
   
CHAPTER ONE

A second envelope is found and sad change is observed in the emotional heart of the school.

September

Face impassive, Kayleigh Brittain stood in the centre of Elm Base, gazing round the classroom. In her hands was an iPad in an expensive-looking leopard-skin case; on this she was making intermittent light taps. As she did, a faint chinking sound could be heard from her gold charm bracelet, which winked and glittered in the September sun streaming through the windows.

From her vantage point in the reading corner, it seemed to Liz that the class were largely oblivious to the presence of their head teacher. She couldn’t help but contrast their reaction to the one Feay, the previous head, invariably provoked from children, fending off barrages of news about trips to Center Parcs and parties and guinea pigs. There was something about Mrs Brittain’s presence that seemed to somehow repel the children – or at least not attract their attention.

She was expensively dressed; even Liz could tell that. The apricot suit was crisp, clean and elegantly cut. The abundant chestnut hair shone in the sun without a trace of a grey root showing. With some shame Liz noted her own appearance, faintly reflected back at her in the classroom window – the helmet of greying hair, the white blouse and faded blue skirt, resistant to most things a primary classroom could throw at them. Her cardie had been consigned to the back of the chair within thirty seconds of entering the room – it really was fiercely hot.

If the children were oblivious, her friend Jan, gamely teaching phonics to her Bumblebee table, was anything but. Her voice had gone up at least two notches since her head teacher had materialized for one of her infamous Wednesday drop-ins. ‘Split digraph, Randeep!’ she was saying in tones that were warbly with stress. No, not stress.

Fear.

Which of course, was the reason that Liz was sitting here helping the children of Elm Base plough their way through various split digraphs and consonant blends. Her thoughts spooled back to the night at book group when this had all started – well, it must have started before that, but it had been that night when she became aware of her friend’s problems.

When Kayleigh Brittain had first started at St Barnabus’s and the school had become an academy, Jan had been an ardent advocate. It was high time, she’d say, that the place was taken by the scruff of the neck and given a jolly good shaking! The energy and enthusiasm of her words had the effect of making the recently retired Liz feel like some decrepit old has-been.

Then, subtly, things had changed.

Jan had begun dropping out of book group meetings, citing the pressure of work. When she did come, she said little (for her) and the comments she did make lacked their trademark authority.

The big reveal had come the previous June. The group had been meeting at Liz’s house; the book, some first-hand account of a drug addict’s hell in a Malayan jail (The Moon Through the Bars – not at all Liz’s cup of tea) had been Jan’s choice. But despite this, Jan had barely spoken … almost as if she hadn’t actually read it …

After seeing the others out at the end of the evening, Liz half expected Jan to be clearing away the coffee cups when she came back to the living room, but Jan was still sitting on the sofa, gazing unseeingly at the remaining crumbs of a piece of Busby Parkin (all of their cakes were named after local places). It was a look Liz recognized instantly and one that made her deeply uneasy.

‘I suppose I better be making a move.’ Jan’s voice had been dull, weary, in the way it had not been for some years. ‘I’ve work I need to do when I get back.’

Liz couldn’t remember exactly what she’d said in response, something along the lines of ‘surely not at this time,’ at which point Jan’s face had slipped and screwed up, followed by sudden sobs and hot tears. Jan wasn’t an easy crier. Her face looked ugly and helpless, her sobs rasping and nasal. She cried for seven and a half minutes (during which time Liz’s husband Derek came in, took one horrified look and hared upstairs with the Yorkshire Post) and then, through fistfuls of Liz’s balsam tissues, the story staggered out.

It was the national Year One phonics test. That year, a number of Jan’s class, for a variety of reasons ranging from a chicken pox outbreak to plain lack of ability, had failed to achieve the golden pass mark of thirty-two. This had not gone down at all well with Lodestone Academy Trust, who had subsequently pronounced an ‘All Achieve!’ policy for the following year’s test. This, it transpired, meant that every child in the Year One class – especially those deemed to be Phonically Vulnerable – MUST have a Quality Bespoke Phonics Experience at LEAST three times a week. Which was all well and good in theory but as Liz knew full well, the simple truth was that some children could spend all the hours God sent having Quality Phonics Experiences and still remain stubbornly and cheerfully Phonically Vulnerable. This view, however, was not shared by Kayleigh Brittain.

‘She has this way of just looking at you!’ Jan had wailed like a hurt child. ‘You just feel completely rubbish!’

Which explained why Liz had found herself on Wednesday mornings since the start of the autumn term steadily dispensing bespoke experiences to the phonically vulnerable of Elm Class. Plus – crucially – to be there on hand to give extra support in the event of any of Mrs Brittain’s infamous Wednesday drop-ins.

Derek hadn’t been at all keen about this arrangement. ‘Don’t be getting involved,’ he’d cautioned. But then Derek was someone who spent his life living with a horror of Getting Involved. Involved with what exactly was something that was always fairly opaque and differed from situation to situation – but Jan crying on the sofa certainly qualified. And of course, there’d been that time the previous year when Liz had very definitely Got Involved in a situation surrounding the death of a former colleague, one that had resulted in three people going to prison.

All of which meant that on these Wednesdays, Liz never said that much about these trips to her former workplace.

‘It’s all looking lovely in here, Mrs Starke!’ Kayleigh’s warm but curiously flat voice broke into Liz’s thoughts. She looked round the room, smiling, taking in the walls with their laminated labels, plus the crayoned vegetable hats strung across a wall ready for the forthcoming harvest assembly. ‘It’s evident a lot of quality learning is going on.’

Jan looked up at her, her eyes wide, her expression vulnerable, hopeful. ‘We have a new home learning system,’ she said with a wide manic smile. ‘The children all take their sounds home to learn in their “Funky Phonics” envelopes.’

‘I can see you’ve got it very organized,’ said Kayleigh. ‘And I see you’ve got your friend helping you.’ She bestowed a gracious smile on Liz, who felt a sudden impulse to curtsey. ‘I’ll give you more feedback later – but well done! And just a thought to park with you, as t’were. Consider a phonic-rich environment to support all the lovely learning going on.’ She gave a final smile, turned and left the room.

Liz looked over to her friend, giving her a ‘well done, now relax!’ smile. But Jan was staring after her boss. A stare the Liz had not seen for a few years and one that made her deeply uneasy.

‘Right!’ As the children streamed noisily out to play, Jan stood frowning in front of a display of autumn words. ‘A phonic-rich environment!’ Liz noted the edge to her voice and looked at her friend in concern. ‘At least have a quick break,’ she said to Jan.

It was as if she hadn’t spoken.

With a grunt of determination Jan proceeded to fall on the display, ripping off paper and words (words that Liz had spent an hour laminating only the previous week).

‘You go get your break!’ Jan spoke in that gung-ho way she had when the mood was on her. ‘You don’t mind fending for yourself?’ She vigorously scrunched up words and paper in a way that told Liz it mattered little whether she did or not. ‘Help yourself to my red bush!’

Outside in the corridor, Liz paused and frowned back at the door, unsure what to do. She’d seen these bursts of activity in her friend before – they were never a good thing. That time she feng-shuied Liz’s conservatory … the look on Derek’s face.

It was then that she noticed the envelope. It was sticking out at an angle from under one of the benches by the reading books, pristine white against the smart blue carpet tiles. A ‘Funky Phonics’ envelope, no doubt. Liz picked it up; she’d need to see that it was returned to its rightful owner before Jan started stressing.

Making her way to the staffroom, Liz reflected on the last twenty minutes. Could Jan have been exaggerating these past months? Blowing things up out all proportion was, after all, a characteristic of hers. Fair enough, there had been the way Kayleigh Brittain had snubbed her at the summer fayre back in July – but with everything going on that night surely it was no wonder? She remembered everything Thelma had told her – all that upset with the PTA – and then Kayleigh getting that awful letter. It was enough to make anyone look like they’d seen a ghost. And as for the ‘drop-in’ this morning, Liz had seen no evidence of Kayleigh being out to get her friend.

… angry hammering at the front door … ‘Is she in there the mad bitch?’

Liz shook her head. Come on, Liz, get a grip … All that was ages ago …

Suddenly ahead of her down the corridor appeared the faintly lurching figure of Bunty Carter. Liz felt a twinge of guilt. After Thelma had shared her worries the night of the fayre, she’d had it in her mind to call or even drop round. But as was the way of these things, somehow it had never happened, and in school so far that term their paths had never seemed to cross. She focused on the figure ahead; was she all right these days? She looked a tad unsteady … but then she did have that hip. Liz called out, ‘Good morning, Bunty!’ and waited for a pause in the unsteady progress.

The reaction was marked.

With a distinct increase in speed the dumpy figure hurried round the corner, flashing a quick wild-eyed glance over one shoulder. Odd. Bunty was always up for a chat. Maybe she was in need of the ladies’?

The staffroom was filling up with people queuing by the water boiler, making themselves a drink, spooning coffee into the Lodestone Academy blue mugs arranged neatly on trays – so different from the old mishmash of crockery … Topsy’s Viva Las Vegas mug and the hoo-ha if anyone else dared drink from it! Liz looked with longing at the various jars and tins in the cupboard. She’d kept meaning to bring a jar of coffee in with her, but so far, she’d not got round to it, and she didn’t feel right asking anyone for a spoonful. She sat herself in a corner of the once well-known room, feeling that familiar sense of dislocation on seeing again how very different it was. Corporate blue chairs instead of the saggy olive-green ones. Noticeboards with their inevitable Lodestone logos. One thing, however, had not changed.

‘It’s that time, folks!’ Margo Benson – the Year Three teaching assistant – waved the brightly coloured Know-body Indulgence cosmetic catalogue; her glasses on their gold chain winked invitingly. ‘Orders in by Friday!’ There was a quiet response to the fluting announcement and Liz smiled to herself. One of the many perks of retirement from St Barnabus’s was being able to stop forking out £9.99 on Indulgence Gardeners’ Hand Gel, which had always left her palms feeling slightly sticky.

‘Plus, I’m thinking about the Christmas do! We need to get moving before everywhere gets booked up!’ Again, a muted response, just a few half-hearted smiles, which was slightly surprising as talk of the Christmas do usually stirred some response from people, if only a lament about how quickly the year was passing.

On the staffroom whiteboard, Becky Clegg was writing in uncompromising red handwriting: All baseline data to Becky by Friday AT THE LATEST, thx! At the end she was drawing a smiley face, as if this could somehow soften the directness of the demand. Liz wondered whether now was the time to approach her. She had seen her a couple of times already that morning, charging up and down the Key Stage One corridor with a focused purpose that had deterred Liz from talking to her.

Jan had none too high an opinion of the girl. Last time Liz had been in Jan’s class the two had had a decidedly heated exchange about phase-five phonics (whatever that was) leading Jan to label her (with trademark lack of self-irony) a Bossy Madam. But since the other week, however, Liz had seen her in something of a different light.

It had been in the garden centre. Liz had been on the first of her September bulb-buying expeditions, when she’d noticed the tall figure looking rather flurried, arms full of bamboo poles. It had been one of those instances when she was unsure whether she knew someone sufficiently to speak to them, or whether only a vague smile of recognition was required.

The question had been resolved when Becky, in fumbling for her purse, had dropped the poles and Liz had helped her retrieve them. They weren’t, it turned out, intended for any plant-related purpose, rather something to do with a puppet workshop being run in school. Becky, who always seemed so focused, had been surprisingly eager to pass the time of day. She had been most interested in the trolley of bulbs, which surprised Liz who had only ever seen her in the context of brisk and brittle exchanges about phase consonant blends or split digraphs. She looked wide-eyed at the varieties of bulbs in Liz’s trolley with their lyrical names: Whispering Dream, Pink Sorbet.

‘I thought they were just red or yellow or orange,’ she’d said with an air of wonder, and it suddenly struck Liz she was quite a lonely figure. With her tall stature and red hair, she reminded her of a childhood rag doll, Raggedy Ann.

As they loaded up the poles into the boot of her trim red Fiat, Becky had said how due to ‘unforeseen circumstances’ she was renting a flat by the canal in Ripon. (Liz guessed this referred to a rather messy relationship break-up earlier that year – details of which had been avidly supplied by Jan.) She had been thinking about getting some tubs of flowers out on the balcony but wasn’t sure where to begin, and it was with this in mind Liz fingered the bulb catalogue in her handbag. Was this the right moment?

‘Data time, people,’ said Becky, snapping the lid on the pen with a smart click. She was, Liz noted, one of those people incapable of making a request seem anything other than a barked order. Cravenly she decided the bulb catalogue could wait for another time.

‘Here, Mrs Newsome.’ It was Sam Bowker, his death’s head features composed into an undertaker’s smile proffering … relief! A cup of coffee. ‘Milk, no sugar?’

‘How kind! Thank you so much!’ She smiled at him, thinking as she always did when she saw him how the years flew. Memories of him in times past flashed through her mind: hearing him read, playing Joseph in the Nativity, picking runner beans on his Grandad Billy’s allotment – the one across from theirs. Would she ever get used to seeing him as a twenty-something teaching Year Six? With this in mind she said, ‘I can’t get used to seeing you here.’

He smiled, yawned slightly. ‘I can’t get used to being in here. I still keep expecting Mrs Joy to walk in and tell me to get out.’

Liz smiled sadly at the mention of Topsy Joy, her late colleague who had died the previous year in such awful circumstances. Deliberately she turned her mind from those upsetting events. ‘So how are you getting on?’ she said. ‘I’ve not seen you at the allotment recently.’

‘I’ve had to give that up,’ said Sam, looking sad. ‘I know it was Grandad’s, but with a kiddie – and with work here – I just wasn’t getting the time.’

Liz nodded philosophically. As a one-time primary school teacher she knew all about shortage of time. ‘Anyway,’ she said, ‘I’ve been hearing such good things about how you’re doing! This Beacon writing thing Jan was telling me about?’

Sam smiled, but this time not quite so fully – almost awkwardly one might say. Abruptly his face was broken by an enormous yawn.

‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘Disturbed night.’ Now he mentioned it, he did look tired. His face, always on the sallow side, was looking decidedly pasty.

‘The little one been keeping you awake?’

He nodded, yawning again. He seemed about to say something but at that moment the large Year Three teacher – Tiff was it? – began speaking to him about writing assessments. ‘I need to push the fronted adverbials,’ she kept saying plaintively.

Although Sam’s answers came easily enough, he kept fingering his shirt collar, and Liz noticed a livid red mark on his neck. Just the same as Derek would get after finance meetings in Tadcaster. Stress neck he called it. But what did Sam of all people have to be stressed about? Apart from the understandable issues of a wakeful infant?

All of a sudden, she felt tired. Tired and old and out of place in that bright corporate room with this focused chat about fronted adverbials and baseline assessments. She had a sudden poignant flashback to the old days – herself, Pat and Thelma, tense from assessments, fraught from Nativity practices, floored with laughter about something some child had said or done.

All at once she realized how quiet the room was, despite being more or less full. Such conversations as were taking place seemed to be all about work – otherwise people were sitting in muted silence, staring down into their drinks. And there’d been the lack of response to both Margo and Becky. It had never used to be like this … Back in her day the staffroom had been a place that was pretty much the emotional heart of the school – a place where plans, gripes, worries, problems had all been shared. Had something happened?

‘Okay, chaps and chapesses!’ It was Ian Berryman, standing in the doorway, in a purple tracksuit today, gesturing comically at his watch. ‘’Tis time!’ Immediately the staff began stirring, even though by Liz’s watch it was a good three minutes before the end of break. The staff were obviously well trained – one of Feay’s more persistent gripes had been the time it took the staff to vacate the staffroom. On one famous occasion she’d even stood outside the door with a football rattle.

Instead of heading back to Elm Base and whatever state Jan was in with the phonics display, she nipped into the ladies’, took out her hairbrush and fluffed her greying helmet of hair. Not that it needed it; it was just something she always found comforting to do.

What a strange break time. That queer muted atmosphere … like people were walking on eggshells. Had there been an argument or something? She took a deep breath and looked in the mirror, seeing a worried face staring back at her.

Something felt very wrong.

All at once she remembered Bunty Carter hurrying away down the corridor. Why hadn’t she been in the staffroom? It wasn’t her duty day, and for Bunty to miss her coffee was unthinkable.

And that look on her face as she’d glanced back at Liz.

Shifty – almost furtive. Almost … afraid …

The metallic rattle of the bell signalled the end of break. Liz sighed – time to get back to Elm Base. Harvest practice next. Sighing she placed her brush back in her bag and braced herself for a run-through of ‘Once upon a time in the cabbage patch’. As she did, her elbow caught something sticking out of her pocket. The envelope! She gave a guilty start; she’d forgotten all about it. She needed to identify who was missing their home learning – the very last thing she wanted was to set Jan off worrying again. She opened it, as carefully as she could.

For an uncomprehending moment the words failed to make sense.

CALL YOURSELF A HEAD TEACHER?

YOU DO REALIZE THERE ISN’T A SINGLE

PERSON IN THIS PLACE WHO RATES YOU!

YOU’RE NOT WANTED HERE. DO US ALL

A FAVOUR AND PISS OFF … BITCH!

   

   
CHAPTER TWO

In the garden centre café evil is recognized, and there is news of a surprise request.

‘I thought Donna Chivers had nothing to do with school anymore, not now her Jake has left.’

‘She hasn’t.’ Thelma took a sip of her coffee. ‘She’s joined the PTA at Ripon Grammar School. Busy organizing a sponsored bed push to Fountains Abbey so I hear.’

‘So what’s this about?’ Liz gestured at the piece of paper on the table.

The spiteful text shouted out, jarring against the reassuring atmosphere of the Thirsk Garden Centre café. She had hoped that seeing the words in this comfortable, familiar context would somehow reduce, even trivialize, their sheer nastiness. But no, even seen upside down, as Thelma scrutinized the document, she felt the frissons of shock that had given her such a sleepless night.

She looked round the familiar surroundings for comfort. The café was, as it always was on Thursday morning, about half full. The retired, those off work, those with time to chat, to do the crossword, to linger over their phones or tablets. One of the staff was balanced uncertainly on a chair, winding orange fabric leaves round a light fitting; another was drifting round the tables calling out ‘cheese and ham panini?’ in hopeful tones. Ordinary and reassuring.

Again, Liz looked down at the hateful sheet of paper. Thelma finished her scrutiny and was about to push it across the table, when she caught sight of her friend’s expression. ‘I can hang on to this, if you’d rather?’ she said gently.

‘If you don’t mind.’ Liz’s words came out in a sort of relieved rush. ‘I know I’m being silly, but there’s just something about it … something …’

‘Something evil.’ Thelma supplied the words with calm, unfussy certainty. ‘Yes, I agree.’ Liz looked gratefully at her friend, so calm, so reassuring, the sensible glasses, the wavy brown bob (now showing more and more strands of grey). As always Thelma understood – as she had on so many countless occasions in the past, one of the many reasons why they met here every Thursday for coffee despite having both stopped working together some six years previously.

‘And you say you told no one about it?’ asked Thelma, putting the letter into her handbag.

‘No one.’ Liz shook her head vehemently, remembering the fevered, almost guilty way she’d stuffed the thing to the bottom of her handbag, her one instinct to keep such a poisonous document away from where anyone could see it. Definitely from Jan in the full throes of harvest practice. And certainly from Kayleigh Brittain. Of course, strictly speaking as head teacher, and the intended recipient – well, surely, she had a right to know? But even so, Liz’s cheeks burned at the thought of those wide grey eyes scanning those venomous words. ‘Why? Do you think I should’ve?’ she asked Thelma. ‘Told someone there was another letter?’

Thelma shook her head. ‘No,’ she said. ‘A dropped letter isn’t exactly the same thing as a sent letter. I find it’s always better to be careful.’ She briefly put her hand on Liz’s. ‘No, I think you did the right thing.’

Liz smiled wanly, feeling a brief, treacherous surge of tears. She took a sip of coffee and steadied herself. It was awful how the whole thing had got under her skin – she’d even blurted out the story to Derek, despite her desire to downplay any mention of her involvement with the school.

Frowning in distress she said, ‘I just don’t see why Donna Chivers would still be sending letters.’

Thelma looked at her. ‘I don’t think she is,’ she said.

‘I thought you said she sent that letter, the one at the summer fayre?’

Thelma nodded. ‘That’s what I thought,’ she said sombrely. ‘Obviously I was wrong.’

Liz frowned worriedly. ‘Maybe I should have told someone. What if one of the children had picked it up?’ There was real outrage in her tone.

‘But they didn’t,’ said Thelma calmly. She knew exactly how Liz felt. All of their working life had been spent in schools – teaching children so many things … the importance of reading, the tying of shoelaces, the ins and outs of the Nativity, the thorough washing of hands after using the toilet. Nurturing, if you wanted to give it a title. Like Liz, she felt something evil had entered a place where it had no right to be.

‘Tell me again,’ she said, ‘where you found it exactly.’

‘Outside Elm Base, on the Key Stage One corridor,’ said Liz. ‘Where Marni Barker used to do special needs.’

‘And where was it? In the middle?’

Liz shook her head. ‘At the side,’ she said. ‘Half under a bench.’

‘And you say you found it at break time?’

‘I was on my way to the staffroom.’

‘You probably can’t answer this,’ said Thelma, ‘but I don’t suppose you know if it had been there before?’

‘It hadn’t.’ Liz sounded definite. ‘I’d been out earlier changing the Bumblebees’ reading books. I’m sure I’d have seen it, or one of the kiddies would have picked it up.’ She shuddered again.

‘And have you any idea who might have been going down the corridor?’

Liz frowned, trying to remember. ‘There was the woman from the office – that Nicole – bringing the dinner menus. Becky Clegg bobbed in with a note for Jan. But really people are always going up and down that corridor – anyone could have dropped it.’

A thought occurred to Thelma. ‘If it was dropped,’ she said.

‘I told you, it was just lying there in the corridor.’

‘I mean, it could have been left there deliberately.’

Liz frowned at her friend uncomprehendingly.

‘Think about it. You want to send an anonymous letter to someone – to your head teacher – but you don’t want to run the risk of being found out. So, what better way than to leave it where it’ll be found by someone else.’

‘But there was no name on the envelope.’

‘Exactly. So, the person who finds it opens it to see what’s in it. That way other people see what’s been written, as well as the recipient. Remember, the one at the summer fayre was tucked away with the raffle prizes.’

‘Oh!’ Liz’s startled cry made more than one person look round and almost made Thelma slop her coffee. ‘I nearly forgot. Bunty.’ Briefly she told Thelma what had happened. ‘… and when she looked back at me … I’m sure she was scared about something. Maybe she’d dropped it and thought I’d seen her.’

Thelma looked at her, trying to find the right words. ‘You don’t think …’ She let her words tail off delicately and she made a small but discreet gesture with her coffee cup.

‘I don’t know.’ Liz shrugged. ‘I didn’t get close enough to her. But I’d have thought not. I mean Kayleigh Brittain isn’t like Feay – any sign of Bunty drinking and she’d be out on her ear.’

Thelma nodded. ‘It might be worth giving her a ring,’ she suggested.

‘Yes, I was thinking I might,’ said Liz. There was a pause. The patio doors were wide open, admitting the warm September sunlight. ‘Remember you said you saw Kayleigh Brittain looking funny – the night of the school fayre. Could that have something to do with all this?’

‘I don’t know.’ Thelma stirred her coffee in that thoughtful way she had.

‘I mean to have two horrid letters written to her … I know she isn’t everyone’s cup of tea, but even so …’ Liz’s words tailed off.

‘What is she like?’ asked Thelma.

Liz considered. ‘I don’t really know,’ she said. ‘From everything Jan told me, I’d have said a nasty piece of work. But then she didn’t seem like that yesterday.’

‘How did she seem?’

‘Okay.’ Liz shrugged helplessly. ‘Friendly. A bit stand-offish but she is the head teacher. Nice enough to me. I suppose it could have all been an act. I mean, I know she runs a tight ship – but that’s the way things are these days in school. Like a business more than anything.’

Thelma nodded in agreement. Education seemed more and more like that these days. After the week’s events with her husband Teddy, she should know better than anyone.

‘It was the staffroom that got me yesterday.’ Liz’s voice brought her out of her unpleasant reverie. She was frowning up at the café’s bathtub lampshades, also bedecked with orange leaves. ‘The atmosphere in there.’

‘What about it?’

‘It was all wrong. Everyone was really quiet, just talking about school stuff … like there’d been a row. No one was smiling …’

Instantly Thelma’s mind went back to that warm July night and the school summer fayre.

The staff on the stage. Smiles that didn’t feel real. That ghastly look on Kayleigh Brittain’s face …

‘Could this be down to Mrs Brittain, do you think?’

‘I told you what a state Jan’s been in. She has been having a terrible time with her.’ There was a hesitation, a slight catch in Liz’s voice, and all at once Thelma knew with certainty there was something else about Jan that was troubling her friend, something she wasn’t saying. What? She didn’t really feel able to ask because the truth was, uncharitable though it might be, she’d always found Jan Starke a thoroughly tiresome woman. The sort who had the strongest opinions, voiced loudly and confidently, never tempered by the fact they could possibly be wrong. But she was Liz’s friend, or rather Liz was Jan’s friend, and furthermore she’d stuck by her through some decidedly thin times.

And because of all this, Thelma could think of no way of suggesting that whatever trials Jan had been enduring could well have been brought on by Jan herself. What was needed at this point in the conversation, she reflected, was a cheerful, irreverent comment about Jan and her shortcomings to make them all laugh and to encourage Liz to say whatever it was that was on her mind.

Pat.

Instinctively she glanced across to their favourite table, the round one in the corner where they didn’t like to sit when it was just the two of them. Today it was occupied by a group of women knitting with bright colours – scarlets, crimsons, sunflower yellows. She looked at Liz and caught her doing exactly the same. Their eyes met and Jan, Kayleigh Brittain and nasty letters were momentarily forgotten.

‘Have you heard from her?’ asked Liz.

Thelma shook her head. ‘You?’

‘Not since I sorted her borders out, back end of the holiday.’ Even though they were all retired, late July and August were still referred to by them as ‘the holidays’. ‘And even then, like I said – I sensed she didn’t really want to talk. I hope everything’s all right.’

‘We’d have heard if there was a problem surely?’

Liz nodded, and the conversation drifted into a bit of a lull. She looked round the café and to the garden centre beyond. Despite the golden September light, you could tell autumn was coming. Yet more fabric leaves were strewn round the big mock fireplace, and outside in the shop they could glimpse the blacks and oranges of the first Halloween displays. Halloween, Christmas next. Another year fading. All so ordinary …

And now this …

The front door shaking under the blows … the figure on the stairs, hands over her ears …

The sudden snake of a memory took Liz by surprise. Rather shakily she said, ‘I don’t know what on earth’s happening to our school.’

‘Well, I’ll maybe have the chance to find out tomorrow,’ said Thelma quietly, in the understated way she used to make her big announcements. Liz looked at her friend, who stopped stirring her coffee and told her what had happened the day before.

It had been late the previous afternoon, gone three, when Thelma had arrived back from a stint at the charity shop to find her husband Teddy, not at the college teaching ‘From Ezra to Lamentations’, but in his study, on his knees surrounded by a plethora of files and folders. These he was arranging with the frowning concentration of a child laying out a model railway set. Watching him warily from the top of the filing cabinet was Snaffles, the cat they’d recently given home to, a thin black and white scrap with a permanently horrified expression.

‘What’s this?’ she’d said.

Teddy had looked up at her; in the split second before nodding in welcome he’d looked vulnerable and tired. ‘Now I don’t want you to worry,’ he’d said.

She’d felt her stomach contract. That bad. She would have liked to sit down, but pretty much every surface was covered with ring binders and cardboard wallets. All week she’d suspected that something had been worrying him … the way he’d taken to striding round the garden with his morning coffee … the way he’d stopped following the Yorkshire championship final … the way he’d stopped singing ‘What’s New, Pussycat?’ to a terrified Snaffles.

‘Baht’at?’ she’d said.

‘Yes,’ he’d said. ‘Baht’at’

Baht’at Academy Trust, an Ilkley-based company, had taken over the running of Ripon and St Bega’s College the previous year.

‘The Informal Catch-Up?’ Thelma had asked. Teddy had told her about this impending event earlier in the week; there had been something about the bland innocuousness of the words Thelma had found distinctly on the sinister side.

Teddy had carefully lined up six sky-blue folders. Thelma remembered buying them from Osbaldistons, the stationer’s. Now long gone. ‘It seems like the college is in rather dire financial straits.’

Thelma had been aware of a prickle of relief. They’d been using the word ‘dire’ to describe college finances as long as Thelma could remember. ‘I see,’ she’d said neutrally.

‘It’s not looking good. This is what they were saying.’

‘The Children of the Suits?’ That was their name for the frighteningly young people who comprised the Baht’at Visioning Team.

‘Apparently there’s a need for us to “open the kimono” and if necessary “punch the puppy”.’ Teddy had shaken his head perplexedly; he and Thelma could never quite get used to the rather bewildering range of terminology the Children of the Suits used.

‘Which means?’

‘They want a rebranding.’

Thelma had looked at him, vague images of cowboys with red-hot irons in their hands.

Teddy had frowned at a wallet marked rather obscurely ‘God and Fertilizer’. ‘They want to look at what we’re offering course-wise so they can consider how best to package that, in a way that’s more appealing to the wider world. And to do that, they want an overview of the course content.’ He’d gestured rather helplessly at the files and folders. From the filing cabinet Snaffles gave an appalled sneeze.

‘They just want a couple of sheets – a bare overview,’ he’d said.

Thelma had nodded as if this was an easy, doable request – which they both knew it wasn’t. There must have been something in the order of sixty-plus files and folders. Thirty-plus years of course content. The syllabus of the theology course – the Vicar Factory, as they referred to it – was at best a sprawling beast, one that evolved and changed year on year, according to students, to theological trends, to words from God. Was it possible to summarize this in any meaningful way in just two sheets? And if it was – was it something the Children of the Suits with their iPads and bottles of natural spring water and Instagram accounts could really comprehend?

‘I can help,’ she’d said.

‘I’m nearly done,’ he’d said cheerfully. Too cheerfully.

And it was then the phone had rung, the landline not the mobile. Going to answer, Thelma had been aware of a blurriness in her eyes. There was something about seeing her husband surrounded by thirty years’ worth of paper – his whole working life – that she found infinitely sad and pathetic. She’d picked up the receiver, ready to give any cold-caller her best blast of Judi-Dench-as-Lady-Bracknell.

But it wasn’t a cold caller.

It was Nicole, ringing on behalf of Kayleigh Brittain.

‘What? Kayleigh Brittain’s asked you to go in and see her?’ Liz’s voice came out in a sort of surprised squawk. ‘Why?’

‘She didn’t say,’ said Thelma.

‘Do you think it’s something to do with the letters?’

Thelma shrugged. ‘I’ll find out tomorrow,’ she said, reaching for her car keys. ‘Anyway – time’s winged chariot, and all that.’

‘Of course,’ said Liz, standing up. ‘This could all just be something and nothing.’

‘Absolutely,’ said Thelma. She looked at her friend, knowing there was something she wasn’t saying. She was right.

This week St B’s super attendance award goes to Oak Class with a stonking 98.2% attendance! Way to go, Oak Class! Coming to school IS important!

Tiff Banstead (Year Three teacher) found the letter sent to her at the start of morning break. She came into the staffroom slightly before other staff, box of marking under one arm, deliberately averting her gaze from the plate of Kit-Kats on the staffroom table. She checked her messages. Nothing from Glen. Not that she expected there to be.

The white envelope was in her pigeonhole, neatly tucked amongst the sachets of protein shakes from her latest diet regime: Weigh to Go! When it came to weight loss regimes, Tiff was something of a veteran – Hip and Thigh, Eat Yourself Thin, Weight Watchers, Slimming World, 5:2 – going all the way back to the F-Plan; all these had been tried and tried by Tiff with varying measures of success. Weight had gone, dress sizes dropped – there had been a few glorious months … But always, inevitably, it had come creeping back on. The shapeless black dresses were unearthed from the back of the wardrobe, newer, slimmer garments stuffed regretfully away in a drawer, accompanied by the creeping, gloomy conviction that actually this was how life was meant to be. No wonder Glen did what he did.

This latest diet had been subscribed to on an impulse that was simultaneously optimistic and despairing in response to an ad that had popped up on her phone whilst she was playing FreeCell. According to some stick-thin presenter, if certain protein shakes were drunk three times a day the fat literally melted away – this statement being graphically illustrated by a bubbling, dissipating animation. And although the cynical, seasoned part of Tiff’s mind knew this was literally too good to be true, there was some small corner that still wanted to believe in magic and happy-ever-afters and Glen and her in Corfu like in the old days; it was that part that thought: well, it couldn’t hurt to give it a try. The £50 a month (that was the soon-to-be-ended trial price!) – well, she probably spent about that on gingerbread lattes from the drive-through. She was debating which shake to have as she opened the envelope.

WANT TO LOSE WEIGHT? TRY EATING

A BIT LESS, YOU FAT BITCH! NO ONE

RESPECTS A WEAK-WILLED FATTY!

The bald words smacked aside thoughts of cherry and mango shakes with a brutality that felt almost casual. Numb, Tiff sank onto one of the staffroom chairs, the letter clamped tight in hands that trembled. She could think of nothing but the harsh, mocking words, seeping like black poison into her mind, biting into her stupid, foolish plans. A noise in the corridor outside made her stiffen, stare wildly, guiltily at the door. She sprang up, stuffed the letter back into her pigeonhole.

‘Coffee o’clock!’ Pesto, the IT support assistant, was sounding chipper that morning. ‘If my stomach can stand it.’ He flashed Tiff one of his easy, confident looks. ‘I need something. Honestly, Willow Base IT lessons, I swear they get worse.’ He caught sight of the Kit-Kats. ‘Hey up,’ he said. ‘Is it someone’s birthday?’

‘Pam’s, I think,’ said Tiff. She felt her voice coming out as if from a long way away.

‘Dare I risk it?’ he said cheerfully, nevertheless unwrapping one. ‘Are you having one?’ he said. ‘Or are you being good?’

‘I’m fine thanks,’ said Tiff in that calm, distant tone. She sat down again, realizing she neither craved a Kit-Kat nor could she face a cherry and mango shake.

Indeed, she could barely imagine herself eating ever again.

   

   
CHAPTER THREE

Pat envisions the light and receives motoring tips from an arrogant man.

As Pat slowed down to park the Yeti, she tensed. Was that a knocking sound she could hear? She stopped the car but let the engine continue running, listening intently. A stack of possibilities with their attendant scenarios began welling up in her mind … the AA … the garage in Ripon … Jed Archer shaking his head …

She realized her heart was knocking, more insistently than any engine noise. She turned off the engine, let her hands rest on the wheel at ten and two, breathing slowly, methodically, just as Hollie her hypnotherapist had taught her …

Breathe in the light, breathe out the dark, the inappropriate …

All was good.

She forced herself to focus not on her dark thoughts but the tranquil scene outside, the late afternoon sun low in the sky, streaming light from over the distant Pennines, illuminating the church, the churchyard, the closed school and the coppery trees. It also cast a merciless light over the dusty shelf above the dashboard, the screwed-up gum wrappers, the discarded hospital parking tickets …

Fix your attention on the light …

She turned on the engine again, letting it run, listening intently. Nothing.

‘Get a grip, Patricia,’ she said to herself, turning off the engine and scooping up her bag and Laura Ashley notebook.

Car locked, she checked her phone. No message from Doug, so she presumed her son Andrew’s mess-up with the joists had been satisfactorily sorted. Nothing from her husband Rod, but then she didn’t expect there to be. Crossing the playground of the former Baldersby St James Primary School, she saw someone waiting by the padlocked front door: Martin Baker, a local builder she mentally called ‘Martin the Mekon’ on account of his bald head and large ears. Her heart sank at the sight of him; presumably he was bidding for the same job. More than once in the past had Baker Renovations won contracts over R & D Builders.

Find that sweet place Pat – envisage the possibility, not the pitfall.

Martin the Mekon looked up from his phone as she approached. Maybe he was surprised to see her, maybe – like her – he was annoyed at the prospect of competition; being a Yorkshireman he showed neither emotion but merely nodded.

‘Now then, Pat.’

‘Martin.’

‘How’s Rod doing?’

‘Brilliant thanks.’ She crossed her fingers and pasted on the optimistic smile she’d perfected for these occasions. She didn’t want to give any indication Rod wasn’t up to work, and she really didn’t want to get into the whole ‘all clear’ conversation, and subsequent congratulations as if cancer was some all sort of trial of skill and endurance. Plus, she wasn’t yet daring to allow herself to trust the consultant’s words …

Caught it in nice time … Of course, we’ll need to keep an eye on you, Mr Taylor, but my advice to you is go and live your life.

‘Give him my best,’ said Martin the Mekon.

‘I will,’ said Pat. ‘But you’ll see him yourself – he’s back at work now.’ The fingers remained firmly crossed.

‘And I hear your Andrew’s been helping out?’

‘Just for the short term.’ She smiled brightly, a smile that gilded over a multitude of glitches and cock-ups. ‘But he’s off back to uni in a couple of weeks.’ She made a mental note to get a date for driving him back to Loughborough set in stone.

The creak of the playground gate made them both look round. An absurdly young man in a sharp suit was bouncing across the leafy tarmac in flashy-looking shoes that were entirely unsuitable for a North Yorkshire autumn day, however sunny. Next to her she could hear Martin the Mekon sucking his teeth.

Again she hoisted on a bright smile, one she’d grown used to flashing these past nine months, which said R & D Builders were open for business and whatever problems R might be having, D was very much in action, as was R’s wife.

The man smiled back. Somehow the smile fitted perfectly with the shoes.

‘Hi!’ His voice was bright, sunny and so very young. ‘Jared Keen, Lodestone Academy Trust.’ Mr Keeny-Keen, Pat christened him.

‘You must be Martin Baker – we spoke on the phone? And you are?’ He turned to Pat, the smile now holding a sunny question.

‘Pat Taylor, R & D Builders. We also spoke on the phone. I’m married to the R.’

‘Terrif!’ said Mr Keeny-Keen, bouncing slightly, hands clasped. ‘Shall we make a start? FYI, I have to be somewhere at six.’

He undid the padlock and the battered red wooden door opened, releasing both the sad smell of an unused building, but also that faint indelible aroma of the primary school: wax crayons, coats, paper, thick custard.

Pat followed the bouncy figure inside. Despite the streaming sun it was dim and shadowy; Mr Keeny-Keen turned on the lights revealing in sad harshness the empty lobby, bare of chairs, notices, the inevitable rack of leaflets. On the wall by the sliding glass windows to the office a solitary notice: All visitors to please sign in.

‘So, the plan is, as you know, a conversion to three high-end luxury dwellings.’ Mr Keeny-Keen’s voice sounded brightly insensitive. ‘All planning, permissions, all of that good stuff is oven-ready to go.’ He smiled. ‘It’s going to be a lovely, lovely use for the old place.’

Both Pat and Martin were silent at this; the truth was that there were plenty who thought that the old place had already had a lovely use, and that there had been no need to close what had been a thriving but admittedly small school. Indeed, for the past eighteen months or so the issue had been the subject of a vociferous campaign, which had been seldom absent from the pages of both the Ripon Gazette and the Thirsk Advertiser. To close a village school that boasted nearly thirty children was nothing less than an act of educational vandalism.

But Lodestone Academy Trust had been, regretfully, adamant. Though it saddened them greatly to see the end of over 150 years of tradition, such a small school was, in this day and age, simply not viable, so at the end of the previous July, Baldersby St James School had closed its doors for the last time.

Crossing the empty school hall, feet echoing on the scuffed parquet, Pat was aware of a feeling of melancholy. This was, after all, a school, the sort of place she’d spent thirty-odd years of her life in, and to see it denuded of its lifeblood – its plastic hoops and reading books and desks and, above all, its children – was undeniably sad.

Get a grip, Patricia. She was not here to be sad; she was here to land the contract to convert this building for R & D Builders. It would in so many ways be the perfect job to get Rod nicely back into the swing of working – good money, contained site, not too far away, not too taxing.

Get life back to something approaching normal.

You go and live your life, Mr Taylor.

Grimly energized by this thought she began asking Mr Keeny-Keen a series of bright, enthusiastic questions, ones she knew Doug (and Rod) would need the answers to in order to provide a quote – timescales, architects, materials. And Mr Keeny-Keen responded well, very well, to her cheerful, almost




































   

   
AUTHOR’S NOTE

In writing about an actual area, it’s important to point out what’s real and what is fiction. There was a school in Baldersby St James, which has sadly had to close due to falling numbers. However, this closure was unavoidable and the very highly regarded Trust that ran the school is in no way, shape or form anything like the Lodestone Trust.
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Keep Reading …
   
Now you’ve finished A Pen Dipped in Poison, why not go back to the beginning?
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Don’t miss the third novel from the wonderfully witty J.M. Hall, featuring amateur sleuths Liz, Pat and Thelma.
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Then finish with the fourth novel in J.M. Hall’s British cosy mystery series …
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