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1

Gerald Gaunt sat at his desk. He stared down at the letter of resignation, his pen poised to sign his name and he sighed, wondering for a moment if he was doing the right thing. He placed the pen down and gazed through the window, taking in the awesome view before him: silvered clouds stretching across a pale blue sky, undulating green pastures dotted with grazing sheep, bone-white limestone walls, tall pine woods and distant sombre peaks. He never ceased to be amazed by the breath-taking beauty of the scene; it never failed to fill his heart with a deep love of God’s Own Country.

He had been the headmaster of Risingdale Primary School, the school at the top of the Dale, for over thirty years. It had been such a happy period in his professional life. As he often reminded himself, not everyone had such an untroubled existence and such a rewarding career. The children, on the whole, were biddable, friendly and tried their best at their studies; the teachers were amenable, got on well together and clearly had the interests of their pupils at heart, and the parents and the governors had let him get on with the job without undue interference. He loved his career in teaching and knew he would miss it greatly, but times in education were changing and, in his opinion, not always for the better. It had seemed so very simple in those post-war days when, as a new teacher, he had come straight out of college, keen and excited and full of bright ideas. There were none of the pressures then, none of the endless government initiatives and new Department of Education and Science requirements, which came over the Dale like the Plagues of Egypt. In those bygone days, teachers had a great sense of freedom and could be creative and innovative. They were trusted to get on with the job at hand, but times had changed. He had tried over the years to resist such outside meddling and had had some degree of success, but now as the 1980s were coming to a close, he thought it was about time to call it a day.

The letter from the Education Office at County Hall asking him to consider early retirement had arrived out of the blue. It explained that there was to be ‘a further programme of rationalisation’ in the education service; several small village schools in the county were closing and, as a result, there would be a surfeit of teachers and several headteachers needing to be redeployed. All those over the age of sixty-two were being offered a generous package – a lump sum and a full, enhanced pension. It was rather too good a deal to pass up.

‘Well, are you going to sign it?’

The speaker, a thin, slightly stooped woman with a pale, indrawn face, narrow dark eyes, and thick iron-grey hair cut in a bob, was the school secretary. Standing before the headmaster’s desk, hands clasped below her bosom and staring over the top of her unfashionable horn-rimmed spectacles, she resembled an impatient teacher addressing a pupil.

‘Yes, Mrs Leadbeater,’ replied Mr Gaunt softly. His voice sounded wistful. ‘I am going to sign it.’ He tapped the pen on the desktop and looked thoughtful.

‘You don’t look all that sure,’ she said.

‘I’m sure,’ he told her and quickly scribbled his name on the letter. ‘There,’ he said, ‘that’s done.’ He placed down his pen and spread his hands on the desk. His fingers were smeared with ink.

‘Well, if you were to ask me,’ she told him, ‘I think you should give it some more thought. I mean, you’ve got a few more years left in you yet.’

He chuckled. ‘You make me sound like some old cart horse ready for the knacker’s yard.’

She coloured. ‘I didn’t mean . . .’ she began, unfolding her arms. ‘I meant . . .’

‘Yes, I know what you meant,’ he told her, smiling.

‘I meant that you’re too young to be thinking about retirement.’

‘I’m sixty-three, Mrs Leadbeater, hardly a spring chicken. I have thought long and hard about whether I should retire, and I think it is about time.’ He drew in a breath. ‘Everything in education these days moves at such a frantic pace and I’m rather too set in my ways to move with it.’

‘Nonsense!’ she snapped. ‘You’re in your prime.’

‘Hardly,’ he replied, leaning back on his chair. ‘It’s a far more demanding profession nowadays with all this constant change, the increasing pressures and paperwork, guidelines and strategies. It’s about time I handed over to someone younger and better suited to it than I.’

‘Well, you’ll be greatly missed,’ said the secretary. ‘The school won’t be the same without you.’ She tried to control her emotions, but her voice betrayed the extent of her sadness.

‘That’s kind of you to say so, Mrs Leadbeater,’ said Mr Gaunt.

‘When are you thinking of going?’ she asked.

‘At the end of term,’ she was told.

‘So soon,’ she said glumly.

‘I thought of staying for another term but . . .’ His voice tailed off.

‘Do you think we will get one of these redeployed head teachers?’ she asked.

‘I should imagine so. Those head teachers who are losing their jobs must feel pretty miserable having their schools close. I know I would feel wretched if Risingdale ceased to exist.’ He sat up in his chair and tried to sound more cheerful. ‘Anyway, I’m sure the school will continue to thrive under new management and leadership. I know that whoever takes over will be fortunate to have a happy and committed staff and to have you as his or her secretary. We have worked well together, haven’t we? I was thinking only yesterday that in all the years we have been together we have never had so much as a cross word.’

Mrs Leadbeater’s eyes began to fill with tears. ‘We haven’t,’ she agreed. ‘Not a cross word.’ There was a tremble in her voice. ‘You’ve been the real gentleman, Mr Gaunt, and always appreciated what I have done. I just hope your successor is as considerate and appreciative as you have been.’ She reached in her sleeve for a small lace-edged handkerchief and dabbed her eyes.

The headmaster regarded the tall, gaunt woman in her heavy grey skirt and prim blouse buttoned high at the neck who stood before him, her eyes full of tears. It was uncharacteristic of her to show her feelings in this way. To the teachers she had a brusque and direct manner and went about her business with a briskness and seriousness, rarely uttering a word she did not need to.

She reached for the letter with an expression of utter dismay on her face and, pushing the handkerchief back up her sleeve, said, ‘I’ll put this in the post this afternoon.’

‘Oh, and Mrs Leadbeater,’ said the headmaster, ‘the Chairman of Governors is coming into school to see me this morning. I need to acquaint him with my decision before I tell the teachers and parents.’

‘Sir Hedley? He’s calling in this morning?’

‘Yes, he will be here around eleven o’clock.’

‘I had better get the best china out,’ she said, ‘and tell the teachers he’s coming in.’

‘I’m sure he wouldn’t want you or the staff to go to any trouble.’

‘I don’t think he’ll be best pleased to hear that you are leaving. It will certainly not go down well with the teachers either,’ she predicted. ‘You know how they hate any sort of change.’

‘Maybe so,’ agreed Mr Gaunt. ‘Anyway, I should be grateful if you would not mention my leaving to the staff. I intend to tell them at the meeting at lunchtime.’

There was a sharp knock. Mrs Leadbeater opened the door to find outside a small boy of about seven or eight with grubby knees. A dewdrop trembled on the tip of his nose. He was dark and skinny with a soft crewcut, thin arms and gangly legs.

‘Is ’e in?’ asked the boy, sniffing.

The secretary gave a heaving sigh and stared down pointedly at the child with a severe expression.

‘Nathan Barraclough,’ she snapped. ‘Where are your manners?’

‘Where’s mi what, miss?’

‘I think you mean, “Is the headmaster available to see me, Mrs Leadbeater?’’’

‘Oh aye, miss,’ replied the boy, wiping his nose on the back of his hand.

She grimaced. ‘Well?’

‘Is t’eadmaster havailable to see mi, Missis Leadbeater?’ the child repeated.

‘That’s better,’ she told him. ‘Wait there and blow your nose.’

‘I ’aven’t gorran ’anky, miss.’

The secretary sighed again and shook her head. She reached into her sleeve for her handkerchief and then thought better of it. She turned to Mr Gaunt. ‘Nathan Barraclough is here to see you,’ she said. ‘Shall I ask him to wait?’

‘No, no, show the lad in.’

‘He needs to blow his nose,’ she said and departed with the letter, closing the door after her.

‘Come along in, Nathan,’ said Mr Gaunt, reaching into the top drawer of his desk and producing a box of paper tissues.

‘Mi mam’s sent thee a letter, Mester Gaunt,’ said the boy. The dewdrop continued to tremble on the tip of his nose.

The headmaster reached over and passed the boy a tissue. ‘Blow your nose,’ he said.

The boy did as he was told. ‘Mi mam’s sent this letter,’ reiterated the child.

‘Now, Nathan,’ said the headmaster, adopting a mock stern expression. ‘I have tried over the years to encourage children in the school to show good manners.’

The boy wrinkled his nose and looked perplexed.

‘When you see someone first thing in the morning,’ he continued, ‘tell me what you are supposed to say to them?’

‘I don’t know, sir.’

‘Let me give you a clue. What does your father say to your mother when he sees her first thing in the morning?’

The boy thought for a moment and rubbed his chin. ‘’E sez, “Will tha gerrup, Maureen, an’ mek us a cup o’ tea?’’’

Mr Gaunt shook his head and suppressed a smile.

‘I was thinking of “Good morning”,’ he said. ‘So, shall we try again?’

‘Oh, aye. Good morning, Mester Gaunt,’ replied the boy, nodding and smiling.

‘That’s better.’

The boy handed him the used tissue and the letter. The headmaster deposited the former in the bin and began reading the latter.

‘It says mi mam asks if it will be all reight fer ’er to tek me to t’dentist at lunchtime to ’ave a tooth out,’ the boy informed Mr Gaunt.

‘Yes, I can read, Nathan,’ replied the headmaster, good-humouredly.

‘I’ve got this wobbly tooth tha sees, an’ it waint come out,’ continued the child, wiggling a loose tooth with his index finger. ‘Mi granddad tried to gerrit out an’ tied a piece o’ string around it an’ tied t’other end around t’doorknob an’ then slammed t’door.’ His words spilled out in a rush.

‘And I assume the tooth didn’t come out,’ said the headmaster.

‘Tooth din’t,’ replied Nathan, ‘but t’doorknob cum off.’

Mr Gaunt leaned back in his chair and laughed. ‘Well, you run along and tell Miss Tranter I said it would be all right for you to leave the school at lunchtime.’

The boy scurried to the door and then turned, sniffed noisily, and wiped his nose on the back of his hand again.

‘Good morning, Mester Gaunt,’ he said, smirking from ear to ear. He gave a small bow. ‘An’ ’ave a nice day.’

When the pupil had gone Mr Gaunt thought on the school secretary’s words. She was right, his resignation and the changes that would inevitably ensue with the arrival of a new head teacher would not be fully welcomed by the staff, certainly not by three of the four teachers. In truth, they were a motley trio. When Tom Dwyer, a newly qualified teacher, had joined the school the previous September, Mr Gaunt had taken the young man into his office to tell him about his three unusual colleagues.

‘I guess they appear a pretty odd bunch to you?’ he had told him. ‘When I say odd, I don’t mean that unkindly. Perhaps a better word might be “idiosyncratic”. They do what is asked of them without complaint, work hard and the children like them. I have a genuine affection for them.’

He had told Tom that he did not interfere with what the teachers were doing, that they worked hard, provided the children with a good, sound education, treated their pupils with respect and related well to them; he did not see any need for him to get involved.

Mr Gaunt stood at his study window on that bright spring morning, surveying the panorama which stretched out before him. He wondered, as he awaited the arrival of the Chairman of Governors, whether the new head teacher would follow this practice and let the staff get on without unnecessary interference. The three teachers who came to mind were set in their ways and would, he guessed, not welcome any adjustment to their routine. They had taught in the school for many years and liked things as they were. Tom, enthusiastic and energetic, would, no doubt, take any changes in his stride – indeed, he had introduced a var­iety of initiatives and schemes since he had started at Risingdale – but the others were a cautious and conservative threesome. They did not possess Tom’s flair and ability and might not take kindly to a head teacher who insisted on dictating what they should do in the classroom. Perhaps he was worrying unduly, he reflected. His successor would be an experienced head teacher who would, he guessed, know how important it was to take things slowly, gain the confidence and respect of the teachers and appreciate their efforts.

His thoughts were interrupted when he caught sight of the Chairman of Governors coming across the playground. Sir Hedley Maladroit – baronet, squire, landowner, Lord of the Manor, owner of half the properties in village and most of the land surrounding, controller of many of the residents’ des­tinies, Justice of the Peace, Deputy Lord Lieutenant and Chairman of Governors – was like a character who had walked straight out of the pages of some historical novel. He was a portly, red-cheeked individual with a bombastic walrus moustache above a wide mouth, dark hooded eyes, prominent ears, and tightly curled hair on a square head. That morning he was dressed in a finely cut tweed suit and matching waistcoat with silver chain and fob dangling from a pocket. He wore a tightly knotted green bow tie and sported an expensive pair of brown brogues as shiny as conkers.

The caretaker and husband of the school secretary, a gangly man with dark, deep-set eyes and thick, wild white hair, saw the important caller striding purposefully up the path to the school. He scurried to meet him and, touching his forelock obsequiously, wished Sir Hedley, ‘Good morning, my lord.’

The baronet was inclined to inform him that he was not, in fact, a peer of the realm, but he let it go.

‘And a very good morning to you, Mr Leadbeater,’ he replied jovially. ‘Beautiful day, isn’t it? Spring is with us at long last.’

‘It is, indeed, my lord,’ replied the caretaker reverently.

‘I meant to have a word with you,’ Sir Hedley told him.

The caretaker looked worried.

‘It was good of you – and Mr Gaunt of course – to allow me to poach your assistant.’

‘Beg pardon?’

‘Mrs Gosling?’

The caretaker pulled a face. ‘Oh, her.’

Sir Hedley had prevailed upon the cleaner at the school (although she preferred to be styled ‘assistant caretaker’) to become his housekeeper at Marston Towers, his stately residence near the village. She had taken little persuading to accept the pos­ition, happy to leave the job of cleaning at the school, which had proved an uphill battle. Mr Leadbeater and the teachers were glad to see the woman go, for she had made their lives a misery. Never a one to be backward in coming forward, Mrs Gosling had, since starting on the very first day at Risingdale, complained about all the work she was expected to undertake, the sloppiness of the teachers, the untidy classrooms, the messy staffroom, the lack of cleanliness and numerous other things that did not meet her very high standards of neatness and hygiene.

‘I am sure she is a lot happier at Marston Towers,’ said the caretaker tactfully and with a wry smile. I am certainly a lot happier without her, he thought.

He hurried ahead and opened the door to the school with a flourish before announcing in a thunderous voice, ‘Sir Hedley Maladroit of Marston Towers!’

At the appearance of the distinguished visitor standing before her desk, Mrs Leadbeater patted her hair and adopted her professional smile and affected voice reserved for visitors who appeared a cut above the usual callers. She looked up at the Chairman of Governors and removed her spectacles. 

‘Good morning, Sir Hedley,’ she said pleasantly before rising to her feet. ‘Hif you would care to wait, I shall hinform Mr Gaunt that you have harrived. He is hexpecting you.’ She turned to her husband, who was standing at the door. ‘You may go,’ she told him dismissively in a queenly voice.

‘I hope I find you well, Mrs Leadbeater,’ said the baronet jovially.

‘Oh yes indeed, Sir Hedley, I’m very well, thank you,’ she replied, smoothing down the creases in her skirt as if she were dusting away some crumbs.

‘Such a beautiful day,’ he announced. ‘It makes one glad to be alive on such a day as this. This morning I heard the first chaffinch of spring.’

The secretary arranged her face with an appropriately sympathetic expression and lowered her voice. It was the first time she had seen him since the death of his son, and she hastened to offer her condolences.

‘I was deeply sorry to hear about your son, Sir Hedley,’ she said solicitously. She fingered the cameo brooch at her collared neck.

‘Ah yes, James,’ murmured the baronet, his manner suddenly changing. He breathed out long and slow. ‘It was most unfortunate,’ he nodded gravely. ‘Thank you.’

‘A terrible accident. It must have been—’

‘Yes, yes, it was,’ he cut her off. He did not wish to continue with this topic. ‘Well, if you could tell Mr Gaunt I have arrived.’

As she went to tell the headmaster that his visitor was waiting, she considered the term used by Sir Hedley. ‘Unfortunate’ seemed to her a strange word to use by a father who had lost his only son in an horrific traffic accident some weeks before. ‘Devastating’, ‘tragic’, ‘dreadful’ seemed to her to be more apposite a description. It also occurred to her that he had seemed to be in particularly good humour that morning, considering the calamity that had happened.

Sir Hedley, of course, had been saddened by the death of his son but his relationship with James had been strained. The young man had the easy self-assurance that comes from growing up with money that you have not earned. He proved to be a huge disappointment to a father who had imagined great things of his son and heir. James lacked his father’s steadfast spirit; he had been indolent and arrogant, indulged by his mother and disliked by all in the village. The car crash in which he had been killed was the result of his reckless driving while he had been under the influence of alcohol.

The headmaster’s study was poky and dominated by a huge oak desk with brass-handled drawers, behind which was an antiquated swivel chair. On the desktop was an old-fashioned black telephone, a cup of half-drunk tea, now cold and grey-scummed, a leather-bound blotter, a large brass inkwell in the shape of a ram’s head and an earthenware mug without a handle holding an assortment of pens and broken pencils. There were several books and a pile of untidily stacked papers and folders, on the top of which was a copy of Practical Poultry. There was not a space to be seen. A battered grey metal filing cabinet stood by the window next to a heavy dark wood bookcase crammed with more books and journals, magazines, and files. On one wall, a variety of children’s paintings of various animals – black-faced sheep and prancing horses, grazing cows, and stout pink pigs on stubby legs – all executed in vivid colour, was displayed. On another was a faded cross-stitch sampler executed by a child of eight called Eliza ­Bentley, dated 1890, and titled John Wesley’s Philosophy. It read:

Do all the good you can,

By all the means you can,

At all the time you can,

To all the people you can,

As long as ever you can.

Propped up in a corner was the strangest-looking contraption: a long, wooden, trumpet-like instrument with a cup-shaped mouthpiece.

‘Come in, come in,’ said Mr Gaunt, rising from his desk when Sir Hedley was shown into the room. He removed a pile of folders from a small spindle-backed chair. ‘I must apologise for the state of the place. I mean to tidy things up but have never got around to it. Mrs Leadbeater is always nagging me to do it. I am afraid it has got into a worse state since your last visit.’

The Chairman of Governors extended a hand, which the headmaster shook vigorously. ‘Good morning, Gerald,’ he said. ‘Please don’t apologise. If you want to see clutter, you only have to walk into my study at Marston Towers. Mrs Gosling is forever after me to tidy up the place but, like you, I like it as it is.’

‘And how are things working out with Mrs Gosling?’ asked Mr Gaunt.

‘Oh splendid. Marston Towers has never been so clean and tidy, and she keeps me in order. She is quite a redoubtable character is Mrs Gosling. As I was saying to the caretaker, I am most grateful that you let her leave at such short notice.’

‘Do take a seat,’ said Mr Gaunt. He returned to sit behind his desk.

Sir Hedley sat on the hard, wooden chair, which creaked ominously under his weight, and fingered the silver watch chain. He smiled to himself as he ran his eyes over the headmaster. Mr Gaunt’s indifference to convention was demonstrated by his rumpled jacket, which had seen better days, as well as his loosely knotted tie and shirt frayed around the cuffs. He looked more like a farmer than a head teacher with his lean, weathered face and thick crop of tousled greying hair that curled around his collar. Sir Hedley, like all those who came across Gerald Gaunt, found the man good-natured, unaffected, and easy to talk to. He had heard no one speak ill of him and over the many years he had been the Chairman of Governors, they had never disagreed. Of course, he had not had a great deal to do with the school in all that time. Governors’ meeting were a rarity, for things at Risingdale ticked along happily and he and his fellow governors and parents saw no reason to interfere. He believed in the maxim that ‘if the wheel is not broken, it does not require mending.’

‘So how are you coping, Hedley?’ asked Mr Gaunt.

‘Regarding?’

‘With the death of James. It was such a shock and—’

‘Yes, yes,’ replied the baronet quickly.

‘You know that I am always here if you wish to talk to me about it. We’ve known each other a long time and I have thought of you as a good friend as well as a colleague.’

Sir Hedley nodded. ‘I know,’ he muttered. ‘I appreciate that.’

‘As you know, I was never blessed with children,’ the headmaster told him, ‘but had I been fortunate enough to have had a son, I would have found it unendurable to have lost him. Parents expect that their children will outlive them. It is a tragedy when this does not happen. I am deeply sorry for your loss.’ His face was full of sincerity.

Sir Hedley’s expression was grave. He scratched his neck and looked down at the floor and thought for a moment.

‘I think it was common knowledge that James and I never got on,’ he said at last. ‘We never had anything to say to each other. I tried to teach him duty and honour, but it came to nothing. He was a wayward boy who wasted his time at school and went off the rails.’

Mr Gaunt was minded to say that children cannot pick their parents, and by the same token, parents cannot pick their children, but he said nothing and nodded staidly.

‘Perhaps we were not the best of parents,’ said the bar­onet thoughtfully. ‘I often wonder if I had been too strict with James and expected too much and thereby inspired his excesses. I know that he felt that I was disappointed in him. I tended to place some of the blame for his behaviour on my wife, who I feel over-indulged the boy.’

‘I take it that Lady Maladroit will not be returning,’ commented Mr Gaunt. Following the funeral of their son and after venting her wrath on her husband, Sir Hedley’s wife had left to live with her sister in London.

‘No, no, Marcia has left for good. In fact, I received the divorce papers to sign only this morning. It grieves me to say it, but there was little warmth or attachment in our relationship. It is a sad fact that there was not much affection on either side.’

‘I’m sorry that things have turned out as they have,’ Mr Gaunt told him.

‘Anyway,’ said Sir Hedley, cheering up, ‘I’m not here to discuss my family’s concerns. You asked to see me.’

‘Yes, I did.’

‘Not a problem, I hope.’

‘No, no, not a problem,’ replied the headmaster. He examined his hands. ‘I wanted you to be the first to know—’

He stopped mid-sentence when there was a knock. A moment later the door was opened by the small boy the ­headmaster had seen earlier. The school secretary entered carrying a heavy-looking wooden tray on which were a coffee pot, two thin porcelain cups and matching cream jug and sugar bowl.

‘Thank you, Nathan,’ she said. ‘You can go back to your classroom now.’

The boy gave a small bow. ‘Good morning, sir,’ he said to Sir Hedley. ‘I ’ope that tha’re keepin’ well. ’Ave a nice day.’ Then he departed.

The baronet nodded. ‘It’s good to see children with manners,’ he said.

Mrs Leadbeater exchanged a glance with Mr Gaunt and placed the tray on the desk. ‘I thought you both might enjoy a cup of coffee,’ she said with a smile.

‘Thank you, Mrs Leadbeater,’ said Mr Gaunt.

When she had gone, Sir Hedley gave the headmaster a hooded gaze. ‘You were saying,’ he prompted.

Mr Gaunt poured the coffee, added milk, and passed a cup to Sir Hedley. He then poured himself one and sipped his drink, seeming to need a pause before he could broach what he wanted to say.

‘I asked you to come and see me,’ he said at last, ‘to let you know that I have decided to retire.’

‘Good Lord!’ cried Sir Hedley, nearly spilling his coffee.

‘I’ve given the matter a deal of thought and decided to leave at the end of term.’

‘Well, this is a shock and certainly not something I was expecting at all,’ Sir Hedley told him, placing down his cup on the desk. ‘Are you quite sure about this?’

‘Yes, perfectly sure,’ he was told. ‘I have received this letter, which says that in order for the Education Authority to balance the budget, there is a need for what they call some “rationalisation”. Some more of the small rural schools that are losing pupils and are no longer viable have been earmarked for closure.’

‘Not Risingdale, I hope?’ exclaimed Sir Hedley.

‘No, no, not Risingdale. Our intake has remained steady over the years and next September we have an increase of pupils coming into the infants. We are in a healthy state. Anyway, over the next year the Education Department will either be making some teachers redundant or redeploying them. The head teachers of a couple of schools that are closing will need to be redeployed as well. I guess one of these will be given the post here at Risingdale. I have been offered an extremely attractive package to leave, which I have decided to accept. The fact is, I think I am a bit past it. I am finding it difficult to put up with the many changes in education and all these regulations, the mountain of paperwork, the unsolicited advice and petty directives. It’s time I go.’

‘Some regulations, in my book,’ remarked Sir Hedley, brushing a hand over his bristly moustache, ‘are written for the compliance of fools. As a farmer and landowner, who receives all the endless bumf from the Ministry of Agriculture and Fisheries, I know that only too well.’

‘Maybe so, but I feel the time had come for me to finish. As you know, I have my smallholding which needs my attention and—’

Sir Hedley took a deep breath. ‘I don’t suppose that anything I can say will dissuade you. You seem to have made up your mind.’

‘Yes, I have,’ said Mr Gaunt. ‘I shall of course write to the governors and parents to tell them of my decision, and I intend telling the staff at a meeting at lunchtime.’

‘I will only say, then, that you will be sorely missed.’
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When Sir Hedley told the headmaster that he would be sorely missed, he was right. Gerald Gaunt was highly respected and well liked in the community but few knew a great deal about him, for he was essentially a very private man. He never said much about himself, uttered a bad word about others or indulged in gossip. He had been a bright, studious boy from a relatively poor farming background who had passed for the grammar school with a county scholarship. After a spell in the army he attended St John’s teacher-training college, secured a post in a school in a neighbouring village and returned to Risingdale to be near his ailing mother and run the smallholding. His father had died the previous year. When his mother passed away soon afterwards, Gerald Gaunt kept the farm on. Promotion in education came fast and it was not long before he was appointed headmaster at the village school in Risingdale, where he had stayed for most of his career. He could have become the head teacher of a much bigger and more prestigious school, but he had decided to stay in the village.

Gerald Gaunt was a thoughtful, gentle-natured, and modest man. He was intelligent and widely read but never displayed his scholarship, preferring to follow the precept he had heard quoted by one of his college tutors. The eighteenth-century Earl of Chesterfield had cautioned his son to be ‘wiser than other people if you can, but do not tell them so’.

Mrs Golightly, the teacher of the infants, had known and worked for Mr Gaunt for many years but she knew little about the headmaster apart from the few facts that he lived alone in a farmhouse inherited from his father and mother, that he tended a few sheep and cattle on his small farm, that he had never married and that he enjoyed long walks. It struck her as strange that he never wanted to socialise with his colleagues after school or involve himself in the various events and activities in the village. He was something of a dark horse.

Mr Gaunt enjoyed a quiet, occasional drink at the weekend but rarely frequented the local hostelry, the King’s Head, knowing that if he did he would be cornered by parents wishing to discuss their children’s progress at the school, seeking his advice or quizzing him about numerous educational matters. Instead he patronised the Black Pig in Urebank, where he had a certain anonymity and enjoyed his half pint of bitter undisturbed. As he sat in the corner of the public bar, he would often think of his grandfather who would have had a lot to say, seeing him in a public house. Nicholas Gaunt had been a direct-speaking and devout Methodist and had preached in the chapel about the demon drink, believing it led to neglect of duty, moral degradation, and crime.

When Tom came for the interview for a position at the school, he had been taken aback by the appearance of the headmaster. He had rather expected someone in a pristine white shirt, smart suit, college tie and polished black shoes and not a tall, lean man with the weathered face of a countryman, who sported a shabby trilby hat, green corduroy trousers, a thick tweed jacket with elbow patches and substantial boots. It took him no time at all to realise what a remarkable headmaster Mr Gaunt was: caring, supportive, approachable and with a generous honesty. He often wondered, as did his colleagues, why the headmaster had not married and had children.

None was aware that Gerald Gaunt once had a romantic attachment to the young vet in Barton-in-the-Dale. As a teacher, new to the profession, he had met Miss Moira Macdonald when he had called her out to look at one of his ailing sheep. He had watched the tall, red-headed young Scot with a homely face peppered with freckles and an engaging smile deal with the sickly ewe calmly and effectively. He had found excuse after excuse to call upon her services again: his sheepdog was off her food, a cow was out of sorts, the goat was not giving much milk. She was astute enough to guess why she was being asked to visit the farm so frequently when there was nothing really wrong with the animals, realising that the young teacher was interested in her.

He met her again at a dinner in aid of an NFU farming charity. He was plucking up the courage to ask her out when she surprised him by asking him out. They each enjoyed the the­atre, music, walking, reading and farming, but neither of them seemed to want the relationship to get any more serious. They had been going out for a year when new job prospects had come up for both of them at the same time. Mr Gaunt, who was a deputy head teacher in Ruston by this time (the youngest in the county to hold such a senior position) was keen to apply for the headship at the village school in Risingdale, and Moira to accept a partnership in her native Glasgow. So, decisions had to be made. Should they get married? If so, who would do the moving? Which one would sacrifice job and career? Their relationship had been a strange one in that they were both so busy in their respective professions that they did not see a great deal of each other. Moira worked late and most weekends at the veterinary practice. Gerald was usually occupied at weekends either playing rugby, refereeing or taking school trips, and in the evenings marking books, planning lessons or rehearsing the school play. When they did go out to dinner parties together, they were not greatly enjoyable occasions. He would meet her colleagues from the veterinary practice and be bored by the constant discussion over the dinner table of animal ailments, diseases, operations and the latest developments in animal husbandry. When she met his colleagues from school, Moira was similarly wearied by the endless conversations about the curriculum and examinations, standards of education and difficult children. They both realised that their relationship could never survive the test of time. On their last evening together, they talked about things honestly and without quarrelling or recriminations and parted without rancour on either side, to pursue their own careers. That had been over thirty years ago. They had had little contact since then, save for the exchange of Christmas cards and the occasional postcard. He had often thought about Moira and wondered how her life had turned out. And then she had reappeared in his life.

In a recent conversation with Clive Gosling, a fellow farmer, Mr Gaunt had asked about the new vet in Risingdale.

‘He’s a decent chap, then?’ he had asked.

‘The new vet’s not a man,’ he had been told. ‘It’s a woman.’

Her name was Moira Macdonald.

Hearing this news, Mr Gaunt had wasted no time in paying Moira a visit and on an overcast Saturday morning he set off for the veterinary surgery in Clayton. He had made a real effort with his appearance that day, sporting a green silk bow tie, a finely cut sports jacket, stylish cord trousers and brown brogues.

Mr Vintner, the senior partner in the practice, a notoriously garrulous man whose conversation was almost exclusively about animal ailments, greeted him at the door of the surgery. He was an exorbitantly portly man with a full head of curly grey hair and bushy handlebar moustache. A leg was in an impressive plaster cast.

‘Ah, my dear Gerald,’ he said, standing at the door and leaning on a walking stick, ‘I thought it wouldn’t be very long before you showed your face here. I guess you have heard the news about the new vet.’

‘Good morning, Michael,’ replied Mr Gaunt. ‘Yes. I heard from Clive Gosling.’ He gestured to the leg. ‘Whatever have you been up to?’

‘This is care of John Fairborn’s Cleveland Bay stallion,’ he was told. ‘I was treating the horse for a chronic lower respiratory disease and received this for my pains. Despite its age, the old stager gave me a fair old kick which has put me out of action for visiting the farms. That’s why Moira has been such a godsend. I assume, by the way, that you are here to see her. Come along in.’

Mr Vintner hobbled down the hall ahead of his visitor, chattering non-stop.

In the parlour he slumped in a chair and stretched out his leg. ‘I am afraid Moira is out at the moment. She’s on a call to see one of Mr Olmeroyde’s heifers It sounds like abomasal ulceration to me because there’s been some gastric bleeding and perforation, which of course could be fatal. I have recommended—’

‘About Moira,’ interrupted Mr Gaunt.

‘Ah, yes, of course,’ said the vet.

‘I wasn’t aware that she was in Risingdale.’

‘Oh, she’s only been here a few days. I believe she did give you a ring a couple of times but you were out and of course she’s been so remarkably busy taking on my workload and—’

‘Is Moira here for good?’ cut in Mr Gaunt again.

‘Yes, I think she is. The thing is, Gerald, Moira has not been at all happy of late with things at the veterinary practice in Glasgow. I’m sure she will tell you all about it. She has had a series of set-tos with the senior partner, a rather strait-laced martinet of a man by all accounts, over the treatment of some animals and was looking to move. I met her a month ago at a conference in York, and suggested that she might like to come back to Risingdale and join this practice. As you are aware, she has worked here and knows the ropes and was very highly regarded. She thought it over and has decided to take up my offer.’

‘Well, this is good news, indeed,’ said Mr Gaunt.

‘I’m pleased you think so.’ Moira stood at the door. ‘Hello, Gerald,’ she said, smiling.

Over the weeks that followed, Gerald Gaunt and Moira Macdonald saw a great deal of each other.

*

The first staff meeting of the new term at Risingdale School took place that lunchtime. Mr Gaunt had asked all the members of the teaching staff to attend, so it was left to a disgruntled Mr Leadbeater to keep an eye on the children in the playground. He could be heard shouting.

‘Put it down and stop laiking about!’

The four teachers gathered in the staffroom: Mrs Bertha Go­lightly, in charge of the infants, a plump, cheerful-looking woman with a round face and tiny darting eyes; Mr Owen Cadwallader, teacher of the nine-year-olds, a tall, straight-backed individual of military bearing, with silver hair, cropped short and neatly parted, and sporting a thin white moustache and Miss Joyce Tranter, the teacher of the seven-and-eight-year-olds, a striking-looking woman of indeterminate age with unnaturally shiny, raven black hair, startling, glossy red lips and large pale eyes. The last member of the teaching staff was Mr Tom Dwyer, teacher of the top juniors, a good-looking young man with a tanned face, long-lashed dark blue eyes and a winning smile.

‘So, what do you think this meeting is about?’ asked Joyce, casually filing a long nail.

‘I don’t know,’ said Mrs Golightly, with a worried expression on her round face, ‘but there must be a good reason why Sir Hedley was in school this morning. I saw him pacing down the path earlier today. I mean, he hasn’t been in school for months. I reckon he’s the harbinger of bad news.’

‘I tend to agree,’ said Mr Cadwallader, reaching into the biscuit barrel. He crunched on a custard cream. ‘There’s something afoot. I can’t recall the last time we had a meeting so soon at the beginning of term – and at a lunchtime, too.’

‘Mr Gaunt seemed miles away when I wished him “Good morning”, and Mrs Leadbeater wasn’t her usual self either,’ added Mrs Golightly. ‘I’ve never known them so quiet. You mark my words, those at the Education Office are going to close the school. I knew they’d get around to us before long.’

‘I do wish you wouldn’t go on and on about closing the school,’ said Joyce, sighing wearily. ‘Every time we have a staff meeting you always bring it up.’

‘Well, it’s a fact,’ replied her colleague sharply. ‘So many of the lovely little Dales village schools are disappearing. Skillington School has about the same number of pupils as us and is closing at the end of this term.’

‘I am fully aware of that, Bertha,’ retorted Joyce. ‘You don’t need to constantly remind us.’

‘It’s only a matter of time before it’s our turn,’ continued Mrs Golightly.

‘It was to be expected,’ pronounced Mr Cadwallader gloomily, reaching into the biscuit barrel again. ‘We are in for the chop, make no bones about it.’

‘You’ll be all right, Tom,’ said Mrs Golightly, turning to her colleague, who had been uncharacteristically quiet. ‘You could return to the school where you trained. The school in Barton-in-the-Dale is flourishing, from what I’ve heard. I am sure the head teacher there would jump at the chance of having you back. Mr Gaunt was saying she thought very highly of you.’

It was true that the head teacher of Barton-with-Urebank Primary School would be more than pleased to have the young teacher back on her staff. Tom had made quite an impression during the short time he had been there as a student-teacher. In fact, he had been told by Mrs Stirling, the head teacher, that should a vacancy arrive, she would welcome an application. He had bumped into her when he visited his aunt in Barton-in-the-Dale village soon after he had started teaching at Risingdale.

‘If you were offered a permanent position at Barton-with-Urebank School, might you consider coming back?’ she had asked him.

‘I don’t know,’ he had replied. ‘I’ve not been at Risingdale very long.’

‘It’s just that numbers in the school are increasing. With the closure of some neighbouring small schools, we have had an influx of children. We will be looking for a permanent member of staff, probably next term.’

‘But won’t you have to take another redeployed teacher?’ Tom had asked.

‘I have already appointed three redeployed teachers,’ she had told him. ‘I think this time I can persuade the Director of Education to let me advertise for a new position.’

‘I see,’ he had said thoughtfully.

Tom had loved his time as a trainee-teacher at Barton-with-Urebank School under the guidance of Mrs Stirling and the supportive members of staff. He had learnt a great deal, loved the company of young people, knew teaching was the profession for him and had gained his Certificate in Education with a distinction. Had there been a position at the end of his training, he would have jumped at the chance of staying at the school, but Mrs Stirling had been obliged to take a redeployed teacher.

‘And I guess you won’t have a problem finding another job either, Joyce,’ stated Mr Cadwallader, perhaps unnecessarily.

‘That’s if she wants one,’ said Mrs Golightly. ‘I mean, she doesn’t need to work.’

‘That’s true,’ conceded Mr Cadwallader. ‘She’s very comfortably off now. I mean—’

‘Would you mind not talking about me as if I weren’t here,’ Joyce cut in curtly.

Over the Easter holidays Joyce had married the owner of Smith, Skerrit and Sampson, the prestigious auction house in Clayton. Her new husband, a wealthy widower, was keen that she should give up teaching but, for her, it was not a question of money. She enjoyed her job and valued a degree of independence. She had explained to Julian on their honeymoon that she was not the sort of wife who would be content to sit at home twiddling her thumbs; she had a career. Then she had declared that she intended to retain her maiden name. Her new husband wondered whether he had taken on more than he could cope with.

‘And you could retire, Bertha,’ said Mr Cadwallader now. ‘After all the years you’ve put in, you’d get your full pension. It is I who will miss out. I mean, coming into teaching late as I have, I can’t afford to retire.’

‘What about your army pension?’ asked Mrs Golightly.

‘Yes, there is that, but it’s hardly sufficient for my needs. I suppose I’ll be redeployed somewhere at the other end of the county.’

‘Could we change the conversation?’ asked Tom. ‘It’s all speculation that the school is to close.’

This discussion on the fate of Risingdale School came to an end with the appearance of Mr Gaunt in the staffroom.

‘Thank you for staying,’ said the headmaster. ‘I won’t keep you long.’ He sat, crossed his long legs and stared for a moment at the faces before him. He would miss his colleagues. He had known and worked with three of them for many years and valued their support and friendship. ‘There is just something I need to acquaint you with,’ he said at last.

Mrs Golightly opened her mouth to speak.

‘Now, before I start, let me assure you, and Bertha in particular, that Risingdale School is not closing.’

Mrs Golightly sighed with relief.

‘Is it another school inspection?’ asked Mr Cadwallader.

‘If you will allow me to finish, Owen,’ the headmaster told him, ‘you will find out.’ He paused and cleared his throat twice, then adopted a serious expression that did nothing to allay the anxieties of the teachers who sat before him with expectant looks on their faces. ‘As you are no doubt aware, quite a lot of small schools in the county aren’t viable any more with the decline in pupil numbers and they have had to close, with teachers needing to find other positions.’

‘Are we to be redeployed?’ asked Mrs Golightly anxiously.

‘I might have guessed,’ added Mr Cadwallader shaking his head. ‘We’re in for the chop.’

‘Perhaps you didn’t hear what I just said, Owen,’ said Mr Gaunt irritably, ‘so let me repeat it. Risingdale School is not closing and there is no question of any of you being redeployed. The reason I wished to speak to you is to tell you that I have decided to retire.’

‘Good gracious!’ exclaimed Mr Cadwallader. His three colleagues were lost for words.

‘I have given the matter a great deal of thought,’ the headmaster continued, ‘and I have decided that it is time for me to finish. I am a bit long in the tooth, to be honest. A very generous offer has come from Ms Tricklebank, the Director of Education, an offer it would be foolish to refuse, and I have decided to accept. I shall be leaving at the end of this term. That is all I really have to say.’

Before anyone else could respond to what they had heard, there was a loud knock.

Joyce got up to answer the door to discover Nathan Barraclough standing outside in the corridor wiping his nose with a finger.

‘Sorry to disturb you, miss, is t’ ’eadmaster havailable to see me?’ said the boy, sniffing and recalling his earlier conversation with Mrs Leadbeater outside Mr Gaunt’s study concerning good manners.

‘We are in a meeting at the moment, Nathan,’ she told the boy. ‘Is it important?’

‘No, not really, miss,’ replied the boy. ‘I just wanted to tell t’ ’eadmaster that it’s come out.’

‘What has come out?’ asked the teacher, intrigued.

Nathan held up the tooth. ‘I don’t need to go to t’dentist any more. I’m purrin it under mi pillow toneet fer t’tooth fairy.’

‘And how old are you, Nathan?’ asked the teacher, raising an eyebrow.

‘Eight, miss.’

‘Rather too old I should imagine to believe in the tooth fairy, don’t you think?’

The boy gave a wide toothless grin, sniffed, and ran a finger under his nose again. ‘Oh, I don’t believe in all that rubbish, miss,’ he told her, ‘but I’d believe that pigs could fly if it meant me gerrin a quid under mi pilla.’

‘Said like a true Yorkshireman,’ observed Mr Cadwallader, who had been listening to the exchange with interest.

*

Tom stood at the window of his classroom later that lunchtime watching the children playing in the yard; they were running, jumping, chasing, skipping, darting, and dashing, hardly stopping to draw breath. It is amazing, he thought, how energetic the young are. He smiled. It was not so long ago when he was a professional footballer and captain of Clayton United, that he was as active as his pupils. Injuries meant he had had to give up that career. He never regretted leaving the game behind for, having trained as a teacher, he felt he had found his vocation. He would not change his present profession for the world.

His thoughts turned to the recent meeting in the staffroom. Mr Gaunt’s decision to retire had been a bombshell; he had given no indication that he was thinking of stepping down as headmaster. Tom predicted that the arrival of a new head teacher would mean a great many changes in the school, most of which would not be welcomed by his colleagues. He had only known them for less than a year, but it was long enough to appreciate that they were rather fixed in their ideas and were likely to find adjusting to anything new unpopular and difficult. This had been clearly demonstrated when a computer had arrived at the school the previous term and had been housed in Tom’s classroom. All three of his colleagues had declined the invitation of Ms Babcock, the county’s newly appointed Information Technology Adviser, to attend a training course on ‘computer literacy’ and they had remained unimpressed despite Tom’s enthusiasm for the new technology. Mrs Leadbeater had turned up her nose when she had been offered a computer to replace her typewriter, telling Mr Gaunt that she had no intention of using some ‘new-fangled contraption’. Mr Gaunt too had expressed no interest.

Tom felt some real misgivings about the change in the school leadership. A new head teacher would no doubt want to stamp his or her identity, feel the need to alter things and innovate and take a more active part in what was being taught. Mr Gaunt had never been one to prescribe what the teachers did in their classrooms. He was fully aware of what happened in the lessons and he trusted the teachers and saw no need for detailed curriculum guidelines. Tom recalled the conversation he had had with Mr Cadwallader soon after he had started at the school.

‘You will find our headmaster,’ he had told Tom, ‘is not the most energetic of men but he likes the children, and they are very fond of him. He is very supportive of his staff and is a thoroughly decent sort who thankfully does not interfere with what we are doing.’ Yes, thought Tom, things would change.

‘Penny for them, Mr Dwyer.’

Tom turned to find one of his pupils, a plain-looking, thin little individual with a wide mouth, dark eyes, large ears, and tightly curled hair.

‘Oh, hello, Charlie,’ he replied, smiling.

‘You were miles away, sir.’

‘Yes, I guess I was.’

‘“In vacant or in pensive mood”.’

‘Pardon?’

‘It was in the poem we read – the one about the daffodils.’

‘Ah, yes, that was in the Wordsworth verse, wasn’t it?’

‘Am I disturbing you, sir?’ asked the boy.

‘Not at all, but you should be outside with the others getting some fresh air.’

‘Oh, I get enough fresh air, Mr Dwyer, when I go for my walk on Saturday. I came in to finish my story.’

Since first meeting Charlie Lister, the teacher had warmed to this bright-eyed, enthusiastic, and affable little boy with the ready smile. Tom had been driving to the interview for the post at Risingdale when he had very nearly knocked the child down. Charlie had leaped over a wall of greenish-white limestone and darted across the road directly in front of the car, trying to escape from a larger boy who was chasing him. Tom had screeched to a halt, missing the child by inches.

‘That was a very silly thing to do,’ he had said, approaching the little scallywag.

The boy had grinned widely and shrugged. ‘Sorry, mister,’ he had said.

Later Tom, newly appointed teacher at the school, was to learn that the boy was a pupil in his class. He soon found out that Charlie was keenly interested in all the work he undertook, had a quick mind and a cheerful disposition. He discovered the boy was a bit of a loner, a free spirit, and spent a deal of his time walking in the countryside or down to the public library at Clayton, or just sitting by the duck pond, reading. During the visit of the school inspector, he had charmed the HMI, chatting about the books he had read, his interest in history and astronomy, how he liked to cook, play the ukulele, was interested in wildlife and enjoyed taking long walks in the outdoors. The inspector had been duly impressed by this highly intelligent, confident, articulate ten-year-old, and with the standard of the work he had produced.

Charlie lived with his mother in one of the tied cottages on the Maladroit estate. He had often asked about his father, but his mother had always been evasive when he raised the matter and had told him that when he was older and able to understand she would explain. She had finally decided it was time to tell him who his father was, that he was a kind and decent man and very clever, but circumstances meant that he could not live with them because he was married. She swore him to secrecy, explaining that if those in the village found out who his father was, it would be difficult for him, for her and for Charlie.

By chance, Tom had discovered the identity of Charlie’s ­father, having met him one evening coming out of Mrs Lister’s cottage. It was Sir Hedley Maladroit, the squire.

‘So, what are you reading at the moment?’ asked the teacher now.

‘Great Expectations,’ replied the boy.

‘Another Charles Dickens. Are you enjoying it?’

‘Oh yes,’ replied Charlie. ‘It’s really exciting, but I am a bit puzzled.’

‘In what way?’

‘Well, at the beginning of the novel the escaped convict, Magwitch, frightens the boy Pip into stealing a file so he can cut off the leg-iron around his ankles.’

‘And?’ asked Tom.

‘But how had Magwitch managed to swim from a prison ship with massive iron chains fastened around his ankles? He would have sunk.’

‘Yes, I see.’

‘And a file is not a great deal of use in cutting through heavy iron shackles. He would need a hacksaw.’

The boy had the wise expression of a child well beyond his years.

‘It looks as if the great novelist seems to have overlooked that, doesn’t he?’ said the teacher.

‘It’s a mystery,’ said the boy.

‘You know, Charlie,’ said Tom, ‘you never cease to surprise me.’ The boy grinned. ‘Well, I can hear that the bell has gone. You can finish your story at afternoon break.’

There were fifteen children in Tom’s class of ten-and-eleven-year-olds – a mixed group of individuals but on the whole interested, good-natured and well behaved – the kind of youngsters all teachers dream of teaching. Tom loved their company and found a genuine pleasure in sharing his knowledge with them. He felt some satisfaction that he had made a positive difference in the lives of his pupils since he had started at the school.

He watched as the children filed into the classroom chattering excitedly as they took their seats, and thought to himself how lucky he was to have fallen on his feet to teach at Risingdale. Most voluble of his pupils was Vicky Gosling, a large, ginger-headed, good-hearted child but of a bossy disposition and strident voice, who, like her grandmother, former cleaner at the school and now housekeeper at the big house, had a great deal to say for herself. In contrast were Holly and Hazel Wood, the twins, shy and unobtrusive little girls, both talented musicians and two of the best readers. There was Judith, the thoughtful child with the long black plaits and rosy cheeks, the quietest pupil in the class. Then there were the farming experts: Carol Midgley, the pretty girl with the mousy-brown hair and pink glasses who knew more about sheep than anyone in the Dale; George, whose only conversation seemed to be about sheep and cattle and the make of tractors, and Andrew, the lean, ­bespectacled boy with a thick mop of tawny hair, who knew how to build a dry-stone wall, dig a dyke, chain harrow a field, tickle a trout, snare a rabbit and name a bird by a faded feather. All three sat by the window and were often found staring out over the landscape, probably wishing they were out of doors instead of stuck behind their desks. There was Matthew, the sturdy, sharp-faced pupil with the untidy curls and his pal, Simon, the heavily freckled boy with a head of shiny copper-coloured hair, both stars of the school football team. In the corner of the classroom sat Christopher Pickles, a large, ruddy-complexioned boy with a runny nose, a boy who seldom smiled and never laughed. Tom regarded David, one of his success stories. He was the pupil who had made the greatest progress over the two terms. A small, underconfident, gangly boy with a notice­able squint, he could barely string two sentences together in his writing and used the most bizarre spellings. He had come on by leaps and bounds since Tom had become his teacher. At the front desks sat Marjorie Olmeroyde, the little, pixie-faced girl and her friend Angela, two of the brightest in the class. Tom had been most pleased in the change that had taken place with a once sad and angry boy, who at first was rude and difficult but, when his talents in art had been discovered and he came to understand that Tom was genuinely interested in him, he had changed his attitude. Now Colin Greenwood was well behaved and more sociable. And, of course, there was young Charlie Lister, whose eager smile made people feel like smiling back.

‘Right everyone, look this way, please,’ Tom told the children, clapping his hands to gain their attention.

Vicky was not only the loudest pupil in the class, she was also the most vocal. She waved her hand in the air like a daffodil in a strong wind.

‘Mr Dwyer, Mr Dwyer,’ she shouted in a high and hectic voice, ‘what were the staff meeting about at lunchtime? All the teachers looked dead miserable. Is there something up?’

‘The meeting was teachers’ business,’ replied Tom, ‘and doesn’t concern you.’

‘Are they going to close the school like Skillington?’ she persisted.

‘No Vicky, they are not going to close the school.’

‘Because my gran says that—’ the girl began.

Tom raised a hand. ‘That is quite enough,’ he said, adopting a stern expression. ‘Let us get on with the lesson. Now, would you all sit up smartly and eyes this way. This morning we are going to hear me read a poem.’

There was a groan from the corner of the room.

‘Is there something you wish to say, Christopher?’ asked the teacher.

‘Do we have to do poetry, sir?’ asked the boy. ‘It’s all la-di-da and flipping daffodils.’

Tom noticed that Charlie gave a small smile, perhaps recalling the earlier conversation they had had about Wordsworth’s verse.

‘No, it is not always about la-di-da and flipping daffodils, as you say,’ said Tom. ‘Poetry can be about anything; it can be funny, sad, powerful, touching, gripping and a whole lot more. Today’s poem is a ballad and an extremely dramatic piece of work with a real sense of atmosphere, lots of action, colourful characters, rich and vivid imagery, and wonderful descriptions of the natural world. It is called “The Highwayman” by a poet called Alfred Noyes. Now, you will remember last term when we were talking about legends, Marjorie recounted the tale of Gentleman Jack Joiner, a story told to her by her grandfather. It was said that he was a local highwayman who held up coaches passing through Bloxton and Skillington. Perhaps you could remind us, Marjorie?’

‘Well,’ said the girl, standing up and clearing her throat noisily, ‘it’s the story of Gentleman Jack who robbed the coaches and then he galloped off on a grey mare called Lady, to ­Risingdale and counted his swag at the King’s Head. He was finally captured and hanged at Snig Hill.’

‘This poem is similar in many ways,’ said Tom, ‘and it may be that Alfred Noyes, the poet, had heard the folktale of Gentle­man Jack and told the story in this narrative poem. It opens on a blustery night with the highwayman riding into town. Listen carefully, particularly to the descriptions.’ The teacher began to read:

‘“The wind was a torrent of darkness among the gusty trees.

The moon was a ghostly galleon tossed upon cloudy seas.

The road was a ribbon of moonlight over the purple moor,

And the highwayman came riding –

Riding – riding –

The highwayman came riding, up to the old inn door.”’

The children listened attentively as he continued to read the poem in a deliberately theatrical manner – of how the highwayman visited Bess, the landlord’s daughter whom he loved, and how the jealous ostler betrayed him to the King’s soldiers who set a trap to catch him by tying up and gagging Bess with a musket pointing at her heart. Tom reached the climax when the landlord’s daughter fires the musket and kills herself to warn the highwayman.

‘“Her eyes grew wide for a moment; she drew one last deep breath,

Then her finger moved in the moonlight,

Her musket shattered the moonlight,

Shattered her breast in the moonlight and warned him – with her death.”’

‘Oh no!’ cried Vicky, slapping her hand over her mouth. ‘She shouldn’t have done that.’

‘Listen!’ said Christopher excitedly. His face was aglow with interest. ‘I want to hear what happens.’

Tom continued reading the poem, telling how the highwayman rode off unaware that Bess had killed herself to warn him and save his life and how, when he finds out, he returns to the inn where he meets his death.

‘“Back he spurred like a madman, shrieking a curse to the sky,

With the white road smoking behind him and his rapier brandished high.

Blood red were his spurs in the golden moon; wine red was his velvet coat;

When they shot him down on the highway,

Down like a dog on the highway,

And he lay in his blood on the highway, with a bunch of lace at his throat.”’

‘Oh no!’ cried Vicky, ‘not him as well.’

Tom read on:

‘“And still of a winter’s night, they say, when the wind is in the trees,

When the moon is a ghostly galleon tossed upon cloudy seas,

When the road is a ribbon of moonlight over the purple moor,

A highwayman comes riding –

Riding – riding –

A highwayman comes riding, up to the old inn
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