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  Chapter 1




  May 1981




  ‘All right, Isabel?’




  A moment of shock before I find my voice to respond to the fifteen-year-old boy. ‘Fine, thanks.’ His intention is obviously friendly. One of my earliest decisions as Head of Thomas

  Paine High was to be on first-name terms with everyone. Why is there a gap between theory and practice? Recovering, I add, ‘How about you?’




  ‘Okay.’




  ‘Where are you off to?’ Carefully casual language, to remove any hint of aggression from the enquiry.




  ‘Max sent me to fetch summat from his room.’




  Ignoring the mild disapproval this prompts, I nod smiling consent to his errand. I don’t plan to be the sort of headteacher who goes round disapproving of things. Though it’s less

  than two hours since I agreed with Max to have a blitz on wandering students. (Got it right this time. I must banish the term pupil even from my thoughts.) I walk on down the corridor,

  ordering myself to focus on the positive. The management technique I’ve vowed to practise. Which seems as natural to Max as breathing. Anyone could forget something vital to the lesson. Not

  at all the same as a failure to exercise proper control. Perfectly acceptable to send a student. (Right again!) Not that I could. I lack Max’s easy confidence. I have this compulsion to do

  everything perfectly. Natural enough when I’ve only been in post four weeks. Except I’m always like that. Finding it almost impossible to forgive my own mistakes. Marriage made it

  worse. Much worse. Twelve months since I separated from Richard. I ought to be in recovery. Only divorce still seems like admitting to the ultimate unforgivable mistake. Negative thinking. Focus

  on success. I got my dream job, didn’t I? Even though it seemed presumptuous to fill in the application forms, implying I saw myself as a worthy successor to Will Fullwood. Will, one of

  my heroes. It’s a year since I put my name down for that conference he was running. But the cancer had already started and he was too ill to come so we never met. It didn’t stop the

  sense of personal loss when he died three months later. I used to imagine working with someone of his vision. Instead of being Deputy to poor old Albert, the Head at Moorlands, who was out of his

  depth with any development later than the 1944 Education Act. Thomas Paine High is the vision made real. And I’m the school’s new Head. When the governors offered me the job, I was

  almost too astonished to accept. I still can’t quite believe it.




  I’m doing the Head thing at the moment. Management by walking about. And there’s no way I can ignore the horrendous racket coming from that classroom. Tricky to do it well but I have

  to intervene. I wrestle with the brass doorknob, and stand still in the doorway. An uneasy silence spreads outwards from me. The chattering ceases and the lounging students adopt postures

  suggestive of at least an intention to work. A white-haired teacher is peering at me over his half-moon spectacles, his face flushed. So many names to learn. I retrieve his with relief. Trevor

  Bennett. I smile a bit, aiming for friendly but not ingratiating.




  He’s stepping forward in an apparent attempt to seize the initiative. ‘Mrs Lincoln, what can I do for you?’




  ‘I’d like to join you, if I may.’ It must be obvious to every student in the room that I’m here because Trevor’s lost control, but I can’t say that, can I? So

  I improvise. ‘I’m trying to get direct experience of all areas of the curriculum.’




  He’s clasping one hand in the other as though he’s wringing them. ‘You’re welcome, most welcome. It’s not a particularly good moment though. I’ve just been

  running through the causes of the Civil War and we’re about to start on the written work. Perhaps another day?’




  I hang on to my smile. ‘Not at all. The routine is what I want to see. It doesn’t need to be anything special.’ If I take that empty chair across the room he can scarcely eject

  me. He ought to be grateful. My arrival has restored order.




  He’s seized a piece of chalk and turned his back on the class, to write a question on the board. Is that wise, in the circumstances?




  A voice from the corner behind me. ‘Causes of the Civil War? Is that what you’ve been going on about, Mr Bennett? I ’aven’t ’eard any of ’em.’




  He swings round. His chin drops to his chest as he contorts his face to look over his spectacles. I tighten the muscles around my mouth against the tug of a grin.




  ‘Your failure to listen is your problem, boy,’ he snaps.




  A swelling chorus, all insisting on a matching ignorance.




  ‘Shut up, shut up.’ Trevor Bennett pauses to remove a fleck of spittle from his lip before repeating the same command, which everyone’s ignoring.




  I can’t let it go on. ‘Mr Bennett.’ Lucky I have the knack of being audible without shouting. Thank goodness the class is growing quiet to listen. ‘There seems to be

  general support for some further discussion. I’d find it interesting. The religious arguments, for instance?’




  He glares, looks grudging, but at least he’s answering the question.




  I’m setting myself up to fail here. Somehow I have to make the topic real or I’ll never engage the students’ attention. I can’t afford to get it wrong. ‘How much

  does religion matter to you? Is there anywhere where it’s a burning issue now, in 1981?’ I make myself wait for someone to respond, though it’s a temptation to prompt again.




  ‘Northern Ireland?’ An uncertain voice.




  ‘Israel.’ A more confident contribution.




  ‘Jews against Muslims,’ someone says.




  ‘Zionists,’ a dark-haired girl corrects. ‘We’re Jewish, but my dad doesn’t agree with the Israeli government.’




  ‘Israel brings religion into it. All that crap about God giving Palestine to them. Anyone could claim that, couldn’t they?’




  ‘It’s part of the argument then,’ I say, not taking anyone’s side.




  The melting pot of North London. Students identifying themselves as Irish, Jewish, Muslim, Greek and Turkish Cypriot. Lift-off. An animated discussion developing. ‘So lots of people are

  still fighting about religion.’ Why on earth doesn’t Trevor Bennett seize the opportunity and feed in a few facts about Archbishop Laud or Puritanism or something, instead of standing

  aloof, radiating disapproval? As pleasantly as I can manage, I say, ‘Do help me out with some information about the religious arguments in the seventeenth century.’ He’s bound to

  answer.




  He does, though with a notable absence of enthusiasm.




  What was that management technique again? Here the positive seems to have dwindled to invisibility. Left with no choice, I continue teaching on his behalf until he cuts in with an abrupt

  dismissal several minutes before one o’clock, when the lunch hour officially begins.




  There are no bells at Thomas Paine. They’re at odds with the philosophy of personal responsibility. I’m regretting their absence, fuming that he’s skiving out of four minutes

  of responsibility for the class, but nothing could diminish the glow I always experience from a successful lesson. Especially after putting myself on the line like that. The students are still

  debating the issue as they leave, saying, ‘See you, Isabel.’ ‘Thanks,’ the dark-haired girl says as she passes me. ‘That was great.’ Though no doubt it’s

  only in contrast to the dire tedium of other history lessons.




  The teacher’s voice cuts in. ‘I’d like to talk to you. Now.’




  ‘Of course.’ He’ll want to offer an explanation or apology after his disastrous performance. Not that I can see anything conciliatory in his manner. ‘Let’s go to my

  room.’




  He marches one pace behind me through the crowds flooding out of classrooms. Will Fullwood rejected the tyranny of uniform along with the rest of the grammar school baggage, but the students

  have imposed their own norm of sweatshirt and jeans. Wherever possible in the narrow corridors, they part good-humouredly to allow me to pass.




  ‘Out of the way! Let Mrs Lincoln through.’ Trevor Bennett’s intervention, as strident as it is unnecessary.




  I refuse to have any part in it. ‘You’re doing your best, aren’t you?’ I say to a girl who’s trying to flatten herself against the wall. I press on without glancing

  back at him. A look from me would only point up my disapproval.




  Once inside my office, he closes the door and hovers near it.




  ‘Have a seat,’ I suggest. I’m disconcerted by his air of belligerence. Though that might be pure defensiveness.




  ‘No, thank you. I wish to protest in the strongest possible terms about your appearance, without invitation or even notification, in my classroom. I warn you I shall report the matter to

  Douglas Blake, my union representative.’




  My heartbeat rises. I’m sure I was entirely within my rights, yet I can’t prevent a rush of guilt, as though I’m a child caught out in wrongdoing. Playing for time, I sit down

  near my desk. Not behind it. I’ve moved it against the wall so it can never be a barrier. I manage a bland response. ‘Which union is that?’




  ‘NAS,’ he replies.




  Not reassuring. I know from Max that NASUWT members lead the opposition. ‘How long have you been a teacher?’ I ask.




  He looks puzzled. ‘Thirty-one years.’




  ‘Then you will have recognised as I did that your class was out of control. As the Head, I couldn’t ignore that. I had to restore order.’




  ‘There is no order in this school. No respect. No discipline. Those of us who attempt to maintain standards are constantly undermined. As you undermined my effort to demand basic courtesy

  just now.’




  I avoid this attempt to sidetrack me. ‘We may argue about the reasons, but you accept that the class was misbehaving?’




  ‘Will Fullwood’s airy-fairy notions have turned the school into a bear-garden. You can’t expect me to fight against the anarchy which prevails here. I fear for my personal

  safety, let alone my sanity. We are forced to compromise to survive.’




  The phrase ‘spitting out the words’ has never seemed so apt. A white froth of saliva lingers on his lower lip. Horrid fascination draws my gaze. Yet to look away would suggest a

  failure of nerve. I say, ‘I found no difficulty in securing appropriate behaviour.’




  Trevor Bennett laughs. It’s not a pleasant sound, combining as it does sneering contempt and dwindling self-control. ‘Appropriate behaviour! Is that your name for it?’




  A blatant challenge to my authority. Unexpected. Maybe it happens to Heads all the time. How would I know? ‘Yes.’ I struggle to keep my voice steady. ‘Once I intervened, the

  students’ behaviour was entirely appropriate.’




  ‘God knows what harm you did, bringing simmering tensions to the surface like that. War may already have broken out in the playground.’




  For an instant I seem to be looking at the lesson through those ludicrous glasses of his, seeing it as he saw it. Alarm makes my breath flutter in my chest. One month in the post and I may be

  responsible for a riot. Should I rush out and check?




  ‘Nonsense,’ I say aloud. Needing to persuade myself, I put as much conviction as possible into the word. Trevor Bennett seems increasingly agitated, shifting his weight from one foot

  to the other. I’ve mishandled the situation. I should have insisted he sat down before I began. Nothing positive can come out of such a fraught encounter. ‘We disagree.’ I hope

  the admission may calm him. ‘The suggestion of involving your union rep is an excellent idea.’ More soothing stuff. Plus it secures a postponement. ‘Speak to my secretary.

  She’ll tell you when I’m available.’




  ‘I have every intention of doing so.’ It’s delivered as a threat. At least it’s his parting shot.




  On my own I do my best to make an objective assessment of the incident. As an example of personnel management it has little to commend it. In my defence I can claim that the combined charisma of

  Will and Max has failed to secure Trevor Bennett’s allegiance to the school’s founding principles. And the lesson worked, even though I’m no historian. At least, I thought it

  worked. Was it a risky strategy? According to the Thomas Paine mission statement, differences are enriching, not threatening. My pleasure in the contact with students is fading, the doubts growing.

  Maybe I should go and talk to Max. What for? Advice? Consolation? He has a knack of putting any incident in a good light. Taking the doubts away. Odd that it makes me feel uncomfortable

  sometimes.




  Max is an amazing person. He’s got every reason to feel resentful of me. The outsider who took the job which was rightfully his. After everything he’d done. Running the place

  single-handed through Will’s terrible last illness and during the nine months it took the governors to appoint a successor. Having to adjust to the role of my Deputy. Giving me ungrudging

  support from the moment I got the job. Which must have been the hardest moment of all for him.




  The disquieting thoughts buzz insect-like in my brain. Why did it take the governors so long? When they appointed me it was the second time they’d gone through the whole process. Offering

  it to me after hours of discussion. Not reassuring, that. As though I was the choice of last resort. The Chair and Vice-Chair will be here in thirty minutes so we can interview candidates for the

  post of Second Deputy. Something I’ve never done before. I have to be calm and confident. Part of proving to them they got it right after all. Max was trying to save me from disappointment

  when he warned me Will only ever secured his choice after endless wrangling, if at all. I’d like to demonstrate I can manage the governors. I had a reputation for plain speaking in my

  previous schools. Today I need to be as silver-tongued as Max. Irresistibly persuasive. I’ve made all the arrangements so I shall at least appear competent. As long as Trevor Bennett

  doesn’t waylay the governors to complain about me. As long as they don’t have to struggle through rival gangs of warring students as a direct result of my impromptu history lesson.




  The fourth and last candidate. Jack Redfern. I watch him come into the room. Tall, broad-shouldered, quite heavily-built. A contrast to Max, who has the compact elegance of a

  gymnast. There’s an awkwardness about the way Jack moves and takes the chair placed in front of the interviewing panel. Habitual or the result of nervousness? An interesting face. Not

  good-looking though – his features are too strongly-pronounced. I focus all my attention on him, desperate to get this one right. Even if I make the correct judgement, I may not manage to

  convince the governors. Say too little and it may go by default. Argue too strongly and they may dig their heels in. They want a hard man, someone to help me clamp down on what they despise as an

  absurdly liberal regime.




  Gordon Lindsay, the Chair, is asking the first question. ‘Your entire teaching career has been spent at Thomas Paine High School. How do you propose to overcome the handicap of such

  limited experience?’ A question of the when-did-you-stop-beating-your-wife genre, asked with a disapproving frown which is deepening as Gordon listens to the response.




  Colin Blaine, the Vice-Chair, wants to know how he proposes to counter the school’s laissez-faire culture. Jack begins to sketch a gesture with his right hand and truncates it. His answers

  are hesitant. More questions, all hostile. He should have been prepared for that. Max backs him but I’m already disappointed. Now the Inspector, Robert Swift, is asking about changing student

  behaviour.




  At once Jack’s animated, leaning forward in his chair. ‘A school can impose behaviour, using rules, regulations, punishments. Or it can take the more rigorous approach of seeking to

  change hearts and minds. Which demands much more of teachers and students, but makes a lasting difference. At Thomas Paine, there’s no culture of “them and us”. It’s the

  school’s greatest strength. Allies can influence one another. No one embraces the ideas of those they regard as the enemy.’




  I’m smiling and nodding agreement when Gordon cuts in. ‘Is this your attempt to justify “friendly” relationships between teachers and pupils?’ The quotation marks

  are audible and contemptuous. ‘Have you no appreciation of how dangerous they are?’




  There’s the briefest hesitation before Jack meets the accusation head-on. ‘Exploiting our position of trust is always unforgivable. We don’t build up the mystique of teachers

  at Thomas Paine. We’re honest about our shortcomings. That offers a level of protection. But you’re right. The danger exists and we have to be vigilant here, as in every other

  school.’




  I can’t interpret Gordon’s grunt. He looks towards me and says formally, ‘Mrs Lincoln.’




  My turn to ask a question. ‘Six weeks ago I was a Deputy myself. I know what a tricky role it can be. Even more tricky when it’s an internal appointment. Whose side should the Deputy

  be on? His colleagues’ side? Or the Head’s?’




  ‘It’s the Deputy’s responsibility to make sure there are no sides.’ He corrects himself. ‘That’s too glib. The staff here divide along various fault-lines,

  though we’re more united than most. I’d try to see everyone’s point of view and work for reconciliation. Even when there seems to be some advantage in fostering divisions,

  it’s always a mistake.’ Jack smiles. ‘You want to know what I’d do if it came to the crunch. Absolute support for the Head. Reserving the right to say what I think in

  private. And to be heard.’




  It’s obvious enough interview-speak. What candidate would be foolish enough to suggest he’d let you down? Yet as his gaze meets mine I recognise someone I can trust.




  The exchange is continuing. I will myself to listen with total concentration, trying to see the person behind the words, the expressions, the body language, and at the same time to gauge the

  panel’s reactions. If Jack is my preference, I’ll have a struggle on my hands. But I’m not sure. Not at all sure. I want my two Deputies to work well together. Only isn’t

  Max a little too enthusiastic about Jack? I don’t want to find myself an uncomfortable outsider whenever the three of us meet. As an interviewee, I believed the stress was all mine. Now

  I’m longing for that easy option of being at the mercy of others’ decision. Far too much seems to hang on my ability to get it right. To opt for the right person. To find the right

  arguments to sway the governors.




  With a brisk, ‘Thank you, Mr Redfern,’ Gordon is drawing proceedings to a close.




  There’s a moment or two of bustle as the tea and biscuits I’ve ordered are set out on the table.




  ‘Very civilised. Never had this with Fullwood, did we, Gordon?’ Colin comments.




  ‘Certainly not. He thought afternoon tea was bourgeois. Never offered anything except that disgusting home-brewed beer of his.’




  The comments and accompanying male laughter leave me wondering if I’m conforming to some womanly stereotype. I tell myself the discussion matters more than my feminist hangups. At

  Gordon’s invitation the Inspector is summarising his impressions of the four candidates, giving me time to organise my notes. Is he neutral? I listen attentively. It’s easy enough to

  use emphasis and omission to promote a favourite. When will I have a chance to say what I think? What shall I do if Gordon doesn’t even ask me?




  ‘Isabel, who do you want?’




  It catches me off balance, as though my foot’s come down upon a familiar step only to find it missing. The query is too straightforward, leaving me no space for strategy. Besides, who do I

  want, if any attention is to be paid to my wishes? I live through seconds of silence, before I answer. ‘Jack Redfern.’ Did I say that? It sounds like someone else’s pronouncement

  rather than my own judgement. Which the governors probably intend to ignore.




  Gordon leans forward to take another biscuit. ‘Sure about that?’




  Better to sound decisive even if it’s disastrous for Jack’s chances, so I say, ‘Quite sure.’




  Gordon hunches his shoulders. A trick he has. He’s exceptionally tall and seems never to have come to terms with his height. ‘No point in prolonging the discussion then. We’ve

  all got better things to do.’ He’s finishing his shortbread.




  My lips seem stiff with astonishment, making words hard to form. ‘You mean, you’re happy to appoint Jack?’




  ‘I’m happy to appoint the man you want. Seemed a bit of an awkward customer to me. Might help you in your battles with Max Truman. His pernicious influence has had free rein for far

  too long. He’ll be a tough opponent. If it’s Redfern you want, we accept your judgement, don’t we, Colin?’




  ‘Absolutely.’




  As I murmur my thanks I’m struggling against a new uncertainty. I’ll be able to report a triumph to Max. But is it my triumph? Or his?




  







  Chapter 2




  Jack Redfern, Deputy Head. It takes some getting used to. He feels like he’s trying on a different personality. Someone older than thirty-two, with more gravitas. Who you

  are. Who you intend to be. Does everyone suffer from the same uncertainty? Out of school he’s never managed it. Actions always falling short of intentions. Too inclined to live up to his

  name. Jack the Lad. Self-disgust tugs his mouth into a grimace. That wasn’t how he’d meant it to be. Him and Maggie living together. Buying the three-bed semi in Enfield. Betsy and then

  Matt. It was supposed to be forever. As far as anything could be. The business with Jill wasn’t serious. But when Maggie found out, that was it. Not that he blamed her. She’d forgiven

  him twice. And he’d promised. Both times. Never again. Thinking of his children brings the familiar twist of pain. The shiver of guilt. He’d meant to stay close. Meant. That word again.

  But it was awkward, now there was a stepfather on the scene. At his age he’d like to be settled. Or he imagines he would. Perhaps it’s only wanting what he hasn’t got.




  At school he’s always taken himself more seriously. Ever since the day he turned up, six months out of his art degree at Central, half-convinced by his teacher training course that it

  wasn’t for him, and met Will Fullwood. And that was it. No more doubts. Thomas Paine High was his future. Swapping schools to climb up the ladder of promotion never interested him. He became

  Senior Tutor of Lexington House because it was the job Will needed him to do. A conversation only days before the cancer was diagnosed. It was the one thing he had to offer his hero. Being the best

  Senior Tutor he knew how to be. He feels the heat of embarrassment because it sounds sentimental even though it’s the truth. The long pain of Will’s dying was agonising. No one could

  want to see such suffering prolonged. It had all fallen on Max. The sheer hard slog to get the work done. And resist the governors’ sabotage. And keep up everyone’s morale, even at the

  most hopeless moments. He was the heir apparent. But he didn’t get it. They appointed a woman instead.




  It fell to Max to announce it at staff briefing the next morning. ‘Isabel Lincoln is our new Head. She takes up her post on April the 23rd.’ And to cope with the buzz of astonished

  dismay which greeted the news. The indignant protests against such injustice. Though they ought to have guessed. Max was far too loyal to Will to please the governors.




  Jack felt bound to seek Max out afterwards though he didn’t know what to say. What could anyone say? ‘Tough on you,’ was the best he could manage. ‘You’ll be

  looking for another job.’




  ‘No,’ Max said. ‘It’s not about me. Never has been. It’s about the students. I need to stay.’




  So Max remains a Deputy. Despite the promotion, Jack can’t see himself as an equal. He looks up to Max almost as much as he looked up to Will. When Isabel allocates responsibilities he

  hopes he gets Pastoral. To begin with at least. Knowing he has a gift for managing students, he’d feel more confident. With him it’s instinctive. Something he’d never thought

  about until Will pointed it out. It’s like a posthumous blessing on his new job. If he can be Pastoral Deputy. He’ll find out when they meet tomorrow – him, Max and Isabel. The

  strangeness of it still possesses him. Her gender ought not to be an issue. Only it is. At Thomas Paine men are in charge. Why has he never noticed that before? He reckons up. Two-thirds of the

  teachers are men and they hold all the senior positions. Plenty of young women in their first year or two of teaching. They find it tough. As Jill did. He came across her in tears after a

  disastrous lesson. That brief flare of sexual excitement he was too self-indulgent to resist. And then she moved on. Not many stayed and none of them had major responsibilities. Take Joan. Second

  in PE when he arrived. After nine years they’re on their third Head of Department – Graham, male like his predecessors. Though he’s generous in his praise of Joan. Says she does

  all the paperwork. He doesn’t know how he’d manage without her. Like Rosie, Jack’s assistant in Lexington House. She never even applied for the Jefferson House job when it came

  up.




  He feels a touch of shame when he thinks of Valerie Stephens. Whose job he’s taking. Except she never really had it. One of the governors’ appointments. Made to thwart Will. Not her

  fault though. He used her as Head of Modern Languages. With a few token extras, like preparing agendas and minutes. Under Will it all happened without comment. Isabel brought it into the open. Said

  at a staff meeting she needed two fully-functioning Deputies – Christ, he hoped he could be that – and she’d tried to persuade Val to change her role but she’d preferred to

  stay in charge of languages and very generously insisted on reverting to the appropriate salary grade. Which created the internal vacancy. Isabel’s first change. It’s everyone’s

  fear. That nothing will stay the same, not now she’s got the job, instead of Max.




  A face appears around his door. ‘Congratulations!’ And disappears.




  ‘Max,’ Jack calls after him. ‘Come in.’ He stands up to clear a chair for his visitor. As usual the room is cluttered with his students’ art work, at various stages

  of completion.




  Max obeys the summons. ‘Didn’t want to interrupt anything,’ he says. A smile lights up his face, crinkling the skin around his dark eyes. ‘It’s brilliant news. I

  couldn’t be more delighted.’ He seizes Jack’s hand, presses it and shakes it warmly.




  Jack finds himself grinning. There’s a glow about Max that’s catching. In his presence the world seems a brighter place. ‘Thanks. I’d never have put in for it if you

  hadn’t persuaded me.’




  ‘You were the obvious choice,’ Max insists as they both sit down. ‘Mind you, for that very reason I doubted the governors would have the wit to offer it to you. They always

  took a perverse delight in buggering up Will’s plans.’




  Stretching out a long leg, Jack slams the door shut with his foot. There are things to say which shouldn’t be overheard. ‘Am I Isabel’s choice?’ It’s important to

  him to know.




  Max looks serious. ‘Absolutely.’




  The seriousness carries conviction. But a question remains. ‘How did she swing it with Gordon and Colin?’




  ‘Honeymoon period. Doesn’t make sense to thwart her so soon after appointing her. No telling how long it will last.’




  ‘She’s a good listener,’ Jack suggests. Something he noticed in the interview.




  Max is beaming again. ‘Yes, isn’t she?’ His voice is warm with praise.




  ‘But she strikes me as having a mind of her own. Though I hardly know her,’ Jack adds apologetically. ‘You’ve spent much more time with her.’




  Max spreads his hands in an all-embracing gesture. ‘Heart’s in the right place and all that. But there’s so much she doesn’t know. We’re going to have to work hard

  at supporting her.’




  Jack nods his understanding. He wants to ask Max why he thinks the governors chose her. Only it’s delicate. ‘When she was interviewed, did she fool the governors or what?’ he

  asks, not sure how tactful he’s being.




  ‘Good question. She must have done.’ Max is laughing. ‘The candidate they were seeking would make Norman Tebbitt look like a bleeding-heart liberal.’




  ‘They’ve made a mistake then.’ A statement of fact. He couldn’t have said why he sounded so certain.




  ‘If she has any doubts, we have to convince her. And really,’ Max points out reasonably, ‘she can’t be expected to feel the way we do. We worked with Will. He left his

  school in trust to us.’




  ‘There’ll be stuff she wants to change.’




  ‘Bound to be.’




  ‘You don’t mind?’




  ‘Jack, change was Will’s lifeblood. He was the last person to want the place to ossify. It’s hanging on to the principles of Thomas Paine High that matters. Putting the

  students first, valuing every one of them equally, no hierarchies of subjects or people. It’s up to us to back Isabel’s innovations. That way we can make sure they’re true to the

  TPH ethos.’




  The words are comforting. The prospect of conflict recedes, as it always does when Max explains things. Yet a misgiving lingers. Like the itch of an insect bite, it won’t be ignored, even

  though scratching it will make it worse. He remembers what he said in the interview. When it comes to the crunch. Something specific. ‘Supposing she tries to impose a uniform? The

  governors are bound to lean on her to do that.’




  ‘So, what would we do?’




  ‘Talk it through, the three of us?’




  ‘Exactly. Look at enforcement. Endless negative encounters with students and parents. The triviality of it. Tutors distracted from their core responsibilities: enhancing students’

  self-worth and developing their potential to the full. At the end of our discussion, Isabel will be as determined to defy Gordon et al as the two of us are.’




  ‘I guess so.’ Palms uppermost, Jack slides his fingers between one another. Looking up, he asks, ‘What will you let her change?’




  The laughter bubbles up again. ‘Isabel’s in charge, for Christ’s sake. Not me. You make me sound like some sinister puppet-master. Don’t put that on me. I’d be

  hopeless at that kind of subterfuge.’




  ‘You must have some idea,’ he persists. ‘What would Will have done next? Everything’s been on hold for more than a year.’




  ‘There’s something she can do, which he would never have done. All our systems creak. Once it fell to me, I realised that within days. I didn’t have the space to do anything

  about it. She’s got a flair for organisation, like a lot of women. We ought to encourage it. Will didn’t think it was worth bothering with. But the attacks on us are bound to intensify

  now the Tories are in power. We can’t afford an Achilles’ Heel.’




  Jack’s impressed. Impressed by the analysis, because it’s not the kind of thing he does well himself. Impressed by Max’s generous identification of Isabel’s strengths.

  He’s looking forward to it now, the three of them working together, helping Thomas Paine to flourish. ‘Not sure how much use I’ll be,’ he says. An honest assessment, not a

  plea for reassurance.




  But Max exclaims, ‘Balls! You’ll be brilliant. We must celebrate. How about a few jars this evening?’




  They fix a time and agree the usual place. The Sutton Arms, the school’s local, where they gather to hatch schemes, mourn defeat, toast success.




  Jeremy is lounging against Jack’s desk. ‘Honestly, Jack, it’s not humanly possible to behave well in Trevor’s lessons. He is so boring.’

  Both o’s are stretched to accommodate the extent of the tedium.




  Jack continues to assemble the paraphernalia he requires for the first lesson of the morning. ‘You’re on course for top grades in every subject. Except history. You’ve got

  O-level next year. If you continue to fool about, you’ll mess up your chances. I know you can be a first-class clown. I know you get a thrill out of making everyone laugh. But use a bit of

  self-control.’




  Jeremy picks up a pen from the desk and presses the top, concentrates on watching the end flick in and out. ‘I don’t mean to be big-headed but I think I could scrape it however much

  I mess about.’




  His senior house tutor laughs. ‘You’re probably right. The trouble is, the rest of the group would rather be entertained by you than do the work. And not all of them will scrape it.

  Besides which, I’m fed up with filing the complaints Trevor bombards me with. Not to mention the forests which are being sacrificed to provide the paper for them. We’ve tried talking

  with him. I’ve sat through his lessons—’




  ‘You know how dire they are,’ the boy interrupts.




  ‘You said that. The point is, I can’t change the situation. You’ll have to change. I’m asking you to cut it out. As a favour to me, if you like.’




  ‘Okay, Jack. I don’t want to give you hassle. I’ll do my best to behave like the ultimate swot.’ He puts the pen back on the desk. ‘Rumour has it you’re our

  new Deputy. Great stuff.’




  ‘Thanks. Get off and register now.’




  ‘See you.’




  Jack considers the tactics he’s just used as he checks he’s got fifteen pairs of scissors. Should he have wrapped it up more? No, Jeremy’s too bright to be fooled by

  teacher-talk.




  Hearing his name, Jack looks up. ‘Valerie,’ he says. He’s been wanting to speak to her but he didn’t see how he could take the initiative.




  ‘You’re busy.’




  ‘No. It’s all sorted.’




  At that she comes in, closing the door behind her and taking the chair he cleared yesterday evening. ‘I wanted to wish you well.’ She smiles. ‘I can’t offer you any

  useful advice, since I never did the Deputy job.’




  ‘Thanks. A pity about the advice. I need as much as I can get.’




  She laughs. An attractive laugh. Mid-forties. Sensible blue cotton skirt which, his art training notes, picks up a colour in her Liberty flower-print blouse. Dull as ditchwater, of course. His

  colleagues’ verdict, which he’s never questioned. Whatever, she’s a good teacher in a difficult area. No avalanche of complaining notes from her cluttering his pigeonhole.




  ‘Max knows it all,’ she says. ‘He’ll be happy to put you right.’




  A little sharp. Any resentment is perfectly understandable. ‘It feels as though I’m taking your job.’




  ‘No way. It’s what I came to say. If it was bothering you at all. Isabel gave me the choice. It was my decision. Finally.’




  He’s curious. ‘You must have wanted it when you applied.’




  ‘Oh I did. Thrilled to bits when I got it.’ She leans back in the chair smiling. ‘Before I understood the way things were.’




  ‘You mean, the ongoing row between Will and the governors?’




  ‘That amongst other things.’ She doesn’t elaborate but she doesn’t get up to go.




  ‘You didn’t want to work with Isabel?’




  ‘I was tempted. She’s straightforward. And tough. I hope I can be some use even in a more lowly role.’ She hesitates. ‘I said no for her sake, more than mine.’




  ‘For her sake?’




  ‘I want her to succeed. To make TPH the school it ought to be. I wasn’t going to handicap her.’




  He starts to deny she’d be a handicap, to insist on her strengths, but she cuts in. ‘Two women out of three in top management? Here? Be realistic. With all the machismo there is

  around? They’d have found some way to destroy us both.’ She frowns. ‘Can’t think why I’m telling you this. Only you’re not part of the worst of it, are

  you?’




  ‘I don’t mean to be,’ he says, though he’s not clear what she’s talking about. She’s divorced. Maybe it’s made her anti-men. He’s not sorry when

  she checks the time and jumps up. For seconds her words jumble in his head, like a code he might be able to crack. But she can’t know more than he does – Will always excluded her from

  anything significant. Gathering up his stuff, he strides off to his lesson, the class he’s about to take occupying all his attention now.




  The door’s open. Jack likes that. ‘Hi,’ he says, as casual as he can manage. It was unexpected, seeing her alone. But Isabel had said she wanted to talk

  before their meeting with Max at two o’clock.




  She swings round on her desk chair to face him. ‘Jack. Thanks for coming in your lunch hour.’




  ‘Should I close the door?’ he asks, and then feels awkward he’s suggested it.




  ‘Please. When it’s open, it’s an invitation to drop in and I don’t want us to be interrupted.’




  He sits down, stretching out his legs. It seems too relaxed so he sits up straighter, planting both feet on the floor.




  ‘Have I stopped you eating?’




  It’s not a question which would ever have occurred to her predecessor.




  ‘There’s coffee,’ she says, waving towards a filter machine. He could smell it as soon as he came in, making the room unexpectedly homely. ‘And biscuits.’




  He watches her as she gets up to fill a mug for them both. Her movements are fluid. He wonders how he’d convey them in two dimensions. A line drawing, maybe? Like Valerie, she’s

  wearing a skirt and blouse, but somehow hers – black linen and coral pink silk – give a very different impression. Then he’s afraid he’s staring at her, so he studies his

  shoes until he accepts his coffee with grunted thanks. He’s a bit intimidated when she picks up a pad and pen from her desk. He hopes nothing he says will be used in evidence against him.




  ‘I was never lucky enough to meet Will Fullwood. I’ve read his books, of course. I envy you, working with him.’




  ‘Yes,’ he mutters. He knows it’s inadequate but he has no words to express what Will and the death of Will mean to him. He accepts the jug of milk she’s offering and

  pours from it.




  ‘He said everything I wanted to say. I read the books, saying yes, yes, yes! And he put it all into practice, here at Thomas Paine High.’ She pauses to add milk to her own

  mug. ‘I could never be so uncompromising.’




  Unwise, he thinks, admitting to a weakness like that. ‘Will never compromised. He didn’t know how to.’ It’s a compliment to his hero’s total commitment.




  She nods. Sunlight from the window gilds the blond lights in her hair. ‘Have you spoken to Val?’ she asks.




  The abbreviation takes him by surprise as much as the change of subject. ‘She came to see me this morning.’




  She ticks an item on her pad. ‘I’m glad. Despite everything, she’s genuinely happy about your appointment. As I am.’ She laughs. ‘If only because I like to get my

  own way.’




  With her laughter he relaxes and helps himself to a biscuit. ‘Thanks.’ He can’t quite see where all this is leading.




  ‘Val was a casualty of Will’s war with the governors. I understand why he fought them. From what Max tells me, they want a school modelled on the fantasy boarding establishments of

  Thirties fiction. The ultimate hierarchical set-up. Uniforms, prefects, caning. I have every intention of resisting them just as strongly as he did.’ There’s a pause while they both

  drink coffee. ‘But differently.’




  He’s wary. ‘Differently?’




  ‘Fighting takes a lot of energy which could be put to better use. And as you pointed out in your interview, who was ever persuaded by an enemy? I want to change the governors’ minds.

  And give peace a chance.’ She quotes the words, the familiar chant at every anti-nuclear demo.




  Going head-to-head with students is a nonsense. Never works. How many times has he told colleagues that? But it’s different with governors. She can’t know better than Will.

  ‘They’re not persuadable,’ he tells her.




  ‘I have to do it my way,’ she says. ‘It’s harder for Max. For years he’s been fighting Will’s battles, first at his side and then on his behalf. You’re

  not part of that, any more than I am. I need your backing. Over time, we can get Max to see things our way.’




  Our way? How much is she taking for granted here? ‘Max and I work well together.’ He’s warning her off, making it clear where his allegiance lies.




  ‘Exactly. And all three of us want the same end. It’s only the means which are in question.’




  She seems to rate him as an ally. Which is flattering. But he won’t let that seduce him. ‘Why can’t the three of us talk about it together?’




  ‘We’re going to. But you feel a great loyalty towards Max. He’s done a wonderful job, keeping things together under such appalling circumstances. He’s an amazing person.

  He has every reason to resent me and yet he’s been supportive from the first moment, which must have taken some doing.’ She hesitates, does a little cross-hatching on her pad. ‘I

  need you to be your own man, Jack. Will rated you. He promoted you. Accept his judgement. Don’t assume Max must always know best.’




  The analysis is so shrewd it’s uncomfortable. He can’t imagine ever having Max’s self-confidence. So he has to argue with her. ‘I make my own mind up.’




  ‘Excellent.’ Another tick on the pad. Looking up, she meets his gaze. ‘I can’t do management Will’s way either. He seems to have been a natural autocrat. I’m

  sure he valued Max, but not as an equal partner. Now I’m here the three of us will be in charge. Providing we make it work, it will triple our strength. We’ll share everything. No

  secrets. No games-playing Because I have no gift for playing games.’ The laugh comes again. ‘How does that sound to you?’




  He finds himself matching her extraordinary honesty. ‘Scary. Good, but scary.’




  ‘Right.’ Until that moment she’s looked pleasant, half-smiling, the way you expect a woman to look. Now her expression hardens, so that he sees for the first time how stern her

  mouth and chin can be. ‘If it all goes wrong, the blame will be mine. Naturally. I’d never try to wriggle out of that.’




  Jack believes Isabel. Believes her and trusts her, though he scarcely knows her. And with all his heart he wants it to go right for her.




  







  Chapter 3




  ‘You’re not to blame,’ Max says.




  It’s the second time he’s said it. I hear it as a double negative. Meaning I am to blame.




  ‘Trevor Bennett is trouble. Always has been and always will be. Him and his mates.’




  I stifle uneasy speculation about why Will did nothing, which suggests some snag I’m too naïve to have noticed. ‘Like Douglas Blake, his union rep, you mean?’




  ‘Him and at least a dozen others. Wreckers,’ Max says. ‘They fought against everything Will stood for. You’ll bear me out, won’t you, Jack?’




  Jack mutters assent.




  ‘They had to recognise he was too tough for them. When I took over they had a go at me. Invoked the union and tried to cause all sorts of trouble.’




  ‘You had to back down on the residential week,’ Jack reminds him.




  ‘Oh, that.’ Max dismisses its significance with a gesture. ‘They realised fast enough they hadn’t a snowball in hell’s chance of making me move away from the TPH

  ethos. But with someone new they’re bound to try it on. They see your appointment as their big opportunity. A chance to get the changes they want. They’re on the governors’

  side.’ He pauses as though to point up the betrayal. ‘This business with Trevor is bad news.’ He studies the pen he’s holding. Looks up to say in a low voice,

  ‘It’ll be seen as a provocation.’




  It’s out of character. Max is never alarmist. He must think I’ve mishandled it disastrously.




  He launches into anecdotes about the opposition. Demands for rigid streaming. Threats of mass detention if a culprit won’t own up. Inappropriate sanctions like writing a thousand lines.

  Petitions to bring back corporal punishment. Jack joins in.




  It makes me uneasy to hear the two of them, linked by experience I don’t have, excluding me. So I cut them short. ‘I’m not sure this is helping.’




  ‘Isabel,’ Max says. As usual his soft drawl makes me feel I’ve been abrupt. ‘I know you want to treat everyone like a friend, but it helps to know who your enemies

  are.’




  Am I being ungrateful? Resentful, because as always my Deputy understands the set-up better than I do? So I accept the copy of the Staff List he’s brought and let him go through it. I

  listen to his analysis, trying to sort out one kind of truth from another. I’m learning something, if not altogether what he intends.




  Well down the alphabet we reach Valerie Stephens.




  ‘You persuaded her to give up the Deputy role.’ Max smiles at me, his gaze holding mine. ‘I can’t tell you how grateful I am to you for that.’ He turns towards

  Jack, making the smile a compliment to him, then back to me again. ‘Could you work some more magic and persuade her to apply for promotion elsewhere? Tell her she’s clearly management

  quality, it’s a waste of her talents, etcetera.’
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