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Chapter 1


‘Are you out of your mind?’


The speaker, a striking-looking woman with green eyes and a mass of red unruly hair which tumbled out from under her riding helmet, was astride a large chestnut horse. Her face was flushed with anger.


She was addressing a young man who sat in his sports car which had swerved off the road to avoid her and ended up in a ditch. The driver rested his hands on the wheel, shook his head and sighed. He wound down the window.


‘I’m afraid I didn’t see you,’ he shouted.


‘That was patently obvious!’ snapped the young woman. ‘You came around the bend in that fancy sports car of yours like some mad racing driver.’


The young man got out of the car and approached the woman. ‘First,’ he replied, nettled by the woman’s strident tone, ‘I was travelling at a perfectly reasonable speed and secondly, this is hardly a fancy sports car. It’s twelve years old as a matter of fact.’


‘The age of your car is totally irrelevant,’ retorted the woman. ‘You could have killed me. Country roads are full of twists and turns. There are signs all along telling drivers to slow down as tractors might be turning.’


‘But you are not in a tractor, you are on a horse,’ the man told her mischievously. ‘I reckon I would have heard a tractor.’


‘Is that your feeble attempt at humour?’ she asked angrily.


‘And I should add,’ continued the man, ‘that in future I suggest you don’t cross a road on a bend where you have no clear view of what might be coming around the corner. It seems to me to be rather foolhardy of you.’


‘You can keep your advice to yourself,’ she told him sharply. ‘I’m not wasting any more of my time arguing with the likes of you.’ And with an impatient flick of her riding crop on the horse’s flank, she cantered off, stopping a little way down the road to shout back, ‘And I hope you stay in the ditch.’


The man rested his hands on his hips and looked down the empty road, screwing up his eyes in the bright sunlight. He leaned forward, craning his neck and peered into the distance in the hope that rescue was at hand. He glanced at his watch. ‘Now what do I do?’ he asked himself out loud. He examined the vehicle, which seemed undamaged, but there was no way he could drive it out of the ditch. ‘Damn and blast!’ he cursed. He returned to the car and reached inside for a jacket. Then he sat on the drystone wall which bordered the road to consider his options. He could stay where he was and hopefully be able to stop a car and be driven to the nearest garage, or he could walk in search of a house or a farm from where he could telephone for a breakdown service. Of all things to happen on a day like this, he thought. He glanced again at his watch. The governors of the school, no doubt, would be assembling about now for the interview and wondering where he was. Well, there was nothing he could do. He gazed at the vast panorama which stretched before him. It was indeed a beautiful scene: acres of emerald-green undulating fields studded with grey outcrops of rock and criss-crossed by white limestone walls which rose like veins impossibly high to the lonely hills, largely treeless and austere. Rabbits, their white tails bobbing, cropped the grass at the edge of a nearby field and a fat pheasant strutted along another craggy limestone wall. A swaggering magpie pecked furiously at a piece of roadkill. A few black-faced, lazy-looking sheep peered at him, and above in a vast and dove-grey sky, raucous rooks wheeled in spirals. On the telegraph wires a line of sparrows chattered noisily.


He suddenly became aware of two farmers leaning on a gate on the other side of the road. They had appeared out of nowhere. Both men observed him with a detached kind of indifference. The first was a grizzled individual with a wide-boned, pitted face the colour and texture of an unscrubbed potato, a long beak of a nose with flared nostrils and an impressive shock of white hair. He was dressed in a grubby, long-sleeved, collarless shirt, a waistcoat which had seen better days and ancient wellington boots turned down at the top. His threadbare corduroy trousers were held up by a piece of twine. A cigarette dangled from his lips. His companion was a fair, thick-set young man with an equally weathered face and tight, wiry hair. He was dressed in a loose-fitting grey jumper with holes at the elbows, baggy shorts and large, heavy military-style boots. His legs were wind-burned to the colour of copper.


‘Admirin’ t’view?’ called out the older man. He sucked on the cigarette and then blew out a cloud of smoke.


‘I’m afraid I’m stuck,’ replied the driver, clambering down from the wall and crossing the road to where the two men stood.


‘Aye, I can see that,’ said the farmer, rubbing his nose. ‘Come off of t’road I see.’


‘To avoid a horse,’ he was told.


‘Tha shun’t sit atop o’ that wall,’ the younger farmer said. ‘Thas’ll dislodge all t’stones, then t’wall’ll collapse an’ then t’sheep’ll gerrout. You townies are a bloody nuisance leaving gates oppen, not stickin’ to t’footpaths an’ lettin’ yer dogs off of t’leads.’


‘I’m sorry,’ said the driver. He was minded to remind the speaker that he had not been through a gate or on a footpath and that he didn’t have a dog and that the wall was still intact but, needing the men’s assistance, he thought better of it. Instead he replied pleasantly, ‘I wonder if you could help?’


The older man stared at the car, rubbed the stubble on his chin and gave a world-weary shake of the head. ‘Mebbe,’ he said. He dropped the cigarette on the grass and ground it with the heel of his boot.


‘I should be really grateful if you could lend a hand to get my car out of the ditch for me.’


The old farmer stared for a moment, then, leaving the gate, and, in no great hurry, went to examine the vehicle. He stuffed his hands in his pockets. ‘Convertible, is it?’


‘That’s right,’ replied the driver.


‘Pity tha couldn’t convert it into a tractor.’ He chuckled at his own witticism.


The young man smiled weakly. ‘Yes, indeed,’ he said. ‘So could you help?’


‘Tha ’as to tek it easy on these rooads,’ said the farmer. ‘Tha can’t drive round ’ere as if it were a racetrack.’


The young man was inclined to tell the farmer that he was not travelling fast and that it was the mad woman on the horse who had caused him to come off the road. However, he thought it best not to prolong the conversation. He was desperate to be away. ‘So, could you help me?’ he asked for the third time.


‘’Appen I could,’ said the farmer. He turned to his young companion. ‘Stop gawpin’ and go an’ get t’tractor an’ we’ll give this chap a tow.’


‘’E shun’t ’ave been drivin’ so fast,’ said the younger man. ‘This is a bad bend an’—’


‘Never thee mind what ’e should or shouldn’t ’ave been doin’,’ interrupted the other swiftly, ‘just thee go an’ get t’tractor an’ stop thee mitherin’.’


The boy made an irritable puffing noise before ambling off, grumbling to himself.


‘And frame thissen,’ the old farmer shouted after him. ‘We don’t want to be ’ere all day.’


‘Do this, do that,’ the boy mumbled.


‘Gerra move on an’ stop thee carpin’.’


‘Thanks,’ said the driver, holding out a hand. ‘My name’s Tom Dwyer by the way.’


‘Well, Mester Dwyer,’ said the farmer, ‘it were lucky we was in t’area. Tha might have been stranded out ’ere until t’cows come home. Anyroad, we’ll soon ’ave thee out o’ theer. In an ’urry was tha?’


‘I’ve an interview this morning for a teaching post at Risingdale Primary School. I guess I’ve missed out on the job now.’


‘Naw, they’ll ’ang on. Nob’dy’s in any gret ’urry, up ’ere in this part o’ t’Dale,’ remarked the farmer. ‘Mester Gaunt, ’e’s ’eadmaster, ’e’s not t’sort o’ bloke to be in any ’urry.’


Tom shook his head. ‘I hope you’re right. I’m afraid I got lost trying to find the place. There’s so many little twisting roads, some of which end up in tracks, and so few signposts, and when I did find a road sign, one arrow pointed one way to Risingdale and another told me to go in the opposite direction. I’ve been backwards and forwards for nearly an hour.’


‘That’s because some o’ them signposts ’aven’t been changed from afore t’War,’ explained the farmer. ‘They was purrup to confuse t’Germans if they invaded.’


‘Well, they certainly baffled me,’ said Tom.


‘So who did you nearly knock off of t’orse?’ asked the farmer.


‘A young woman with flaming red hair and a temper to match,’ Tom told him.


The farmer chuckled. ‘That’ll be Janette Fairborn. She’s a spirited young woman wi’ a reight old temper on her that lass. Teks after ’er father.’ He waved a hand in the direction of the surrounding fields. ‘’E owns most o’ t’land around ’ere.’


The chugging of a tractor along the road heralded the arrival of the younger farmer. A few minutes later Tom was back behind the wheel of his car, which had been towed out of the ditch.


‘Thank you so much,’ said Tom. He reached into his pocket and produced his wallet. ‘What do I owe you?’


‘Never thee mind that,’ replied the farmer. ‘My mother used to say that if tha does a good deed for someone, then do it wi’out expectin’ any reward but tell ’em to pass it on. ’Appen one day thas’ll ’ave t’chance to do a good deed for someb’dy else.’


The farmer’s companion gave a hollow laugh.


‘Thee do summat for free!’ he said. ‘That’ll be t’day.’


‘Thee shurrup an’ tek t’tractor back.’


‘That’s very generous of you,’ said Tom to the farmer before starting the car. ‘And if I might trouble you again, could I ask you direct me to Risingdale School?’


‘Keep goin’ along this road for about a mile ’til tha get to t’crossroads,’ the farmer told him. ‘Ignore t’signpost directin’ thee to go left to Risingdale but turn right. Keep goin’ for a couple o’ miles up a long hill an’ you’ll get to Lower Bloxton village. Turn left at t’Pig and Pullet pub, signposted Skillington and drive up another steep ’ill an’ tha’ll end up at Upper Bloxton. Turn right an’ you’ll get to Risingdale. T’school is at t’top o’ t’Dale about a mile out o’ t’village. An’ mind ’ow tha goes. Tha dun’t want any more disagreements wi’ ’orses.’


Tom laughed. ‘No, I’ll go steady. May I know your name?’


‘I’m Toby Croft,’ said the farmer, ‘an’ t’lad on t’tractor is my son, Dean.’


‘Well, thank you both,’ said Tom before driving away.


‘Does tha think ’e’ll get t’job, Dad?’ asked Dean, as they watched the car disappear in the distance.


The old farmer sucked in his bottom lip and scratched his nose. ‘Mebbe ’e will,’ he remarked, ‘but if ’e does, I reckon ’e won’t be stoppin’ long. I can’t see t’likes of ’im settlin’ up ’ere.’


After a couple of wrong turnings, Tom found himself in the centre of the picturesque Dales’ village of Risingdale. He drove slowly past a row of pretty rose-coloured stone cottages with mullioned windows and blue-slate roofs and the squat grey-stone Primitive Methodist Chapel. He passed by the Norman church with its spire spearing the sky and the adjacent imposing Victorian vicarage built in shiny red brick with its broad gravel drive curving through an overgrown, untended garden. He drove on by the King’s Head Inn, the post office-cum-general store, past the village green and duck pond and then up the hill, all the time keeping his eyes peeled for the school.


It was fortunate that Tom was driving slowly and being watchful for as he approached the brow of the hill, a small boy, about ten or eleven years of age, leaped over a wall of greenish-white limestone and darted across the road directly in front of the car. Tom screeched to a halt, missing the child by inches. The boy stood stock-still in the middle of the road like a creature caught in amber. He was a plain-looking, thin little individual with a wide mouth, dark eyes, large ears and tightly curled hair.


His shirt was hanging out from a baggy grey jumper, his socks were concertinaed around his ankles and his shoes were so scuffed it was difficult to tell whether they were originally black or brown. His hands and face were entirely innocent of soap and water.


Tom pulled over to the side of the road and climbed out of the car. ‘That was a very silly thing to do,’ he said, approaching the little scallywag.


‘Sorry, mister,’ said the boy. ‘I was being chased.’


‘Chased,’ repeated Tom. ‘Who by?’


The boy pointed to a copse a few hundred yards from the road. ‘By that lad who is hiding in the trees.’


Tom looked to where the boy was indicating with his finger. Half hidden behind some pine trees was a tall, fat, moon-faced boy with lank black hair. He was scowling.


‘Why was he chasing you?’ asked Tom.


The boy shrugged. ‘He always does,’ he replied casually. ‘Most times I get away because I’m a good runner and he hardly ever catches me but today he was waiting for me.’


‘But why would he want to harm you?’


The boy shrugged again. ‘For the fun of it,’ he replied. ‘He’s nothing better to do, I suppose. He doesn’t hurt me if he catches me, just clips me around the head and calls me names. Actually, I feel a bit sorry for him. He doesn’t have any friends and is bottom of the class at school.’


‘Have you told anyone about this bully, to get him to stop picking on you?’


‘Like who?’ asked the boy.


‘Your dad or your teacher.’


‘I’ve not got a dad and the last teacher we had couldn’t do much. She had a lot of trouble with him. We’ll be getting a new teacher next term.’


‘Well, you ought to tell someone to get it stopped,’ Tom informed him.


‘Maybe I will,’ said the boy nonchalantly.


‘Well, you get along and don’t go running into the middle of the road in future. You might get killed.’


‘Yes, I know. I’m sorry about that,’ said the boy. ‘I’ll see you around.’


With that, he set off sprinting down the hill.


Tom saw that the figure in the trees had now disappeared.


 


After driving for a mile up a twisting, precipitous road, Tom wondered whether he had taken a wrong turning again, but then as the road divided into a track, he saw what he guessed was Risingdale School. It was a solid, square single-storey building with a greasy grey-slate roof and small square windows, enclosed by low, craggy, almost white limestone walls. Beyond rose an expanse of pale and dark greens, cropped close by indolent sheep. It looked like any other sturdy Yorkshire country dwelling. No traffic triangle warned drivers that children might be crossing and there was no board at the front indicating that this was a school. Tom pulled off the road, climbed from the car and approached the gaunt grey building. He could feel the warmth of the late summer sun on his face and catch the tang of leaf and loam and woodsmoke.


‘You’ve arrived then.’


The speaker was a tall man with dark, deep-set eyes, very thick, wild white hair and a large nose which curved savagely like a bent bow. Long eyebrows met above the nose, giving the impression of a permanent scowl. He was leaning back lazily on a bench in the bright sunshine with a lugubrious expression on his long, pale, angular face.


‘Oh, good morning,’ said Tom brightly. ‘I take it this is Risingdale School?’


‘It is,’ replied the man. There was no trace of a smile.


‘And am I speaking to Mr Gaunt, the headmaster?’


‘No, you’re not. You are speaking to Mr Leadbeater, the caretaker, cleaner, handyman, gardener and general factotum.’


‘Well, good morning,’ said Tom. ‘I’m afraid I was held up.’


‘Who are you?’


‘One of the candidates for the teaching post. I had a bit of an accident on my way here.’


‘Did you?’ He didn’t sound the slightest bit interested.


‘Nearly hit a woman on a horse.’


‘Really.’


‘And I got lost a few times.’


‘A lot of folk do.’


It’s like talking to a brick wall, thought Tom. ‘I suppose I have missed the interviews.’


‘Interviews?’ repeated the man.


‘For the teaching position at the school. I have been called for interview. Has the headmaster left?’


‘He hasn’t arrived yet,’ the caretaker told him. ‘He phoned to say he’d be along later.’


‘I see.’


‘Two of his sheep got out last night and he’s after getting them back. He has a smallholding has Mr Gaunt. Course I don’t usually come into the school during the holidays. I’ve had to make a special effort today to open the place up. It’s very inconvenient.’ He made no special effort to get to his feet.


‘There are interviews here today, aren’t there?’ asked Tom, looking around. He could see only one other car next to his own, an ancient half-timbered Morris Traveller van.


‘I don’t know anything about any interviews,’ the caretaker told him. ‘I was just told to open up the school and that there’d be a visitor. Mind you nobody tells me anything around here.’


‘I see,’ said Tom, wondering what sort of school this was.


‘Go in and have a look around if you want,’ he said, standing up and stretching.


The previous year Tom had trained at Barton-with-Urebank Primary School and enjoyed every minute of his time there under the guidance of Mrs Stirling, an experienced and dynamic head teacher and the supportive members of staff. He had learnt a great deal, loved the company of young people, knew teaching was the profession for him and had gained his certificate in education with a distinction. That school was an immaculately clean and tidy building with a warm, welcoming and optimistic atmosphere. Paintwork shone, floors had a spotless, polished look, brass door handles sparkled and there was not a sign of graffiti or litter. The display boards, which stretched the full length of the corridor, were covered in line drawings, paintings, photographs and children’s writing. Everything looked cheerful and orderly. There was a profusion of bright flowers to the front of the school, and at the rear there was an attractive and informal lawn area with ornamental trees, shrubs, a small pond, garden benches and picnic tables. He could not have trained at any better place. The school inspectors had graded the school as outstanding and Barton-with-Urebank was regarded as the flagship school in the county.


This school was very different. The heavy mud-coloured door, with the tarnished brass knocker in the shape of a ram’s head, needed a good lick of paint. It opened with a loud creak into a small vestibule which was dark and unwelcoming with its shiny green wall tiles and off-white paint. From the entrance stretched the corridor, on one side of which were several old pine cupboards and on the other, a line of large, black iron coat hooks. The floor of pitted linoleum was the same colour as the door to the school.


All four classrooms were small and square with hard wooden floors and mean little windows set high up. One classroom, clearly where the infants learnt, had tables and little melamine chairs, some large coloured cushions and a small carpeted area. There was a Wendy house and a modest collection of picture books. Along one wall were pinned children’s colourful artwork: round figures with smiling faces, huge eyes and stick-like fingers. On another wall were glossy posters of animals and birds alongside lists of key words and rules of the classroom. On a large table were painting materials, coloured crayons, a sand tray and large coloured boxes containing a variety of building blocks and educational toys. The area was tidy and colourful and it was obvious the teacher had made a real effort to provide a stimulating environment for the children.


The other three classrooms, probably for the juniors, varied little. All had ranks of dark wooden desks of the old-fashioned lidded variety, heavy and battle-scarred, with holes for inkwells. They faced a dais on which were a sturdy teacher’s desk made of pine, a high-backed chair and a large blackboard. Some effort had been made in two of the rooms to make the environment bright and cheerful but the third looked neglected. The room was dark, dingy and airless with a dusty wooden floor. On the walls, devoid of any displays or pictures and painted in a sickly green, were a few dog-eared posters on the rules of English grammar and on famous historical figures. Above, black beams with curved wooden supports stretched across the high ceiling where the paint was flaking. There was a solid cupboard and two old bookcases containing sets of class readers, a stack of dictionaries, some hardback textbooks and a pile of folders. Tom noticed that there were no bright, glossy-backed novels, poetry anthologies or reference books in evidence. Framing the high windows were hung long faded floral drapes; there was a cast-iron Victorian fireplace, its mantle of dark slate and heavy black grate filled with some sad-looking dried flowers and dusty pine cones. Above the teacher’s desk were faded samplers in discoloured frames. Tom read them out loud.


 


‘May the children of this school


Earn their teacher’s praise,


By being good and working hard,


To walk in Wisdom’s ways.


 


Children to the Lord on high,


Your early honours pay,


While vanity and youthful blood


Would tempt your feet away.


 


Jesus permit thy gracious heart


To stand as this first effort of Eliza Clark,


And while her fingers on this canvas move,


Encourage her tender heart to seek thy love.


With thy dear children let her play her part


And write thy name dear Jesus on her heart.’


It was like going back in time.


As Tom emerged from the school into the bright sunshine, he cracked his head on the lintel in the porch. He cursed and began furiously rubbing his forehead.


‘A lot of people do that,’ observed the caretaker unhelpfully. He had resumed his position on the bench. ‘It’s a tad on the low side. You have to be careful.’


He might have shared this information with me before, thought Tom. He screwed up his eyes to see a lean individual climbing out of a battered pickup truck. The man sported a shabby trilby hat, green corduroy trousers tied at the knee with string, a thick tweed jacket with elbow patches and substantial boots.


‘Here’s the headmaster now,’ the caretaker said, tilting his head in Tom’s direction. He made no effort to move from his position on the bench.


‘Ah, Mr Dwyer,’ said the thin individual, striding towards Tom and holding out a leathery hand. He smiled widely. ‘I’m very pleased to meet you. I’m Gerald Gaunt, headmaster of this establishment, for my sins. I’m sorry you have had a long wait but—’


‘He hasn’t,’ interrupted the caretaker. ‘He’s only just arrived. Had an accident on the way here.’


‘Accident?’ repeated Mr Gaunt. ‘Oh dear.’


‘He hit a woman on a horse,’ said the caretaker.


‘No, I nearly hit a woman on a horse,’ said Tom. ‘I swerved to avoid them and ended up in a ditch.’


‘I’m sorry to hear that,’ said Mr Gaunt. ‘You’re not hurt, I hope.’


‘No, I’m fine,’ Tom told him.


‘And the woman and the horse?’


‘They are fine too.’


‘There’s an old Dales’ saying,’ said the headmaster, ‘that one should beware a cow, a horse and a woman, for each of these have time and again proved guilty of the indiscretion of crossing the road on the approach of a tractor.’


Tom managed a weak smile. He smoothed down his hair and straightened his tie.


‘I must apologise for my appearance,’ he said, looking down at the flecks of dirt on his trousers and his muddy shoes. At college he had been told how important it was to make a real effort with one’s appearance and to present oneself for an interview for a teaching position smart and well groomed. First impressions were important and candidates had lost jobs because governors took exception to the way they were dressed.


‘No, no, it is I who must apologise for my appearance,’ said Mr Gaunt, ‘I’ve been trying to find two of my sheep which got out of my field. Some rambler, I guess, had left a gate open. I couldn’t go chasing the creatures in a collar and tie. I’m afraid I didn’t have time to change.’


‘I told him that,’ said the caretaker.


‘Told him what?’ enquired Mr Gaunt.


‘That you were after chasing sheep. Did you find them?’


‘I’m afraid not.’ He turned to Tom. ‘Well, let me show you around the school and then we can have a little chat and see if you would like it here.’


‘He’s had a look round,’ said the caretaker.


‘I am sure Mr Dwyer would welcome a cup of tea, Bob,’ said the headmaster, giving him a look of patient indulgence. ‘Would you put the kettle on please?’


There was a pained expression on the caretaker’s face. ‘I suppose so,’ he grumbled, rising from the bench with little enthusiasm. He sighed as if the weight of the world was on his shoulders, scratched his head and headed for the school in no great hurry, pausing only to inform the headmaster, ‘There’s no milk.’


‘Bob is not,’ began the headmaster, lowering his voice, ‘the most good-humoured, industrious and energetic of men, but he has been caretaker here a long time and I am not one to welcome change. I guess I could employ someone more enthusiastic and capable but better the devil you know, as they say. We are without a cleaner at the moment which has not improved his temper.’


The headmaster’s room was small and cluttered and dominated by a huge oak desk with brass-handle drawers. On the top was an old-fashioned blotter, a large glass inkwell, a jam jar holding an assortment of pens and broken pencils, a large mug half full with a pale, cold liquid and a jumble of papers and folders. A battered grey-metal filing cabinet stood by the window next to a heavy bookcase crammed with books and journals, magazines and files. On the floor was a hard, thin carpet and on a pale yellow wall were a few dull prints of various animals and an insipid watercolour of a ruined castle. Propped up in a corner was the strangest-looking contraption: a long wooden trumpet-like instrument over ten feet long with a cup-shaped mouthpiece.


‘Come in, come in,’ said Mr Gaunt, casually throwing his hat into a corner. He removed a pile of folders from a small spindle-backed chair before sitting behind the desk and leaning back. ‘Do sit down,’ he said. ‘I mean to tidy the place up one day but have never got around to it. Mrs Leadbeater, my secretary, is always nagging me to do it. She’s the caretaker’s wife by the way.’ He smiled genially.


Tom took a seat. The chair wobbled beneath his weight.


‘Now,’ said the headmaster, ‘I’ve read your application and the references from the school where you trained and from the university where you studied.’ He stared thoughtfully at the piles of papers on the desk. ‘They are here somewhere. Just can’t lay my hands on them at the moment. Never mind, they were very impressive and I think you are just the sort of chap we are looking for.’


‘Really?’ Tom was quite taken aback. He had expected a formal interview with governors and an education officer firing difficult questions at him. He had taken a deal of time preparing for the event.


‘You were a professional footballer, I believe,’ said the headmaster.


‘That’s right,’ Tom replied.


‘Bit of a change being a schoolmaster.’


‘It is,’ he agreed, ‘but I really enjoy teaching. Since Easter I’ve been doing supply work in different schools, but just when I get to know the children and the staff, I have to leave. I really would like a permanent post.’


‘The head teacher of the school where you did your training says she would have offered you a job had there been a vacancy but she’s been prevailed upon to take a redeployed teacher.’


‘Yes, that’s right,’ said Tom.


‘As you are no doubt aware, quite a lot of small schools in the county aren’t viable any more, with the decline in pupil numbers, and have had to close, with teachers needing to find other positions. Fortunately, touch wood, our numbers have remained pretty static but we shouldn’t be complacent, although I think if they tried to close Risingdale, there’d be a riot. It’s a very close-knit community as you will find out. They closed one Methodist chapel but when they tried to close the other, they were sent away with a flea in their ears.’


‘Yes, I’m aware that a lot of teachers need to be redeployed,’ said Tom. ‘That’s why it’s been difficult to find a job. There’s been a lot of competition.’


‘I’ve had three teachers who needed redeploying up here to look around, but none of them took to the place and to be frank I and my staff didn’t take to them. That Mr Nettles at the Education Department at County Hall, a useless individual who is intoxicated by the sound of his own voice – but that is by-the-by – has given up sending any more, so that’s why I went to advert.’ There was a meaningful silence. ‘Now look, Tom,’ he said suddenly. ‘I may call you Tom?’


‘Yes, of course.’


‘To be honest Tom, Risingdale is not one of the county’s foremost schools. We never win the sports’ cups or the county poetry and art competitions – not that we enter the children for them. It really wouldn’t be worth our while. Sadly, I don’t have a member of staff confident in teaching these areas. Academically we’re quite a bit down the league table but you’ll find most of the children are a pleasant enough lot, largely very biddable and well behaved but not top drawer when it comes to ability or intelligence. Of course, we do occasionally get one or two more able children and a couple passed for the grammar school once, but most go on to Clayton Comprehensive where they do reasonably well. The children come largely from the surrounding farms and are not massively keen on school and, to be honest, would prefer to be out and about in the fresh air instead of being stuck behind a desk. In truth I can’t blame them. Their parents are not the pushy type and don’t have a lot to do with the school, and the governors leave things to me. The Education Office doesn’t bother me much and we haven’t seen a school inspector for years. Life up here is in the slow lane so if you’re looking for excitement, then this is not the place for you.’


‘I’m looking for a teaching job, Mr Gaunt,’ Tom told him, ‘and there are few about at the moment, so I’ll take any post which is offered. I’m sorry that sounds ungracious but—’


The headmaster smiled. ‘That’s an honest enough answer,’ he said. ‘Well, Tom, I like what I’ve seen of you. I think you will fit in here so we’ll see how it goes. You’ll be taking the top juniors. It was Miss Cathcart’s class. Sadly, there was an unfortunate incident with regard to that teacher. However, I won’t go into that. It’s water under the bridge now. I need someone to start immediately which I assume you are able to do.’


‘Yes, I can,’ replied Tom.


‘Well, as I’ve said, you’d be taking the top juniors, the ten and eleven year olds. The two lower juniors are taught by Captain Cadwallader and Miss Tranter. The captain is a bit of a martinet and does like to spin a yarn, but he is a good sort and a solid enough teacher. Joyce is . . . well, she’s a bit unusual, but she runs a tight ship. I am sure you will get on famously with them. The little ones are in the care of Mrs Golightly. She’s a tad traditional but none the worse for that. The teachers, you will find, are a decent enough lot and all have been here for a long time. As I said, I am sure you will get on with them.’


‘Excuse me for interrupting, Mr Gaunt,’ said Tom, ‘but do I take it you are offering me the position?’


‘Well, yes,’ he said, sounding surprised that he had been asked.


‘Is there to be no formal interview with governors and an education officer, and are there no other applicants?’


Mr Gaunt laughed. ‘Oh no, I don’t bother with the governors. As I have said, they leave it all to me. They don’t interfere. As regards other applicants, they were few and far between and I could tell they weren’t right for this school. I didn’t want to waste their time nor mine calling them for interview.’


‘So I have the job then?’ asked Tom.


‘If you want it,’ replied Mr Gaunt.


‘Well, yes, I do.’


The headmaster rose, smiled widely to show a flash of teeth and proffered his hand. ‘Well then,’ he said, ‘welcome to Risingdale School.’










Chapter 2


The King’s Head had remained unaltered for many years. The country inn, built of honey-coloured stone and with a shiny red pantile roof and brightly painted window frames looked warm and welcoming from the outside. A large wooden board, depicting the portrait of the ill-fated King Charles I in his regal attire hung from a gallows-like structure. To the front of the inn were colourful displays of flowers in tubs and hanging baskets. The pub was a popular hostelry frequented largely by the local farmers and shopkeepers of the village who gathered in the evenings and at Sunday lunchtimes to argue about sport, politics and farming and to put the world to rights.


The outside of the inn belied the interior which was an inhospitable place, dim and stale smelling. The walls, once white, were now the colour of sour cream and were decorated with a few insipid coloured hunting prints, a dark oil painting of a horse, some sepia photographs of farm workers of centuries past, a pair of old bellows, a hunting horn and a couple of antique shotguns. Two shelves displayed a variety of dusty toby jugs, Staffordshire pottery dogs, some tarnished silver sporting cups and a collection of old tankards.


Of course, there were no games’ machines, karaoke nights, happy hours or pub quizzes. A few sticky-topped round tables with wrought-iron legs were arranged on the grey flagstone floor with an odd assortment of uncomfortable and unstable spindle-backed chairs and wobbly stools. The one attractive feature of the hostelry was the large and very old inglenook fireplace which took up most of a wall. When one of the Methodist chapels in the village closed, the landlady had bought a job lot of pews which now lined the walls. She had also salvaged a large lectern which stood incongruously in one corner. The departing minister, who had not approved of the ‘noisy carryings on and drunken revelries’ (as he put it) at the inn was none too pleased to see much of the contents of the chapel ending up in a pub.


When the brewery, which owned the King’s Head, sent a representative to suggest the place could do with some refurbishment, the regulars had protested vociferously and threatened to veto the inn if any attempt was made to change things. Like the landlady, the formidable Doris Mossup, they liked it the way it was. The King’s Head, they told him, had ‘olde-worlde’ character and they were opposed to any alterations. In fact there was strong objection to any change of any kind in the village of Risingdale and, as Tom would soon find out, this applied to the school in which he was to teach.


When the new teacher entered the public bar, all conversation stopped and the weathered faces of a few old farmers turned in Tom’s direction. The locals were not used to strangers, for the inn was too remote for day-trippers and the steepness of the incline leading to the village and the narrow, twisting roads were unsuitable for caravans and put off many a rambler. Anyway, there was nothing of interest in the village to attract tourists, and as Tom had discovered, the directions to Risingdale were notoriously confusing.


Tom’s cheery ‘Good afternoon’ was received with a few nods of the head and quizzical looks from the locals.


Following the interview at the school, Mr Gaunt had made various suggestions for Tom to consider. His first was for him to get rid of the sports car.


‘You’ll find the winters up here at the top of the Dale can be especially severe,’ he was told, ‘and you will never get up the hill to the school in that fancy little car of yours. You’d be skidding off the road and ending up in a ditch again. By December we start to get thick snow and driving winds, then come the blizzards and treacherous black ice. You need a four-wheel drive.’ He laughed. ‘Or a tractor. Of course sometimes I have to close the school if the snow gets really bad. You might have noticed my alpenhorn in the corner of the room. It comes in very handy when the winters are bad. A few good blows on that echo down the Dale and let the villagers know that the school is closed. Saves the parents trudging up with their children. I bought it in Switzerland and I caused quite a commotion at the airport when I brought it back. I tried to get the education people to pay for it but, as we say up here, they’re as tight as a tick’s arse.’


The headmaster’s second suggestion regarded Tom’s accommodation.


‘A room at the King’s Head is the best place for you to stay, for the time being at least,’ he was told. ‘Mrs Mossup, the landlady, is a friendly if doughty woman, the rates are reasonable and her food is . . . well, it’s just about edible.’


Mr Gaunt failed to mention that the landlady’s cuisine was hardly of the gourmet kind and she could only manage the two meals. Her Sunday lunch offering invariably consisted of brown Windsor soup, a slice of roast beef burnt to a crisp, watery overcooked cabbage, charred roast potatoes and lukewarm, lumpy gravy. During the week it was a slab of gristly dry ham or a slice of pork edged in fat, a wilting lettuce leaf, half a rubbery hard-boiled egg covered in glutinous mayonnaise, an overripe tomato and a couple of radishes.


‘If you mention my name, she’ll give you a good discount,’ said Mr Gaunt. ‘Of course if you decide to stay with us at the school, you might want to rent or buy a place of your own in the village. We lead an easy-going, peaceful, untroubled sort of life up here but it suits us.’ He looked at Tom for a moment with a thoughtful expression on his long face. ‘I hope it will suit you too.’


Tom wondered at that moment whether such a quiet life would indeed suit him. Still, he thought, he had a job, the school was in magnificent countryside and he was determined to make a success of his teaching.


So his first visit to the King’s Head was to enquire if there was a vacant room that he could rent.


Behind the bar stood a large, healthy-looking girl with curly brown hair, watery grey eyes and prominent front teeth. She wore a tight, low-cut blouse and body-hugging jeans. Her face lit up when she caught sight of Tom and she hurried down the bar to serve him. Most of her customers were elderly farmers so the sight of the very good-looking young man with the tanned face, shiny black curls, long-lashed dark blue eyes and a winning smile was something of a rarity.


‘What can I get you?’ she asked, smiling coyly. She folded her arms and rested them and her not insubstantial bosom on the counter.


‘I’d like to speak to the landlady please,’ Tom told her.


‘My mam’s serving in the other bar,’ she said. She tilted her head and smiled coquettishly again. ‘Can I be of help?’


‘I’m looking for a room.’


The girl couldn’t take her eyes off him. ‘A room?’ she repeated.


‘A room to rent.’


‘Here?’


‘I was told you do have rooms for rent,’ said Tom.


‘We do but we’ve only got the two rooms and we’re booked up at the moment.’


‘Ah well,’ said Tom, turning to go. ‘Thank you anyway.’


‘You’re not from round here, are you?’ asked the girl, not wishing him to escape so easily. She raised herself from the top of the bar.


‘No.’ Tom returned to the bar.


‘Just passing through, are you?’ she asked.


‘I’ll be moving into Risingdale at the end of the school holidays. I’m the new teacher at the village school. I’ll be starting there next week at the beginning of term.’


‘The new teacher!’ exclaimed the girl. ‘You’re the new teacher up at the school?’


‘Yes, I am,’ replied Tom.


‘Things are looking up,’ she said, leaning forward, her corpulence spilling over on the counter again. ‘Teachers there are well past their sell-by-date. Mrs Golightly used to teach my mam.’


‘I haven’t met the other teachers yet,’ said Tom tactfully.


‘Well, they’re all dead old. There’s a Miss Tranter who teaches drama but she’s no spring chicken either. “Mutton dressed as lamb,” as my mam says. Anyway, I reckon you won’t stay long,’ the girl continued, then she added, ‘But I hope you do. Course, there’s not much happens up here. Sometimes the Young Farmers have a barn dance at the village hall but that’s about the only excitement young people get. Most of the lads don’t dance at all but if they do it’s only when they’re dead drunk and then they look really stupid.’ She leaned further over the counter. ‘I bet you’re a dead good dancer.’


‘Sadly not,’ admitted Tom. ‘Two left feet, I’m afraid.’


‘So are tha servin’ down ’ere, Leanne, or what?’ shouted a grizzled old farmer at the other end of the bar. ‘I’ve nearly tekken root.’


‘I’m talking,’ she shouted back impatiently, ‘so you can hang on.’


A moment later a cheerful-looking middle-aged woman with elaborately coiffured, dyed blonde hair joined them at the bar. Like the girl she displayed a good deal of cleavage.


‘Percy wants serving, Leanne,’ she told her sharply. ‘Frame yourself.’


‘I’m going,’ replied the girl mulishly, not moving. ‘This young man’s looking for a room.’


‘Mr Dwyer?’ asked the woman, turning to Tom.


‘Yes,’ he replied, surprised she knew his name.


She smiled warmly. ‘I’m Doris Mossup, the landlady.’ She shook his hand. ‘I’ve been expecting you. Mr Gaunt phoned through to say you would be calling. So you’re looking for a room.’


‘Yes, that’s right.’


‘I was telling him that we’re all booked up,’ said the girl.


‘No, we’re not,’ snapped the landlady. She looked at her with strong reproach.


‘We are.’


‘Don’t argue with me, Leanne,’ said the woman, glaring at her, ‘and go and serve Percy. I shan’t tell you again.’


The girl pouted and stomped off mumbling, to serve the customer who was rapping on the counter at the end of the bar. ‘I’ll get you a little hammer if you want, Percy,’ she told the man crossly, ‘then you can knock a bit louder.’


The landlady sighed and shook her head. ‘She can be a right madam at times, can that young lady,’ she said.


‘So, you do have a room then, Mrs Mossup?’ asked Tom.


‘One’s suddenly become vacant,’ she told him. She failed to reveal that when she had received the call from Mr Gaunt, she had asked the present occupant to vacate the smaller room at the back of the pub, saying it had been booked. She intended to tell the salesman in the better room to move into it when he appeared later that day. She was keen to have the new teacher on her premises.


‘So, Mr Dwyer,’ she said, with a fixed smile on her round face, ‘when will you be wanting to move in?’


‘Tomorrow afternoon if that’s convenient,’ he told her.


‘I’ll have your room all ready for you.’


‘Thank you,’ said Tom, turning to go.


‘You’ll be starting at the school then?’ said Mrs Mossup.


‘Yes, that’s right,’ he said, turning back to face her. There was little enthusiasm in his voice. ‘I have to admit I am a bit nervous.’


‘Oh, the kiddies are mostly no trouble,’ he was told, ‘and the teachers are nice enough, but not getting any younger. They could do with some fresh blood. Mrs Golightly taught me, would you believe.’


‘Yes, your daughter was telling me.’


Leanne reappeared, having served the customer in record time.


‘Were my ears burning?’ she asked.


‘Anyway,’ said the landlady, ignoring her, ‘I’ll put you in the front bedroom overlooking the main street. It’s the bigger one and the best I’ve got. It’s nice and comfy and you’ll have a lovely view up the Dale.’


‘Mr Butt’s in that room, Mam,’ said Leanne.


‘Well, he’ll have to shift,’ said her mother.


‘He’ll not be best pleased about that,’ said the girl.


‘Well, he’ll have to lump it, won’t he?’ the landlady replied. ‘I’m putting Mr Dwyer in there now.’


‘I wouldn’t want to put anyone out,’ said Tom. ‘I’m sure the other room will be fine.’


‘Not at all,’ said Mrs Mossup. ‘It’s only the fertiliser salesman. I’ll put him at the back.’


‘Shall I show him the room, Mam?’ asked the girl.


‘No, Leanne, it’s not ready yet. Anyway, I’ll do that later,’ said Mrs Mossup. ‘You just attend to what you have to do behind the bar.’


‘I don’t mind,’ said the girl.


Her mother gave her another stern look. ‘No, Leanne,’ she told her sharply, ‘I said I will do it and don’t go bothering Mr Dwyer.’


‘I’m sure the other room will be satisfactory, Mrs Mossup,’ said Tom. ‘There’s really no need to ask someone to move out on my account.’


‘Do call me Doris,’ said the landlady, patting his hand.


‘As I said I’m sure the other room will be fine . . . Doris. I do feel rather bad about having someone move out.’


‘Oh, don’t you bother your head about that, Mr Dwyer,’ she told him. ‘The room will be ready tomorrow.’


 


The following day, on a bright Saturday lunchtime, Tom arrived at the King’s Head with his belongings. The place was crowded and noisy. He edged his way through a throng of farmers, arguing about the merits of Charolais as opposed to Limousins and the quality of cattle feed and the price of sheep, and placed his cases down at the bar. One of the men, catching sight of him, approached.


‘Naah then, lad,’ he said.


‘Mr Croft.’ Tom recognised the man who had come to his aid on his way to Risingdale School the previous day.


‘Are tha all reet?’ asked the farmer.


‘I’m fine,’ replied Tom, ‘and how are you?’


‘Oh, fair to middlin’, tha knaas.’ The farmer turned to one of his large, raw-boned companions. ‘This is t’young fella mi lad I telled thee abaat what come off o’ t’road in that sports car an’ nearly knocked John Fairborn’s lass off of ’er ’orse. I pulled ’im out o’ t’ditch.’


‘It were me what pulled ’im out,’ came a voice from the back of the group. The speaker was the farmer’s son who had indeed been the one to come to Tom’s rescue with the tractor. Mr Croft had done nothing. Leaning on the gate, he had watched Dean do all the work, observing, inspecting, tutting, commenting and criticising as the lad laboured away to get the vehicle back onto the road.


‘Who asked thee to stick yer oar in?’ snapped the farmer. ‘Too much to say for thissen thee.’


‘Well, it were me what pulled ’im out,’ said his son peevishly.


‘So this is yon chap what nearly knocked young Jan off of ’er ’orse?’ asked one of the farmers. He was dressed in a clean, long-sleeved, collarless shirt, shapeless cardigan, baggy corduroy trousers and heavy boots.


‘That’s ’im,’ answered Mr Croft.


‘Well, I ’ope t’lass doesn’t gu tellin’ ’er father,’ said another farmer. ‘John Fairborn’s not a man to tangle wi’.’


‘Thankfully, no harm was done,’ Tom told them.


‘Just as well,’ said the farmer baldly.


‘Anyway, it was very good of you – and your son of course – to help me out,’ said Tom, wishing to change the subject. ‘I think I owe you both a drink.’


‘Oh, well, that’s very decent of you,’ said Mr Croft before draining his glass in one great gulp and wiping the froth from his upper lip with the back of his hand. ‘I’ll ’ave a pint o’ Benson’s Best. Dean’s got work to do this afternoon so ’e won’t be wantin’ one.’


Tom saw the farmer’s son stomp off, banging the inn door on his way out.


‘Tha’s too ’ard on that son o’ yourn, Toby,’ said one of the farmers.


‘Lad’s daft as a brush, Percy,’ replied Mr Croft. ‘’E’d lose ’is ’ead if it weren’t screwed on.’ He turned to Tom. ‘Tha got t’job then?’


‘I did. It was thanks to you and Dean that I managed to get to the interview on time. How did you know?’


The farmer tapped his long nose. ‘It’s a small community up ’ere. Mester Gaunt telled me. I was ’elpin’ ’im round up some sheep what ’e’d lost.’ He chuckled. ‘’E said tha were t’best of a rum bunch but don’t thee gu tellin’ ’im I telled thee. ’E reckon thas’ll do. ’E said t’others what come for t’job were barely warm an’ breathin’.’


‘Well, that makes me feel a whole lot better,’ said Tom. The sarcasm was lost on the farmer.


I’ve barely been in the village for a day, he thought, and people seem to know everything about me.


‘Course thas’ll find it a bit on t’slow side up ’ere,’ continued Mr Croft. He banged on the bar making the glasses rattle and dance. ‘’As tha tekken root down theer, Leanne?’ he shouted. ‘We wants servin’ when tha’s stopped tha gassin’.’


‘I’ve only got the one pair of hands,’ she shouted back with a sudden flare of temper, ‘so you can hold your horses.’


‘Like young Janette Fairborn,’ chuckled a farmer. ‘I reckon she must ’ave ’eld on tightly when tha nearly knocked ’er off of ’er ’orse.’


Tom gave a weak smile, shook his head and sighed. He decided not to respond. When would he hear the last of the skirmish with Miss Fairborn?


A moment later, grumbling and grimacing, Leanne set off down the bar. Her glowering countenance and strident tone changed suddenly when she saw Tom. She gave him her sweetest smile and put on her sweetest voice. ‘Oh, Mr Dwyer,’ she cooed. ‘I didn’t see you standing there. If you give me a minute, I’ll show you to your room.’


‘When tha’s finished chattin’ up t’customers, Leanne,’ said Mr Croft impatiently. ‘Can we get some drinks in?’


The girl coloured up.


‘A pint for Mr Croft please,’ said Tom, ‘and whatever his friends are having.’


Each farmer downed his drink in one swift flick of the wrist and placed his empty glass with a thump on the bar.


 


Leanne showed Tom to his bedroom, chattering all the way up the stairs.


‘Mam wanted to know if you’ve eaten because if you haven’t, I can get you a sarnie.’


‘Thank you,’ replied Tom, ‘but I’ve had something to eat.’


‘Mam says can you have your dinner a bit early as the pub gets really busy on Saturday nights and we’re rushed off of us feet.’


‘That will be fine.’


‘You’re to come into the back parlour at six if that’s OK. Best not eat in the bar with everyone gawping at you.’


The bedroom was large and comfortable with a huge black-painted iron bedstead covered in a colourful patchwork quilt. There was a deep-cushioned sofa, a small desk and a ladder-back chair, and a thick pink carpet with green and yellow flowers, which had seen better days. In one corner was a washbasin and against a wall was a heavy dark-wood wardrobe. On a small table by the bed was a vase containing some bright flowers.


Leanne sat on the bed and bounced up and down. ‘It’s got a double bolster,’ she said, cocking her head to one side and smiling. ‘Dead comfy.’ She made no attempt to move. ‘You could come down for a drink later if you want,’ she said. ‘It gets quite lively on a Saturday night.’


‘I think I’ll just unpack and settle in,’ Tom told her. He stood by the door. ‘Thank you, Leanne, you’ve been very helpful.’


She jumped up. ‘Well, if there’s anythink else, you only have to ask.’


Tom put his cases on the bed and then went and stood at the window. He looked down the main street. Beyond was a panorama which stretched out before him: soft emerald fields dotted with grazing sheep and heavy, square-bodied cattle; an enormous hazy-blue sky streaked with creamy clouds; nestling, sunlit farmsteads; the country lane which twisted and turned up the hill to the school and beyond to the swelling hills. The landscape, no doubt, had remained the same for centuries. There was a great sense of tranquillity and timelessness about it, as if the noises and concerns of the modern world had been swallowed up by those rolling pastures, thick bracken slopes, dark, mysterious forests and misty fells.


There was one other person in the parlour of the King’s Head when Tom entered at six o’clock. A large, flabby individual with an exceptionally thick neck, vast, florid face and small, darting eyes, he hardly looked like a person whom Fortune had so singularly favoured. He sat at the table, leaning back expansively on his chair, stretching his fat legs underneath and sucking in his teeth. His stomach, as solid and round as a football, pushed forcefully against his waistcoat, revealing a show of white shirt and the top of his trousers.


‘Good evening,’ said Tom cheerfully, rubbing his hands together.


The man looked up grim-faced. ‘Evenin’,’ he replied with cold civility.


‘It’s been a lovely day.’


‘’As it?’ The man was as stony-faced as a cemetery statue.


‘Are you the other guest?’


‘I am,’ he replied with a bitter twist of the mouth.


‘I’m Tom Dwyer.’


‘I know who you are.’ He gave him a look as sharp as a cut-throat razor. ‘I ’ad to move out o’ my room to make way for thee.’ His face was flushed in anger. ‘An’ I’m no ’appy abaat it either.’


‘I’m sorry about that,’ Tom answered, ‘I did say to Mrs Mossup that I would have been perfectly happy in the other room but she did insist.’


The fat resident treated this information with an unfriendly grunt.


Tom decided to make no more of an effort with the man so they sat in chilly silence, occasionally exchanging glances.


Leanne bustled in with two plates, which she placed on the table before the two men. In giving Tom his dinner, she leaned over him so he got a full view of the abundant bust displayed before him. He quickly looked down at the meal. Then his heart sank into his shoes. Before him were two large slabs of gristly dry ham edged in fat, a wilting lettuce leaf beginning to turn brown at the edges, a rubbery hard-boiled egg covered in glutinous mayonnaise, two overripe tomatoes and several large radishes. This was accompanied by two heavily buttered wedges of bread. His dining companion stared first at his plate and then at Tom’s.


‘Could tha tell me why t’other guest ’as two slices of ’am and I ’ave just t’one?’ he asked Leanne resentfully.


‘There wasn’t enough to give you another slice,’ she explained flatly.


‘But why should ’e ’ave two slices an’ I ’ave just t’one?’ complained the man, in the voice of an injured victim. ‘I’ve been ’ere longer than ’im. An’ I notice that ’e ’as a full ’ard-boiled hegg and I ’ave only ’alf an’ what’s more ’e’s got more radishes.’


‘Look, Mr Butt,’ she told him, placing her hands on her hips, ‘if you don’t like it, then you can take it up with my mam. Anyway, Mr Dwyer looks as if he could do with putting on a few pounds.’ Then, as an afterthought, she added, ‘And you look as if you could do with losing a few.’


‘Now look ’ere—’ began the man.


‘Enjoy your dinner,’ she said, before sweeping out of the room.


‘Cheeky cow,’ the man mumbled.


‘Do please have one of these slices of ham,’ Tom told the man, sliding a knife under the meat and raising it from the plate. ‘One is quite enough for me and you are welcome to the radishes.’


‘I don’t want none,’ replied the man like a petulant child. He forked the half egg and posted it to his mouth and began chomping noisily.


Tom quickly finished the meal, not wishing to spend any more time in the company of the disgruntled resident who was now making a variety of unpleasant munching noises as he devoured his dinner. He placed the thick lumps of bread and the slices of ham surreptitiously in his napkin, deciding to dispose of them when he got the chance.


Later that evening, thinking he might get a breath of fresh air, he decided to walk into the village. It was still light outside as Tom edged through the crowded pub, intending to take a walk around the place which would now be his new home. Saturday and Sunday nights were always the busiest evenings of the week at the King’s Head. The locals would congregate and spend all night disputing the qualities of various breeds of sheep and cattle and complaining about the faming subsidies and the price of animal feed. Tom caught sight of a glowering Mr Butt at a corner table with a group of farmers, no doubt complaining about being evicted from his room. At the door his way was blocked by a stocky man in a loud checked tweed suit and with a rugged face the colour of an overripe russet apple, a complexion no doubt derived from his working all day in the outdoors in all weathers.


‘Excuse me,’ said Tom, trying to push past.


‘Hang on a minute,’ barked the man, resting a hand as big as a spade on Tom’s shoulder. ‘I’m wanting a word with you, young man.’


‘About what?’


‘I think you know what about.’


‘No, I’m afraid I don’t,’ Tom replied. He was inclined to add ‘I’m not a mind-reader,’ but seeing the man’s angry face and the impressive size of the individual, he thought better of it.


‘About nearly killing my daughter that’s what,’ the man told him. The bar went suddenly quiet and all eyes turned in his direction.


‘I imagine you are referring to the incident with the horse,’ said Tom wearily. ‘You must be Mr Fairborn.’


‘I am,’ said the man. There was a moment’s tense silence. Customers stopped drinking to stare, anticipating the inevitable confrontation.


Tom sighed and shook his head. Would he never hear the end of it? ‘Look, it was an accident,’ he explained. ‘I was in a hurry and maybe I was travelling a little too fast and your daughter should perhaps not have been crossing the road at a bend but no one was hurt and—’


‘Don’t go blaming my Jan,’ said the man furiously, stabbing Tom in the shoulder. ‘It was you who was in the wrong. You young speed merchants careering along country roads like bats out of hell in your fancy sports cars like there’s no tomorrows are a menace.’


Tom was about to respond but some instinct warned him against it. People around here just didn’t seem to listen. He kept a straight face despite his amusement at being described as a ‘speed merchant’ in a fancy sports car. ‘I promise I’ll drive very carefully in future,’ he assured the man.


Tom’s conciliatory manner took the wind out of the big man’s sails and he nodded. ‘Well, just make sure that you do that or you’ll have me to answer to,’ he said in a much quieter voice. The man made no effort to move. ‘You’re the new teacher up at the school I hear.’


‘Yes, I am.’


‘Well, I hope that you manage teaching the kids better than you do driving a car.’ He moved out of the doorway and joined the group of interested onlookers.


Tom walked into the village past the terrace of stone cottages and the Primitive Methodist Chapel until he came to the solid Norman church. An elderly man in a clerical collar was fiddling with a catch on the gate. He was a plump, rosy-faced individual.


‘I don’t suppose you know anything about locks,’ he said, as he saw the approaching figure. He had a strong, well-modulated voice alive with ecclesiastical intonation.


‘I’ll have a look,’ said Tom, ‘but I can’t say I have any experience in that direction.’ He examined the rusty catch and shook his head. ‘I think you need a new one.’


‘I thought as much,’ said the man. ‘The gate has to be closed you see, otherwise all sorts of creatures come into the churchyard and leave such a mess.’ He smiled. ‘All creatures great and small, as the hymn would have it. I’ve had foxes and cats and dogs and pheasants and rabbits, not to mention the little gentlemen in black.’


‘I’m sorry?’


‘Moles,’ explained the man.


‘I shouldn’t think that the gate will stop moles,’ remarked Tom, ‘or most of the other creatures for that matter.’


The clergyman laughed. ‘No, I don’t imagine so. Oh, I’m sorry, here I am rambling on.’ He extended a hand. ‘I’m Michael Pendlebury, the vicar here and you, I guess, must be the new teacher. Mr Dwyer, isn’t it?’ Like the few clergymen Tom had met, the vicar had an exuberantly friendly manner and a tendency to speak with some authority.


Tom shook the cleric’s hand. News travels fast, he thought and not for the first time. ‘That’s right. I’m pleased to meet you,’ he said.


‘I shall no doubt be seeing something of you,’ said the vicar. ‘I visit the school occasionally to speak to the children and take the assembly. I am sure you will be very happy there. I can tell from your accent that you are not from around these parts.’


‘No, I was born in Ireland.’


‘Lovely country,’ said the vicar. ‘Well, Mr Dwyer, this is a small but friendly community here. You will find the Dales’ people are not quite as talkative as the Irish and a bit stand-offish at first but they are equally as warm and friendly once you get to know them. They might be economical with words but, when the occasion arises, they are not afraid of voicing their opinions and they do so bluntly. Salt of the earth sort of folk are the people of the Dales.’ He breathed in deeply. ‘It’s such a beautiful spot up here, don’t you think? It’s so far away from all the noise and bustle of the busy towns and all the troubles of the world.’ He gestured to the scene stretched before them: the endless green and grey landscape wrinkled with rocks and further off the cold grey fells, thick bracken slopes and long belts of dark woodland which stretched to distant heights. ‘The colouring of the scene is unforgettable on such a evening as this, is it not?’ asked the vicar. ‘The views up here never cease to fill me with awe. It’s not called “God’s own country” for nothing. Well, I must not delay your evening stroll any longer, Mr Dwyer. Do call in for a cup of tea when you find the time.’ He returned to rattling the lock.


Tom soon arrived at the village green and settled himself on a bench to feed the ducks. He had just begun throwing lumps of the bread he had secreted in the napkin into the water and attracting an armada of hungry waterfowl, when there came a voice from behind him.


‘It’s not a very good idea to feed the ducks bread you know.’


Tom turned to discover the young woman with the flaming red hair and green eyes whom he had encountered on the road the previous day.


‘Oh, it’s you,’ he said.


‘Feeding ducks bread is harmful,’ she told him. ‘It stops them from eating a natural, balanced diet and it also pollutes waterways, allows bacteria to breed and attracts rats and other vermin.’


‘Well, thank you for that fascinating lecture,’ replied Tom sardonically. ‘Not only are you the spokesperson for the road safety campaign, but you are also the resident expert on ducks.’


The young woman gave a slight smile.


‘And you will no doubt be pleased to know that your father has just given me a good ear-bashing in front of all the regulars at the King’s Head.’


‘My father!’ she exclaimed.


‘I guess you lost no time in telling him what happened on the road, no doubt embellishing it with exaggerated details of how I nearly killed you and your horse.’


‘I never told my father,’ she said.


‘Oh, really?’ He gave a small mocking laugh.


‘I don’t need my father – or anyone else for that matter – to fight my battles for me,’ she told him indignantly. Her face coloured up. ‘I am quite capable of doing that myself. You might have already gathered that this is a small community and that news travels fast.’


‘Well, we can agree on that,’ replied Tom sharply.


‘And if I might give you another piece of advice, Mr Dwyer,’ she said, not struggling to keep the irritation out of her voice, ‘if you wish to be accepted in Risingdale, I suggest you change your attitude. People around here do not like know-it-alls and those who put on airs and graces.’


‘That’s rich coming from the resident duck expert,’ Tom replied, tempted to throw another chunk of bread into the pond. ‘If anyone here is a know-it-all, it’s you and as for airs and graces . . .’


‘I shall not waste any more of my time talking to you,’ she said and strode off.


Tom looked out over the still water. The ducks, having realised that no more bread was forthcoming, swam off. The discordant cawing of the crows in a distant wood was the only sound. He closed his eyes and rested his head on the back of the bench and thought for moment. This job was a mistake, he told himself. He had imagined starting his career at a thriving and innovative school with enthusiastic teachers, high standards, good resources and keen and well-behaved children – like the one at which he had trained. Risingdale School was the very opposite. The headmaster, though pleasant enough, was so laid back he was horizontal, the staff sounded well past their prime and old-fashioned, and the building itself was run down and ill-equipped. But it wasn’t just the school. The village was in the back of beyond, the people so insular. Anyone would think that news of a driver avoiding a horse on a country road was the highlight of the year. He thought of the vicar’s words: ‘People are very friendly and welcoming. Salt of the earth sort of folk.’ Well, he had not found them so. He had only been in the place for two days and he had already upset the local landowner and his precious hoity-toity daughter, and he had clearly made an enemy of the other resident at the King’s Head through no fault of his own. He wondered whether or not he wanted the job at Risingdale School. Perhaps he should call early at the school on the Monday morning and speak to Mr Gaunt and tell him that he was withdrawing his application. After all he had not signed anything. ‘No,’ he said out loud, ‘maybe this job’s not right for me.’


‘Talking to yourself?’


Tom opened his eyes. He hadn’t noticed that a small boy had joined him on the bench. He was moving his thin legs backward and forward as if on a swing and holding a thick hardback book to his chest. There was a chill in the air but the child wore the same baggy grey jumper with his shirt hanging out. It was the boy he had met running away from the bully, the plain-looking, bony little individual with skinny legs and tightly curled hair.


‘I didn’t see you there,’ said Tom.


‘First sign of madness is that,’ said the boy, smiling.


‘Pardon?’


‘Talking to yourself.’


‘Haven’t you been told not to talk to strangers?’ asked Tom.


‘You’re not a stranger though, are you?’ answered the boy. ‘You’re my new teacher.’


‘And how would you know that?’


‘I heard Mrs Bannister talking about you in the village shop.’


Tom decided not to probe as to what had been said about him. He guessed it would not be entirely favourable and there would, of course, be mention of the wretched affair with the horse and its snooty red-headed rider.


‘Aren’t you cold?’ asked Tom.


‘No,’ replied the boy. ‘I spend a lot of time outdoors. I don’t feel the cold.’ He thought for a moment. ‘It’s you who nearly knocked Miss Fairborn off her horse.’


‘Oh dear,’ sighed Tom. ‘Yes, I’m the one,’ he said.


‘She’s nice is Miss Fairborn.’


‘Is she really? You should be at home,’ he told the boy. ‘Your mother will be worrying about you.’


‘No, she won’t,’ he answered. ‘She plays bingo in Clayton on most Saturday nights. She’ll not be back ’til late on. She gets the last bus.’


‘I still think you should be getting on home.’


‘I come down here a lot,’ said the boy. ‘I bring a book and I like to sit and read.’


‘And what is it you’re reading at the moment?’


‘It’s a novel by Charles Dickens. It’s called Oliver Twist. It’s really good.’


‘You must be a good reader to tackle Dickens,’ said Tom.


‘I am,’ replied the boy. ‘I say, are you eating this bread?’


‘No, I was going to feed it to the ducks but I’ve been told it’s not a very good idea.’


‘Could I have it?’


‘Help yourself,’ said Tom.


The boy began to bite into a piece of bread, remaining where he was on the bench, still swinging his legs. ‘My name’s Charlie, by the way.’


‘I’m Mr Dwyer,’ Tom told him.
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