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      SYNOPSIS





      Karla Spicer finds her position as Senior Teacher at Tui Park Primary School in Wellington, New Zealand's capital, is hindered by the Associate Principal Val Cook, who resents her progressive ideas. Principal Murray Norwood, is an easy-going man drifting towards retirement who avoids controversy whenever possible. However, through a conscientious attitude and by supporting junior staff and parents Karla becomes a popular staff member.




      Karla becomes romantically involved with Ryan Purdon, the school's property manager and when he tells her about problems back at Top Plateau, a tiny school near his family farm where he grew up. After being approached by the Ministry of Education, Karla agrees to take the acting principal's position there and Ryan goes with her to stay in his farmhouse.




      Life in a remote area is different than expected with problems at the school and also on Ryan's family farm where he has problems with his sister, step-father and mother who are all trying to sell the property divided between them by his late father's estate.




      Tensions arise in the district with a marijuana plantation discovered near the farm and a local bikie gang being suspected as the growers. However, nothing is as it first seems, potential enemies become friends and the trusted, untrustworthy.




      Back in Tui Park, teacher Chrissy Ancell is attacked and turns to Karla for help. As Chrissy's attacker is a respected person, their efforts to get justice seem to be thwarted.




      It appears that the problems are intertwined with Karla being the kingpin and more than just a teacher striving to do the best for the children under her care.




      This is a modern story with romance, crime and human personalities mixed together to create Ross's latest exciting novel.
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      N.B. The tui (pronounced two-ee) is a native New Zealand bird found in the local bush that covers many of the steep hills around Wellington in the North Island of New Zealand.
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      CHAPTER 1


    




    

      Karla Spicer glanced at her watch. The syndicate meetings at Tui Park Primary School in one of the northern suburbs of Wellington, New Zealand's capital, were meant to finish at four-thirty. It was now five-fifteen and Val, the associate principal was still rambling on. Furthermore, her own position as senior teacher in charge of the Year 3 and 4 children was barely recognised.




      She had won the position as senior teacher in charge of a new syndicate of five classrooms and would have enjoyed the challenges if it wasn't for Val who had been at the school for a decade or more. The trouble was that the AP had had her responsibility from oversight of ten classrooms halved and this, once a month meeting of the two junior syndicates was really a compromise the boss had agreed to.




      "I'm sure Karla would agree with me that the new government initiative on National Standards are a complete waste of time." Val glanced up at Karla and raised her eyebrows.




      "I don't actually," Karla was tired of being treated as one of the junior staff members. "It is now government policy and I think we can save time by cutting down on our own systems where they overlap the new standards."




      The room hushed and all eyes turned to her. The five teachers in her own syndicate grinned while the others seemed to be astonished that she had the nerve to disagree with Val the Viking, as the AP was nicknamed for her overbearing manner.




      Karla continued. "I was talking to Murray..." This was the school principal."... and he agreed that our workload is too high and one way is to cut down on the paperwork. I realise we need consistency throughout the school but..." She continued on with an explanation of what her syndicate and herself had proposed.




      Val's lips pursed and her eyebrows dropped like an army sergeant suddenly finding that his authority had been overridden by a new green lieutenant. "You talked to Murray about this?" she almost spat.




      "Yes," Karla replied. "He actually suggested I bring forth my ideas at this combined meeting." She purposely glanced at the clock on the wall. "Due to this late time however, I suggest we postpone any discussion on the topic until our next combined meeting."




      "Here! Here!" called a couple of voices across the room,




      Karla grinned. At least her own syndicate supported her.




      Val glowered. "Very well," she whispered. "I remind you, though that until any new systems are implemented you are all expected to complete the present individual records." She stood up. "If there are no questions..." She stared around at the staff but nobody had any. "Thank you ladies, I declare this meeting closed." She slapped a folder in her hand shut and stalked out of the room.




      "Good on you, Karla," Joanne Stone, one of junior syndicate teachers said. "I wish I was in your syndicate. The Viking should have retired years ago."




      "She's conscientious and her heart is in the right place," Karla defended. Even though she agreed with Joanne, in her opinion it wasn't ethical to criticise a senior staff member before junior staff.




      "Yeah back in the 1990s," Ryan Purdon interjected as he reached to plug in his vacuum cleaner. Ryan was the Tui Park's Property Manager that was really just an up-market name for janitor. "I heard her husband opens the door and salutes when she arrives home."




      "Ryan!" Karla retorted when all the staff grinned. "That was uncalled for."




      Ryan shrugged. "Sorry. I'm being mean."




      "You are!" Karla replied and managed to suppress her own grin.




      





      *




      





      Over the next month the situation at school became worse for Karla. Val's innuendos now became open barbs whenever there was a meeting and the Associate Principal constantly pulled rank over here. It came to a head at the end of month senior staff meeting with the principal. Murray Narwood was close to retiring age and, in her own opinion, was prepared to ruffle as few feathers as possible and slide into retirement as everyone's friend.




      It was only that morning in the staff car park that Ryan told Karla that rumours were spreading like wildfire around the staff that there was going to be one big showdown between the senior staff.




      "So!" Karla retorted rather too abruptly.




      Ryan grinned. "Everyone's on your side. They only have to look at how the middle syndicate is going compared with Val's or Gillian's too for that matter..." Gillian was Deputy Principal who led the Year 5 and 6 Syndicate.




      Karla studied him. He wasn't grinning after making another wisecrack but looked quite serious. "Thanks Ryan," she said. "However, both Val and Gillian outrank me on the hierarchy. I am really just a small voice when it comes to school policy."




      "I heard the boss reverting back to two syndicates," Ryan said.




      Karla glowered. "How do you know?"




      Ryan shrugged. "I'm the invisible staff member and I'm often ignored. They don't realise I hear every word that is spoken."




      "Only if you want to."




      Ryan grinned, "Point taken but it's gone as far as the Board of Trustees, I hear."




      "So why haven't I heard?"




      "You just have," Ryan whispered as he lifted a box of tools out the back of his Toyota pickup. "I've got that leaking downpipe near the main entrance to replace. See you later."




      Now, in Murray's office, Karla glanced at Val's tight look as the woman gripped a file and sat grimly in her seat when the principal arrived and sat down.




      "Sorry, I'm late," he said. "We'll get straight into it, shall we?"




      "Can I be blunt?" Val asked.




      Murray shrugged.




      Val ignored his gesture. "We can't have each syndicate going its own way. There should be a school wide policy on how we bring in the new government policies thrust upon us." She sniffed. "Of course we could follow some of the other schools across town and refuse to participate."




      When the principal avoided everyone's eyes, Karla seethed inside. It was so typical! He'd make soothing comments but let Val have her own way. "It is not me who is fragmenting the school," she said in a controlled tone and hoped that the quiver inside wasn't repeated in her voice. "I have tried my best to do everything as set out in the school policies and also incorporate the new directives from the Ministry of Education. Okay, it's been foisted upon us but …." She continued on and cursed when her hand shook as she held onto the sheet of notes in her hand.




      There was silence in the office when she finished, glanced around and flushed hot in the cheeks.




      "We can't have the juniors doing one thing and the middle school something completely different," Val argued.




      "Are they?" Gillian cut in. "Have you walked by the middle school in the mid-afternoon Murray?"




      Karla glanced at the DP and realised that for perhaps the first time that she had an ally




      "Often," the principal replied. "In fact I took three members of the Board through the block only an hour ago." He glanced up at Karla. "Everyone was doing art, I believe."




      "Yes, we're preparing backdrops for the junior school production."




      "In my opinion..." Val began but stopped mid-sentence when Murray held up his hand.




      "And what have you done for it, Val?" he asked.




      "Me! Why practically everything."




      'The background scenery, I mean!"




      "Well," the AP muttered. "I have the younger children, you know. You can't expect them to be as constructive as the older ones." She glowered. "Anyway, we're getting away from the point."




      "We have. I agree that the school needs to be less fragmented," the principal said and Karla's heart sank. "Therefore, I propose that we switch to only two syndicates."




      Val smirked and Karla sat there with her heart racing and bile building in her throat. Thoughts rushed through her mind about what she should do. Common sense overrode any impulsive reaction so she just sat there gripping the arm of the chair and stared out the window.




      "It will start next year," Murray said.




      Karla frowned. She had been so busy with her thoughts she had missed most of what he had said.




      "Why the six months delay?" Val retorted with her face like thunder. "I would have thought the third term would be better."




      "What was that?" Karla whispered. "I'm sorry I missed what you said, Murray."




      It was Gillian who replied. "There will be a Year 4 to 6 Syndicate Karla, meaning half your syndicate and your own class will be absorbed into the senior school but not until next year."




      "And my position?" Karla whispered.




      The DP replied. "I suggested to Murray and he agreed, that you should be placed in charge of school-wide child welfare, curriculum and assessment." Gillian turned. "It won't affect your Senior Teacher status at all."




      "Except that I won't have a syndicate to lead." Karla muttered as she glanced around the room. Gillian was serious, Val had a bemused look on her face and the principal as usual, avoided eye contact with her.




      





      *




      





      Half an hour later she walked out to the almost empty car park but noticed that Ryan's Toyota Hilux was still there. As she approached her own car, he sort of unrolled out of his pickup and strolled across to her.




      "Heard you're okay for the rest of the year," he said.




      She grimaced at him. "Have you got the whole school bugged?" Ryan's grin cheered her up a little




      "Not really. Just squeezed Noeline who had been told what was about to happen."




      Noeline was built like a tank, in her mid-fifties, taught a senior school class and was the staff representative on the Tui Park School Board of Trustees.




      "Not literally, I hope," Karla replied.




      Ryan laughed and shook his head.




      "So why are you still here?" she asked. "You are usually gone by five."




      "One of the cleaners was ill so I had to do her job." Ryan hesitated and avoided looking at her. "I heard..." He laughed. "There I go again. I know you like arty things so..." He stopped and almost appeared to be at a lost for words.




      Karla wondered what he really wanted, so waited.




      "By chance, I managed to get a couple of tickets for the Russian Ballet that's coming to town on Saturday night. I thought you might like to go to it with me."




      "The Russian Ballet … they sold out months ago. I know for I tried to buy tickets last month."




      "Yeah well, I managed..." He grinned. "Would you be interested in going? I could ask Noeline you know."




      Karla didn't know what to think! "You are asking me on a date to see the Russian Ballet?" she asked.




      "That's about it!"




      "But haven't you got a girlfriend... Sally I think you told me her name was?"




      "Had one," Ryan whispered. "She moved on two months back."




      "About the time you bought the ballet tickets."




      "Yeah," Ryan said, "Quite a coincidence, isn't it?"




      "Oh Ryan!" Karla laughed.




      "So would you like to come with me?"




      Karla caught his eyes and saw that serious look again. He was about her age but she had never thought of him being anything but another staff member. Now...




      "It's very formal. You'll need to wear that flash gown you wore at last year's staff Christmas do."




      Karla flushed. "You noticed?" she whispered.




      "Every guy in the room did."




      Karla grimaced as she thought about that evening. She hardly remembered Ryan being there for another item was imbedded in her mind.




      





      *




      





      Karla sat at the table and gazed around the restaurant at her colleagues from Tui Park School. She was actually enjoying Christmas end-of- year dinner more than she originally expected. The staff had lightened up after a few drinks and were laughing and giggling as stories were told and jokes made. She had been senior teacher at the school for term now and found her new position invigorating but demanding with the other senior staff members over a decade old than herself.


    




    

      Murray was unusually talkative as he drifted around the tables reserved for their party and laughed at some joke one of the husbands was telling with a wave of hand movements. The meal was over, most of the wine bottles were empty and several of the partygoers had said their good nights and had left.




      She had come by herself was about to leave also when Murray came up to her with two glasses of wine in his hand. He placed one down before her and sat himself down in the empty chair across from her,




      "I noticed your bottle was empty," he said. "Try this white. It's one of those local wines. You might like it."




      "Thanks,"




      "Well have a sip."




      She nodded but found the taste of the wine was almost tart and not to her liking at all. She turned, took a handkerchief out of a pocket and discretely spat the second mouthful out. She turned and noticed her principal was staring at her with an expression on his face that was different. Karla flushed in embarrassment for she realised the man was staring down her top at the cleavage of her breasts. If he wasn't twice her age and the boss she would almost think he was trying to make a pass at her. She smiled faintly and coughed. Even though she had only swallowed one mouthful of the wine she found herself feeling dizzy.




      "You drunk quite a bit this evening, Karla?" Murray said.




      She stood up and attempted to walk away. However, her legs felt like rubber and the floor seemed to be rolling. "You could be right," she muttered.




      "No problem," Murray cut in. "Can't have you driving home in this condition, though. Is your car outside?"




      Karla nodded.




      Murray glanced around. "Damn, Sherrie my wife has already left. Tell, you what, I'll drive your car home and take a bus back to my place."




      Karla was still feeling strangely detached from everything around. Sure, she had been drunk before, mainly back in her student days but this felt different. It was as if... Oh hell she was about to vomit.




      "Excuse me!" she gulped, grabbed her purse and tore through an archway to where the toilets were. She made it just in time and was violently ill in the toilet. Afterwards she backed out and turned to the sink to splash water over her face.




      She heard a cough and realised somebody else was there. It was Murray's wife, Sherrie. "I saw you rush in here after I returned to the restaurant." She looked almost sad. "I couldn't let him do it again, now could I?"




      "What do you mean, Sherrie?" Karla asked.




      The woman stared at her and frowned. "My husband gets a bit carried away at the staff events I'm afraid, especially with young attractive women like yourself." She opened her right hand out to show a small yellow pill. "Take this with a tumbler of water."




      Karla wasn't sure what to do. Sherrie sounded sympathetic but there was something in her tone that she wasn't sure about. "Why?" she asked.




      "To counteract the drug that spiced your drink. You're lucky that you vomited most of it up but I imagine there is still some in your system. This will make you feel better and quite quickly too." She grimaced. "It happened to me many years ago now and I suspect the new so-called uppers are even more potent than in my day." She sighed. "Please yourself though. I'm just trying to help."




      "You're saying Murray spiked my wine?"




      The woman nodded.




      "But why?"




      Sherrie shrugged. "A flaw in his character, I guess. You're lucky I decided to return this time. Normally I turn a blind eye." She blinked and Karla thought she saw tears in the woman's eyes.




      Karla nodded, filled a tumbler sitting on the sink top and swallowed the pill with the water. Almost immediately she felt ill again and rushed to the toilet. After vomiting again she shook her head and came out of the cubical.




      Sherrie had gone!




      Karla took another drink of water and found that she did feel better. Her head ached a little but the spinning had stopped and there was only a sweet taste in her mouth. She wiped her face with a tissue and walked back into the restaurant area to find everyone leaving. Murray or Sherrie were nowhere in sight.




      Deep in thought, she said goodbye to the few staff members still there and walked out to her car. Perhaps she was foolish driving home but she took the risk. Anyhow, she felt normal now and not even slightly drunk. Perhaps that pill Sherrie had given her had neutralized the spiced drink. But what was Murray intending? She thought back and remembered the expression on his face as he stared quite openly at her breasts and decided to be wary of him in the future.




      However, by the time she reached home she felt quite relaxed and shrugged. Often people got silly when they drank too much. Perhaps she was as bad as he was and Sherrie was just one of those neurotic wives who didn't like her husband relaxing at a party.




      





      *




      



    




    

      Karla jerked her mind back to the present when she noticed Ryan looking intently at her. "Was there something about the Christmas do?" he asked.




      "Not really, Ryan. The boss got a little tipsy. That's all."




      Ryan shrugged. "Yes, his character does change after a few drinks but everyone ignores him. But I was talking about the ballet…"




      Karla turned and caught his eyes. "Sorry! Yes of course. I'd love to go to the ballet with you!"




      She slid into her car and drove away before Ryan could notice her flushed face.




      





      *




      





      She didn't really know why but Karla found she had spent far more money than anticipated for the dark blue gown, cardigan and other paraphernalia such as earrings to go with the expensive necklace and bracelet she had inherited from her grandmother. Ryan was coming at six-thirty to give them time to find a park and still be at the theatre by eight. The ballet was to be held in the Michael Fowler Centre, one of the country's most prestigious entertainment venues.




      She stared at her reflection in the hall mirror and added that little touch of make-up, pulled the gown top up and wondered if the vee shaped top was too revealing. She decided to button her cardigan up an extra button and also not to wear the long white gloves she had also purchased. They were too formal and not really her.




      She sighed. Perhaps she was being too carried away with the whole thing! After all who would be looking at her in the darkened theatre? She was about to rush back to the bedroom to change into something less revealing, perhaps the gown she'd worn to the staff do, when the doorbell rang.




      She glanced at her watch... six-thirty on the dot.




      "Damn," she muttered. She had been counting on Ryan being at least ten minutes late. She picked up her shoes, high-heeled ones she hardly ever wore, gave her hair one last brush and headed for the door.




      Outside stood Ryan dressed quite unlike she had ever seen him in a crisp dark suit, white shirt and a tie… oh my God, the number of times she'd seen him in a tie could be counted on one hand. He grinned sheepishly and held out a red rose to her.




      "I thought I'd get a rose for an attractive lady but by hell, you're a stunner, Karla."




      Karla found her cheeks redden as she ran her eyes over his clothes. "You aren't too bad yourself," she muttered. "You found my place okay?"




      "No problem," Ryan replied. "Narrow driveway, though."




      Karla laughed and thought of Ryan's pickup. She glanced up and saw a gleaming white BMW glittering under the outside security light. "Where did you get that?" she gasped.




      "My mother's," Ryan replied. "Well actually it's my step-father's. When he heard I was going to the ballet with you he insisted that you'd be insulted if I expected you to arrive in my ute."




      "Stepfather? I didn't know your family lived in town."




      Ryan shrugged. "Over in Karori" he whispered. "Dad died in the nineties and Mum remarried a five years back. I've never actually lived with her new husband and herself. He seems a nice guy and Mum is much happier now. Alan tries hard, I guess." He said no more so Karla decided to not to pursue the subject.




      "Come in," she said. "I just have to grab my purse."




      Ryan stepped in, commented on her kitchen and living room and raised his eyebrows at her desktop computer and large screen television. "Looks like you." he complimented.




      Karla grinned. "How?"




      "That well organised busy look without being too messy or tidy." He glanced at a corkboard covered in school timetables and notices above the computer and the printer on the table. "So that's why you have everything always done and are never lined up at the school printers. You do it here."




      "Some of it," Karla admitted and disappeared back into her bedroom where she had left her purse.




      She chastised herself for feeling nervous. After all, they were just going to the ballet, not some nightclub or grand ball. She pinned the rose on, caught a glimpse of herself in the hall mirror, pulled up her gown top again and cursed it for being so low cut. It was that stupid girl in the department store who had persuaded her it was the latest fashion and far better than another more conservative gown she had originally considered.




      But it was too late now!




       


    




    

      





      *


    




  




  

    

      




       CHAPTER 2


    




    

      The ballet was everything she had expected with fabulous dancing, lighting, music and backdrops. She was, however, aware that Ryan did appear to be bored with some of the longer pieces. He grinned at her at the conclusion and made complimentary remarks about the wonderful evening.




      "Ryan," she said as they waited as the crowd walked slowly towards the exit. "Admit that you were bored with most of it."




      He grinned. "The ballerinas and lighting were pretty good. I liked the music, too."




      "But you'd rather be at a rock concert?"




      "With screaming teenagers high on drugs and raucous music screaming out at five hundred decibels, no thanks. Perhaps something in the middle."




      The crowd thinned and they walked outside. Moments later they drove out of a nearby car park building.




      "Want to go straight home or would you like to stop at small bar?" Ryan's voice was almost nervous. "I know one in our direction that is more of a coffee bar so you needn't have the strong stuff if you don't mind."




      Karla glanced across at him but he was staring out the window at the quite heavy traffic.




      "That would be nice," she whispered.




      He drove for a few moments and pulled into the kerb near a small friendly looking place. It was full without being overcrowded and they found a table in a secluded booth. Ryan pretended to study the wine list like a connoisseur and after asking her what she'd like, ordered a small bottle of red wine.




      He grinned and they began to talk about school. Everything came out including Ryan's opinion of the hierarchy, how the boss was just drifting and Val's autocratic ways.




      "But you know who's the real leader at Tui Park, don't you?" Ryan asked.




      "Gillian?"




      "Gillian is not a bad DP and handles the older kids well but..." he continued.




      Karla sipped her wine and glanced up at him. His eyes were intense.




      "Who then?"




      "You," he whispered, "If you weren't there the school would fall apart."




      "Yeah sure!" Karla laughed and stared at him. Oh hell, he was serious. "Thanks Ryan," she whispered. "I guess I do take it all seriously and get annoyed when others just drift along."




      "Like me," Ryan also whispered.




      She caught his eyes. "No not you. Talking about the school falling apart, if you weren't there to rush in to help when anyone demanded, it probably would." She dragged her eyes away. "Enough of school. Let's switch topics."




      "Why not?' Ryan stood up. "How about some more raisins and crisps?"




      





      *




      





      Forty minutes later they drove home and Kala felt nervous again. They pulled into her drive and Ryan turned to her.




      "Thank you, Kala," he said. "You're a real woman, you know."




      He reached over, squeezed her arm and that was it. She wanted to say something, to perhaps reach out and give him a hug but … "Thanks Ryan," she said and opened her door. "I have not had such a wonderful evening in months."




      "And would like to do it again sometime?" He again sounded nervous.




      "Yes," she whispered. "Next time your Toyota will do and I'll wear something not so … err... upmarket."




      She gulped, leaned over and kissed him on the cheek before retreating out the door. Oh hell, she was acting like a fourteen year old!




      Ryan lowered his window and grinned. "'Bye," he said and backed away down the driveway.




      Karla watched the BMW reverse around into the road and disappear before she walked inside and turned the lights on. Somehow, her little house seemed strangely silent and empty.




      "Oh, don't be an idiot!" she snapped out loud and headed for the bathroom.




      





      *




      





      Over the following few weeks Karla's life changed just that ever so slightly and it was mainly because of Ryan. At school, a set of gleaming painted shelves she had been asking for six months suddenly appeared across the back of her room. He'd also pop his head into her room every morning just to chat for a few moments before returning to his own duties but discreetly stay away from her at other times.




      Val now completely ignored her in the staffroom and only spoke directly to her if it was necessary at meetings, Murray just continued drifting through to his retirement and Gillian became more of a friend. Karla also noticed that the staff from the senior classes began to drop into her classroom or seek her out for advice. Perhaps her status next year wouldn't be too bad, after all.




      It was late on Friday night and had been a pleasant evening at a movie and an hour or so afterwards at that first little bar Karla and Ryan had visited. They arrived back in her driveway and she was about to say goodbye to Ryan.




      Just as she undid her seat belt he reached over and seized her in an embrace that squashed her so tightly she could hardly breath, His kiss was frantic and though welcomed it was unexpected.




      "Not here," she whispered.




      She wriggled away, opened the door behind her and slipped out.




      He followed her inside gathered her in his arms and kissed her again.




      "See you tomorrow," he said and stepped away.




      "You want to stay?" Kala replied.




      Ryan grinned. "Do you mean what I think you are hinting at?"




      Kala smiled "Possibly " she replied, kissed him and walked towards the bedroom.




      





      *




      





      Like many of the schools in hilly Wellington, the Tui Park site had little flat land so was built on two levels with a two storey ten classroom block built into a hillside. The senior syndicate of five classrooms was on the lower level along with the administration block while above them was Karla's syndicate with another five classrooms that faced the top playground. This included an assembly hall across an asphalt court with the five junior classrooms built in a 'L' shape around a grass field. Access between the two floors of the main block was via an internal stairwell that led down to a corridor, staffroom and other resource rooms. This was only used by pupils in wet weather, for when the weather was fine they had to use an exterior zigzag path that connected the two playground levels.




      In late August, the final southern hemisphere winter month, the weather was atrocious with a freezing southerly storm buffeting the city. Once in a generation snow fell on the hills and the school playground was coated in a light coating for the first time in living memory. The children were excited but parents and staff not amused when it turned to slush and replaced by hail. Four days of keeping the four hundred children inside and warm was telling on everyone. Raincoats and gumboots went missing, children slipped on wet floors and the medical room was filled by children suffering from minor injuries or soaked after slipping on the zigzag.




      By three-thirty on Thursday most of the children had gone home with only a few waiting in the administration block foyer for the rain to stop or parents to arrive. On the floor above, Karla was sitting in her office that was adjacent to her classroom, doing administrative work. She was tired, couldn't concentrate on the computer monitor and was about to stop and call it a day when the door opened and a sobbing woman burst in.




      It was Chrissy Ancell who taught a Year 3 class in her syndicate. Chrissy's position at Tui Park was the first in her career and Karla had originally been on the selection committee who had chosen her from over forty applicants. Her qualifications, personality and the fact that they wanted a newly registered teacher had swung the appointment in the teacher's favour. In Karla's opinion it had been a good choice for Chrissy proved to be one her most conscientious team members who had a flare for art and knew more than any of them about the new computer system installed throughout the school.




      She stood and waved the distressed teacher into the only armchair in the room and pulled up a stool beside her to sit on. She handed out a tissue and waited a moment while the sobbing woman wiped her eyes. "What is it Chrissy?" she asked.




      "This!" Chrissy blinked away tears and handed Karla a child's exercise book.




      Karla glanced at the cover that was in pristine condition and read the child's name, Stephanie McKay and grimaced. Stephanie was a bright but somewhat nervous little girl who excelled in most school subjects except perhaps physical education. The problem wouldn't be with the child herself but her overbearing mother, Pauline McKay who was a lawyer in the city. She opened the exercise book to the latest work that Stephanie had done. This was a four page imaginary story written in the girl's quite neat handwriting. Chrissy had marked the work in the school's prescribed manner with ticks in the margin, a few symbols to indicate spelling or grammatical errors and seven or eight more difficult misspelt words corrected. At the bottom Chrissy had stuck on a colourful sticker and a small comment saying how good the story was. Probably the only thing she could see that could be wrong was that Chrissy used a red biro for her marking.




      "So it is not Stephanie but her mother who is the problem?" she asked.




      "She's a bitch," Chrissy retorted and briefly explained the problem.




      Karla nodded and stood up. "And where is Mrs McKay now?"




      "In the corridor muttering about a scarf that Stephanie has lost. Poor little girl does nothing wrong but I now know why she's so nervy and timid in physical education. I told her mother I was coming to you."




      Karla nodded at a second door in the office that led directly into her own classroom. "Okay, go through to my room, wait a couple of minutes then slip down to the staffroom and have a coffee. I'll deal with her and get back to you."




      "Thanks Karla. I thought I could handle her but…" Chrissy shrugged, blew her nose on a tissue wiped her eyes and slipped out.




      





      *




      





      Karla opened the door and found the woman standing outside with a scarf in her hand. Pauline McKay glowered at the items on the corridor floor, from several lunch boxes to a couple of raincoats and other children's clothes on pegs or the floor. "What a mess," she retorted.




      "Over a hundred children use this corridor, Mrs McKay," Karla said in a cold but quiet voice. "We have had a week of terrible weather and the cleaners have not had time to tidy up and wash the floor yet. In the circumstances, I think the staff and children have coped remarkably well. However, you are here about Stephanie so please step into my office."




      "If I must," Pauline McKay muttered. "I'd go to the principal but he never does anything. In my opinion the whole school needs a shake up."




      She swished past Karla in her upmarket business suit and whiff of exotic perfume, glared around and without invitation, plonked herself in the armchair. "Where's Chrissy; I thought she was here?"




      Karla purposely walked behind her desk and sat down facing the woman. "I told her to go and have a coffee. She told me about your complaint, I am her senior teacher and will try to address your concerns."




      "Red ink all over Stephanie's work. She works her little heart out and gets this back!" She reached for the exercise book and flipped to the last story. "Look!"




      "I've seen it," Karla whispered. "If you look closely you will see several triangle symbols in the margin that mean Stephanie has made a mistake on that line and needs to find it to correct. She can either use a dictionary or spell-check on the computer. Spelling words are corrected and also go into her personal learning list."




      "And the three corrections scribbled above her words?"




      "This is a First Copy Book and they are difficult words that Chrissy considered Stephanie wouldn't need to learn. In her final display copy, she will include the correct spelling."




      "I see," Pauline muttered and pointed at one such correction. "But when the teacher can't even spell the word correctly..."




      Karla read the sentence. Princess Buttercup wore a phsyodellic dress to the party. The word describing the dress had been crossed out and psychedelic written above. "So?" She looked straight into the woman's eyes.




      The woman was defiant. "It's incorrect. It should have an 'h' after the 'p' like Stephanie originally had. How can my child learn when her teacher can't even spell?"




      Karla never said a word but reached for the dictionary she always had on her desk, turned to the appropriate page and found the word in question.




      "Ms Ancell spelt it correctly Pauline," she said with a stress on using the woman's forename for no-way was she going to be intimidated by her.




      Pauline McKay stared at the spelling and had the grace to blush when she realised her mistake. "So why didn't Chrissy point that out?" she muttered.




      "I guess you never gave her a chance. Chrissy Ancell is the youngest teacher on our staff but I regard her as one of the most conscientious teachers in my syndicate. As for everything else you complained about, she was following our school's policy for marking children's work to the letter."




      This was not completely correct for Chrissy should have used a pencil rather than a red biro but Karla was not going to give this demanding woman the satisfaction of being partly right.




      "I see," Pauline McKay almost whispered. "I guess I owe Chrissy an apology."




      "It would be appreciated," Karla replied. "Sometimes we forget how it was when we were in our early twenties don't we?"




      "I was pretty green and thought I knew everything until I blew a simple procedure and our firm was almost sued. I bawled for a week." Pauline smiled for the first time as she stood up. "Chrissy will be in the staffroom, you said?"




      "I believe so." Karla shook the woman's extended hand and watched as she left the office.




      Five minutes later Chrissy burst in. "My God, what did you do, Karla?" She had a wide grin over her face and almost shouted. "The old bat came into the staffroom and apologised for everything. She even added how much Stephanie enjoyed being in my room."




      "It was nothing," Karla replied. "We are a team, Chrissy and always support each other."




      "Val and the boss don't," Chrissy whispered. "Even Gillian doesn't always bother. "




      "I never heard that," Karla said. "See you tomorrow."




      "Yeah! Duty day. I hope the rain stops." Chrissy picked up Stephanie's exercise book, that lay forgotten on the desk and left, far happier than less than an hour before.




      





      *




      





      Karla never saw much of the Junior and Middle School production that was held in the early evening a week later in the school hall. She was out the back assembling classes, helping little ones into costumes and, at one point hastily repairing a backdrop that had come adrift. Several parents were there to help but needed her to co-ordinate all the activities. At the same time Val and later Murray paraded around with the parents they deemed important for the school while the teachers looked after their own classes.




      The supper afterwards would have been a complete shambles with screaming children and the few show-offs beginning to tear around, knocking over glasses of orange and grabbing the more desirable food to eat. Karla walked in from the back stage and stared in horror at the scene. One or two teachers were attempting to keep their own children under control but much of the trouble appeared to be pre-schoolers who were ignored by parents more interested in socialising than controlling them. Val and Murray were nowhere in sight.




      Karla stood on the stage in front of the closed curtain and rang a tiny bell. Immediately half the children, mainly those from her syndicate, glanced up, saw her and stopped still. The roar subsided and even the adults paused, talking stopped and slowly the preschoolers stopped running and also looked up at her.




      "I am not pleased," Karla said in a normal voice but it carried across the room. "All school children will sit on the floor with crossed arms and legs."




      Again her own syndicate led but the juniors followed with many preschoolers copying their elder brothers or sisters. When all was quiet, Karla stepped down off the stage and stood at the bottom of the three steps descending from it.




      "You all gave us a wonderful performance of which I and I'm sure your parents, grandparents and friends loved." She stopped and waited until the assembly hall was completely silent. "However, you are not going to spoil it now. Firstly, will those who have their little brothers and sisters with them please take them back to your parents."




      Again she waited as twenty or more children took little ones by the hand and led them to where embarrassed parents rushed out to claim them. Afterwards she made all the classes go and sit in the positions they sat earlier in the evening.




      "The best class at sitting up will be the first to be allowed to go and get one more item of food to eat or to get another orange drink. When allowed to go, nobody will run, shout or skid around," She pointed to a nearby trestle. "Already several drinks have been dropped and I can see three squashed cakes on the floor. There will be no more dropped. Understand?"




      "Yes, Miss Spicer," over two hundred children replied in unison as they sat up and waited.




      "Room Four can go first," Karla purposely picked a junior class and watched with satisfaction as the five-year olds stood and moved over to the food trestles. Almost without exception, every child picked one item of food and carried it with their drink, back to their original sitting position. They sat down and ate quietly as Karla picked another junior class, one from her own syndicate and continued on. Finally, all ten classes were sitting in rows eating and talking quietly.




      "Thank you," Karla said. "That is the way we behave at Tui Park. When you have finished you may get a second item to eat if you wish and find your Mum or Dad. There will be no running or shouting at all. Is that clear?"




      "Yes, Miss Spicer," the voices replied.




      Peace was restored and the evening finished on a high note as supper was finished and the crowd dispersed. Several parents came up to say favourable things about the evening and Val appeared at the main exit door to gush away at those walking out. Murray was conspicuous by his absence and Karla assumed that he had already left,




      "Karla!"




      She turned to see Chrissy standing there.




      "Hi Chrissy. We did well. I loved the item your class put on and your art work was fantastic. Congratulations."




      "But it could have ended as a shambles. I tried to help but…" Chrissy shrugged. "I don't know how you do it. You had the kids eating out of your hand."




      "Not literally, I hope," Karla laughed.




      "I mean it," Chrissy said. "You've taught me more about teaching in the last few months than all those academics at the College of Education did in three years."




      "Let's say there is more to teaching than what the academics preach." Karla whispered, "I was never that good at university. Sure I gained my degree with modest marks but half the theory…" She shrugged. "Mutual respect is important, if you respect the children and vice versa you can't go far wrong."




      Chrissy nodded. "Oh by the way there's a certain School Property Manager waiting outside in that beat-up old pickup. He asked me to tell you he'd give you a ride home if you wish."




      "Ryan!" Karla gasped. "Why is he here?"




      "Oh Karla, you may be an excellent teacher but you are naïve when it comes to guys, aren't you?"




      Karla felt her face heat up but grinned at her friend's wide smile. "Nobody's perfect," she whispered and stepped away to find her jacket and mobile phone from where she had left them behind the stage.




      "Don't do anything I wouldn't do," Chrissy called out to her.




      "Yeah! Gives me plenty of choice," Karla replied. For some unknown reason her heart was racing.




      





      *




      





      Karla jumped into the Toyota Hilux but couldn't look at Ryan. "I've got my own car here, you know," she muttered as she watched the last few families leave the grounds.




      "So leave it here. It'll be safe in the school grounds for one night."




      Karla turned and saw Ryan's face. He looked as nervous as she felt.




      "But my place is over five kilometres from yours. Isn't it a bit out of your way."




      "Not really. I've packed a change of clothes and brought my shaving gear."




      "Why?" gasped Karla.




      "Well as you said it a long way between our two houses. I thought I'd stay at your place tonight. Perhaps we could go to our favourite bar first. After all it's only a little after eleven and there are only two more days of school in the term."




      Karla gulped. She had slept with Ryan twice since that first time and every time was more exciting and fulfilling than before and now her heart was racing and she felt more happening to her body as he grinned at her. "I haven't got the spare bed made up," she whispered in a mock protest.




      "We don't need it, do we?" he almost stuttered,




      "All night," she gasped.




      "Why not?"




      She nodded but remained serious. "Let's forget about the pub and go straight home." She turned. "I'm not going to make a habit of this, Ryan."




      He grinned reached over, grabbed her face to turn and kissed her firmly on the lips. At the same time a hand gently squeezed a breast."




      "Ryan!" she gasped as she noticed several people walking to their vehicles. "What if one of the parents sees?"




      "Who cares?"




      Karla smiled. "Yeah but keep your hands to yourself until we get home,"




      "And then!"




      "Oh shut up," Karla responded and hit him none too gently across the shoulders.




      They arrived home and within moments were both dressed in pyjamas and facing each other. He gathered her in his arms and they ended up on the carpet.




      "Not here!" Karla almost shouted as he lifted her shortie pyjama top.




      Twenty minutes later after a bout of love making that left them both gasping and covered in perspiration she broke free and ran into the bedroom. He followed, grabbed her, tossed her on the crisp sheets beneath the pulled-back blankets and everything was repeated with even more enthusiasm than the first time.




      Sometime in the small hours of the morning, Karla awoke realised she was not alone in bed and they made love again. By the morning she was exhausted but he wanted more.




      "Ryan," she screamed as he reached for her. "I've got to get to school in an hour."




      But it was to no avail as he mounted her and everything else was forgotten.




      





      *




      





      Before the children arrived, Chrissy came into her classroom "I noticed that you arrived in that white Hilux and your car never moved all night," she said.




      "So?" Karla retorted.




      "I reckon he must have been a real stud. You look as if you been through a washing machine."




      "Oh hell," Karla gasped as she ran her hand through her hair. "I forgot to brush it."




      "You naughty girl," Chrissy giggled. "How many times? Two… three." She stared at Karla. "Oh my God he stayed all night and you did it every hour on the hour. No wonder you look washed out."




      "Oh don't be crude," Karla retorted. "Anyway it is none of your business."




      "Of course not, Miss Spicer," Chrissy whispered. "Once the dam bursts, you know."




      "No I don't," Karla snapped. "And by the way, I can't remember seeing your Long Term Plan for the end of the year on my computer. Wasn't it due in last Tuesday?"




      Chrissy nodded. "It'll be there. Had trouble loading it."




      "Of course you did," Karla replied. "Before the school holidays, Chrissy and not tomorrow at quarter to four. Understand?'




      "Yes, Miss Spicer," Chrissy replied mimicking a school child. She chuckled, affectionately brushed Karla's arm and retreated from the classroom.




      





      *




      



    



OEBPS/Images/logo_xinxii.png





OEBPS/Images/wisp.jpg





