned in class, he seemed to have the ability to draw his eyes back into their sockets, leaving deep gloomy recesses. It was almost as if his brain were saying, ‘Aye up, tricky one here – come on inside, eyes – I need all the help I can get with this …’


Jack and schoolwork just didn’t get along. Pencils snapped in his brawny fingers, pages curled up in front of him and all his books fell apart. It seemed like numbers and letters were his foes, to be fended off and regarded with deepest suspicion at all times. But as much as he loathed academic work, Jack loved anything practical: the hands which could never grasp a pen properly were nimble masters of a hacksaw; hammers, drills and rasps were like old friends, controlled with energetic purpose and accuracy. He leapt at any opportunity to help a classmate fix a model or to demonstrate how to extract a bent nail. Jack similarly excelled in the school garden, so enjoying outdoor tasks that he would frequently get carried away. It was a dangerous move to turn your back if you had asked Jack to make a hole for a bedding plant; when you looked round he would be down in a chasm fit for a coffin, manically flinging dirt all over the paths and grassed areas with a simple grin.


Jack was legendary for his strength, and Jack’s mother was legendary for her absence notes. Jack was frequently away ‘badly’ and would always appear after a day or two clutching the corner of a cereal packet or a grey, rolled-up fragment from an old envelope, bearing a blotchy message. These ‘letters’ were small masterpieces of vivid fiction, detailing whole series of incredible circumstances that conspired to keep Jack away from school. I often wondered how she never made it as a scriptwriter. One of her best detailed a particularly bizarre natural phenomenon:


Deer Mr Seed,


I am sorry that are Jack was not at school yesterday. He put on such a groth spurt in the night that nun of his clowthes fiited im next morning so I had to take him to shops.



— Mrs R.


It was after one of these brief sojourns that Jack turned up to school looking very strange. He waddled into the classroom, smiling as ever, but with both ears wedged full of pink toilet paper. He was keen to tell me something.


‘HEY, MR SEED.’ (Louder than usual.) ‘I’M OFF DEAF.’


‘You’re what, Jack?’


‘I’M OFF DEAF.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘DOCTOR SEZ AF TAF OPERATION.’


‘An operation – what for?’


‘HIS GUNTA PUT GROMICKS IN ME EARS, SO I’M OFF DEAF.’


At this point, our baffling bellowed conversation suddenly made sense – it was the good old Yorkshire use of the word off again: he meant ‘I’m going to be deaf’. The strange thing was, he seemed very pleased about it all. I couldn’t wait to read the absence note for this one (it reminded me of the time when another child had pus leaking out of a lobe, and was overheard telling his friend that he had dire ear). Jack was very keen to explain the intricacies of the operation as he saw them and so the conversation continued for some time, with Jack proudly pointing out his comical ear plugs to every child who entered the room for registration. He eventually finished our exchange with a typically fine dialogue:


‘AYE, I’M OFF DEAF I AM.’


‘So, you won’t be able to hear anything?’


‘NO, THAT’S RIGHT.’


I looked once more at the tissues. ‘Can you hear me now?’


‘NO.’




Chapter Two


Carol


Mid-September brought four days of rich amber sunshine that drew Barbara and me out of our cottage in the early evenings and up the hill to the village. We made the walk every day to collect milk and the local newspaper, but the glorious scenery and invigorating Dales air made the journey much more of a pleasure than a chore and our doubts about living in such an isolated spot were temporarily evaporated by the landscape’s splendour.


The steep road was edged with banks of blackthorn bearing their enticing blue-black sloes and jostling with wild roses and elders, whose clusters of fruit weighed down every branch. Tall wisps of rosebay willowherb nodded in the breeze and further up the field, walls were hidden by rows of blackened sweet cicely, its upright seed pods like miniature overripe bananas. The air carried the gentle fragrance of aniseed. I unexpectedly found myself with a strong urge to know the names of all of the flowers I passed on this delightful amble.


Barbara stopped and stared ahead. Heywood Castle had suddenly loomed into view: a magnificent stone fortress with sheer sides of rusted stone peppered with yellow lichen and scaled by clusters of brave wallflowers. With massive towers and dark windows, impossibly dramatic, it must have terrified visitors in the distant past who approached the village along this tranquil lane. We reached the castle, with the tiny village sheltering in the shadow of its towering bulk, and stopped to rest. Its back was shattered open by centuries of relentless storms and further ransacked by locals who made welcome use of the good building stone while the structure was uninhabited.


A little church was curiously positioned behind the castle, its modest square form completely dwarfed by the soaring walls only twenty yards away. It was nonetheless dignified, standing upright with its miniature box-like tower, bare and uncomplicated. The view over the dale from here was worth our breathless trek alone, and we stopped again to survey the sun’s tracing of Spout Fell’s immense form. To our left, the village stood on its lofted hillside shelf, a broad empty strip of grass with a few quiet cottages, each weighed down against the constant wind by great thick slabs of stone on the roof. As always in a Pennine village, Land Rovers, tractors and pickups were strewn about. The only movement apart from the swaying ashes on the green came from swallows skimming the grass for insects and yakking on the overhead wires in groups of six or seven.


‘Now then youngsters, what are you up ter?’ Mrs Partridge raised herself from her knees as we passed her pristine little front garden, a bunch of purple daisies in one hand. ‘Fetchin’ yer paper ’n’ milk I expect.’


‘And enjoying this beautiful day,’ said Barbara.


‘Aye, September doesn’t come any grander’un this – mek most of it!’ She was a tall woman of indeterminate age with a windswept visage. ‘Have you a job yet, then?’ she looked at Barbara.


‘No, I’m just going to check the Gazette again.’


‘Well, yer wasting time there if you ask me. There’s no work in the dale unless you’re a farmer or a builder and they don’t make cheese round ’ere any more, more’s the pity. What did you do before, lass?’


‘Well university until summer last year—’


‘University, eh?’ Mrs Partridge interrupted. ‘I only know one person who’s been to college and that’s Felicity ovver yonder but she’s a bit, well, superior, if you get my drift.’ Her shoulders rustled as she said it. ‘Anyroad, sorry pet, carry on.’


‘Er, and then while Andy did his teacher training last year I worked part time as a barmaid and did waitressing at a hotel while I was looking for a full-time job.’


‘Oh, interesting …’ she said, raising her eyebrows, ‘Well, the trouble is that everyone round here does about five part-time jobs so there aren’t any going. My William – that’s my eldest son – he’s the postman in’t’ morning, cooks at the pub in Crackby in the evening and helps out at me brother’s farm rest o’ the time, y’see.’


Barbara made a determined effort to resist the doom-mongering. ‘Well, I do crafts as well so I’ll just have to keep busy with those.’


‘She makes beautiful wooden Christmas decorations,’ I added, noting the level of intrigue in Mrs P’s eyes.


‘What, for shops you mean?’


‘No, we sell them ourselves at craft fairs – do they have craft fairs round here?’ said Barbara.


‘Well, they do in Kettleby – lots of tourists there in summer – but you’ll be wanting something in November or December I would’ve thought. Bilthorpe maybe? How did you get into that, anyhow?’


‘We went to Austria last year and saw some in a shop. I thought I’d have a go at making some similar ones. We sold lots in York.’


‘Oh, right, well, it’s different …’ Mrs P looked extremely doubtful.


I grabbed Barbara’s hand and pulled her away saying that we had to get going while thinking to myself that the whole village would be aware within minutes that I was keeping my wife at home doing joinery.


We headed for the farm at the end of the village, to ‘Spence’s stick ’ut’ as Mrs Fawcett had memorably named it. The ’ut was a small doorless stone outbuilding attached to a barn, and inside was a pile of newspapers. I picked one up and we headed for the Miss Kirks’ dairy. On the way, Barbara waved to Ada Gill, who was bringing her washing in. She wore a headscarf and waddled towards us on lumpy legs.


‘Now, Barbara, I’ve got that Be-Ro book for you, and a curd tart,’ she called. ‘You can’t go wrong wi’ a Be-Ro book.’


‘You go and chat, I’ll get the milk,’ I said.


I knocked on the Miss Kirks’ ancient door. It opened slowly, revealing their bulky nephew Edward assaulting the remains of magnificent Yorkshire high tea: a round table arrayed with sandwiches, pies, cakes, buns and tarts all on china dishes. One of the frail ladies led me round the side to a crate of green-topped farm milk in her cool dairy. I took a couple of pints and sighed at the wonderful simplicity of life here.


School, meanwhile, was far from simple. There was so much to learn and so many ways to do things wrong. At least I wasn’t alone: the first few weeks had enabled me to get to know the other teachers quickly, and it was a relief to discover that they were more than willing to accept a new apprentice to the trade.


The Class 1 teacher, Emma Torrington, continued to intrigue me. She was only six years older than me, but seemed impossibly experienced and energetic, fuelled by a tremendous love for children. She was as sweet as she was disorganised, which was reflected by her chaotic appearance: wild hair of an indeterminate hue and abundant cottony clothes in vibrant colours, weighed down by pounds of jewellery.


I’d plucked up the courage to ask Val why Emma was here when she clearly didn’t fit the school’s traditional outlook.


‘Good question and you probably won’t believe the answer,’ she said.


‘Go on.’


‘Well, for a start she gets away with things because the Beak’s scared of little ones.’


‘You’re kidding! He doesn’t look like he’s frightened of anything.’


‘Oh, yes he is – it’s because they’re still untamed and have to be allowed to play. He can’t cope with kids who aren’t tied to desks in silence.’


‘But surely he could have found someone more, er, conservative than Emma when she got the job.’


‘Oh yes, there was someone in the running but Emma pulled out an ace at the interview.’


‘What d’you mean?’


‘She wore a “really lovely dress”. His words.’


She had to be having me on. ‘Val, that just can’t be true.’


‘I told you you wouldn’t believe me.’


It was perhaps no surprise that Hilda Percival, the Class 2 teacher, despaired of Emma’s frenzied approach to teaching; they were such polar opposites. Hilda herself was a legend in Cragthwaite. She seemed to know everyone in Swinnerdale and had probably taught half of them during her forty years in the classroom. Small, crumpled and sharp as glass, Hilda had a wit that carried the force of a potent disposition, and sorry was any child who crossed her. Her lectures about good behaviour were, I soon learned, as rich a feature of the school as any fitting or fixture: her preferred subject was the boys’ toilet and, more specifically, the quality of the ‘aiming’ that led to its foul odour. She despaired about this to the six- and seven-year-old boys she taught, then despaired some more in the staffroom at break-times, in between despairing about Emma in the classroom next door. Somehow though, however much she complained and rebuked, there always seemed to be an eddy of laughter around Hilda Percival.


It was Hilda who gave me a shock one morning by announcing that Howard Raven was looking for me.


‘Don’t worry – it’s just something about your new subject leader role.’


‘My what?’


‘It was all in the advert when you applied for the job, wasn’t it? We all have to be an expert in some aspect of education these days, you know.’


I cast my mind back and recalled the wording of the newspaper advertisement for the post: The successful candidate will be responsible for the development of Design and Technology throughout the school. It hadn’t occurred to me that now that I had the job, I was actually expected to do something about this; nervously, I turned towards the headteacher’s office.


Howard Raven passed me a thick green document. There was no hello.


‘I haven’t time to go into it now but you’d better read this,’ he said, and disappeared, clutching a heavy armful of similar official-looking booklets. It was titled The New Curriculum: Design and Technology in the Primary School, and was crammed with bold-typed lists of expectations, aims, objectives, targets and the like: looking at it made me feel almost queasy.


The government of the day had decided to shake up the education system: they wanted to streamline everything, hoping to ensure that each teacher in the country knew exactly what he or she was supposed to be teaching and how. With this in mind, every subject taught in the primary school was awarded one of these curriculum documents, and every school was told that a teacher must be selected to co-ordinate each subject. Up to this moment I had felt quite pleased with myself that I had been given such a responsibility, particularly as a new teacher. I hadn’t realised that I was, in fact, landed with ‘D&T’ because no one else wanted it. It soon became clear that ours was such a small school that every teacher was required to lead several subjects anyway.


Now that I read what was expected of me, the awful realisation dawned that this was indeed a bum job: Design and Technology was new to most primary schools, and teachers who were up to their eyeballs with countless new demands in English and Maths didn’t want to know. When my colleagues found out what they were expected to teach in this Cinderella subject they were surely going to go spare, and I would bear the brunt of their disgruntlement.


The document was written in a strange semi-technical language that had no home in the average primary school: it was full of references to systems, product design, mechanisms, structures and other nonsensical jargon. It seemed like the average seven-year-old would have to go from sticking yoghurt pots on top of egg boxes to aerospace engineering within a term. I decided that it was probably just difficult to read because it was new and I was new to it – everything would all be perfectly clear the second time I read it. It was worse the second time. The third time I looked at the words but my mind had given up and was thinking about what was for lunch. This was bad news.


A couple of weeks later, having talked to a few teachers from other schools and seen a couple of explanations of the new curriculum in proper English, I began to piece together a vague idea of what primary teachers were supposed to be doing with their children in Design and Technology lessons. It was still very frightening, but at least it was now somehow tangible. The gist of the matter was that children had to design and make lots of really good things then test them and improve them so they would be really, really good. But it was no use children making models of Tudor houses or puppets from lolly sticks – the ‘outcomes’ that the children were to make had to meet proper needs, like in the real world, according to the new document. Every teacher who read the curriculum agreed on one thing: whoever wrote it was clearly unhinged. Children didn’t make (or indeed do) anything at school to meet a need – they did it because the teacher told them to. But teachers, it seemed, weren’t to be asked about these matters, and so I spent most of a dreary late September weekend wondering how I was going to address my new responsibility.


By late Sunday night I hadn’t done too well. In fact, I’d done nothing. I knew what Jack Raw felt like when he said, ‘I’m stook.’ Well, actually, one decisive thought had been adopted: the only way that I was going to get D&T going in Cragthwaite School was by setting a good example myself. I needed to do a really spectacular project that would inspire the other teachers and children – something to get the whole thing off to a great start. The trouble was that I couldn’t think of any needs that could be met by wizard new technologies created by eight- and nine-year-olds.


Barbara came in with a cup of tea. She looked at me and then at the document on my desk. I heard a sigh.


‘This is for young kids to do? I can see why you’ve been so miserable all weekend. Who wrote this twaddle?’


‘I don’t know and I don’t care. All that matters is that I’m supposed to know how to do all this.’


She put her arms over my shoulders. ‘I thought that someone from another school had explained it to you.’


‘They have, but I don’t know how to start teaching it with my class. We’re supposed to identify a real-life problem to solve and then fix it – in my case with gummed paper and string, since that’s all there is. Have you got any brainwaves?’


‘Maybe you should break something in the classroom so that the children can make a new one. At least there’ll be a genuine need.’ Barbara looked very pleased with her suggestion, which was more than I did.


In the end I didn’t have to wait long for the answer.


Tuesday’s staff meeting began with the Beak announcing that a lady from the Royal National Institute for the Blind would be visiting the following week, and that she would be showing a video to the whole school about the work of the organisation. I wasn’t listening very hard, but I scribbled the date and time in my diary like everyone else, then went back to worrying about the D&T document. The rest of the meeting passed me by until the end; the last item on the agenda was a killer.


‘I’d like all subject co-ordinators to present a summary of their new curriculum documents at next week’s meeting, along with a list of suggestions for implementing them.’ For some reason he looked at me sternly when he said this part. Had I said something to upset him?


Mrs Spoonwick from the RNIB was not a very thrilling speaker, and I spent the first part of her talk machine-gunning brutal stares towards my class who were fidgeting in extremis.


‘Now I have told you a little about the work of the Institute, children, I am going to show you all a film about what it is like to be a blind person, and about some of the things which help blind people to have a better life.’ There was a small cheer as the hall curtains were drawn and most of the lights turned off. The video fizzed into life, and the children’s attention was recaptured instantly.


The film was excellent. It centred on a teenage boy who had been born blind, and a sweet old lady who had gradually lost her sight. Both characters spoke openly about their everyday problems, and the children were fascinated to see and hear about what seemed like another world. The teenage boy demonstrated a number of useful gadgets which had been provided for him by the RNIB, including a folding white stick, rattling football, and a clever device for indicating when a cup was full of water. It took me a good few minutes to realise that what was being demonstrated was real technology, and a further few seconds to see that it had been purposely made to meet a specific need. I rushed out for a pad to make some notes – this was exciting.


When I returned, the real star of the video was being featured – the delightful old lady. She was ancient, tiny, blind, but fantastically independent and uncomplaining. She gave a guided tour of her home to show how it had been carefully adapted to meet her needs.


‘There’s only one thing I have real trouble with,’ she said. ‘Cupboard doors. I can’t tell if they’re open or closed and I sometimes walk right into them – not nice that isn’t.’ I made a note and mentally planned a whole series of D&T lessons in that moment. The children asked a multitude of questions when the video was over, even the fidgeters in my class, and I was delighted that they were as interested in the subject as I was. I loved that old lady.


When Thursday afternoon’s D&T session arrived I was ablaze with enthusiasm for our new project: Technology for the Blind. I couldn’t wait to get started, and I was convinced that the class would be just as eager. A group had been chosen to make designs for folding white sticks, and another to try to come up with new ideas for inventions suggested by the film. The rest of the class were going to tackle the cupboard door problem. Several children had suggested that it might be possible to make cupboard doors that closed automatically, and this seemed like an excellent problem to solve. I had raided Beasley’s supermarket in Ingleburn and managed to find enough large strong cardboard boxes to act as cupboards; the box lids made perfect doors with which to experiment.


After half an hour, the classroom was buzzing with furious activity: the sounds of cutting, sawing, hammering, gluing, stapling, taping and drilling were punctuated with bursts of animated conversation about joints, hinges and handles. I could already see some ingenious solutions to the cupboard problem beginning to take shape. Wilf and Cameron had rigged up an admirable system with a piece of string tied to a door via a cotton reel pulley; when the door was opened it raised a ball of plasticine, the weight of which closed the door when it was left open. I was going to take a closer look at another idea involving a Lego motor when a large margarine box was shoved into my side. It was Carol Dinsdale; she giggled apologetically.


Carol was a cheerful, quiet girl with long limp hair and a sallow complexion. She was the type of child who it was somehow hard to get to know – she rarely offered information about herself or her family and was easily overlooked in a classroom of characters. I made an inward resolution to pay her more attention in future, but it wasn’t the first time I had done this.


‘Mr Seed, me an’ Tracey ’ave ’ad an idea for the cupboard door. Can we ’ave some laggy bands – I mean elastic bands, please?’


‘Of course, Carol – there’s a pile on my desk.’ I remembered that Eileen the school secretary had left me some yesterday; she was a wonderful ally in my recently established campaign to find resources for the children. Howard Raven clearly had no intention of spending money on subjects like Design & Technology, despite all the demands of the curriculum. But right now I was too absorbed in the classroom’s atmosphere of creative excitement to dwell on the matter. I wondered whether to follow Carol to try and observe her making skills, but was accosted by two more pairs of boys asking for advice before I could move. In fact I didn’t escape from that corner of the room for at least twenty minutes; many of the class’s first ideas had by now been tested and exultant children were beginning to head towards me to demonstrate their creations, along with a few rather more downcast individuals seeking inspiration.


I was about to stop the class and allow a few children to show the others what they had already achieved when Carol bounded towards me again, with Tracey in tow.


‘Mr Seed – look at ours, it really works!’ I had never seen her so animated; I was delighted, and immediately asked for a full demonstration. The box had a number of roughly hewn holes, both in the top and ‘doors’. There was a tangled coil of wire in two of the holes at the top, attached to the thickest elastic band I had ever seen. I recognised it as one of the ones that the postman used to secure the huge bundles of mail that arrived at the school every morning. The other end of this piece of industrial rubber was fixed to one flap of the box, again with large amounts of wire. There was no slack in it. The girls had obviously practised the scenario: Tracey went round the back of the box and grabbed its sides with strong hands. Carol positioned herself at one side, with her left hand on top of the box and her legs well spaced apart. She looked up at me.


‘Are you ready?’


I wasn’t sure.


‘Er, ready.’


Carol tensed her body and began to heave the door of the cardboard cupboard open. I stood back. Several other children were watching and the classroom went strangely quiet. Carol’s knuckles turned a bloodless ivory as she fought against the enormous tension of the giant rubber band, the poor box twisting and warping with the strain. I wondered whether to intervene, but Carol gave a final pull so that the door was clearly open. She looked up again, and blinked as a bead of sweat rolled into her eye.


‘Now watch it close automatically, Mr Seed’.


It certainly closed all right: Carol snatched her hand away, as if she had suddenly found herself too close to a crocodile. WHAM! The lid ripped back, and the whole box leapt a couple of inches into the air. Carol beamed. Tracey beamed. I thought about the little old blind lady. To my amazement, Malcolm Willoughby and several other watching children murmured their approval at the efficiency of the design.


‘Er, that’s fantastic, girls,’ I said. ‘Can you try to find a way to slow it down just a little when it closes now?’ It was tempting to simply tell them to abandon the design but I needed to hold on to the spirit of the new curriculum: test and improve. Also, I didn’t have the heart to appear in any way critical of their idea when they, and the watching children, were so delighted with it. I barely had time to check out the progress of some of the other groups when the two girls were back.


‘We’ve improved it, Mr Seed,’ said Carol.


‘We’ve added weights to slow it down,’ said Tracey, placing the cardboard box in front of me once more in a very satisfied manner. The box looked much as it did before, with the great inner tube of a rubber band wired to the top, except that there were now two large metal one-kilogram weights dangling from the front. They were the black hexagonal type with metal rings, and they were attached to the door of the model cupboard with two more outsized elastic bands; they dangled at the front, and knocked together on their bungees with a clank of latent danger. I was too mesmerised to react.


‘Can we demonstrate it to the class, Mr Seed – please? Pleeease!’ I had never seen Carol Dinsdale like this before.


‘Of course you can, girls.’ I gulped and told everyone to sit down. Maybe this was a good opportunity to do some of the evaluation activities that the new technology document kept referring to.


By the time the class had reluctantly settled back into their seats, the two girls had set up their box on a table at the front where everyone could see. Carol gave an eloquent introduction, explaining the problem they were trying to solve, and how they had already tried it with just the rubber band. The class listened intently.


‘We ’ave added two weights to slow the door down and now we are going to demonstrate ’ow this works.’ Once again Tracey took up her wide supporting position, and Carol grasped the cardboard door firmly, ready to heave it open. The two black weights swayed and clanked. The watching children were very impressed. With a couple of strains, bracing her whole body, Carol levered the door open. I stood a little further back. When she let go I was amazed to see the door slam shut just as quickly and violently as before. It was immediately followed by the two huge black weights swinging round in a terrifying horizontal arc like a medieval bolas. They smashed brutally into the front of the box, which was still being admirably held by Tracey Pratt. Both girls were smiling – they obviously considered the demonstration a major success. This seemed like a great opportunity for some class discussion.


‘Well, thank you, girls – very impressive.’ The class murmured their agreement. ‘Now, can anyone suggest how this design might be improved?’ I expected a rush of hands. There were none.


‘Do you think that the door closes as well as it should?’ No response. My voice began to rise a little. ‘Remember – this is a kitchen cupboard door for a blind person. Could it be better in any way at all?’ One or two children shuffled, but still no one answered. The metal weights were still swinging; I was almost cross now. ‘Right. Listen. There is a little old blind lady in her home and she has asked the vicar round for tea; she decides to use her best china, which is kept in this cupboard. She’s a tough old bird and she somehow manages to get the door open. She reaches up for her antique teapot, and then lets go of the door, safe in the knowledge that it will close automatically. As she lets go, two enormous pieces of iron come flying towards her. Is this going to work?’ There was a moment of silence. Most of the faces still stared blankly forward. I was becoming really impatient.


‘What’s the answer then?’


Malcolm Willoughby’s hand began to ascend. Joy – at last!


‘Yes Malcolm?’


‘She could wear a crash helmet.’


I was relieved to reach the staffroom after the final bell. Hilda pushed a steaming cup of coffee across the table towards me as I relayed the tale.


‘Well, rather you than me doing this technology business, that’s all I can say.’ She headed towards the door, chuckling. I felt sure that she carried on talking as she walked away down the corridor: it sounded distinctly like, ‘The blind leading the blind …’




Chapter Three


Malcolm


‘Ever been to Northumberland, Andy?’


Val’s question took me by surprise. I was sitting in the staffroom half asleep with weariness at the end of another exhausting day with my class. I had no idea that teaching could be so physically strenuous, in addition to being mentally and emotionally draining.


‘The boy needs iron tonic,’ piped Hilda, before I could answer. ‘When I was at college doing my teaching practice, the head wouldn’t let me into the classroom before I’d had two teaspoons of iron tonic.’


Val smiled; it looked like she’d heard this before.


‘Er no, I’ve never been. Why do you ask?’ I said.


‘Tasted rank, that stuff,’ interrupted Hilda again.


‘Your class’s residential trip goes to Northumberland,’ continued Val. ‘It’s in June next year – I expect we’ll both be asked to go.’


‘That tonic used to make me go,’ said Hilda with big eyes. ‘Byy, I was out to that lav across the yard like no one’s business.’ I tried to concentrate on Val, who didn’t even seem to notice Hilda’s ramblings.


‘Won’t that be difficult with both junior teachers away, Val?’


‘There needs to be a male and a female member of staff and he likes me to be there as deputy head. You obviously need to go because it’s your class; I reckon Mr Raven’ll be glad of a break too – he’s been on the last four trips himself. He’s going to have a word with you about it tomorrow.’


‘I wonder if you can still get that stuff?’ Hilda was still oblivious, but the thought of a few days away with the children perked me up, and I questioned Val about the details for the next twenty minutes. The trip took place every two years, and involved five days away on a tiny island just off the Northumbrian coast called Oswalfarne. It sounded quite an adventure for juniors.


The following day, Howard Raven filled in more details about the visit and confirmed, in his usual semi-formal manner, that he’d like me to go. He also explained that arrangements needed to be made several months in advance so that parents had plenty of time to save the £65 that the trip would cost for each child.


‘Right. I’ll send out a letter to parents tomorrow, giving details about the trip and the date for a meeting where they can ask questions; you’ll need to be there too, of course.’ After a silent scan of the wall displays, he left my room, leaving me feeling very excited and already planning to go up to Oswalfarne with Barbara, perhaps at a weekend, to explore.


There was even more excitement at the end of school a day later when I announced the visit to the class. A tremendous babble of anticipation immediately swept through the room and animated faces turned to their neighbours with plans and suggestions for who might share a room in the hotel. Amongst the fervour, there was one face, however, which didn’t light up; in fact, if anything, Martha Micklegate looked upset by the news of the trip. She sat quite still and looked down with her large eyes. I was both surprised and intrigued by Martha’s reaction, but decided not to question her about it in front of her friends; I’d wait for a quiet moment the next day.


In the event, I didn’t have to wait, and it certainly wasn’t a quiet moment when I discovered the reason for Martha’s gloom. At quarter past eight before school the following morning, my classroom door opened with a boom like a mortar, and into the room marched a fearsome-looking woman pulling a reluctant girl in tow. She strode right up to me and waved a piece of paper in my face. I recognised it as the letter about the residential visit and I recognised the girl as Martha.


‘What’s all this about sixty-five pound for a blinkin’ trip?’


‘Hello, Mrs Micklegate, is it?’


‘Yes, it is and before you say anything else let me get one thing straight: Martha’s not going on this pointless trip cos I aren’t paying sixty-five blinkin’ quid, or even one penny.’ I felt the blast of her breath across my eyes.


‘Would you like to sit down to talk about this, Mrs Micklegate?’ I tried to remain calm but my heart was racing. Poor Martha stood well back, cringing with embarrassment. Her mother, meanwhile, ignored my question and continued her aggressive bluster.


‘Why should we ’ave to pay for school stuff? School’s supposed to be free, isn’t it? I pay enough in stupid rates and taxes.’ Her chin was jutting forward and strands of thin hair fell across her cheeks as she spoke.


‘The trip isn’t until June next year, Mrs Micklegate, and we’ve sent out the letter in September to give parents plenty of time to save up the money.’ I realised very quickly that this was the wrong approach. A finger jutted towards my chest in rhythm with the snarl of her reply.


‘There’s not going to be any money and I don’t care if you give me ten years’ warning – where school’s concerned, I aren’t paying for owt. I can’t see the point of this trip anyway.’ I stepped back behind my desk and pretended to look for some papers. There was no point in arguing with this woman. Her eyes, huge and burning, dared me to challenge her but I was ready for a full retreat.


‘I, er, think you’d better see the headteacher about this, Mickeys Misslegate. He’s in charge of the trip.’ Two children’s faces appeared through the door, wondering what all the noise was about.


‘I intend to go and see ’im, and he’s going to get the same mouthful as you. She’s not going and that’s that.’ With a snatched turn and stomp she was gone. My heart was thumping in the sudden silence of the room. It was my first ‘concerned’ parent.


That night I poured out the whole story to Barbara, who was as upset for poor Martha as I was. She nestled up to me, saying she was sure that something could be done about the situation and suggested that perhaps Val could help.


‘And have you asked the Beak?’ she added.


‘I daren’t ask him for anything. I really don’t think he likes me.’


‘It can’t be a personality clash because he hasn’t got one.’ She let out a snicker.


‘But I don’t know what I’ve done wrong, that’s the trouble.’


‘You’ll just have to win him over by doing amazing work with the kids. It’s still the first term – he just doesn’t know you, that’s all.’


‘Maybe it isn’t just me. Eileen the secretary always looks browbeaten and miserable when he speaks to her.’


‘Poor thing,’ said Barbara. ‘She’s really sweet when I talk to her on the phone.’


‘Anyway, what about you? How was your day?’ I asked, aware that I was allowing school to hog our conversations again.


She twisted round so we were facing each other, and said, ‘I rang my mother this morning.’


‘How is she?’


‘Well, she wasn’t in a great mood – she’s really frustrated that she can’t call us when she wants to.’


‘Yeah, but she always speaks German to me on the phone even though I don’t understand a word.’


‘Well, that’s because she is German. She just kind of slips into it.’


‘But she can speak English really well.’


‘Anyway, the reason she wanted to call was that she’s arranged a trip to Hildesheim at short notice. My granny’s having a minor operation in a fortnight and it gives my mum an excuse to see some of her relatives and friends over there.’ Her voice betrayed an edge of shiftiness.


I began to suspect I knew where this was going. ‘And …’


‘And she wants to know if I’d like to go along.’


‘Would you?’


‘Well, yes and no. Of course I don’t want to leave you here but I would like to see my oma.’


‘Well, that’s OK. Why don’t you go – it’ll be a nice break for you for a couple of days.’


Barbara twiddled the hair at the back of her neck. ‘It’s a bit more than a couple of days.’


‘How “more”?’


‘Two weeks.’


My shoulders slumped. ‘How many relatives has she got?’


‘Well, there’s quite a lot of travelling involved and she doesn’t want to miss anyone out. She likes to have me there too, of course.’


‘But two weeks …’


‘You can cook, sort of, and you’ll be fine. You can go for lots of walks and I won’t be there to slow you down.’


‘But I’ll miss you.’


Barbara ignored the pathetic little boy expression. ‘There are other advantages too – my mum always buys me clothes and things while we’re over there: all sorts of things we can’t afford.’


‘Yeah, but they’re always so … German.’


‘Well, I’m not going to bring back anything for you.’


‘Not even ze leather pants?’


‘Stop it!’ She playfully pushed me: I lost my footing and cracked an elbow against the door. ‘Ooh, sorry.’ She picked me up as I feigned serious injury. ‘I’ll miss you as well, you fruitcake.’


The next morning, children began to arrive at my desk with reply slips from their parents giving them permission to go on the Northumbrian trip. I watched out for Martha, but she didn’t turn up for school.


At morning break I looked for Val before remembering she was outside on playground duty. It was starting to drizzle as I walked outside and a slender Class 2 boy rushed past me with the bell before ringing it feebly. A few children took notice and began to drift towards the door but most of them carried on playing. Then the ground shook.


‘STOP!’


One hundred children froze in an instant. The thunderous boom of Val Croker’s voice seemed to echo off the fells across the valley. I stopped too. She surveyed the statues with a slow sweep to ensure that there was no movement in any quarter of the yard then gave the next order.


‘Class One, line up now.’ Within seconds they’d formed a tidy queue. She continued through the classes with sergeant major efficiency until the whole school walked silently into the building.


‘How do you do it?’ I said.


‘How do I do it? I tell ’em.’


‘But when I tell them to stop or to line up there’s always someone chasing a ball or messing around.’


‘You’ve got to sound like you mean it. You can’t be nice in this job – growl like you’ve got sharp teeth. Kids like proper authority provided it’s fair because they know where they stand.’


I asked her about Martha as we walked inside. Val twisted her face.


‘I know her mother. Tight as a whale’s arse, that woman. She won’t change her mind and there’s not a right lot we can do about it.’


A pall of frustration seemed to reside over the rest of my week in the classroom. Martha returned to school a couple of days later looking pale and despondent, and her friends shared her misery when they heard the news. It seemed that everyone in Class 3 was going to Oswalfarne except her.


Only one thing lifted the fog that week: the Technology for the Blind project, which continued to gather momentum in the classroom, despite the numerous setbacks and inability of the class to make anything remotely approaching a sensible evaluation of the work.


From the very start, several children had greatly admired the natty folding white stick that the blind teenage boy on the RNIB video had demonstrated; in particular, they loved the ingenious way it folded. The boy had been shown boarding a bus, and as he took his seat he seemed to simply flick his wrist, causing the stick to magic ally collapse into three jointed pieces, which he swiftly pressed together and popped into a bag. There were whispers of ‘cool’ and ‘I want one’.


When the class started to devise their own designs for innovations for the blind, several children had set off to plan and make folding white sticks. There were two boys who were particularly enthusiastic about this project: Barney and Wilf. They came bounding up to me early in the first session.


‘Take a look at this, Mr Seed – we done a design f’the stick.’ They thrust a slightly crumpled piece of A4 into my hand, and gave me a guided tour of the drawing on it.


‘We’ve ’ad a mint idea—’ Barney stopped and looked around to check that no one was listening. He cupped his hand round his mouth, and beckoned me nearer, while Wilf simpered. ‘We’re gunna use magnets!’ I jerked upwards – it was the loudest whisper I had ever heard. The design did look good and the boys must have noticed my reaction, as they pressed home their claim to go ahead.


‘Can we start making it now, Mr Seed? We know where there’s a really good stick.’


‘And it’s white,’ added Wilf.


Now I should have been gravely suspicious at this point, because I knew that there were virtually no resources in the school for this sort of activity, despite my ongoing intention to beg for offcuts of wood at the secondary school, but the two lads were so eager and excited that I said, ‘all right’, and watched them gallop away. After this, I scanned the room and was delighted to see every child busily occupied with the work; the atmosphere in the room was fairly buzzing with constructive discussion and purposeful activity.


Then the head came in.


As the weeks of my first term at Cragthwaite Primary had passed by, I gained the growing impression that Howard Raven didn’t like me. He certainly didn’t seem to approve of anything that went on in my classroom: whenever he entered the room he would always sidle about, eying what the children were doing and saying nothing, save for the occasional loud ‘tut’. Sometimes his face would take on a mask of mounting disgust as he watched what was happening, which made me nervous and dispirited.


Somehow we’d started off on the wrong foot and the fear arose that this might affect my chances of passing my probationary year as a new teacher. How it had happened remained a mystery but one thing was certain: Howard Raven would have the final say in the matter. I’d just have to work hard to stay on the right side of him.


‘Well,’ I thought, looking round at the class beavering away at their technology, ‘surely he’s not going to be tutting today – even he must be really impressed with the work that’s going on now.’ As usual, he didn’t say anything, but drifted silently over to watch Barney and Wilf working on their white stick for about thirty seconds. He didn’t tut, but came over darkly to where I was standing and said, ‘Mr Seed, could you please explain to me why those two boys are sawing a rounders post in half?’


I couldn’t. I mumbled something about it probably being an old one, whereupon he fired a look of sour disapproval in my direction and then headed towards the door without saying anything more. My feelings of elation and excitement dissolved in an instant. I wandered over to where Barney and Wilf were still sawing, just to have a check. It definitely was a rounders post.


I really felt like cutting the lesson short at this point and reading a story to the class instead, but someone revived me, and indeed the whole project, with a piece of sublime inspiration.


Malcolm Willoughby was a joker. He had the look of a boy who was always up to something and most of the time he was. When he wasn’t up to something he was giggling: the sight of his cunning smirk was frequently an omen of illicit whisperings and goings on at the back of the class. Despite his appetite for digression, Malcolm played a central role in our technology project, and went on to create something truly memorable.


I didn’t expect Malcolm to be greatly affected by the video of the blind old lady, but he clearly was. For once, he sat still and passed no comments, and after the film asked a number of intelligent questions, which revealed a side to his character that raised him considerably in my estimation.


From these questions, it emerged that Malcolm’s chief concern for unsighted people was dental hygiene. For some reason, he was convinced that the little old lady would never be able to find her toothbrush in the darkness of her life. Despite the woman from the RNIB assuring him that this wasn’t a problem, Malcolm returned to the classroom gravely concerned. When the opportunity to make something to help blind people arose, Malcolm saw his chance. Like many of the children in the class, he emerged from the discussion at the end of the first Design and Technology lesson with a clear idea of what he wanted to do.


‘Can I make something so that the old lady won’t lose her toothbrush, Mr Seed?’ There was an unmistakable seriousness and sincerity in his speech which I had never heard before. I meant to say, ‘Well, Malcolm, finding a toothbrush isn’t really a problem for blind people – we were told that, weren’t we?’, but what I actually said was, ‘Yes Malcolm, lovely idea.’


A couple of days after this, the children had brought bagloads of resources from home, and the practical sessions were under way. Individuals, pairs and small groups talked and worked with hectic energy on white sticks, self-closing cupboard doors and other wondrous inventions. A continuous stream of children came over to me throughout the lesson with drawings, questions, designs, prototypes, models, problems and ideas. It soon became apparent that this project was going to need several more sessions, and I began doing some mental adjustments to the timetable: I was anxious to make the most of the children’s tremendous motivation for this work. After about half an hour had passed I decided to make an announcement to everyone; I was just about to tell the class not to rush because I would give them at least two extra sessions when Malcolm appeared in front of me.


‘Ave finished,’ he said. He hadn’t giggled all afternoon. I looked down, expecting to see a design on paper or a hastily assembled model but his hands were empty. I was mystified. Malcolm noticed my reaction and armed his mouth with the first stages of his trademark smirk. ‘It’s here,’ he said, and took a step backwards, lifting his jumper a few inches as he did so.


He was wearing a brown plastic belt, and just beside the buckle was a hefty block of wood tied on with a remarkable length of string. Malcolm raised his jumper a little more to give me a better view and extended his grin. A large tube of Colgate toothpaste was nailed to the wood. I shouldn’t have been surprised – this was, of course, the classic Dales way of fixing things, confirmed to me by the woodwork teacher at Swinnerdale Secondary School who related that whenever he taught joint-making, a big rough hand would inevitably be raised with the accompanying question, ‘But suh – wa don’t tha jus bray a larl’ nail through it?’


Malcolm could see that I was now thoroughly impressed and decided to hit me with the full range of features of his mobile dental unit. He reached into his pocket and drew out a fluff-tousled toothbrush, which was also tied to the block of wood with a piece of string. I was just about to congratulate him on his craftsmanship when he held up a hand.


‘There’s one more feature,’ he said gleefully, and reached behind his back. After a few seconds of squirming and fiddling he finally produced an empty yoghurt pot, which had, evidently, also been attached to his belt by some mysterious means. ‘This is to spit in,’ he said. He had clearly thought of everything; a blind person need never again be without oral cleansing equipment. The smirk was triumphant. I was speechless.


Malcolm wanted to show his ‘Brushman’ to the class, but I thought it deserved better, and decided that a proper showcase was needed for this and the many other wonderful inventions that were being produced. I therefore arranged for the class to make a special presentation of Technology for the Blind in assembly on the following Friday.


I managed to find a couple of extra hours in the week for the children to finish off the various models, but this left no time to rehearse for the assembly; I would just have to risk it. The work was so good that I was sure we didn’t need to practise anyway.


Early on Friday morning, the models were taken into the hall and carefully laid out on tables before the other classes arrived – all, that is, except Malcolm’s: he was so inordinately proud of his invention that I let him wear it beforehand, even if he did look decidedly strange with a great lump under his jumper and a yoghurt pot on his bottom.


Class 3 were chattering eagerly as they lined up to go into assembly to show their work. The rest of the school and the staff were sitting quietly while a strangled version of the New World Symphony crackled out of the tiny cassette player in the corner of the hall. Howard Raven stood solemnly at the front, daring any child to twitch. The models looked wonderful.


The children gave a series of superb talks about what they had done, relating it all back to the RNIB video of the previous week. I was proud of them. Carol demonstrated her once deadly automatic cupboard with the fluid assurance of a Tupperware rep, whilst Tracey explained its use of new thin elastic bands with aplomb. These, and every other invention were greeted with admiring applause from the audience. I did cast a nervous glance over to the Beak while the white sticks were being folded and unfolded, but even he looked forgivingly impressed; this was a triumph indeed.


Malcolm wanted to go last, in the fashion of a true showman. When the time came, he stepped up with confidence. All the children in the other classes knew him as a joker and expected something funny, glancing sideways at each other with elbows twitching. But on this occasion, Malcolm was transformed. He unveiled his creation with a sincere disposition and went on to describe every stage of its construction clearly and succinctly, adding details of all of the various features of the design. The assembled audience of four- to eleven-year-olds thought it eminently reasonable that the toothpaste was nailed on to the wood, and greatly admired the provision of the secret yoghurt pot.


‘Are there any questions?’ declared Malcolm when he had finished. A single hand went up from one of the top junior girls in Class 4.


‘Can you give us a demonstration of how it works, please?’ Usually, a child in Malcolm’s position would turn to the teacher for guidance at a point like this, but such was Malcolm’s confidence that he immediately began unscrewing the lid of the toothpaste tube. He drew the green brush from his pocket once more and deftly flicked away the resident coat of fluff from the bristles. A red and blue worm of paste was then exactingly applied. The infants sitting in the front row were hugely impressed, both by Malcolm’s awesome device and his complete mastery of its operation. Malcolm held the brush in his left hand and, unhurriedly, twisted the toothpaste lid back on to the tube. His cocky old self was completely in command here – he was going to enjoy making a show of brushing his teeth in front of the whole school.


Everyone’s eyes were fixed as Malcolm lifted the toothbrush. Just as he bared his teeth, the brush pinged back down with a sudden jerk, flicking the globule of toothpaste up into the air. The string was too short. Malcolm gave it a heave. It was still too short. Finally, he craned forward in desperation, like someone trying to lick his chest. The tip of the brush just about reached his bottom lip. He gave it a contorted waggle as the audience’s concentration began to disintegrate into a squall of guffawing and pointing. Malcolm needed rescuing so I began to clap to ensure a premature end to the demonstration and to save further embarrassment. Everyone began to applaud, even amongst the cheers and laughter, but, amazingly, Malcolm didn’t want to give in; like many great inventors, he had total faith in his creation. He wiped the toothbrush on his trousers, carefully returning it to his pocket, took a bow and, before walking back to his place, calmly produced the yoghurt pot to receive an extravagant purple spit.


To this day, the ‘Brushman’ remains one of my favourite pieces of work by anyone.




Chapter Four


Terry


I walked into the staffroom on Monday lunchtime to find everyone there except for Howard Raven. I was still on a high after my class’s memorable assembly. Hilda noticed my arrival.


‘Well, I hope you don’t think we’re all going to be making inventions for the disabled, young man. It’s all I can do to teach my kids to hold a pencil.’ Emma rolled her eyes while Sue Bramley looked over to me and smiled.


‘I thought the models were great.’


‘Well you’ve certainly stirred things up,’ said Val. ‘Half of my lot were asking why can’t they do technology this morning.’ There was definitely a grumble in her voice.


‘I just wanted to give my class a chance to show their work,’ I said, slightly perplexed but also pleased that it had got everyone talking.


‘My little ones enjoyed it but they didn’t really understand it,’ said Emma.


Val continued, ‘You’ve got Pat chuntering about the mess, too. She was in a right mood when she got to my class on Friday after school.’


I recalled my conversation with the cleaner before the start of term. ‘But Pat told me she doesn’t mind mess.’


‘Aye, but she’s never had to clear up sawdust, wood glue and bent nails before,’ said Val, without looking up from a pile of marking. I half-laughed, as usual never quite sure just how serious Val was.


Hilda reached over for a biscuit. ‘Raven’s unhappy when a child gets out of its chair. He won’t know what to make of you, Andy. He doesn’t do change.’


Emma chuckled. ‘That’s a bit rich coming from you, Hilda Percival – you’re still using those lesson plans from 1947.’


‘I blame rationing. It’s my make-do-and-mend outlook.’


Val finally looked up. ‘Go and see the doctor, Hilda – he’ll give you something for your nostalgia.’


Everyone laughed, although the mirth wasn’t enough to dispel the doubts that inhabited my mind as I left the room. Was I going to fit in at Cragthwaite?


The village was beautiful – arcs of comfortable stone houses surrounding a long tapered green, sheltering under the protection of Spout Fell. It had a lovely name too: Applesett. Could this be the place for us to live?


Barbara and I loved the little bungalow at Castle Heywood, but we knew we couldn’t stay there long, and needed to find a house to buy before winter. The trouble was that there simply weren’t very many houses for sale in Swinnerdale, particularly places that we could afford. We discussed the matter constantly, and dreamed of owning our own little stone cottage, but nearly two months of fruitless house searching had passed since we had first moved up to the dale. The vast majority of homes for sale were well beyond our limited means, and the cheaper houses that did come on to the market seemed to be snapped up instantly: there was fierce competition between people looking for holiday cottages and local first-time buyers, which meant that many places were sold before details became available. In a close-knit community like Swinnerdale, word soon got round that a house was due to come on to the market, and very often the deal was done privately. This was a frustrating state of affairs for Barbara and me, and we wasted hours trudging around the overpriced leftovers that were all the estate agents seemed to offer. As much as we loved Castle Heywood, the fact that the bungalow was only a temporary home made us anxious to find somewhere before the cold weather took hold.


Our only chance seemed to be persistence, and a routine soon emerged where I would call into each of Ingleburn’s three estate agents on the way home from work, in the hope of hearing about a property new on the market. It was a tedious business, and after a while I became such a familiar figure in the three offices that I simply poked my head around the door and raised my eyebrows to await the inevitable shake of the head from whoever was behind the desk.


It was on this recurring mission that I found myself one late afternoon in October. Barbara was in Germany with her mother, and the thought of returning to an empty house didn’t raise my spirits after a long and tiring day of squabbles in the classroom. I pulled open the door of Millers Estate Agents with a heavier feeling of resignation than usual. Joanne, the affable secretary, gave her usual shake of the head, leaning it to one side as she did so. I must have looked even more glum than ever because she called, ‘Wait, Mr Seed!’ as I let the door go. I caught the handle and looked back in.


‘There is one in Applesett just come in … It’s a bit over your price range, but it’s a really nice village.’ I’d not been to Applesett but the name was familiar from the guidebooks that we studied when first moving up to the dale. Well, there was nothing to lose I supposed.


‘When can I go and see it?’


‘I’ll give Mr Crockett the owner a ring now.’


Half an hour later I was standing on Applesett village green, breathing in clean reviving air and admiring the fine solid Dales houses bordering its rough grass. It was easy to locate the house for sale from Joanne’s description. For a start, it didn’t face on to the green; it was gable side-on, almost as if it was too embarrassed to present itself fully in the company of the other dignified dwellings. Neither was it symmetrical, like the majority of its neighbours, but rather it carried a lopsided profile towards the road, with a curious double-decker bay window – no doubt a Victorian addition to a much older building. It also appeared to be the only house in the village that was not built entirely from stone: it had been given a kind of dowdy brick extension on the side which had been painted a tired mushroom colour in a frail attempt to blend in with the honeyed greys of the surrounding buildings. The name didn’t help either – it was called Craven Bottoms.


The house wasn’t actually an eyesore, but it was awkward and incongruous – if it had been a child, its mother would certainly have told it to keep out of sight in polite company and not to touch anything for fear of breaking it. Yet, for all its lack of beauty and dignity, it stood firmly on the green in one of the finest villages in Swinnerdale. I knocked on the door.


‘Now then lad, tha’ must be Mr Seed – come on in then.’ Mr Crockett was a short, broad and neckless guide, quite fierce and obviously not enamoured with taking people around his home. His technique was to rush from room to room jabbing his stubby finger at the door as soon as I had stepped through it, to suggest where we should go next. After about fifteen seconds on the ground floor, during which time he said nothing at all about any of the rooms or features, he darted for the stairs.


‘Er, Mr Crockett – do you think we could slow down a bit? I need to make a few notes for my wife. She’s away at the moment.’ He looked at me as though I was daft.


‘Aye, a suppose so, aye.’ He shifted from foot to foot. I took out my notepad and pen and went back to the front door to have another look at the entrance hall. The first thing that struck me now that my eyes had time to rest, was that the hall, a long passageway, sloped upwards at a not inconsiderable angle. In fact, it required quite an effort to reach the end of it. At least the downhill journey was a jaunt.


The living room at the front of the house was the first door that opened off the hall and right away I was impressed by its high-ceilinged airiness and the amount of light flooding in through the large bay window at the front. Mr Crockett followed me in, suspicious that I needed another look at this room after the good four seconds I’d been given earlier.


The view from the window was wonderful: the whole village with its wide green, market cross and swaying ash trees sloped away, framed by the dale’s distant north side. I was about to make some notes about this delightful panorama for Barbara when I noticed the carpet. A sudden feeling of nausea swept through my head, causing me to grasp the window frame and blink hard. I had seen many grim carpets on our recent house-viewing excursions – the dale seemed to hoard a concentration of particularly disturbing 1960s experimental designs – but this one surpassed anything I had previously encountered. It consisted of giant swirls of brown, purple and green, which gave the impression that someone had been breakdancing in sick. I looked up quickly, headed for the door and climbed the hall to the dining room.


This room was altogether different: a shaggy, chocolate-brown carpet, mercifully unpatterned, faced a much lower-beamed ceiling. The walls sloped outwards as they rose and the window at the far end of the room revealed their extensive thickness. Two old glass-fronted cupboards full of frightful ornaments bordered an unsightly 1950s tiled fireplace. The log fire crackling away in the grate gave the room a tremendously cosy feel, however, and I scribbled a few more notes, accompanied by Mr Crockett’s pungent breath on my shoulder.


Our first house in York had been a ‘two-up two-down’ terrace, and thinking of the possibility of having two good-sized living rooms filled me with excitement. Despite its quirks and lack of perpendiculars, I was really taken with this house, not least because of the village itself. Then I saw the kitchen. The house was obviously quite large, and I was beginning to wonder why it wasn’t far more expensive; here was one of the answers. It was a room to test the creativity of even the most eloquent estate agent. For a start it was tiny – I instinctively drew my elbows inwards as I turned to survey its walls, and noticed that Mr Crockett didn’t try to follow me inside. Secondly, it looked like it had been constructed by someone with a grudge against the owner. A few withered cupboards sat next to an array of garish sticky-back plastic covered shelves. The only work surface was a scarred piece of Formica. I cast my mind back and tried to recall if Valerie Singleton had ever done a full-sized kitchen on Blue Peter. The ceiling’s greying fibreboard sagged down in a grisly bulge, and the whole room was terminally damp – I surreptitiously pencilled ‘axe job’ on the pad and headed back to the hopping Mr Crockett.


Craven Bottoms certainly had character: there was a utility room that used to be a paint shop, a garage where my head scraped the ceiling, and a back yard full of frogs. The bathroom was mysteriously located halfway up the stairs, and the three bedrooms were all on different levels. Strangest of all was a large walk-in cupboard at one end of the landing. It was painted pink inside with a small mirror fixed to the wall, and had a blocked-up doorway at the far side. Mr Crockett reluctantly explained that there was a cottage at the back of the building and at one time the two houses had shared this cupboard as a bathroom. An ancient widow called Mrs Tiplady had lived in the cottage with ‘bathroom rights’ for over fifty years. I wrote ‘bathroom rights’ on the pad and enquired with Mr Crockett how much he was asking.


It was £6000 above our limit. I suddenly faced a terrible dilemma: not only would buying this house involve borrowing considerably more than we had planned, but I would have to make a decision without Barbara even seeing the place. If I delayed even for a few days it would be snapped up by someone else – that was certain.


The next day I was back at school thinking about a different kind of quandary I’d faced several weeks earlier.


I recalled the slender, awkward boy sitting with his head buried behind folded arms, his nose touching the desk, his whole body unmoving. I had only asked him where he lived, and he had stared towards me briefly in terror then shrivelled into this foetal position without saying a word. I looked around the classroom at the other children for help, feeling bewildered at so extreme a reaction to so simple a question. It was explained to me by Heather, one of the older girls, that Terry always did this when people he didn’t know spoke to him, and that it was nothing unusual. Feeling powerless and almost ashamed, I decided just to leave him alone, and after fifteen minutes or so, he obviously felt that the coast was clear and slowly lifted his head. This had happened in the first week of term, and I didn’t speak to him again that day.


Terry Spickels was an inert, ashen-faced boy with special needs. He was kind-natured and lovable but excruciatingly shy, and wouldn’t even look me in the eye for the first few weeks in the class. As time went on, however, the emotional barriers that separated us were gently dismantled by my good-humoured encouragement and his gradual understanding that I posed him no threat. Eventually a relationship of trust developed in which Terry began to emerge from his shell.


I established an underhand campaign of making him smile by doing slightly odd things when I was near to him, such as sticking my tongue out slightly when no one else was looking or, when giving out worksheets, offering one to Terry then not letting go when he took it, and having a mini tug of war with him. One of the most satisfying aspects of my first term at Cragthwaite was to see Terry gradually gain in confidence and begin to respond with nods, then, after a few days, answer simple questions and enquiries about his well-being; it was a great delight to see him growing so quickly. There was, however, one aspect of school life where Terry remained a terrified and bewildered innocent as the term went on: football.


Virtually all of Terry’s friends came along to the after-school football club which I ran on Tuesdays, and Terry’s mother, despairing that he would never join in anything, had browbeaten him into attending from the start. He arrived immaculately presented at the first session, resplendent in a spanking new, crisply ironed replica Leeds United kit, with glossy black boots, huge shinpads and matching socks pulled up high. He was obviously proud of his appearance and I commented how smart he looked, to give him a boost.


When the training began, I noticed Terry sidle off to a corner and pretend to be preoccupied with something important in his pocket. Then, as the other children dived into the net bags to get the best footballs, he took up a posture of deep thought, one hand philosophically propping up his chin. He looked like he was considering my instruction to ‘get a ball’ as a question of great gravity to be weighed and inwardly debated for some time, or perhaps to be referred to a higher authority in due course.


Over the weeks, Terry developed a whole range of advanced participation avoidance routines: he would normally warm up with a few bouts of fetching his ball (which had mysteriously rolled away again), then do a couple of minutes of brisk shirt-tucking before moving on to his favourite, a hard session of rigorous shoelace tying. This often took us into the practice match period, the time when he truly came into his own. Whereas the other children rushed after the ball like a pack of magnetic puppies, Terry developed a genius for staying well away from it. He smiled whenever I bawled, ‘Get into a space!’ He was always in a space. He knew it and I knew it.


But I left him there. He was happy, and being such a gentle, good-natured waif, I didn’t have the heart to make him join in.


As the term wore on, Terry kept up his strict routine. Every football training session he turned up – beautifully presented in his bright white kit, kept well away from the ball and the other players, and went home. But as the fair days of September were left behind, and we were assailed by scouring winds and rain in October, I sensed that Terry was getting fed up.


It was a particularly dark and damp afternoon, and I noticed Terry standing alone, shivering. It had been raining on and off for three days and the school football pitch had become a squelching black quagmire, pockmarked with thousands of stud prints, and almost completely devoid of grass. As usual, the players were mobbing the ball, and the standard of play was desperate, so I decided to stop the game and call the players towards me for further coaching on this tactical detail. Terry ambled over from his isolation to join us.


As I talked to the children a remarkable thing happened. I was scanning the pink steaming faces for traces of comprehension when I noticed that Terry was actually listening intently; not only that, but I knew instantly that he actually understood the point I was making – it was as if a spark had penetrated his outer defences and ignited the fires of recognition within. Perhaps his self-enforced observation of the other boys’ toiling around the ball had aroused in him the dormant knowledge of a better way. At any rate, it was obvious that this faint awakening had swiftly become a firm resolution to join in the game and do something positive, perhaps spectacular.


As the players dispersed I held on to the ball and watched Terry. It was a defining moment in his life: his jaw was set and there was a fierce determination in his eyes.


I gave the whistle a blast and threw the ball into play, purposely quite near to Terry. For once, he didn’t back off towards his far corner. He was facing the action and standing ready, like an Olympic athlete waiting for the starting gun, his whole body tensed with coiled energy. And suddenly bang! – off he went towards the ball, and bang! – down he went into the mud, vertically, like a collapsing chimney. In his eagerness to become a hero, Terry had neglected the very bootlaces he had tied and retied a thousand times. None of the other children even noticed but my heart broke for him.


Slowly, he released the wet clay’s vacuum-like grip and rose up, like a B-movie swamp monster. He had Denis Healey eyebrows, a five-inch nose and must have weighed a great deal. He wiped more mud into his eyes with his dripping sleeve and mewed, ‘My mum’ll kill me,’ before trudging towards the school and tripping over his laces a couple more times. It was all over in that moment. I knew he would never come to football training again.


It was watching Terry wander across the field during afternoon break that brought this episode to mind as I stood outside on playground duty the day after looking round Craven Bottoms. After ringing the bell I came inside to find a grim-faced Howard Raven standing over two of the younger boys from my class, Charlie and Nathan. They were both rigidly staring up at him, pale and small, while he lambasted them.


‘I have made it perfectly clear on numerous occasions that children are not allowed to stay inside at break-times. You’re both aware of this, aren’t you?’


The boys nodded meekly.


‘The rules are simple: you go outside and you stay outside. You can go to the toilet at the start or end of break but not in the middle. Am I making myself clear?’


They nodded again but I could see that Nathan wanted to speak. The Beak continued, flecks of spittle gathering in the corner of his mouth.


‘The cloakroom is for coats and bags, it is not for ill-behaved boys or for anyone else. People who hang around in cloakrooms are the ones suspected of taking things when they go missing.’ He stared at the pair. Nathan opened his mouth.


‘Mr—’


‘If I find either of you in here again at playtime you’ll be punished.’


I felt as if I was being made to wait; he must have seen me there but my presence hadn’t been acknowledged. I spoke up for Nathan.


‘I sent the boys inside, Mr Raven. Charlie was feeling unwell and I sent Nathan in here to sit with him – they’re both sensible and quiet.’


He looked at me askance then at the boys. ‘Oh, I see. Well why didn’t one of you tell me that? Anyway, Mr Seed is new and perhaps he’s forgotten that children do not come inside at break. If Charlie is unwell then he should be at home; if he’s at school then he can go outside.’


I felt myself flush and was just about to speak when he turned and walked away. The boys looked at me, my reddened cheeks unmissable. They scuttled into the classroom while I tried to compose myself for facing the class. The girls’ toilet door opened and Pat Rudds appeared, holding a bin bag. She must have heard the whole episode.


‘At least he talks to you. I don’t even get the time of day.’ I said nothing. She waddled back to her cupboard while I stopped at the door with a thumping heart and racing mind. All of a sudden, everything seemed to be too much: Martha’s mother; my technology work unsettling the staff; having to make a decision about buying a house while Barbara was away; and now the Beak belittling me in front of pupils.


A few weeks ago I had felt that I was beginning to get to grips with the routines of the job and understand the children; my enthusiasm was rubbing off on the class and learning was growing. Somehow, the events of the past few days had stolen that excitement away, leaving me with a cold emptiness and the recurring thought that I didn’t fit this place.




Chapter Five


Eve


The hill up to Castle Heywood village was a steep trudge at the best of times, but the weight of trepidation seemed to turn it into a small mountain as I headed for the old red telephone box to make two vital calls about buying Craven Bottoms. It was already dark outside as I deposited a pyramid of ten-pence pieces on the small black shelf and debated who to call first: Barbara in Germany or my grandfather in Wales, the only person I knew who had £6000. Common sense told me that I should telephone my grandfather first since there was no point in getting Barbara excited about the possibility of a house if the money wasn’t there.


I began to dial the code for Hanover.


After a protracted series of clicks and beeps I heard a faint elderly voice make enquiries in German. I began to hurl ten pences into the slot.


‘Ja … hallo …’ Beep beep beep … ‘Wer ist da?’


‘Hello … er … guten …’ Beep beep beep. I fired more coins into the grey box and deeply regretted messing around in French lessons and so not being allowed to take German at school.


‘Hallo … wer ist da?’


‘It’s Andy – is Barbara there?’


‘Wie?’


‘Is Ba—?’ Beep beep beep. In my rush to feed the machine I knocked the pile of coins on to the floor. I was desperate not to lose the line: I bent down quickly, grabbed some of the money and stood up, cracking my head on the steel shelf before trying to force a lump of sheep poo into the slot.


‘Are you still there?’ I wailed, trying to rub my head, hold the receiver and clean doo-doo off the queen’s head all at the same time.


‘Andy? Is that you?’ I had never been so glad to hear a muffled crackle before.


‘Yes, it’s me, Barbara – hope you’re OK. Listen, I’m in a phone box and I’ve got no time to chat but I think I’ve found a …’ Beep beep beep.


‘You’ve found a what?’


‘A house – in Applesett.’ There was a tiny distant whoop.


‘That’s wonderful – is it pretty?’


‘Well … er …’


‘Does it have a modern kitchen?’


‘Not very modern.’


‘Has it got a nice big garden?’


‘Just a small one, but it’s got a back yard with frogs.’


‘Oh. Are carpets and curtains included?’


‘Yes, unfortunately.’


‘Well … as long as it’s not damp.’ For once I was glad of the beeps. The ten pences were disappearing fast so I mentioned the money and followed it with the big question.


‘If we can get the £6000 shall I go ahead and put in an offer?’ There was an expensive pause.


‘OK.’


The next phone call was, if anything, worse. My maternal grandfather, a retired bank manager, had built up a tidy pile of savings from stocks and shares. He wasn’t rich, and lived a very modest lifestyle along with my grandmother in a small bungalow on the North Wales coast, but he had mentioned to me that I shouldn’t be afraid to ask for a loan if I was ever in need. After feeding the call box with the last few coins I relayed to him a frantic assessment of our general situation, peppering the explanation with apologies about the hurry I was in.


‘Well, you need a house, Andrew, that’s for certain,’ he said. So far so good. ‘And you can get a mortgage but you’re still a bit short?’


‘That’s right.’


‘Well, how much do you need then?’


I gulped generously. ‘£6000.’


There was silence, and once more I thanked the beeps.


It was only years later, during a conversation with my mother, that I discovered the effect that the figure had on my poor grandfather. By all accounts, he was expecting me to ask for something like £50, and nearly had a seizure when I mentioned the amount. I pictured my grandmother reviving him with her smelling salts (having never forgotten the time when, along with my sisters, I asked her if I could try them myself, and nearly hit the ceiling with shock). The really strange thing, however, was that he said yes. Once the last ten pence had silenced the beeps, he croaked that he would arrange the money, as long as I understood that it was loan.


The following day I called into Millers Estate Agents in Ingleburn at lunchtime and put in an offer for Craven Bottoms. Midway through the afternoon I was trying to teach Class 3 about the difference between a continent and a country when Eileen sidled in, clutching a piece of paper. She stood at the door and waited until I’d finished speaking.


‘Sorry to interrupt. I’ve a telephone message for you, Mr Seed. It’s from Joanne at Millers. She said could you ring her back about, well, it sounded like cradle bottoms.’


Twenty children sniggered and I saw Carol nudge Tracey. As soon as the bell went I skipped out into the village to the call box, excitement overriding my frustration that staff weren’t allowed to use the school phone. Joanne confirmed that Mr Crockett had accepted the offer. It was done.


The sense of responsibility somehow eased at that moment and I felt a quiet elation that we would soon have a home of our own in one of Swinnerdale’s finest villages, even if my wife hadn’t yet set eyes on it.


October also saw the class embarking on a new History study: The Tudors. I carried out hours of background reading about the period, my own knowledge being thin at best. It was hugely enjoyable familiarising myself with great characters like Henry VIII, Elizabeth I and Walter Raleigh as well as momentous events like the Armada and Great Fire of London. As I accumulated information and pictures, and formulated ideas for classroom activities, I found that my recent anxieties were simply pushed aside by the excitement of the theme.


My enthusiasm couldn’t be held back. It was simply part of me and essential to every good teacher, I told myself. Cragthwaite Primary School would just have to cope with it.


Even though officially the school didn’t carry out ‘projects’, I couldn’t help myself going beyond lessons with dull textbooks. In fact I arrived at a plan that was sure to cause further contention. I mulled it over long and hard but I simply couldn’t let it go. I decided that in order to instil the children’s own enthusiasm, a class trip should be organised to start the work off, and I knew the perfect place.


Preston Blaise Hall was a magnificent Elizabethan country house situated about twenty miles east of Swinnerdale in the Vale of York. I had first been introduced to its charms by an eccentric retired neighbour in Castle Heywood called Peter Hedge. Peter was a voluntary guide at the hall, being a keen amateur historian with a passion for great houses. As soon as I had told him that I was going to be teaching about the Tudors at school, he insisted that I should bring the class on a visit to Preston Blaise and that he would give a guided tour tailored to our needs; he wiggled his wild eyebrows and almost bounced with excitement as he described the wonders of the place and how he would have no trouble in arranging a special price for us. There was just one problem: I would have to ask Howard Raven for permission to go on the trip.


The following day I was standing in front of him in his gloomy office. He looked me up and down. ‘What precisely is the purpose of it?’


‘I think it will bring the whole subject of the Tudors alive for the children. It’ll help them find out how they lived, see what they looked like and, well, inspire the class to learn.’


‘I’ve taught history for over thirty years and I never needed a whole day out by motor coach to motivate the pupils. They learned because they were told to.’


I tried not to imagine his thrilling lessons but rather stood my ground. ‘I’m planning to do extra English and Maths beforehand to compensate and I’ll carry out a preparatory visit to ensure the day is well planned.’


‘And what about Martha Micklegate?’


‘If you agree, I’d like to ask for a voluntary contribution of a pound each from parents to cover the cost. That should satisfy Martha’s mother.’


He waited for a few seconds then drew together his lips. ‘Very well, it can go ahead on the condition that sufficient funds are raised in that way.’


I loosened my collar as I walked away, hoping that I hadn’t been too forthright. He clearly thought that I wouldn’t collect enough money but he didn’t know how I planned to wind up the children with enough anticipation to unleash an epidemic of pestering.


About two weeks before the trip, I arranged to meet Peter Hedge at the Hall for a preparatory visit. From the moment I stepped out of the car park and looked down the long, grand drive leading up to the house, I knew that this day was going to be special. Two lines of imposingly sculpted giant bushes led my eyes towards the building – a dramatic symmetrical façade of tall windows and crumbling lobster-coloured brick. It was a wonderful building, even more beautiful than Peter had described, with its great climbing chimneys and elegant bays. If the exterior of the hall was impressive then the interior sent me into a state of complete astonishment: it was a feast for the eyes that left me in awe of the skill of the seventeenth-century craftsmen, and in admiration of the marvellous way it had been preserved unchanged for centuries. The dark oak panelling of the rooms created an eerie, evocative atmosphere, particularly as nearly every wall displayed masterful period paintings of the Blaise family’s ancestors staring out of black shadows with fierce eyes and extraordinary clothes.


Peter bounded across the vast Great Hall when he saw that I’d arrived and immediately began pummelling me with information about the carvings, statues, beds, fireplaces, priest holes, and huge angular pieces of furniture. I made pages of notes about every room, trying to imagine the details that would particularly make an impression on the children. It was a surprise to find that there were almost as many interesting things to see outside: an extraordinary donkey wheel for pulling buckets of water from the hall’s well, a delightful collection of carts and carriages displayed in the stables and a beautifully maintained walled garden. Surely there was something here to appeal to everyone in the class.


Peter finished the tour by telling me the Hall’s own infamous ghost story. This was the tale of the unfortunate Charles, son of one of the house’s owners, Percival Blaise, in the eighteenth century. According to the story, Charles was tragically run over by his father’s carriage on the drive while hurrying to meet him returning from a long journey to London. It was said that the poor young boy could still be heard running along the drive on quiet evenings, or even seen sitting in his father’s carriage, now preserved in the stable block next to the house. This eerie yarn was the icing on the cake for me – I knew full well that all children adore ghost stories, and I left Preston Blaise that day with a tremendous feeling that my first school trip as a leader would be an overwhelming success, if I could just ensure that it materialised.


On Monday morning I sat in assembly thinking about the visit and how I would announce it to the class.


Howard Raven stood at the front of the hall droning out a story about St Francis. I wasn’t the only one whose mind was elsewhere: a number of children yawned silently with heads down and several were staring blankly out of the window. The small infants at the front were squirming. I noticed Hilda fighting to stay awake at the piano.


During the dreary hymn I wondered how hard the Beak must work to achieve so little rapport with an audience. My college mantra that teaching was all about changing children’s lives seemed laughably inapplicable here. As Class 2 filed out sluggishly at the end, Sue whispered to me.


‘We’ve had that story at least four times since I’ve been here.’


In stark contrast to the children’s reaction to the assembly, there was a spontaneous cheer of excitement among my class when I told them about the possibility of the visit to Preston Blaise Hall. As the tenor of my earlier conversation with Howard Raven had led me to suspect, day trips had been somewhat rare events at Cragthwaite School before my arrival, and it was refreshing to see that the children were even more pleased than I had expected. I was just about to describe the Hall to them when Eve Sunter’s hand shot up. Eve was an irrepressible character from West Doddthorpe, down the dale – Val had warned me about her when I first arrived at the school. ‘Born busybody, that girl. Never shuts up, and always has her nose in other people’s business.’ Although I quickly found out that Val was undoubtedly right in her assessment, I couldn’t help liking Eve: she was as blunt as porridge.


‘Mr Seed, how much can we tek with us?’


‘How much what, Eve?’


‘How much spendin’ money?’


‘Eve, we don’t even know if the trip can go ahead yet. We need your parents’ permission and we need enough money to pay for the bus and entry to the hall.’ There were lots of murmurs from the class but Eve seemed to ignore my point completely.


‘Do we need a packed lunch and if we do, can we take cans?’


‘Erm …’


‘And can the girls ’ave the back seat on the bus?’ A choral moan erupted from the boys.


‘I’ll decide all of those things later.’ Eve’s hand was still waggling in the air. ‘You can ask more questions after I’ve told you about the place we’re visiting, Eve.’ She looked faintly disgusted as she lowered her arm, and whispered something to Tracey. I then began to describe Preston Blaise in detail to whet the children’s appetite, both for the visit and for our study of the Tudors in general. It was disappointing to see eyes glaze and chins flop on to hands within just a few minutes – they obviously didn’t share my passion just yet. I decided to give them a break.


‘Are there any questions about Preston Blaise Hall?’ Eve didn’t raise her hand at all but spoke first, as usual. ‘Do they sell icecream?’ I was just about to give up on telling them any more when I thought I would have one last try at arousing some interest in the actual purpose of the trip.


‘Does anyone here like ghost stories?’ I asked. The quiet mutterings of discontent stopped immediately and even Eve broke her slouch. ‘Well, there’s a two-hundred-year-old ghost at Preston Blaise Hall, and you never know when it might appear next.’


I regretted saying that particular sentence for some time afterwards. I made many mistakes in the early part of my teaching career, but I really had no inkling of the trouble that I’d unleashed that afternoon. When I followed this by saying that I wasn’t going to tell them the ghost story there and then and that they would have to wait for the day of the trip there was uproar. As ever, Eve led the way.


‘Go on, Mr Seed – tell us now. You can tell us it again on the day, you can. We love ghost stories. Go on, Mr Seed, don’t be tight – it’s not fair.’ But I stood firm; Charles would wait.


Within two days we had enough money for the trip and every child had consent to go, even Martha. I was delighted but I did wonder whether I might just have racked up another black mark from the Beak for proving him wrong. I sought out Val.


‘You do seem to get him in a mood. I’ve noticed it myself.’


‘But I haven’t really done anything, have I?’


‘Maybe he feels threatened by another male presence. There hasn’t been a bloke teaching at this school for yonks.’ I didn’t like the way she avoided the question.


The door opened and Hilda walked in.


‘Ooh sorry, I hope I’m not disturbing anything.’


‘Don’t tell me,’ said Val. ‘You’d like to borrow my stapler.’


‘How did you guess?’


‘You don’t have to be Sherlock Holmes – you’ve borrowed it nearly every day for the past fifteen years!’


‘Well, mine’s broken.’


I couldn’t believe I was hearing this. ‘Can’t you ask for a new one, Hilda?’


‘Hah, that’s a good one!’


‘You could always buy one yourself, of course,’ said Val, almost smiling.


‘Behave yourself, Miss Croker. I’ve given my body, soul and mind to this school over the last forty years; I am not giving my savings as well. Cheek!’


Val shook her head and I laughed.


‘Anyhoo,’ said Hilda, ‘What’s this about a Class Three school trip?’


I told her what she already knew. ‘But don’t you ever organise visits, Hilda? Your infants would love it.’


‘Of course. We do a nature ramble every spring.’


Val snorted. ‘You mean you take them for a ten-minute walk round the back of Sunters’ farm.’


‘Well, that’s enough for me at my time of life – it’s too windy, this village.’


She left and I asked Val again if my class’s trip would widen the apparent rift between myself and Howard Raven.


‘Hmmm, doing all these new things isn’t helping, that’s for sure. I’d just keep your head down for a bit if I were you. Right, I’ve got to go and scare two miscreant boys now.’


She disappeared, leaving me with a furrowed brow but also with a hope that I could win her as an ally.


Over the next fortnight before the visit, two things happened. First, I finalised details of the trip with Peter Hedge, who suggested that on the day we finish the guided tour with the ghost story and that I should tell it to the children rather than he. This surprised me, as I suspected that Peter would probably be able to adorn it with extra layers of mystery and drama, but I did agree, thinking that it was probably best if I was in control in case the class became too excitable, bearing in mind their reaction in the classroom.


The second thing that happened in this period can only be described as ghost mania. Over the next few days it transpired that Eve Sunter was determined to prepare the class in every way possible for meeting the school trip ghoul. She told the perpetually nervous Heather Thistlethwaite, in terms of cold certainty, that there was a ghost in the girls’ toilets, and Heather told the rest of the girls that Eve had seen a ghost and that she was only going to use the infants’ loo from then on. A few days later, Heather Thistlethwaite’s mum came in to talk to me after school to see if I could do something about the girls scaring each other.


‘Our ’eather ’ad a sleepover with three of her friends on Friday, Mr Seed, and she won’t stay in her room on her own now; she says Eve Sunter kept them up all night telling scary stories, and she told our ’eather that there were scrabbling noises under her wardrobe, and now she’s in a right state, Mr Seed – she’s hardly slept at all over the weekend. Could you have a word with that Eve please because our ’eather says she’s scaring all the other girls ’n’all.’


Soon afterwards the boys started shouting ‘Boo!’ behind each other, and ghosts were promptly banned in Class 3. I announced that I would not tell them the ‘real’ ghost story on the trip if they carried on. I looked very grave and they all looked very grave back, except for Eve, whose mouth was sucked inwards and whose eyes flicked from side to side.


Amazingly, there were no more mentions of ghosts until the day of the trip, when excitement overrode everything else. A pleasingly uneventful coach journey ended with the children snaking around the side of the hall to see the donkey wheel. I had arranged with Peter to start here and then meet him inside after the day’s first visitors had finished their tour. The children were fascinated both by the cavernous well and by the wheel itself. This was rather like a giant wooden hamster wheel about twelve feet in diameter, suspended vertically and attached to a winding mechanism that hauled huge buckets of water from the well. As soon as they saw the wheel, the children begged for a go inside it, and Clive Lambert led the way. He was the largest child in the class and generally the one in the largest amount of trouble at any given time, but he had been very well behaved up to this point, and furthermore, was probably the only child in the class who possessed enough bulk to overcome the wheel’s considerable inertia. There were whoops and cheers as Clive awkwardly climbed into the structure; I was reassured by the memory of Peter telling me that it was quite safe.


I asked everyone to step well back, and told Clive to start walking forward very slowly, adding that I would hold the big wooden spokes to help control the speed. Clive gave his hips a quick waggle of bravado, aimed a pale grin at his friends, and pressed forward against the rising inner curve of the wheel with his hefty boot. The wheel creaked and moved about an inch. There were derisive hoots and a sarcastic cry of, ‘Oh wow!’ from Eve, who was orchestrating the watching mob, as usual. I tried to calm everyone down but didn’t help particularly when I said, ‘Come on, be quiet, and give him a chance – just remember this was actually designed for a donkey.’


Clive grasped a spoke with either hand and leaned much further forward. The wheel creaked again and reluctantly began to rotate. Clive took another step and had to release his hands as the spokes he was holding moved behind him; the wheel edged further round – it was moving properly at last and the class now clapped their approval. Clive looked unsteady and seemed unsure when to step forward, but the wheel didn’t wait for him and he was forced to keep his feet moving: it was obviously more difficult than it looked, and I attempted to slow the wheel down by pulling against the massive spokes as they went past. My efforts were embarrassingly ineffective, however, and each time that Clive was forced to step forward by the rotation of the wheel he added greater momentum by inadvertently pressing down hard on the rim in front of him. It was obvious that the wheel was picking up speed. The class started cheering more loudly, and exhorted Clive with cries of, ‘Burn it, Clivo!’ and ‘Go donkeyman!’ egged on by the boisterous Eve. I tried to get Clive to slow down but he had started to panic and paid no attention, but rather made increasingly desperate attempts to steady himself with his hands against the flailing spokes. We could all hear the heavy wooden bucket thundering up the well as the great wheel trundled bumpily round with its captive boy wobbling, dancing and sweating within.


I had no idea how to stop it and was about to send another child for help, when Clive decided to take radical action himself. He had long given up any notion of slowing down the wheel with his feet and decided that if he held on to it without running then it would at least stop accelerating. He made a sudden lunge to the side and grabbed one of the passing spokes with both hands. The wheel barely registered this bold move, and began lifting him bodily around and upwards. Everyone watched in horror: would the wheel take him right over? His cheeks, seconds before the colour of tomatoes, were now starkly bleached, and his eyes looked as large as golf balls as we watched him sail past and rise. Up he went, his feet now dangling, and further up. The wheel creaked and slowed down. The class were silent. Clive reached the top of the wheel, clinging on with his stout fingers and making strange raspberry noises. The wheel gave a couple of heavy jerks as the boy dangled from its apex, holding him in the balance, as if debating whether to let go or carry on with its sport and turn again. I looked up and prayed that it would stop; Clive looked down and made another raspberry sound, then let go. He clanked on to the great central axle, flopped back down to the bottom of the wheel and dived through the spokes towards me in one heroic movement before the wheel could spin him again. He stood up and asked to go to the toilet. I was speechless.


It was only half past ten; the visit had made a rather more eventful start than I had expected. At least things would be calmer inside the stately old house. Once we’d entered the Great Hall, Peter greeted the class with towering enthusiasm and launched straight into the early history of the house before I could even introduce him. I looked round to see if everyone was listening and noticed Eve shuffling to the back of the group pulling faces which suggested that she was already dying of boredom. She located Anita Thwaite for a chat and extracted a glob of chewing gum, surreptitiously planting it under the polished black top of the 1672 oak banqueting table before I could reach her. Peter was already heading for the next room and waving his arms flamboyantly at the huge gilt-framed canvases of kings, lords and dukes along the way. At least most of the class seemed impressed by the place, and I was pleased to see a few children making notes and others pointing at features that they had been told to watch out for. Peter stopped outside the elaborately decorated dining room and began to ask the class questions about the different objects on display: the dark wall tapestries, the spectacular ornamental silver service and a richly featured Dutch clock.


‘The furniture is, of course, by Chippendale …’ he intoned. Not one of the children’s faces registered, except Jack’s. He leaned over to me with a smile and whispered, ‘Mah mum likes watching them on telly.’


The children greatly enjoyed the different bedrooms with their wobbly four-poster beds, and the tales of priests in priest holes, which Peter told with great relish. Even Eve was drawn in to listen by this point, and I was both delighted with the class’s interest and relieved that we had reached the last room without breaking anything irreplaceable.


‘Well, children, that’s the end of the tour of Preston Blaise Hall, said Peter. ‘Mr Seed is going to take you to the stables now, I believe, and show you some of the wonderful old carriages we have there.’ He gave his two shrub-like eyebrows a last theatrical wiggle.


‘Right children – wasn’t that wonderful?’ I didn’t wait for an answer. ‘What do we say to Mr Hedge?’


‘Thhhaaannnnkkkkyoooouuuu.’ The response was long and loud enough to satisfy Peter, and I marched the class into the cool brightness outside, and towards the walled garden for lunch. Along with Mrs Alderson and Mrs Hugill, the parent helpers for the trip, I greatly enjoyed sitting and watching the children run round, excitedly exploring the garden after their sandwiches. They were hemmed in safely by the walls and were able to expend pent-up energy on the wonderful oversized games which had been so creatively incorporated into the garden’s design: giant chess, draughts, hoopla; and a lovingly crafted miniature maze. There were seats in the shape of animals and little gazebos everywhere – and quite soon the whole class had disappeared in search of yet new treasures. It was time to try and round everyone up for the stables, so I set off calling out for them to return to the gate as I went. I found most of the children in the maze, and they had great fun pretending they couldn’t find their way out. Near the centre I heard a couple of voices on the other side of the hedge: it was Eve and Anita.


‘Come on Eve – Seedy’s just called – we’ve got to get back.’


‘Oh, what’s the rush. He hasn’t even told us the ghost story yet. Do you believe in ghosts, Anita?’


‘I believe in ’em but I aren’t scared of ’em.’


‘Well, I definitely aren’t scared of ’em. Come on, let’s go then.’ I crept away quickly with that guilty feeling you always have when you’ve overheard someone talking about you. After this, I let the children look at the carriages in the stables with their stiff dummy passengers in period costumes, then, to groans, made them fill in a worksheet from the information boards before finishing with some sketching. Eve then asked me for the third time about the ghost story, and I agreed that it was time. The sheets, pencils, drawings and boards were gathered up and I took the children through to the visit’s last port of call: the dingy high-ceilinged tack room where Percival Blaise’s lustrous black carriage loomed. There were quiet gasps of awe from the children, and I asked them to gather close in a hushed voice. The atmosphere was perfect for a ghost story: the children were tired after a long day and wanted to listen; the room was damp and gloomy; there was a musky quietness all around, and best of all, there was the old sinister carriage itself, right before us, complete with a mean-faced dummy of Sir Percival sitting in its murky interior, wearing a towering top hat.


I drew out the story as much as I could, emphasising the desperation of the poor son Charles, longing to see his absent father, describing the achingly long, cold journey from London, the beating noises of the horses’ hooves and the ceaseless jerking of the carriage caused by the terrible roads. The class were rapt – every eye was held by mine and every word was able to leave its mark. Eve was at the front for once, and was transfixed by the tale, particularly when I increased the pace as the boy heard the onrushing carriage hurtle through the gates and down the drive.


‘Charles yelped and began to run down the long drive towards the magnificent carriage, towards his father, and he could now see it approaching through the last faint light of dusk. He waved his hands and shouted, expecting his father to look out of the window and see him, but still the carriage raced on between the great bushes, as if the driver was unaware of how close they were to the house. Charles ran on and cried louder; still the carriage came …’ Several of the class gulped quietly and more than a few eyes turned glassy as I continued and relived the boy’s tragic end. I then went on to relate to the class how the gardener had heard the sound of a child running along the drive on more than one occasion a year after the event.


‘And worse than that … the family stopped using the carriage after the poor driver went insane, claiming that whenever he looked at the carriage it would start to shake of its own accord, and that he had seen the pale figure of a child sitting inside and crying …’ At this point, a very strange thing happened: Eve’s eyes, which were almost as wide as Clive’s had been in the donkey wheel, actually began to get wider and she suddenly looked as pale as death.


‘The carriage is moving – it’s shaking, Mr Seed!’ I was just about to tell her not to be daft when I detected a faint movement in the carriage to my right. A thin top-hatted head moved into the carriage window from within. Eve Sunter took off vertically, like a Saturn moon rocket, and let out a scream with enough power to wake China. I had never seen a child move so quickly, nor attain such a height without being thrown, and I never have since – it was truly remarkable. Peter Hedge opened the door of the carriage and said hello while Eve and several other children cowered back, holding their chests. He lifted his hat, winked an enormous eyebrow at me, and walked back towards the house, muttering that another group was waiting for him.


The bus was pleasantly quiet on the way back to Swinnerdale. Clive sat on one of the front seats, and Eve sat on the other, and not a mention of a ghost story was heard.




Chapter Six


Fergus


The air was filled with drifting midges, picked out by a mellow sun. From the hillside, a steady haze defined distances, shrouding the far fells in ever more cloudy whites and blues. I looked down on the village where I hoped we would soon be living: a huddle of tight stone cottages with piecrust roofs and square windows set in bouldered walls.


It was a glorious Saturday in mid-October and I couldn’t resist another walk in the fields around Applesett. I loved the moss-clad walls here with their mottles of gold, white and crackled yellow lichen. Further up, the sycamores on the lower ridges of Spout Fell were turning grey, and bunches of handsome orange rosehips hung, embellished by the light. Rabbits bolted into the gorse ahead of me as I explored the path. I scanned this exquisite place, trying to imprint every little scene in my mind, to describe to Barbara.


Ahead, a clutch of farmers with busy dogs were patching up a collapsed old sheep fold, speaking in blunt, deep tones. The gently buffeting breeze carried the dale’s sounds everywhere: the appeals of birds, the warble of a lamb or the long murmur of a shed-bound cow, each accompanied by the gentle rush of the beck dropping down from Buttergill, the hidden valley behind the village. It was time to go but I took one last look towards Applesett with its long, low farms. The scene could have been centuries old but for a Land Rover and stack of oily silage bags. To me, it was perfect.


Barbara’s return to England was both a wonderful and daunting moment. I drove to meet her at Bilthorpe Station where she appeared, loaded with bags, looking lovely in a cotton dress. I rushed up to her for a classic railway platform hug.


‘I’ve missed you so much,’ I said in squelchy slur, trying to kiss her at the same time.


‘I’ve missed you too. But it’s so lovely to be back.’ Her eyes twinkled with excitement. ‘Can we go and see the house right away? I can’t wait.’


I nodded but my mind was like a stuck record: ‘What if she doesn’t like it? What if she hates the village? What if it’s too far from town?’ I babbled the whole way on our journey to the village, extolling the virtues of the place and dismissing the significance of every one of the house’s negative features. I hardly let her get a word in about Germany or explain why she’d had her hair permed, something I wasn’t entirely sure about. On our arrival, the first part of the test was won easily: as we crossed the village green, an autumn gust pierced the clouds and a shaft of vivid sunlight elucidated the open beauty of the location.


‘Is the house really here? It’s so lovely,’ said Barbara. The sight of Craven Bottoms at the far end then put me back on edge.


We stepped out of the car. Two women standing in front of a house across the green turned to watch us. I smiled and gave a nod. Mr Crockett had allowed us to tour the house alone, which raised my spirits. They were further lifted when I looked at Barbara’s face as she stood in the living room. ‘But Andy, you didn’t tell me it was this big. We’ll have room for all our stuff – this is fantastic.’ As we went round, she didn’t seem to notice all the details that made me grimace on my initial visit. Barbara was much more of a visionary: she saw potential, space for development and room to spread out. And there was another reason she was extremely keen.


‘Andy, I think you’ve done exactly the right thing. It’s not just this house, even though I do like it. It’s the timing that’s right, too.’


‘What, because we need to move out of the bungalow?’ I was a little confused by her semi-cryptic tone. She moved close and gave me a hug. There was a look in her eyes I’d never seen before and her voice was strangely mangled.


‘Andy, we’re going to have a baby.’


The Preston Blaise trip had been memorable for several reasons. Of these, I tried to blot out the most unnerving, and resolved to concentrate on the history of the Tudor house itself, and how it represented the glories of the period. The class was set to work on research and writing, on paintings and collages, and producing lists of monarchs and famous people of the time. They greatly enjoyed all this activity, and were particularly hungry for stories about the heroes of the Tudor age: Drake, Raleigh, Shakespeare and of course, Queen Elizabeth herself, and were even more keen to hear about the excesses of Henry VIII and his battles with Rome. All of this went very well, and I was especially delighted with the magnificent displays of work that the children created right round the classroom walls, but there was one previously planned activity that hadn’t yet materialised: drama.


When I first visited Preston Blaise with Peter Hedge the previous month, and learned some of the rich tales associated with the place, it occurred to me that perhaps we could weave some of these into a short play back at school after the visit. Foolishly, I had described this idea to the class as a possibility too. A fortnight after the trip, however, no one had mentioned the suggestion: the children had been so enmeshed in other work on the Tudors that I began to think that it had been forgotten. This was no small relief, as I quailed at the thought of the children trying to re-enact the donkey wheel disaster for their parents. Then Josie Birkett came up to me in the classroom during English.


‘Shouldn’t we be starting the play by now, Mr Seed? Time’s getting on.’


‘Er, what play’s that, Josie?’ What a stupid thing to say. She was an intelligent person, and now looked at me as if I were three.


‘The history play – the one you said we would do after the trip.’ Anita Thwaite overheard this, unfortunately: ‘Oh yerr – we’re gunna do a play, aren’t we!’ She was just too loud, and soon there were cries from all over the classroom.


‘When can we start?’


‘Can we do some today?’


‘Can I have a big part?’


‘Will it be all about Preston Blaise, then?’


And then came the killer: ‘Can we do the ghost story?’


The noise suddenly rose to a crescendo, with shouts of, ‘Oh yessss!’ and, ‘Go on, pleeasse!’ and ‘Can I be the ghost?’ I had to shout myself, to calm them down. I said I would think about it, but it was clear what was going to happen, and I felt myself buckling under the weight of the class’s collective will, just looking at the excitement on their faces.


Over the next week, I was bombarded with further requests, suggestions, demands and jokey threats, so I began to plan a short play centred, inevitably, around the ghost of Preston Blaise Hall. A small group of able, enthusiastic writers was chosen to put together ideas for a script and the thing began to take shape; I even became quite excited about it myself. After a few days, I was presented with a pile of scraggy-looking papers by Josie, along with Penny, Nathan and Hugh, the other writers. They were almost popping with excitement.


‘It’s finished. Read it now, Mr Seed, can you?’ Penny was silently clapping her palms together and all four of them sported enormous grins of self-satisfaction.


‘Well done, all of you,’ I said. ‘It’s lunchtime now, so I’ll take it with me and read it in the staffroom.’ They seemed happy enough with this and ran off towards the cloakroom, elbowing each other with wild giggles.


The script, set in 1755, was not for the faint-hearted. Percival Blaise was the main character, a decidedly charmless dastard who treated everyone he met with frightening contempt, and regularly kicked his dog to extinguish any sympathy the audience might muster for him, which was rather unfair considering that we all knew that he was going to inadvertently run over his own son. Percival’s coach driver, who was given the curious name of Marmaduke Snort, also featured quite heavily. This man must have been a dextrous individual, as according to the script he only had one arm, and frequently lit his pipe while on the road. The tragic son, Charles, was painted as a sensitive and innocent victim of corrupt adults. He liked football, and at one point considered running away to become an engine driver. All of the characters spoke lines from recent films and adverts that the children admired. The most striking feature of the play, however, was the frighteningly violent treatment of poor Charles’s death under the wheels of the coach. Every anatomical detail was covered as the unfortunate child’s body received an amazing array of injuries. It was not a quick death, either – it went on for four pages.


When I reached the end of the script my coffee had gone cold and break was nearly over. Emma was leaning over my shoulder and reading the last page.


‘Heck, that’s gory – you’re going to need lots of ketchup to perform this. Who’s going to see it?’


‘Well, the kids want to do it for an audience, but having read the script I think this is going to be a radio play just for voices.’ I didn’t want a repeat of my ‘show-off’ assembly.


Eileen looked up. ‘Ooh, no one in school’s ever done one of those before – how exciting.’


I was just about to tell her not to get too excited when Hilda burst in, mid-sentence, followed by Val.


‘I kept asking him, “Are you all right?” but I could see that he wasn’t,’ said Hilda. ‘The poor little lad was the colour of a parsnip.’ Val put the kettle on while Hilda continued. ‘Well, he started to gag so I just picked him up and hurled him in the toilet. Well, not right in, anyway, but it was just in time.’


Val barely reacted. ‘Has he gone home?’


‘He has now, but only after Raven came into the toilet to see the evidence.’


‘Lovely, just when I’m eating my lunch!’ said Emma.


Sue Bramley, the teaching assistant, grimaced. ‘It’s all sorted now but the smell in those boys’ lavatories is unbearable.’


This set Hilda’s wrinkled finger wagging. ‘It’s because they don’t—’


‘—Aim straight. We know, Hilda – you’ve told us five thousand times,’ said Val.


‘Well, I don’t know why we can’t have ping pong balls like Hauxton Primary.’


Now I was really confused. ‘Ping pong balls in the toilets?’


Hilda nodded. ‘Aye, you put one in each bowl and it gives them something to aim at.’


‘Pat Rudds is convinced they’ll get flushed away and the Beak thinks someone’ll fish them out and play with them,’ said Val, heaping coffee into a stained mug.


‘Well how come they work at Hauxton, then?’ Hilda cried, just as Howard Raven came in.


‘Ping pong balls again?’ he said, grinning humourlessly. Val rolled her eyes as Hilda considered making another appeal before thinking better of it. The atmosphere in the room changed in an instant, as it always did with the head in there. We talked about the weather for five minutes then everyone headed back to the classrooms.


Over the next few days I made some drastic but necessary changes to the play script, added a few minor characters to provide more parts, and typed it up. The children were a little disappointed with the idea of performing the piece as a radio play, but some did agree that staging the coach accident scene could present one or two technical challenges that might overstretch our resources. This didn’t prevent several individuals making suggestions for how it might be done; Barney assured us that his dad could get an old cart and that he wouldn’t mind being run over by it. Rose offered to bring in her pony, which immediately led to a spate of others asking for a ride at playtime.


‘It’ll only crap on t’yard,’ grumbled Jack.


I cleared my throat. ‘Anyway, all this can stop because we’re doing this as a radio play and we need to make a start. Who would like one of the main parts?’ Nearly all of the hands went up.


‘Why aren’t there many parts for girls?’ called out Eve. This was going to be really hard. All the boys wanted to be Charles Blaise, and there was also the question of reading and acting skills. Several of the less able children were really keen to take part in the play but would struggle with the lines. It was also clear that there just weren’t enough parts to go around anyway. At this point, with a number of children turning purple with the sheer physical exertion of extending their arms to improbable heights in an effort to secure a leading role, I had a brainwave.


‘I’ll give you all the chance to audition for a part, and anyone who doesn’t get one can perform sound effects.’ After all, there was no shortage of action in the drama to convey acoustically.


In the end, the dashing Cameron Dent was chosen to be Percival Blaise, George Walden was given the part of Snort the driver, and Sylvia Hammond surpassed all others as the pathetic hero, Charles. Several other small parts were added to accommodate more actors and most of the class seemed happy with the arrangements. The less able readers were delighted to be in charge of the sound effects and they were each issued with a noise and a suitable implement with which to produce it. Amongst this group was one of the great characters of Class 3, Fergus Mudd.


Fergus wore bottle-bottom glasses and never closed his mouth. He was the palest and most freckled child I had ever met, but he was also the most enthusiastic. Whatever activity I proposed to the class, Fergus would respond with a loud, ‘Yessss!’, even when others groused. I often used to imagine testing out the limits of Fergus’s fervour for school activities:






	Me:


	Right, children, we’re all going swimming now.







	Fergus:


	Yessss!







	Me:


	Maths next, everyone.







	Fergus:


	Yessss!







	Me:


	Remember, you all have fifteen spellings to learn for tomorrow.







	Fergus:


	Yessss!







	Me:


	There are paper towels all over the boys’ toilets again – you’ll have to clean them up during playtime.







	Fergus:


	Yessss!







	Me:


	The school nurse is going to give everyone six injections today.







	Fergus:


	Yessss!







	Me:


	Right, two volunteers to jump off a cliff, please.







	Fergus:


	Yessss!








Fergus was a delight to teach because of his enthusiasm, but he was not the most brilliant star in Cragthwaite’s galaxy, so I gave him the simple but important task of making a banging sound for the dramatic moment when the coach hit poor old Charles. I had started handing out parts at half past nine and by the time I had organised Fergus’s group with their sound effects it was quarter past eleven: I was horrified at the amount of time it had taken, and told the class that the first rehearsal of the play would have to wait until later in the day because of the need to catch up on other work; this produced a welter of groans and a small ‘yesss’ from Fergus.


There was art in the afternoon and a lot of mess to clear away. As three o’clock approached, Eve appeared at my feet.


‘Mr Seed, you promised us that we could rehearse the play and look at the time now.’ I had completely forgotten, which made me annoyed – I really didn’t like rushing things. Despite the lack of time, the remaining tidying was quickly completed, so scripts were handed round and equipment for sound effects was given out. There were only twenty minutes of the day left, no real time to organise the reading properly: the children would just have to show some initiative.


There was a ticklish excitement in the room as the actors started speaking their lines, and the rehearsal began well. Cameron, Sylvia and George put real gusto into their parts and the expectation grew as each short scene passed and the story’s desperate climax neared. It had been decided that the coach accident itself would mainly be represented by sounds: there was to be the sound of approaching horses’ hooves, building up in volume (Jack with the ubiquitous coconut shells); the sound of a boy’s feet running (Carol, using her shoes on the floor), followed by George’s coachman’s cry of, ‘Look out!’ A dramatic pause was then to be followed by a bang, provided by Fergus, who assured me that his hand thumping on the table would be more than sufficient.


The moment of the play’s disaster approached with surprising tension. Jack’s coconuts went to work. We all looked towards Carol, who blushed as she clattered her feet on the floor. George cried, ‘Look out!’ in a dread scream, and all eyes were fixed on Fergus as we braced ourselves for the tumultuous crash of the great black carriage ploughing into the unfortunate youth. Fergus lifted his hand and let it flop on to the table top with all the force of a Cabbage White landing on a daisy. There was no sound at all. A huge groan went up around the room; the moment was lost. Fergus smiled. I tried not to look too cross, but the wall clock clearly showed that there were only five minutes of the school day left, and the people in the last scene were anxious not to be left out.


‘Oh Mr Seed, we ’af ter do that scene again – it’s got to be done right.’ It was Eve, as usual, and everyone agreed. I scurried over to the bookshelves and picked up a large encyclopaedia volume, handing it to Fergus.


‘Use that to make the bang, Fergus, and please do it louder. Right, quickly, let’s run through the accident scene again – everyone quiet.’ The actors rattled off the lines leading off to the crash once more. Jack’s hooves clattered in, followed by Carol’s urgent feet. George’s ‘Look out!’ heralded Fergus’s sure redemption. The book was there, but instead of lifting it up and slamming it on the table, he hit it with his hand, just as before. The thick imitation leather let out barely a sound, and again the class was in uproar. Outside the classroom window, two homeward-bound infants passed by clutching coats and lunch boxes, but I could not let this end there; I was as frustrated as everyone else. I picked up the book and lifted it with both hands.


‘Oh Fergus – use your head! We need a big bang.’ To demonstrate I thumped down the volume on to the table with a force that made several pencils jump. Fergus seemed to like the noise and took the book in both hands, placing his tongue between his teeth for extra concentration.


‘OK, same scene once more,’ I said, trying not to reveal my enormous angst. One or two of the children who needed to catch a bus were looking fretful about the time. As the moment approached, I glanced over to Fergus. His eyes, grotesquely huge behind stout lenses, were fixed on the script and he was holding the book well up with both hands; surely this time … The next moment had a somewhat surreal quality, and I still sometimes wonder whether it really happened. As Jack galloped the coconut shells together, Fergus began to raise the heavy book even higher – it looked like he was really going for it this time; Carol’s tired feet went to work again and signalled the now familiar cry from George. The scene was set, and Fergus didn’t disappoint. He raised the encyclopaedia another notch, and with a spectacular burst of energy, brought it crashing down on his head.


Fergus survived this self-inflicted assault – his skull was clearly well built, and a greater concern was probably the chaos that ensued amongst the other children afterwards. Several of them simply burst out of the room to tell others what had happened. I had to tell someone too and, after the bell, went looking for Val. She was with a parent, however, and Hilda, Sue and Eileen had gone home. Emma was in her room, rebuilding the Wendy house; I recounted the episode in detail.


‘It actually doesn’t surprise me,’ she said. ‘Remember, I used to teach him when he was five. He used to get up to all sorts then. His speciality was, erm, fiddling.’


‘Fiddling?’


She looked down to make it obvious.


‘Oh, fiddling … at five?’


‘Oh, yes,’ she said. ‘Fiddling fives are ten a penny, girls too. It’s completely innocent – they don’t know they’re doing it.’


I clearly had lots to learn. Emma noticed my surprise and smiled. ‘You’ll get to know everything in time. The kids really like you, you know, and not just Class Three. I think you’re good for the school.’ She looked around and lowered her voice. ‘Try not to let Raven get to you – we’ve all had our troubles. It’s like the dark ages this school sometimes.’


I thanked her and slipped out, feeling a sense of reassurance that I wasn’t alone.


The play was eventually performed – successfully too – but when it was finished I was relieved to say goodbye to Preston Blaise and its ghost for a long time. And I never asked Fergus to use his head again.


The following day I was in the middle of a mercifully calm English lesson when the door creaked quietly open and Howard Raven slunk in. It was another of his ‘surprise’ visits but I consoled myself with the knowledge that the children were at least all sitting at their desks writing.


He floated round the room like a spectre, intermittently craning to assess individuals’ work, his face as stony as ever, his bottom lip hinting at disapproval. I noticed that the children didn’t chat to him or offer to show their work like they did with other visitors to the classroom, but rather kept their heads down in almost guilty silence.


‘Mr Seed, why are these pupils writing on paper?’ He spoke from across the room, taking me aback.


‘They’re writing poems, Mr Raven.’


‘I can see that.’


‘Well, it’s so I can put some of them on display on the walls.’


‘English work, as far as I am concerned, should be in English exercise books. I also think this class needs more time on comprehension, grammar and spelling, rather than poetry.’


The children had all stopped writing, and a number who needed help with their work were waiting in a small queue next to me. ‘Can’t we talk about this another time, Mr Raven?’


‘There’s no need to talk about it again. I’ve made things clear.’ He glared around and then departed. Once more I was left beetroot-faced in front of the children.


As soon as the lunch bell rang I sought out Val. I simply had to know what the Beak’s problem was with me. She proffered me to sit down.


‘Several teachers at this school have had something similar at one time or another.’


‘But he doesn’t treat you like that, does he?’


‘No, he doesn’t.’ I couldn’t imagine Val standing for such a public affront, or even a private one.


‘So why is he picking on me?’


‘Well, have you asked him yourself? It sounds like you’ve every right to confront him.’ This notion had begun to grow in my mind but I sensed that Val knew more.


‘Not yet, but just tell me what you think the reason is.’


‘Right, well, I would have thought it was obvious but let me spell it out, even though I do not want to be dragged into this.’ She was clearly itching for a smoke. ‘He’s been in teaching a long time but there’s been more changes in the last five years than the other thirty, I reckon.


‘He just wants to see out his retirement quietly in a nice village school and he can’t face all the government initiatives like the new curriculum, or movements like child-centred learning.’


‘OK, but what’s all that got to do with me?’


‘Can’t you see? You represent all this progressive teaching and change in his eyes. It isn’t personal – you’re just an easy target: young and green. He probably thought you’d just do as you were told.’


‘So he’s taking out his frustrations on me?’


‘Well, that and he feels threatened because he knows damn well that he couldn’t do half the things you do with the kids.’ I was just wondering whether this was a compliment when there was a knock at the door and Eileen appeared.


‘Sorry to disturb you but there’s a call for you, Val.’ The deputy head looked grouchy as she left the room but I walked out feeling a whole lot better.


Back at home my mind was full of babies and the changes that a child of our own would bring. Barbara was incredibly thrilled by the prospect but I felt a strange mixture of joy and trepidation. Coming on top of settling into a new job and buying a house, the news left me reeling, and life seemed to be in total turmoil as October neared its end. I tried to imagine what it would be like to be a father, but kept seeing a rather disconcerting picture of myself coming home to a miniature Jack or Eve after a long day in the classroom. Barbara, meanwhile, went straight into plan-making mode.


‘We’re going to need a cot and somewhere to change the baby and a pram and pushchair, of course. Isn’t this exciting?’


I put my arms around her. ‘It is exciting – it’s wonderful.’ I was so glad to see her so happy after all of our recent worries. ‘I only wish all these things didn’t cost so much. We already owe my grandpa thousands for the house.’


‘Oh, you don’t worry about money at a time like this. There are ways and means.’


I eyed her suspiciously. ‘How come you know so much about this parenting business all of a sudden?’


‘I suppose it’s one of those feminine things, the mothering urge or whatever you want to call it.’


‘Hmm … It amazes me how you can be so calm about it all – I’m still getting used to being a husband. I think I’m a one urge at a time man.’


‘You’ll change when we have a squidgy little baby all of our own to cuddle, I’ll bet.’


‘It’s the brown squidgy stuff I’m worried about.’


‘Oh, don’t be ridiculous – you can manage a bit of poo. And do not for a minute think that you aren’t going to change your fair share of nappies or clear up the piles of sick.’


‘You make parenthood sound delightful …’ We both grimaced then laughed, although privately I couldn’t quite shake off my fears about what it would really be like.




Chapter Seven


Hugh


The last week at school before the half-term break brought news of even more changes. It came during one of Howard Raven’s staff meetings. Usually on these occasions I would be fighting to stay awake, but this time an announcement from the head woke me up with a jolt.


‘This may come as rather a surprise to you all, but after a lot of thought I’ve decided to take early retirement. I’ll be leaving the school at Christmas and a new head will be appointed. County are putting out advertisements this week.’ There was a short period of silence, broken only by a cough from Val who, for once, seemed quite taken aback; it was as unexpected for her as for the rest of us. Howard Raven smiled, enjoying the slight shock effect that his words had on the circle of teachers. ‘Does anyone have any questions?’


Eventually we came to our senses and a short discussion about practical matters followed. I didn’t ask anything, not least as my mind was full of conflicting emotions: part relief, part disbelief and a peculiar sense of guilt that he might be leaving because of me. I couldn’t wait to escape the room and talk to Val as the Beak explained that he had intended to see the year out but had been advised that the regulations on retirement were soon to change and that it might be financially beneficial to leave sooner rather than later.


The meeting finished late with everyone keen to get off straight away, so I raced home to tell Barbara the news.


Her eyes were agog. ‘What! Really? That’s unbelievable – what’s brought this on?’


‘He was planning to go soon anyway but it’s something to do with a new county policy on retirement, I think.’


‘Well, blimey, how good is this?’ She stared at me for a moment. ‘The end of an era … how do you feel?’


‘Relieved; I won’t need to go and confront him now.’


‘Good, I was worried about that. You’ve been so upset you might have clouted him.’


‘I wasn’t that bad, was I?’


‘Well, let’s just say the strain did show now and again. Anyway, it doesn’t matter now – let’s walk up to the stick ’ut to celebrate.’


The following day Howard Raven was out at a Heads’ meeting and Val announced that we were all going to the Top Pub for lunch.


‘Mrs Hyde can sort out the kids – that’s what she’s paid to do.’ I thought of the beleaguered dinner lady, facing 100 rowdy children, although Eileen said that she’d better stay behind to man the phone.


‘Is this a celebration, then?’ said Emma, as her purple and gold cotton top drew curious glances from the lunchtime regulars at the Crag Hotel.


‘Of course not,’ said Val, with a wicked glint. ‘We always come down here at the end of half term, don’t we?’


‘I wish we did,’ said Hilda.


Val dug in her bag. ‘I’m getting these, by the way – what’s everyone having?’


Ten minutes later the five of us were tucking into fat beef sandwiches with only one topic of conversation. Sue, in particular, was animated.


‘Val, I refuse to believe that you didn’t know he was planning to leave. You know everything.’


‘He told one of the governors – Arthur Fawcett – and that’s all, honestly.’


‘The man’s a law unto himself,’ said Emma. ‘Anyway, I think the school can only gain – it’s about time we had a change.’


‘I wonder who we’ll get,’ said Sue.


I looked around. ‘You’re uncharacteristically quiet, Hilda.’


She chuckled to herself, her mouth half crammed with crusty bread. ‘I was just thinking: some people cause joy wherever they go, and some whenever they go …’


Our raucous laughter caused everyone in the bar to turn round.


‘Come on,’ said Val. ‘Sup up, we’ve already got the village tongues wagging – don’t want to make it worse. Plus it’s ten to one already.’ She gulped the rest of her pint and I followed suit, while Hilda wailed that she still had a quarter of a sandwich left.


‘Stick it in your handbag,’ said Sue. ‘It can be your mid-afternoon snack.’


I enjoyed that afternoon as much as any in my first term at Cragthwaite, although Class 3 thought it very odd that for once I was the one going to the toilet.


When the week-long half-term break arrived, Barbara and I found ourselves in Applesett, moving our belongings into a small stone house opposite Craven Bottoms. The house, called The Shippon, was another holiday cottage, belonging to a couple from Sussex. After a lot of thought and planning, we decided that it would be really helpful to be near to Craven Bottoms so that work could be started on the house as soon as the sale went through.


I opened the back of the van that Arthur Fawcett, our builder neighbour, had kindly leant us and looked at the pile of boxes, all neatly labelled by Barbara.


‘Ay up, you must be the new schoolteacher at Cragthwaite. He’s very young, don’t yer think, Alec?’


I turned round to see a fresh-faced woman of about fifty wearing a quilted jacket next to a weatherbeaten tower of a man with tousled hair and deep-set eyes.


‘I’m Mrs Dent from the village store just a few doors down, by’t’ way, and Alec Lund here farms at top.’


‘Ow do,’ said Alec in an accent so thick it was almost comical.


Barbara came out of the house, having opened all the doors. ‘Oh, hello,’ she said. I introduced her to our new neighbours. Alec nodded and said, ‘Expectin’ too, ma missus sez.’


‘Well, you seem to know all about us,’ said Barbara. I suspected Mr Crockett had spread the word.


‘My sister-in-law is Hilda Percival’s cousin,’ said Mrs Dent, ‘So, y’know …’


I was just about to say that we’d better crack on unloading the van when Alec stepped forward and grasped a box in each of his two mammoth hands. ‘Your lass shunt be liftin’ – I’ll get thee fettled.’


The van was emptied in no time thanks to Big Alec, as we discovered he liked to be known, and Barbara and I sat down inside after Mrs Dent thoughtfully brought us some milk for tea. The warm welcome felt like a confirmation we were doing the right thing after the difficult decision to leave Castle Heywood.


‘This is perfect,’ said Barbara. ‘I can just nip across the green and get on with decorating at the house.’


‘Remember that Arthur said it’s going to need a lot of renovation first.’


‘Craven Bottoms. It’s a stupid name – shall we change it?’


‘Not on your nelly. It’s got character.’


Barbara looked out of the mullioned window. ‘Applesett is lovely. And what a luxury, having a shop. No stick ’ut, though.’


‘But there’s the pub, the school and the chapel.’ It was strange, but we still needed to convince ourselves about the move.


‘True,’ said Barbara. ‘There’ll be a lot more people around and I won’t have to heave a pram up the side of an alp every day.’


‘We’ll really get to know the village living here.’


‘And the phone’s nearer too.’


We stood up and agreed it was time to start opening boxes in the various rooms. The Shippon was a snug little converted stone barn, once belonging to the old farm next door. It was sparse and simple inside, but also clean and very homely, and the owners had agreed to let us have it through the off-season at a bargain rent. Barbara opened the windows upstairs and we heard the sound of children playing on the green outside. She sighed.


‘You know, it might sound daft, but I’m going to miss living in the middle of nowhere.’


‘But not with a baby.’


‘No, you’re right, not with a baby.’


‘Hey – that is super!’ The two boys were looking at a pencil drawing of a fox, and Hugh Richmond was speaking. It had to be Hugh; no one else in the class, or indeed the whole of Cragthwaite, used the word ‘super’ – it just wasn’t Dales vocabulary. Then again, Hugh was no ordinary Dales boy. He had only arrived at the school this September, having been privately educated beforehand, and it was evident that his once wealthy parents had fallen on hard times. The Richmonds inhabited Shawby Hall across the dale, a stately pile set among several acres of parkland and graceful beeches, and they created quite a stir when they arrived at Cragthwaite Primary. The unmistakable aristocratic air of the parents made me wonder whether Hugh would be able to settle in the class, but from the moment he shook my hand and revealed a cheeky grin, I sensed that here was someone with more than enough character to meet the challenge.


At first, there were suppressed titters in the room whenever Hugh spoke: his fruity accent was delivered with such vibrant clarity that every word could be heard a mile off, and yet it quickly became clear to everyone that he was kind, modest and delighted to have the chance to make lots of new friends. Soon enough, Hugh was accepted – the class realised that he was a normal boy despite his posh voice and, as the term went on, he established himself as a popular character.


Just occasionally, glimpses of Hugh’s privileged background emerged to produce delectable moments of humour in the classroom. One of these occurred after Hugh formed an unlikely alliance with Isaac Outhwaite, a quiet, lean farmer’s lad who lived in a tiny cottage near Millscar. The two boys, although radically different in many ways, shared a love of nature, and animals in particular. They were always out together looking for badgers or birds’ nests and spent hours sketching pictures from books. Hugh couldn’t help enthusing loudly about Isaac’s drawings, but soon realised that saying ‘super’ was not the done thing. He made a tremendous effort to adapt to the local boys’ linguistic vagaries and I recall smiling to myself when I heard him trying to use the latest popular expression in the playground one day: Isaac had suggested that Hugh might like to come round to play with his ferrets. The response was a deliciously superior, ‘Get on!’


On another occasion the class was creating a database about houses. Every child was asked to fill in an information sheet with details about his or her home: type of house, roof material, location, and so on. Hugh created quite a stir when he arrived at school with his piece of paper and an argument soon broke out, with several children involved.


‘What’s the matter over there?’ I questioned.


Hugh looked indignant. ‘It’s Clive, Mr Seed – he doesn’t believe my house has seventeen bedrooms.’


I was not surprised to discover that our next-door neighbour in Applesett knew the Richmond family. Piers Asquith was a retired major and another upper-crust personality. Unlike Hugh’s parents, he was rather brusque, however, and I felt that whenever we met, or just exchanged pleasantries, he somehow disapproved of me. He had stern eyes that were always in shadow under a flat cap, and he spoke in a series of challenging growls. Major Asquith also had some strange habits: one of them was taking his black Labrador out for walks in the dark – baffling given that the village and surrounding roads and footpaths were unlit. Perhaps his army officer’s training gave him advanced night vision. It was on a thick, late-November night that I passed him on the village green.


‘Evening,’ he barked.


‘Oh, evening, Major Asquith.’


‘Where are you off to then?’


‘I’m going to the pub – there’s a, erm, darts match.’


‘Oh.’


‘Bye.’ But he was gone. More disapproval; I tramped across the green to the pub.


The Crown Inn nestled amongst the long bent row of weathered cottages at the edge of the green, facing the rising flanks of Spout Fell. It was one of the last of those rural havens that were once to be found all over Britain: a real village pub. At the social heart of Applesett, it was a proper community centre that still belonged to locals rather than visitors, and was undoubtedly another of the place’s treasures. The building’s thick walls, low ceilings and rich dark wood interior, warmed by a huge perpetual log fire, created a splendid atmosphere in which to relax and talk.


The Crown’s landlord was called Dennis Helliwell and he had made Barbara and me feel wonderfully welcome from the first night we visited the pub the previous month, soon after our bid for Craven Bottoms was accepted. He was a short, oval, relentlessly cheery man who made an admirable licensee, and who undoubtedly added greatly to the pub’s popularity. Dennis was also a keen darts fan and had run a team in the Upper Swinnerdale League for years. It was his great ambition to win the league but one thing always seemed to hold the team back, and everyone knew what it was: Dennis himself. Although he loved the game and played and practised every week, Dennis was not actually very good at darts, and an otherwise strong team always seemed to miss out on the prizes because of this. Reluctantly, he decided to look for another player.


It was into this situation that Barbara and I stepped when we shut the pub door against a harsh October’s wind on that first visit. After a long chat with Dennis, where he filled us in on many of the pleasures of living in Applesett, I noticed the dartboard in the corner next to the door marked Toilets. I had played and enjoyed the game while at college, and had briefly joined a spectacularly dreadful pub team in York before moving up to the Dales.


‘Is the dartboard used much, Dennis?’ I asked.


‘Certainly is – we have a fair team chucks on a Tuesday – do you play yourself?’


‘Well, I can play, but I’m not that good.’


Dennis suddenly looked very interested. ‘Come on then, I’ll give you a game.’


I was very surprised that he just left the bar and strode over to the board to find some darts for me. I asked Barbara if she minded, and she seemed quite happy for me to play. The darts that Dennis produced were good ones, and after a few minutes I was well ahead in the game. Luck seemed to be with me, as I also hit the double to finish with my first dart. Dennis looked impressed.


‘How would you like to join our arrers team?’ he asked. I was amazed and certainly taken aback by the question – we had been in the pub for just an hour, and I had only played one game. ‘I wouldn’t mind … er … that would be great.’ Barbara agreed that it seemed like a good way to get to know a few people in the village, and Dennis’s enthusiasm made it almost impossible to say no anyway. It was only later, of course, that I learned that he was actually giving up his own place in the team for me.


Over the next month I became acquainted with the team and played a few matches, doing reasonably well against admittedly weak opposition. Two things about the other seven members of The Crown darts team struck me right away: first, they were all enormous; and second, they were all local farmers or builders. I felt very conspicuous as both the only incomer and as a teacher; at least I could take consolation in being tall. They were certainly a friendly bunch, however, and I soon came to greatly enjoy the droll banter and gentle teasing that was their trademark. The team captain was John Weatherall – a wiry builder and one of three brothers whose family had lived in Applesett for several generations. John was a great encourager and constantly toured the room on match nights telling you how the other team couldn’t even hold their darts straight, ‘never mind throw ’em’. He also had a very winsome habit of massaging your neck and shoulders for a few seconds as he passed behind you giving last-minute advice – most Dales men wouldn’t dream of carrying out or receiving such an action, but with John it was somehow natural and completely acceptable.


Big Alec I’d met on our first day in the village when he helped us unload the van: a hulking great brute of a man with hands that entirely enclosed his pint glass, and a mouth and stomach that could empty it in a single surging pour. Although he was as friendly as the rest of the team, I was always slightly wary of Big Alec; I felt that a wrong remark might just cause him to swat me like a fly with one of his outsized arms. Later on he did like to drop a few disparaging remarks about teaching not being proper work, but I never had the courage to tell him that I thought riding round all day in Land Rovers, tractors and quad bikes looked far easier than imparting all knowledge to twenty-four extremely demanding kids.


‘Cheesy’ was the none-too-flattering nickname of another member of the team, Andy Cheeseworth. He was also a builder and a young athletic character who excelled at all sports. Cheesy was one of those laid-back people with a natural warmth, who seemed to be popular with everyone, despite having the most outrageously scraggy long blond hair and unfashionable beard. He never bothered with practice on darts nights, and didn’t seem to get at all nervous like many of us, preferring instead to loiter at the bar swapping earthy jokes with the other locals.


Vince was a great friend of Cheesy’s and the star player of the team. He was a broad, swarthy, handsome man, quietly spoken and completely modest. Everyone else in the team was quick to tell me two things about Vince: one that he was once good enough at arrows (they never said ‘darts’) to turn professional, and second that he had dartitis. I’d heard of dartitis before and always assumed that it was a joke condition, being the inability of a thrower to let go of the dart when aiming at the board, but everyone who told me looked quite solemn during the disclosure. I also found out from Vince himself that he gave up the idea of making money from the game after breaking his arm badly three times: it seemed that he was also unsurpassed at falling through ceilings as a joiner, with not a few of the dale’s older cottages refusing to tolerate his sixteen-stone frame.


Paul farmed just outside the village on the road to Skirbridge. Most farmers talked about beasts and prices when in the pub, but Paul only ever discussed girls, cars and football – he was a Manchester United fanatic, and more than once I saw his ruddy features glowing scarlet as he reacted passionately to criticism of his beloved team. Paul always arrived at matches with our single ‘outsider’, Bri. He was only from Shawby, about five miles across the dale, but I later heard that the move from his own local pub and team the previous season had caused quite a stir. This was yet another example of a phenomenon that never ceased to amaze me about Swinnerdale: not only did everyone know everyone else – many being related, of course – but everyone seemed to know what was going on there, down to the last dot and comma, despite the dale’s considerable length and moorland terrain.


The final two members of the team were known as DD and DW: Dave Duggleby and Dave Whiterow, two more local builders. DD was a six foot six tree trunk of a man who threw darts so hard that the pub walls shuddered when he was playing. He was also the possessor of a scandalous wit and frequently drew booms of laughter from the team as we travelled to away matches. His sidekick, DW, was almost as large, but altogether saner. He was a wholly likeable person, thoughtful and mature, although only in his early twenties – what the locals called ‘steady’. He was also saving to get married and so went easier on the beer than most. I was ridiculously pleased to be amongst this group of burly working men, and it helped me to feel accepted into the dale far more quickly than would have happened otherwise; something that led me to be grateful to Dennis for many years.


Although we made a winning start to the season, The Crown was not top of the league. That position had been held, and held for many years, by our team’s fiercest rivals – The Black Bull from ‘oop’dale’, as they always said, in Kettleby. We were due to play them in late November.


‘Aye, it’s about time we knocked that lot off thes perches,’ said John. ‘We just might stand a chance now Dennis ’as given over.’


‘Well, this is the best team we’ve ’ad at App’sett since I can remember,’ added Paul. Big Alec slammed down his pint on the bar. ‘Aye, let’s give the buggers a reet scare.’


This was the darts match that I walked across the village green to join, when I passed Major Asquith and Jet.


The Crown was busier and noisier than usual that night, and there was a definite edge of excitement and tension about the place. You could see it on the faces of the players as they queued up at the board to practise: there were fewer of the usual larking jibes and a far greater level of concentration helped each man to guide the thin tungsten missiles towards the treble twenty region of the board. I joined the line and watched Paul taking a throw. A girl came and stood next to the board, waiting to cross the line of fire to reach the toilet door. There was no way to avoid darts games when going to the toilet in The Crown – the door was in the corner and the board was right next to it. This unfortunate layout often led to some very near misses, particularly when visitors were around in summer, and the players were well used to having to stop in mid-throw, often allowing people to pass with a quip of, ‘Don’t worry – I’ll get you on the way back …’ or similar. But there were no wisecracks from Paul this time, and he carried on with his throw, making the girl wait nervously: it was clear that the Applesett lads really wanted to win this match. I took my first practice throw and scored twenty-six. Nobody said anything.


At half past eight the pub door crashed open and eight monsters walked in, heading straight for the bar. It was unmistakably the opposition, and to my disbelief, they were even bigger than our team. There was a brief bout of nods and ‘now thens’, and a number of Applesett glasses were drained quickly so that they could be charged while the Kettleby players had a practice. I watched them fitting the tiny plastic flights into the ends of their darts with crusty sausage-like fingers. Each man stepped up in silence and flicked his darts towards the board with startling accuracy: there was a treble in every throw, and no one missed the twenty. I picked up my glass and moved to the bar like the others.


There was quite a queue to be served, and while waiting I was drawn into a conversation with one of the village’s most ancient and fascinating characters, sitting on his favourite stool in the corner. Sam Burnsall was ninety years old and had lived in Applesett all his life. He was born at Low Bottom Farm near the beck and now occupied a grand old house at the top of the village. Sam was a wonderful person to listen to and never missed a night at The Crown, where he could share stories with other farmers, old and new, and anyone else who was blessed enough to catch some of his tales of Edwardian days in the dale. Sadly, Sam was now so frail that he had taken to driving down to the pub, at a steady four miles an hour, even though he lived only 300 yards away. A few whiskies were the only things to bring his shaky hands relief, he claimed, and more often than not they also caused him to forget to put his car lights on for the slow drag home.


Despite the formidable strength of the upper dale team, we matched them game for game, with DD, Paul and Cheesy throwing brilliantly to make the score 3–3 after six rounds. There were great barrel-chested roars of ‘arrers!’ when anyone hit a ton or more, which happened frequently, and the tumultuous clattering of heavy hands and beer glasses against table tops when an Applesett dart landed in the finishing double. Inevitably, or so it seemed to me, I had been drawn to play last, against Old Albert, whoever he was. I was consoled by the fact that our best player, Vince, was still to play, however, so we were unlikely to lose even if I had a stinker. Despite being armed with this knowledge, my nerves were steadily building up and I was pleased when John came over to me with a quick massage and quiet word.


‘How yer doin’ then?’


‘Bit nervous,’ I said, knowing that he would pass on some encouragement and bold captain’s psychology. He patted me on the head.


‘Go and score Vince’s game will yer, lad.’


Scoring in any darts match was bad enough, but the whole of the crowded pub was watching this game, anxious to see our star player stuff the opposition. I sloped over to the chalkboard and wrote 501 twice then drew a wobbly line in between. Before joining this team, I thought that I was quite capable when it came to mental calculation – after all, I did teach it – but the builders and farmers of Applesett in this rural corner of Yorkshire put me to shame. Not only were they lightning quick at adding totals and subtracting the scores as soon as the darts hit the board, but they also knew exactly which treble and double combinations were required to achieve any finish. And now I had to score this game in front of them all; I edgily drained my pint glass for fortitude.


Vince won the toss and stepped up to the board, looking calm and strong. I cleared my throat and croaked, ‘Quiet please – game on!’ Amazingly, the babbling stopped and a respectful quietness embraced the smoky room. I was even more nervous now. Vince leant forward and scythed three beautifully straight darts into the twenty sector of the black and red board.


‘Sixty,’ I whispered. At least this calculation wasn’t tricky. Vince’s opponent, a mammoth snorting bull of a man with a nose and neck the colour of blood, was already throwing. His darts slammed into treble twenty, treble five and eighteen. There were cries of ‘guurrddd arrers!’ from the Kettleby team. My brain started pinging numbers inside a beery head. The bull man snatched his darts out of the board and snorted, ‘Ninety-three.’ I chalked 407, then rubbed it out and put 406.


‘Four o eight,’ said Vince, who was waiting to throw. I changed the number and stared hard at the board. The game continued in a similar vein, with Vince scoring more and more heavily while helping me with the chalking, and the bull man just staying in touch. The room nearly erupted when Vince pinned a magnificent 140 to leave himself needing double top to win the game. The bull man responded with sixty, but still required well over 100 to finish. Then disaster struck. Vince pushed his boot against the wooden oche and leaned forward: we all believed that his next dart would put The Crown 4–3 up and therefore assure that defeat by the auld enemy was impossible. He drew back his wrist, touching the Union Jack flight against his chin like a deadly sniper squeezing the trigger. There was complete silence. Beneath a taut mouth, his forearm, poised like a praying mantis, twitched then extended in a smooth line. I expected to see the dart slip easily into the double twenty, but it never left his hand. He drew it back again: obviously an extra aim was needed for this vital throw, but the same thing happened. Vince’s arm reached forward but drew back the slim metal barrel just at the moment of release. Murmurings and shufflings pierced the calm, and John edged nearer to the board, looking fretful. Vince just stared forward and continued to swing his dart back and forward as if in a trance, his chest rising and falling, his mouth in a lipless grimace. I heard more than one whisper of, ‘It’s t’bloody dartitis again.’ I was the only person in Vince’s line of vision but I felt completely helpless: I looked over towards John for direction just as something whizzed past my ear. Vince had let go. The dart clipped the wire just above the double twenty. Suddenly the tension erupted with screams of, ‘Goooo on, Vince lad!’, ‘Fill yer boots!’ and, ‘Put it to bed!’ The power of the strange condition over Vince’s body seemed to be broken by this burst of support, and he let go of the next dart first time: its point was buried in the centre of double top and the place went mad.


It was now 4–3 to us and I had the chance to seal victory for The Crown. My first three darts scored five, one and five. Old Albert, using ancient brass arrows which looked like cartoon bombs, hit 100. He fired them from the hip in a sideways action. My next shaking dart bounced off the wire, finishing up in a half-full ashtray, and that set the standard for the remainder of the game. I also managed to land one dart in the back of another, to jeers of, ‘Aye up, it’s Robin Hood!’ Meanwhile, Old Albert bagged another three hundreds: he smelt of sheep and had noisy teeth, but effortlessly finished the game off on the next throw but one, leaving me on 296. I went to buy him a half pint, in the loser’s tradition. No one spoke to me at the bar – there was nothing to say; we had lost our best-ever chance of a famous victory. A minor consolation arrived after I handed a grinning Old Albert his drink: Dennis brought out a steaming tray of home-cooked pie and pea suppers for the players. He handed the first one to me and whispered, ‘Don’t worry, lad, he once left me on 400.’


The delicious pie and peas did little to revive me, and I left the pub feeling that I had let everyone down. Not even the comical sight of Sam Burnsall motoring up the village at four miles per hour with no lights on could raise my spirits. I crossed the green and began fumbling for my house key when I heard a strange commotion from a few yards up the road. I couldn’t see anything in the darkness and so wandered over towards the noise. The shape of a stationary car emerged out of the gloom, and I could hear a muffled voice shouting.


‘Back off will you, man!’ I was baffled. Nearing the scene I could make out the stooped figure of Sam Burnsall. He was searching about beside his car trying to locate the mystery voice.


‘I’m under here, you old fool, back off!’ Sam couldn’t see the frantic figure of Major Asquith pinned under the front wheels, still holding his dog lead.


‘Back off, you bugger!’ I raced over and told Sam to let off the handbrake, desperately trying not to laugh. The car rolled a few feet back down the sloping road and the supine Major came into sight, with Jet, his black Labrador, standing bemused alongside the incident. Neither of them seemed to be injured. Sam apologised, but the Major refused help to get up; his Barbour was dusted off and the ritual walk was resumed, with the sound of intense muttering trailing off into the night. I never did find out just how Sam had managed to run him over travelling at such a dawdle, but I somehow felt a lot better about the darts match after the incident. ‘Get on!’ as Hugh would have said.




Chapter Eight


Tracey


Two Christmas cards and an official-looking letter dropped on to the stone-flagged floor of The Shippon’s hallway. I looked at the postmarks: it was unbelievable that December had come around so quickly.


‘Any good news?’ called Barbara from the kitchen. She sounded more tired than usual – a recent bout of morning sickness was clearly taking its toll.


‘Well, it’s not brilliant. The mortgage company have got their survey results for the house and they’re unhappy about the condition of some of the window frames.’ We were both thinking the same thing: where would the money come from? We talked about it for a while but found ourselves weighed down by gloom.


Barbara suggested a bit of fresh air might cheer us up so we headed down to the village shop. Mrs Dent was outside swabbing the windows with gusto.


‘Now then, you two. How are you liking The Shippon, then?’


‘It’s lovely,’ said Barbara, trying to sound upbeat, ‘and it’ll give us a chance to meet a few more people in the village – Andy’s got the darts team but I don’t really know anyone yet.’


‘Oh, you will, soon enough. And everyone knows who you are, don’t worry about that. Now would you like some bread because I’ve just got some fresh in?’


I left Barbara chatting in the shop and went to say hello to John Weatherall who was unloading ladders from his pickup outside the smithy on the green just a few yards away. The small, ramshackle building acted as a store for his building equipment. I noticed that he didn’t lock the ladders inside but just pushed them through a large hole in the wall above the door.


‘’Ow do, lad,’ he said with a wink. ‘And don’t worry – I won’t mention arrers.’ I returned a weak smile.


‘Do you just leave all your tools and stuff here? Doesn’t it ever get nicked?’


‘Never ’as done yet. If you ever need to borrow ladders you know where they are – just come and help yerself.’


I thanked him and waved to Barbara as she came out of the shop.


John nodded across. ‘It’s a wonder your lass got out before dark the way that woman in there talks.’


‘You obviously know Mrs Dent, then?’


‘Should do, since we’re cousins.’ This came as no surprise; in the short time we’d been in the area it rapidly became apparent that there was an intricate web of family ties right along the dale.


‘So who else is related in Applesett?’


‘Well, that’s a question. I could be all day on that ’un.’ He scanned the village and pointed to a tractor flinging muck across a field behind the chapel. ‘Well, for starters Big Alec there’s my brother-in-law – you know ’im – and that kid taking dog furra walk yonder is his niece. Then, see Old Sam Burnsall at the top, he’s Cameron Dent’s great-grandfather – the lad you teach.’


‘Is Mrs Dent related to Cameron, then?’


‘In a distant way, aye. It’s like that round here, Andrew – you can’t get away with a fart. Reet, got to go and stick me head in some drains.’ Barbara arrived as he trundled off in his pickup, flashing her one of his cheeriest winks. I was glad to see a little more colour in her cheeks.


‘Mrs Dent’s suggested that I go with her daughter to the Mums and Tots group in Skirbridge on Thursday,’ she said. ‘It’ll be a good chance to suss it out early and get to know a few people round and about. She’ll give me a lift too.’


‘Hey, perfect timing!’ We headed back to The Shippon in lighter spirits.


At Cragthwaite Primary, the business of school life reached a new and hectic level as preparations were made for all the traditional end of term events. Everywhere in the school, children were acting, singing, rehearsing music and turning out cards, calendars and Christmas decorations with the efficiency of a wartime production line. Ordinary lessons were further disrupted by a succession of smartly dressed visitors being given guided tours through the classrooms by Eileen the secretary. These were the interviewees for the headship of the school. As with all such candidates, each was desperate to impress, and in particular to show how interested he or she was in children and what they were doing. It was the middle of the week when a tall, elegantly coiffured woman smiled her way across my room and approached Jack, who was busy colouring in a Christmas card.


‘That’s a lovely robin,’ she said, still smiling.


‘Who are you?’


‘I’m a teacher.’


‘Well, where’s your class? Shouldn’t you be teaching them?’


‘Not today, I’m having a look around your school.’


‘Can’t be bad.’


At this point Tracey Pratt, sitting next to Jack, decided to join in the conversation. Tracey Pratt was, as her father had once memorably told me, one of a long line of Pratts that had inhabited the village of Cragthwaite since time immemorial. She was a fascinating child, someone without inhibitions, prone to constant fluctuations of mood and emotional turmoil: when things went well for Tracey she screeched with delight, but if she so much as lost her rubber she was pitched into spasms of black despair in the blink of an eye. She was always interested in visitors, too.


‘I like your perfume,’ said Tracey to the tall woman. ‘Do you not think you’ve overdone it, though?’ The woman flushed, and let her smile slip beyond recovery. Tracey continued. ‘You must be one of them that’s trying for Mr Raven’s job. My dad says that they’re having interviews today. Your jacket’s nice too, if you like grey. What d’you think of our school then?’


‘I think it’s a lovely school.’


‘They’ve all said that. Suppose you ’ave to really. D’you think you’ll get the job then?’ At this point I intervened to rescue the poor woman, who was looking decidedly trapped, even though I was enjoying Tracey’s forthright interrogation. The poor girl was always putting her foot in it, even when she meant well. I also needed to gather the class’s attention: there was, I’d discovered, oodles to prepare this month. In addition to making cards and calendars, we had to learn carols for the carol service, decorate the hall for the Christmas dinner, plan games and organise prizes for the class party, and, most importantly, rehearse and build a set for the term’s great finale: the Christmas panto. The show was all my idea. In a moment of madness back in October I had volunteered to write and produce a pantomime after I had asked Val if the school put on any kind of play for the end of term.


‘The infants always do a nativity,’ she said with more than a hint of disinterest, ‘but the juniors have never done anything like that while I’ve been here. The Beak’s not into plays.’


After this conversation, I went to see Howard Raven, who said that he was ‘happy’ for me to put on a performance with the juniors as long as I took all responsibility for it. His very lack of enthusiasm caused me to start planning immediately, and the idea of a panto sprang to mind. Somehow I felt that it would be immensely liberating for the children to do something with fun at the centre – the whole place seemed to have been starved of it. This all happened, of course, before the ill-fated Class 3 play about the ghost of Preston Blaise Hall. Since then, my confidence in the success of the idea had plummeted drastically, but Jack and the Beanstalk was going ahead and it was now down to me.


With so many activities based around Christmas going on, I decided that a good place to start would be to go over the wonderful story of the birth of Jesus. I felt sure that the children would know the story only too well, so I began by asking them to write out the events of the nativity in their own words. The results were shocking.


According to Class 3, Jesus was born in an amazing number of places, including Jerusalem, Nazareth, Bethlehem and Egypt. The stories featured an interesting array of characters too, ranging from Moses to someone called John the Basher. At least Mary and Joseph managed to feature in most of them, along with the stable – although the menagerie of creatures in there at the birth was quite phenomenal, with oxen, asses, horses, sheep, pigs, dogs and cats all getting in on the act. Several other notable contributions caught my eye:


Mary and Joseph lived with a donkey in Nazareth.


The angle said, ‘You are going to have a daddy.’


Mary and Joseph were going to pay their taxis.


Mary rode on a bonkey.


In the stable was a ship and an oxo.


Jesus was born in a pig trof.


The three kings gave Jesus gold, myrrh and a woolly jumper.


It was fairly clear that they needed to hear the story once more.


As I pulled into Applesett I was looking forward to telling Barbara about John the Basher but seeing the village shop reminded me that she’d been to the Mums and Tots group in Skirbridge that morning and so would no doubt be excited to give me all the details.


I knew something was wrong right away. As I opened the door there was no radio or sound of Christmas decorations being made or busyness. Barbara was sitting in the living room, stony-faced.


‘Whatever’s the matter?’ I’d never seen her like this before.


‘They’re revolting, that’s what’s the matter.’


‘What, the Skirbridge mothers?’


‘No, their offspring.’


‘You mean the cute little toddlers?’


She turned and virtually spat at me. ‘They are not cute! They are noisy and rude and ill-behaved. Cute is the last thing they are.’


‘Er, well, perhaps it was just a bad morning?’


‘I think not: someone actually said they were better behaved than usual.’ I offered to make a cup of tea; she ignored me. ‘What I can’t understand is, there were three or four of the snotty-nosed little oiks throwing tantrums, and the mothers were just sitting there letting them get away with it. They didn’t do anything. If it had been me there would have been some action, I can tell you.’


‘I get the picture, but little kids are like that, Barb.’


‘I never used to run around, screaming and not doing as I was told at that age. My mother would have skinned me.’


‘Yes, but you were a nice little well-behaved girl, and an only child.’


She stared at me for a moment. ‘But, but … what if our baby turns into one like that. I’ll run away.’


‘You won’t, it’s normal. It’s that phase thing they go through. I’m sure I was occasionally like that at three, and so were my sisters, but a sharp word from Mum or Dad soon sorted us out.’ It was a relief to see some of the tension drop from her face. ‘Kids do behave better with proper discipline.’
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