
TIME 

AND THE 

CONSEQUENCES

IAN MEACHEAM

[image: image]
APS Books,

4 Oakleigh Road,

Stourbridge,

West Midlands,

DY8 2JX

APS Books is a subsidiary of

the APS Publications imprint

www.andrewsparke.com

Copyright ©2020 Ian Meacheam

All rights reserved.

Ian Meacheam has asserted his right to be identified as the author of this work in accordance with the Copyright Designs and Patents Act 1988

First published worldwide by APS Books in 2020

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise) without the written permission of the publisher except that brief selections may be quoted or copied without permission, provided that full credit is given.


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Time And The Consequences

For Ann | ...past, present and future

PART 1 | Broken Barricades

CHAPTER 1

CHAPTER 2

CHAPTER 3

PART 2 | Passing Through

CHAPTER 4

CHAPTER 5

CHAPTER 6

CHAPTER 7

CHAPTER 8

PART 3 | Back To Front

CHAPTER 9

CHAPTER 10

Also by Ian Meacheam

Novels

An Inspector Called

Verse

Shining Lights Dark Matters

Stone People Glass Houses

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

For Ann

...past, present and future






[image: image]


	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

PART 1

Broken Barricades


[image: image]


	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

CHAPTER 1


[image: image]


“Cheers!” said Peter Burlington, Head Teacher of Whatmore School.

“Cheers!”  came the chorus from the rest of the senior leadership team.

The five members of the Senior Leadership Team, the SLT, sat around the circular table in a private room of the Palace Hotel. It was 9:35 pm on Friday night. Peter’s team should have been with their loved ones but felt morally obliged to celebrate with their head teacher. They toasted their success with cheap champagne in cheap champagne flutes. On close inspection it would have been obvious that only two of the five glasses were filled with bubbly. Charlie hated champagne and had filled his glass with cheap lager instead while Neil didn’t feel like drinking at the moment and Sobia had been advised not to drink alcohol and so they’d opted for soft drinks. Conversely, Julie and Peter were magnanimously happy to down more than their fair share of the bubbles. 

“Well team, thank you and well done,” said Peter feeling the need to make a speech. “I know you all heard what I said to the staff but I want you to hear the unabridged version with a few things I couldn’t say at the meeting last night. It’s great you could all come tonight for a celebratory meal and I’m really pleased that you can all stay overnight. I realise The Palace isn’t the most palatial hotel in the area but they did accommodate us at short notice. The food and drink may require some improvement but the company is definitely good. Now, talking of good...well, we did it. Good. An Ofsted judgement of Good. We managed to pull it off. I should say that I never had any doubts, but I did. We all knew Whatmore was a good school but we had to fight hard to show the inspectors we were right. After the first day of the inspection I was almost sure we were going to be given Requires Improvement but we managed to persuade the inspectors...or should I say bluff them, that we were better than that.”

“Let’s raise our glasses to our Head Bullshitter, Mr Peter Bluffington...cheers,” said Charlie.

“Mr Peter Bluffington!” repeated the other three members of the team, laughing and  taking mouthfuls of drink.

“Thank you, Charlie. Your loyalty, support and respect, as always, is noted and will be reported to the Chair of Governors,” replied Peter smiling at his loyal and supportive deputy. “We’re a great team and we’ve worked hard to get this result. I know we were a good school before this inspection but Ofsted has raised the bar over the last few years so we can legitimately claim we’ve made progress. We can also be fairly certain our jobs are safe for a few more years. With a bit of luck, we won’t be inspected for another four or five years.”

“Does that mean we all have to stay working at Whatmore for that long?” asked Julie looking down the barrel of her empty champagne flute. She looked up, realising that no-one had reacted to her question and was relieved to discover that she hadn’t moved her mouth in posing her barbed question. The question had remained in her squiffy mind although she had  moved her hands to replenish her empty glass.

“Well, I plan to have retired well before another inspection comes along.” Charlie Briggs, the Deputy Head  in charge of all things pastoral, had been saying this to anyone who would listen since...since he started teaching. The trouble was, no-one took him that seriously on his planned retirement or, to be honest, on few other matters. In dealing with pastoral issues Charlie was a serious professional but when it came to marking pupils’ books or analysing progress he was out of his depth and relied on wit and cynicism. He was the longest serving member of the team at Whatmore having been promoted internally years ago from Head of PE. He loved his job and could not contemplate life without Whatmore. Most other members of staff respected him, loved his devil-may-care attitude to life and his sense of humour, particularly the younger men on the staff and pretty much all of the women he came into contact with.

“You’ve been saying you’re going to retire ever since I came to this school. I don’t think you’ll ever hang up your boots,” said Peter.

“It would, however, help in balancing the books if we could get rid of the highly paid senior citizens and get some young cheap teachers instead,” said Sobia Didially, Whatmore’s Business Manager. Her remark was met with an uncomfortable pause  followed by a chorus of laughter commenced loudly by Peter and Charlie and followed without quite the same enthusiasm by Neil and Julie and then finally by Sobia, merely going through the motions of laughing.

“Perhaps we should both give up now Charlie...”

Julie was just about to suggest an immediate SLT vote on this when Peter continued,  “......but I have a mortgage to finish paying, a daughter and her family which needs funding and a wife who wants me out of the house most of the week.”

Julie examined her half empty glass. She wanted to fill it with tears of regret, sadness and disappointment but had to settle for champagne.

Peter continued, “I want to thank you for all of your efforts recently to prepare the school for this inspection. We’re a relatively new team and we’re clearly moving in the right direction but we know that as the senior leaders  we have to keep moving forward. If we stay still and become complacent then we won’t do as well at the next Ofsted inspection because our masters will keep moving the goal posts further and further away.”

“Peter, I know that we have to keep moving and improving and I know we have our inspection targets to meet but can’t we put Ofsted to one side and lead the school in the direction that we think is right?” said Sobia sharply. “Are we not allowed to think for ourselves? As you said yourself, we are a developing senior leadership team that has been judged as Good, so why can’t we make our own decisions about the future. Surely, Ofsted will leave us alone now that we have their stamp of approval.”

Peter held up his hands as if surrendering. “Sobia, you’d like to think we would be left alone as we’re deemed Good ol’ professionals but I’m afraid that counts for nothing if our GCSE pass rates go down. One dip in the year 11 pupils’ performance and someone down in London will be asking questions. And if things really start going downhill then the Man from the Academy will be insisting on changing the lock on the front door. With that in mind, I’m afraid we can never be sure about our future.”

Sobia, rather like Ofsted, would not let go. “So, our jobs are no safer today than they were at the beginning of the week. We are still under the microscope from Ofsted...well, a sort of long distance telescope any way. So Big Brother continues to watch us all of the time.” Her celebratory mood was slowly diminishing.

“Well...yes...you could say that...” said Peter trying his best to sound as positive, ”but we ought to be thankful that we weren’t judged Requires Improvement or worse Inadequate. If we had been, then we’d be over-run with HMI inspectors turning over every stone in every nook and cranny in the school.”

“It seems to me,” said Neil, putting down his iPad and using his hands to enhance the point he wanted to make, “that only Outstanding schools have it easy...they’re the only ones who’re pest free.”

“I suppose you’re right, but the head teachers I meet from outstanding schools say they’re under tremendous pressure because they have to keep their schools at the top and have to help other schools who’re struggling.”

“Are we supposed to feel sorry for head teachers of outstanding schools?” asked Charlie sarcastically , his tongue loosening due to the alcoholic lubricant being applied liberally to his mouth. He was sitting opposite Peter across the round table, lager than life, so to speak. 

“No Charlie, I think we should feel sorry for all schools and everyone who works in them. Every teacher, teaching assistant and pupil. You and I know what it used to be like. And we know that the job is awful nowadays. Everybody’s all over-worked and under-valued. It seems to me that the lives and careers of teachers are defined by the Ofsted cycle and pupils’ lives revolve around tests. We’re all slaves to statistics. And over the years we have gone round in circles time and time again in a downward spiral. I just hope someone someday soon sees the way it’s all going and tries to stop all this. Unfortunately, successive Secretaries of State for Education feel the need to keep the cycle of change spinning.” 

Peter took another mouthful of champagne and a breath before delivering his vent’s final throw-away sentence. “I suppose we’re the ones to blame...we voted for these idiots.”

“Did we?” questioned Charlie. “I don’t remember having a choice about Ofsted. It was just brought in one night when we were all sleeping peacefully in our beds and we woke up to the sound of school alarms sounding, Inspectors setting foot inside our schools and targets for everything.”

“Can we stop talking about bloody Ofsted for just a few minutes at least!” pleaded Julie. “We’re supposed to be celebrating our success. We’ve been living in a constant state of doom and gloom for the last six months but now we have a Good judgement from Ofsted, we can look more confidently to the future, so let’s all enjoy the moment. The staff and kids did us proud. The teachers all turned up for the two-day inspection, taught good ten minute lessons when the inspectors were in the classrooms and kept the pupils’ books marked up-to-date. The pupils all pretended to work hard and talked positively about the school when the inspectors grilled them. I think they all deserve our thanks. I think we should raise our glasses and toast them.”

This was a great excuse for Julie to reach for the bottle of bubbly and replenish her half-full flute. She also topped up Peter’s glass, hoping to get him drunk so he’d fall asleep before he could make any further speeches. Julie then raised her glass again. “The Whatmore staff and pupils...cheers!”

There was a chorus of cheers followed by sipping or gulping of drinks. 

To avoid the awkward silence that was bound to follow, Charlie piped up mischievously, “OK Julie, you start us off. Change the subject from Ofsted and schools to something else. Why don’t you tell us about the real Julie Osborne, the Julie Osborne that lives and breathes when she’s not at school?”

“Me...me? No...I didn’t mean...you don’t want to hear about me surely?”

Unfortunately for Julie, the rest of the team were all eagerly awaiting the audio version of her autobiography and uttered such encouragements as “Come on Julie” and “You can do it” while cheering and applauding her. 

Julie slowly and reluctantly tried to stand up, defying the forces of gravity and alcohol. “Thank you, thank you, my adoring fans. I’ll keep this brief as my life isn’t that interesting...I was born...some time ago in London and after university and training to be a Maths teacher, I was employed in a secondary school in Solihull becoming Head of Maths before applying for the post at Whatmore...”

Julie was interrupted. “Boring! You ‘re talking about school...tell us about the juicy stuff,” said Charlie smiling and winking. 

The rest of the baying mob joined in with whoops and whistles.

Julie’s cheeks went from alcohol pink to fire engine red.

“Erm...I suppose you all want to know about my love life. Well, that won’t take long. After a procession of boyfriends that didn’t stay the course, I eventually found a guy I could trust, we shared a flat and were planning a life together. Then for a variety of reasons, we grew apart and he moved out. I’ve been on my own a while now. I’d love to tell you my weekends and evenings are jam-packed with parties and fit men are queuing at my door to take me on dates. But that would be a lie. See, I told you it wouldn’t take long.” 

Julie lowered herself back into her seat and examined the bubbles bursting on the surface of her champagne. Her audience sat trying not to look at her, feeling uncomfortable and embarrassed. Even Charlie could not readily find an appropriate quip to fix the moment. 

It was left to Peter to change direction and the mood before everyone became maudlin. He started talking about the possibility of a party for the staff at the end of half-term to thank everyone for their efforts. Charlie and Neil enthusiastically picked up the baton and started discussing an event that would probably never happen but it did lead them away from a difficult situation. 

Sobia, sitting next to Julie, was not interested in helping plan a party. She just felt sorry for Julie who had inadvertently upset and humiliated herself within the blink of an eye. Sobia surreptitiously placed her hand on Julie’s wrist for a second while the men were behaving like boys and then re-adjusted her position in her own chair. Sobia was feeling awkward and sad anyway– not just for Julie. Unlike Julie, Sobia had a husband and two young children, twin boys but all three men in her immediate life outside school failed in any real sense to appreciate her. Her husband was a difficult man to please and was often controlling when it came to both his wife and his children. All three of them were often scared by his actions and reactions so, when he arrived home from work, they’d all tip-toe around him physically and metaphorically. Consequently, when Daddy wasn’t home, the twins would be terrible for Sobia. They would fight, they would shout and they wouldn’t listen to her. Sobia recognised very early on that they were growing into Daddy and it wouldn’t be long before she’d be a punch bag for all of the men in her lonely life. So, Sobia sat there next to Julie feeling sorry for her but also envious that at least Julie could go home in the evening and relax and enjoy the comfort of being alone.

After a few more uncomfortable minutes, Julie announced she was popping to the loo and asked if anyone wanted another or a different drink from the bar. Neil promptly offered to take orders and then meet her in the bar to assist so Julie thanked him and hurried off to the toilet in order to let the tears flow in the privacy of the Ladies.

“Blimey, that was awkward!” said Charlie showing little emotional intelligence or indeed basic intelligence of any sort. 

“How do you think Julie feels?” said Sobia sternly. “Forget about yourself just for a minute, Charlie. You know she’s finding it hard coping since her boyfriend left her. She’s still really upset about the break up and you made her talk about her love life in front of her colleagues. I know you’ll say that you were just joking about but sometimes you need to think about things before you say them.”

“She was the one who told us to stop talking about school and Ofsted and I just thought it would lighten the mood,” said Charlie defensively.

“Well it didn’t, did it?”

“OK guys. What’s done is done,” said Neil, grasping at a platitude to stop a row breaking out. “I’ll go and help Julie at the bar. She’s already a bit worse for wear and it may be better if I have a chat with her outside.”

“Thanks Neil,” said Peter. 

And so, after a mere twenty-four hours, the strong and stable senior leadership team at Whatmore School experienced the first signs of weakness and instability since its Ofsted inspection.
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Neil found Julie at the far end of the bar. He had walked along a shabby corridor from their private room and into the public lounge. The corridor had similarities to the grubby walkways at Whatmore and the lounge had echoes of the staff room; people sitting around in twos and threes, trying to talk over other groups of twos and threes; everyone drinking, some laughing, most attempting to put the world to rights. The only difference between the Palace lounge and Whatmore’s staff room was that the patrons here were drinking alcohol openly and legitimately and the conversation was more sensible.

Neil perched on a stool next to Julie feeling self-conscious. Anyone watching him might have misconstrued his motives as making a move on the poor unsuspecting woman. 

“I’ve got the drinks order,” said Neil cheerfully and loudly in case anyone else was listening.

“Great,” said Julie in a softly resigned tone. 

“What do you want Julie?” asked Neil. 

Julie lifted her whisky tumbler up.

“Oh...you’ve already got one.”

“No, yes; I’ll have the same again, whisky no ice.”

“OK,” and with that Neil waved at the barman and ordered the round of drinks for the SLT. 

The drinks arrived and Julie reached for her handbag. 

“It’s OK, I’ll pay.” Neil fished into his jeans pocket and hooked out four or five twenty-pound notes. 

“Grief! Real money. I thought you’d be cashless?”

“Oh...God...no...I like to keep some cash on me just in case. It’s just a bit of spending money.” 

“Lucky you,” said Julie wistfully with a whisky mouth wash.

“I’m not that lucky. Just a flat for one and a fridge full of TV dinners.”

“That sounds like my life. But at least you have time on your side to change things. My clock is starting to run low on batteries,” said Julie looking at the bottom of her tumbler. “You’ve got plenty of time to share your bed with the man of your dreams.”

“Pardon me?” Neil stared at Julie with wide eyes and then checked round the bar for ear-wiggers.

“You know...Mr Right or even Mr Better than Average.”

“No...no...you said man of your dreams and Mr Right... Do you think I’m gay?”

“Well, yeah, we all do,” said Julie examining her glass from a different angle. 

“What do you mean all?” asked Neil frantically.

“The senior leadership team, the teachers, the TAs, possibly the governors. How the hell do I know? You’re not worried that people know, are you? For God’s sake, it doesn’t matter, does it?” said Julie getting louder by the mouthful.

“It bloody does to me! I’m not gay...I’m just single. What led you to think I was gay? Who the hell told you I was gay?”

“Fuck knows, it was some time ago...I think it was Charlie...”

“Charlie! Why does he think I’m gay? It’s not as if I’ve been hitting on him.”

“Good old Charlie...you know what he’s like...always drawing the wrong conclusions if it creates a punch line.”

“So did you think I was gay?” asked Neil staring deeply into Julie’s blood-shot eyes. 

“To be honest Neil, I didn’t give it too much thought. I’ve been a little pre-occupied trying to find a bloke for myself.”

“Bloody hell. So everyone at Whatmore thinks I’m gay?”

“Well I haven’t conducted a poll on the subject but I think that’s what the women in the staff room think. Sorry Neil.”

“Bloody hell! Bloody Charlie!”

“Yes, here’s to good ol’ Charlie, good ol’ discreet Charlie.” Julie raised her glass and emptied the contents in one journey from counter top to mouth and back again. “So he spreads the word that you’re gay and embarrasses me in front of the rest of SLT about my lack of a love life.”

They sat there in silence for a short while, reflecting on the lack of lustre in their lives before ordering another drink. Neil decided on a manly pint of the black stuff and Julie had yet another whisky. Neil peeled off another note and paid the barman.

Out of nowhere Charlie crept up behind and in between the two oblivious drinkers and made them jump announcing his arrival. “Hey up you two, we thought we’d lost you. I was sent out as a search party.”

“Well, well. We’ve just been talking about you Charlie,” slurred Julie.

“Nothing good I hope?”

“No, nothing good or even satisfactory,” said Neil.

“Excellent. It’s all true.” 

“The fact is we were discussing your lack of discretion and judgement,” said Julie.

“Look, I’m sorry about back in the room just now... asking you about your love life. I was just trying to lighten the mood,” said Charlie sheepishly.

“Well my mood was certainly lightened by you asking me to bare my soul in public. Luckily Neil had the decency to come to my rescue and comfort me. We went outside for a bit of bare body ballet.,”

Charlie looked confused, looking first at Neil, then Julie, then Neil and back to Julie. 

“Sorry Charlie, maybe we should have told you that from time to time Julie and I have a bit of face time, if you know what I mean. Nothing too serious but we like to keep it to ourselves. It’s been our little secret. It’s been easy to hide because everyone seems to think I’m gay. God knows why! Do you, Charlie?”

Charlie had no answer. His lower jaw had dropped below the collar of his shirt.

“And I performed my little charade in front of SLT so you’d all feel sorry for me and Neil and I could maintain our play-time pleasures well away from teachers who are quick to judge...and it seemed to work. Don’t you think Charlie?” Julie glared at the deputy head.

“Well blow me,” said Charlie.

“No thanks,” said Julie and Neil in unison, smirking at each other.

“Am I missing something?” asked Charlie.

“Yeah,” said Julie, “how about sensitivity, self-awareness and a brain?”

“You’re drunk,” said Charlie trying to go on the offensive.

“Yeah, but I can sober up by the morning,” replied Julie. “What’s your excuse?”

“Hey, why are you both giving me a hard time here?” 

“Because you told everyone that I’m gay!” said Neil rather too loudly which interested a few people in ear-shot.

“There’s nothing wrong with being gay, Neil,” responded Charlie trying to climb towards the moral high ground. 

“No, of course there isn’t, but I’m not...I’m just bloody single! That’s all...and yet you’ve been telling everyone I’m gay.”

“Well I just thought you were...”

“So you thought...well done...you have got a brain then. But you didn’t use it when you asked me to talk about my personal life in front of the team an hour ago did you?” Julie said, squaring up to Charlie.

“Look, I’ve apologised already, OK. Now can we keep it down,” said Charlie looking around a bar trying to give the impression that no one was remotely interested in their heated conversation. “Let’s move on and go back to Sobia and Peter. They’ll be wondering where their drinks have got to.”

“OK,” said Neil, “but I would appreciate it if you could spread the word around the women on the staff that I’m not gay.”

“Are you really sure?” said Charlie trying to be funny, and as Neil’s eyes narrowed, tried to rescue the situation comedy, “Just joking...just joking!”

“You see Charlie, that’s the issue. You’re always just joking...the sad ageing comedian who never grew up, the staff clown...”

Charlie glared at Julie, no humorous come-back to hand, grabbed the tray of drinks and walked back in the direction of the head teacher and the business manager of Whatmore School. 

Julie and Neil followed a few paces behind. Julie winked at Neil and he smirked. They looked to all the world like a young couple making silent fun at the older generation.

Charlie backed into the swing doors at one end of their private room, protecting the loaded tray. He was a past master at carrying and consuming drinks having belonged to various fraternities associated with various golf, tennis, football and squash teams and clubs as well as ancient society of PE teachers throughout the local authority who took over the back room of a pub in the middle of the city on a Friday night, come term time or school holidays. Non-attendance or lack of commitment by staying less than an hour at some point on a Friday night would lead to fines and penalties usually involving paying for other PE teachers’ drinks the following week. The group of teachers were not exclusively full-time PE teachers but each paid-up member had to either teach a class or take a team after school. Over the years the society’s membership had become exclusively macho. Very few right-thinking female PE teachers would even entertain the thought of an evening with well-oiled sweaty male members. Charlie, on the other hand, felt as if he was missing out tonight. He was pissed off, firstly for having to be with the rest of SLT  tonight -they were hardly his favourite people - and secondly because he was missing the PE gathering and that would hit him in the pocket next week. 

Charlie tried to smile as he made his way towards where Peter and Sobia were sitting away from the dining table on a leather settee. They appeared to be in deep discussion and as Charlie approached, they lowered the volume control of their conversation and then muted it. Charlie started to feel paranoid. Behind him were the two young lovers who hated him and in front of him sat the old guard who didn’t want to include him in their conversation.

Charlie put the tray down on the low coffee table and passed the glasses around. Neil and Julie slumped on the other sofa leaving Charlie to sit alone on an armchair feeling as if he was the host of a game show or about to answer questions himself on a specialist subject. He raised his lager and invited the others to join him in “Cheers.” The response was neither loud nor heartfelt but the other four team members  went through the motions.

“So boss, what do we do now? We’re a Good school; we’ve fooled Ofsted for a while. Do we just wait for another set of idiots to change the rules on inspections or do we all retire while we’re on top?”

“Well Charles,” said Peter in a mock posh voice, “we are hardly on top of our game just yet, my boy. We are not quite Eton or Harrow. Maybe in another year or two and we can become a fee-paying private academy and we’ll be able to wear our gowns and the kids can wear boaters.” 

This was supposed to raise a chuckle but the response was low key for the following reasons:

1.Neil was not quite sure what a boater was.2.Sobia and Charlie did not possess gowns. Sobia left school at 16 to work for her father while Charlie went to a Teachers’ Training College and left to start teaching PE with a Certificate of Education qualification - it wasn’t necessary to have a degree in those days.

3.Julie was sure she did have a piece of paper somewhere that said she had a PGCE in Education after gaining her Maths Degree but at the moment she was unable to focus on anything or remember very much about tonight let alone some years ago.

Peter moved on, “Well I guess we have to keep improving our results and aim for Outstanding.” The word Outstanding triggered a negative response from the SLT that Peter wasn’t expecting. 

It was Julie who was first to launch a missile attack having been fuelled by enough alcohol to reach Cuba. “So we can’t have a break from all of this must do better bullshit. We can’t tell the staff to relax and just enjoy the moment. We can’t just enjoy teaching for a few months without the fear of being inspected, judged or graded like farm animals. So Good isn’t good enough?” she said, provocatively.

“The trouble is Julie, if we take our feet off the gas for a while it will be difficult to regain the momentum. We have to expect more from the staff and the pupils...that’s the only way to improve.”

“Is it?” said Julie with slurred scepticism. “I mean, how do you do that without making everyone feel as if they’re failing or not good enough? Our teachers are dead on their feet and fed up to their back teeth with the marking and preparation. The part of the day that our teachers enjoy are the lessons, but they hate the other crap. Unfortunately, that’s the stuff Ofsted are now interested in - he paperwork and data not the students. If we expect more and more from our staff and students then we’ll have some very unhappy children and adults. If we go in on Monday and chant longer and harder then it’ll sound as if we’re running a slave ship.”

Normally Charlie would have jumped at the chance to say something after Julie said longer and harder but his quick wit and repartee were out of gear after her earlier quip about him being the staff clown.

“No Julie, absolutely not!” said Peter raising his voice to a new level that showed his annoyance at his assistant head criticising his proposed tactics for school improvement. “We can’t give the staff the impression that we’re content with Good, we must strive for Outstanding.”

“Why?” asked Neil, backing up Julie.

“Yes! Why?” chimed in Julie and the two of them glanced at each other on their cosy settee. 

Charlie wondered just what was going on between these two youngsters. Up until today the two of them had hardly spoken to one another. Now they seemed to be as thick as thieves.

“Because...if we stand still for a second, we’ll have other schools overtake us...”

“So, it’s about our position in the local league table?” said Julie.

“No...well...yes...but it’s about being Ofsted-ready for the next inspection. They will, undoubtedly, make our next inspection harder so we have to keep moving forward in order to just stand still in the eyes of the Department of Education. So if we aim for Outstanding we might just get another Good in a few years’ time.” Peter was both pleased and saddened by his argument. It sounded logical and tactically correct knowing how Ofsted worked but it disappointed him to think this was how the game had to be played with his staff. 

Charlie tried to change the mood of the conversation by bringing more positivity to bear without changing the subject. The last time he had tried that it had left Julie bitter and twisted and that was the last thing he wanted even though she probably wouldn’t believe him just now. “And what’s your thinking about getting the school to Outstanding, boss?”

“Well, Charlie, I suppose we’ll have to wait for the full Ofsted report to be published but, as you know from the other night, the feedback from inspectors indicated areas where we will have to improve. Your areas of responsibility namely the well-being of students and staff, behaviour and attendance came out of the inspection very well. But it’s no surprise that the key area for further improvement is Quality of Education. Developing teaching, learning and assessment is a priority in order to raise standards and results. We need to think seriously about some of our curriculum areas in the school and a handful of our staff. We can’t afford some of our teachers and subjects to let us down as we move forward. I suppose the bottom line with Ofsted is that they want all pupils’ GCSE grades in every school to be above average so they can then move the average higher!”

Neil’s natural inhibitions were now drowned out by the alcohol he had consumed and the anger he was feeling towards Charlie and his mouth which he felt had lost him potential girlfriends among the staff. He couldn’t stop himself breathing fumes and fire onto the already heated discussion. Even though he knew that Peter’s last sentence wasn’t meant literally or indeed seriously, he still needed to protest at the numbers game. “This is madness! Every school has now got to be better than average and every school has got to be number one in the national league table. Someone somewhere has got their numbers all wrong. As a data cruncher I always thought numbers were supposed to be helpful and a positive force for improvement. It seems the DoE, along with all the other departments in London, just want to use data to prove that inequality exists in an unequal world. How can schools compete with each other fairly when not every school is in the same position and contains the same mix of children? It’s neither scientific nor credible as a way of trying to gain accurate and believable evidence. It’s easy and convenient for governments to just look at outcomes of pupils in tests and blame some schools for failing kids by drawing arbitrary lines in a list or a league table. They should be looking at the reasons why children don’t all have the same life chances before they even start primary school and not blame certain schools for being unable to overturn and cure all of the ills that face our sick society. I know we can only do so much at little old Whatmore but what we can do is improve the chances of our pupils turning out to be outstanding citizens who’re kind and considerate and tolerant and...and don’t jump to any quick or bigoted opinions on someone else. What do think? Isn’t that a better way to behave than judging people on snap shots or partial evidence? What do you think Charlie?” It was a very pointed question.

“Er, yes, I agree Neil, but we do have to play their game, don’t we?” said Charlie feeling embarrassed and angry that both Julie and Neil, two young upstarts, were having a go at him. Over the last year or so he had supported both of them over school issues and now they were more established, they were ready to conveniently bury the past in his back with a dagger apiece. “There’s no point whinging or crying like a little girl. We have to face up to what we are and compete in the big boys’ league!”

As Charlie finished his latest awkward sporting analogy both Neil and Julie sat more upright on the settee and Peter and Sobia finally began to realise that this dialogue wasn’t necessarily about education. Nor was it sporting. 

“OK, OK,” said Peter raising his hands slightly to suggest a break in proceedings. He would have suggested a drinks break to relieve the tension but more drinks might have made things worse. “Would anyone like a coffee or a tea perhaps? I can see if they can bring a tray in here and maybe a few biscuits? Anybody?”

It was agreed that most of the team would appreciate a hot drink. This appeared to be the only thing that SLT were agreed upon.

Peter steered the small talk as far away from education as he could, leading superficial conversations about drinking coffee at night, different types of coffees served in coffee shops, favourite biscuits and the teams’ choices for a final death row meal. 

Somehow, some forty-two minutes later the topic headed back into troubled waters when a reference was made to school meals. This was led onto the issue of the rising number of pupils on free school meals and the lowering of the standard of school meals and before anyone could shout “Iceberg ahead!” the ship was back on collision course followed by the school stodgy pudding course. Various observations were made about how disgusting the school canteen was...disgusting food, disgusting manners and disgusting prices. There then followed comments about the quality of canteen supervision and the lack of duty staff at break times and lunchtimes.

It was at this very moment that someone lit another blue touch paper with a general comment about how employing more staff would make life more civilised which would in turn improve both the performance of pupils in lessons and their behaviour outside the classroom. Neil, Julie and Charlie, possibly for the first time all night, were all agreeing and nodding their heads. 

Peter and Sobia turned and stared at each other for a second or two before both lowered their eyes slightly to hide a tell-tale sign that a ticking time bomb had been exposed.

“What?” said Julie who had used her three black coffees to sober up enough to just about read the covert body language on display. 

Sobia had kept out of the discussions on teaching and learning and merely observed the playground antics of some of the rest of the team. She had joined in with the safer topics of tea and biscuits and the extortionate price of high street hot drinks but now felt it was time to give the rest of the team the news she’d given to Peter while the others were ordering the drinks at the bar outside and clearly falling out with each other. 

“While you were out at the bar, I   gave Peter some difficult news. I didn’t really want to spoil the night by bringing this up but in the light of...anyway I might as well tell you all now. Is that OK, Peter?”

Peter nodded and lowered his eyes.

Julie, Neil and Charlie all braced themselves, seeming to sober up immediately. In the 3.7 seconds of thinking time they each had before Sobia spoke again, all of them had concluded independently that Sobia was going to mention a serious health issue and each of them had readied  themselves for the news with faces of concern and sympathy but when Sobia spoke again their responses were far from sympathetic. Instead their reactions ranged from shock, disbelief and anger to disbelief,  anger and shock.

“Over the last few weeks I have been closely monitoring the school’s expenditure as I usually do half way through the financial year. To cut a long story short our costs on staffing are way above the recommended 85% of total budget. We can’t make any other cuts to our spending with the increasing costs of services and supplies so we will need to make some redundancies for the next year to balance the books...” Sobia stuttered. As the only genuinely sober one amongst them she was trying vainly to explain the facts to a group of drunken dim wits. 

“Pardon me?” said Neil, who had heard every word and did not need the announcement repeated. He just wanted the statement retracted.

“You’ve got to be kidding me!” said Julie loudly, knowing full well that Sobia wasn’t the kidding type.

“Surely you’re jumping to conclusions. All sorts of things might happen before next year. There could be opportunities to reduce the staffing bill. How about natural wastage? If we lose a few higher paid members of staff then we can replace them with younger, cheaper models,” said Charlie, too caught up in this news to even contemplate making a lewd joke about his last suggestion.

“Charlie, I know what you mean but even if, let’s say, three heads of department left and we replaced them with NQTs, we would not be saving enough money to have a neutral budget...not by a distance,” reported Sobia. “Clearly it is too soon to tell you how many staff will have to go but my estimate at this stage is...well over five!”

There was a well-timed chorus of one word replies to this statement. Different words at different volumes that sounded something like “FSHUCITHINEKLL!”

Peter jumped in and tried to appease the angry mob. “Look folks, let’s not get too wound up about this. This is only a forecast at the moment, right Sobia?” He was looking to Sobia for some reassurance that everything would be OK but there was no hint  of that from her lips or her eyes. “If we have to make some people redundant then we can take our time and hope that some staff will leave of their own accord.”

“Yeah,” said the deputy, “probably our best teachers who’ll be able to find a better school to go to. We’ll be left with the rubbish. How does that help our results in the future?”

“Hold on a minute, Sobia,” said Julie. “It doesn’t have to be teachers does it? We could get rid of other staff first, yes?”

“You mean the non-teaching staff?” replied Sobia expecting this line of attack from teachers.

“Well, yes,” Julie replied.

“OK, let’s take the admin staff first. We have twelve admin staff at Whatmore. They handle the front desk, the typing, managing and collating learning resources, the finances of departments and they are paid roughly a third of most teachers. We could get rid of all of them which would be equivalent to 4 teachers’ salaries. Is that what you want? It would mean that teachers would have to do all of their admin work themselves and there would be no-one at the reception desk interfacing with the parents?”

“No of course not...OK, OK, what about TAs? We could get rid of some of our TAs.” Julie looked around the gathering for support.

“Well if we had enough TAs to make it worthwhile, we could do that. But TAs are paid even less than admin staff so we still couldn’t balance the books even if we sacked all of them. And how would the rest of the teachers feel if they were on their own in class with some of our pupils?”

“There must be another solution?” said Neil.

“Well I would love to hear some suggestions?” Sobia stared at Neil in a way that burned into his eyes, the sensation travelling down his body and stopping at his heart and the wallet hiding in the inside pocket of his jacket.

Neil looked back at Sobia and his eyes pierced her skull, his x-ray vision taking him out of the Palace Hotel and into a different reality in an alternate universe. In this world he was confident, self-assured and desirable. In this virtual world he didn’t need to survive by teaching grown-up idiots how to use IT equipment. In this game world he collected coins by slaying dragons and rescuing maidens. There were no financial worries in Neil’s alter-ego life. Unfortunately, Neil’s real world was a little different. 

In the safety of his own flat he had discreetly started to talk to women online and one fling led to another before he settled on a chosen maiden who needed rescuing. She lived many miles away in a land of inequality and unfairness. Neil could not slay her masters but he could provide her with some funds for her to live a better life. So he used his savings to pay for safe passage for his loved one so that they’d be able to live blissfully in his world of happily ever after. Unfortunately, it didn’t turn out like that. There was no happy ending and nothing left in his bank account. 

Neil needed his two-bit job in a two-bit school earning a few bit-coins a year. He couldn’t afford to be made redundant. He would need to become indispensable and keep his job while others about him were losing theirs. He would keep quiet and play a new game. A game of survival.

“Neil, any suggestions?” repeated Sobia.

“No, not at this time,” replied the cowardly lion to the wicked witch.

“Charlie, anything to suggest?” Sobia was clearly enjoying her moment in the spotlight armed with a sniper’s rifle.

Charlie stared down the barrels of his life and career. The two barrels were in effect one, his life being his career and vice-versa. Just an hour ago he was happily jogging down the road to retirement. A day somewhere in the future, a day of his choosing, a day when the politics of education stopped him from doing the real job. That day was fast approaching anyway but now the economics of education was also a major road block in his path. He was not enjoying the role of continually trying to make savings to an already bankrupt system. It was not what he signed up for many years ago as a PE teacher who liked to kick a ball around with a bunch of enthusiastic kids. But even in his role as deputy head in charge of pupil welfare, dealing with naughty children and biased parents, he still got a kick out of the job. He had a laugh most days, he was appreciated most days and the sun kept rising and shining...most days. 

And what about his wife? She appeared to be content, even happy with him working and then going to the club afterwards for a game or two and a beer or two. However, she wouldn’t be happy if she discovered that some of Charlie’s extra-curricular activities involved exercise of a different sort with the Head of Year 11. These sessions were regular and often and from time to time spilled over into weekends or school holidays. As yet these trysts were easy to keep under cover and they remained undetected. Both were married, both felt guilty but neither of them was able to call a halt to their secret fun and games. 

So, while Charlie was in the clear, he kept jogging along improving on his personal bests in his professional and unprofessional worlds – a job he enjoyed, with staff that rated him highly and a personal life where two women believed they were his number one fan. But now the coast was not so clear and he felt the axe beginning to position itself above his head rather than his head teacher. His salary, or lack of it, would save the school a good deal of money. The governing board could well move Julie into his position on a reduced salary and then not appoint a replacement to her post. Perhaps, if Charlie talked to Peter discreetly, he could do a deal that would give Julie the deputy head post, the school a reduction in wages and a small golden goodbye to give him a leg up on to the plane heading for Spain and retirement. That’d work out quite well for Julie and me, he thought. It was a noble thing to do. It reminded him of the guy in A Tale of Two Titties who took the punishment for some other bloke. Charlie was not quite sure about the names of the main characters, the plot and the author of the book, but What the dickens, did it really matter in the big scheme of things? Can’t remember, couldn’t really care! Or did he? Charlie wasn’t that certain that he wanted to go just yet. Why the hell should I? Whatmore was a good crack. He could stay for another three years or so and then quit before Ofsted visited the school again. I’ll go then. That seemed like a plan...

“Charlie?”

“Sorry Sobia...no suggestions at the moment,” said Charlie tamely. 

Julie was watching the inquisition by Sobia closely, or as closely as she could through beer goggles. She knew it was her turn next and she  was ready for Sobia’s parlour game.

“I suppose you want me to suggest something else...a magical plan, formula or solution to reduce wages and keep the school Good. Well, I can’t, not right now, I’ve drunk too much, I’m tired and fed up and I need to have some sobering up and thinking time. I’m not sure I’ll be able to come up with an answer to the budget problem but I’m going to damn well try.”

“I admire your commitment, Julie, but I doubt if you will be able to find a palatable solution to this problem. We have been spending beyond our means for some time now.” As Sobia made her point she glanced sideways at her boss and Peter was clear that the spotlight was inevitably moving back towards him. 

Julie took this opportunity to shut down. Her eyes remained open but invisible shutters behind her lids had closed for the day and night. Her shop was closed but would it ever be open for business again? She scrolled through her mental autobiography and wondered when, rather than if, her life had lost its way. 

There was no exact bookmark but up until university everything had seemed to be fine - a supportive family, good grades at school, popular in class and a steady line of steady-ish boyfriends. She moved away from her home town to go to university where she became fairly serious with a few guys but one after another they disappeared off the scene. A year or so after starting teaching Maths at a local secondary school she had met a serious contender to be her perfect mate. She loved him unconditionally, but her other love - teaching – began to consume her life and their plans of marriage, kids, mortgage and happy-ever-after faded into the background. Two years into their rented life together, her boyfriend, prospective fiancé and future husband had had enough of the neglect, rowing, making up, neglect and more rowing and walked out of the door, taking  their hopes and dreams with him in the back of his car.

Julie was on her own again. A single Maths teacher. No plus one. She was broken in half. The lowest prime number. To compensate, she threw herself even further into her work. It distracted her mind from the mounting number of her sad yesterdays. And with every day she tried to move on as most of her friends moved on and away from her. In reality she had stalled and life’s busy traffic seemed to veer past her in order to avoid a collision. 

Her other compensated lay in acquiring the taste and company of wine and spirit in any colour and strength. It helped her through the nights and often through the days. She took to internet dating but had little luck in finding a normal, baggage-free bloke. Her first dates ranged from guys who were fixated on her large chest and didn’t seem at all interested in the somewhat smaller grey matter resting above her shoulders, to those men, who were interested only in themselves. She would sit there across a table for two in a restaurant listening to each man’s life story, their adventures and daring -dos, their amusing anecdotes, their successes and their connections with influential people. She would smile from time to time and metaphorically smell the lie detector overheating under each man’s seat. If she was truthful, she preferred the cleavage watchers in some ways, because at least those creeps were more honest and easier to delete from her internet site. There were a couple of guys who made it to the second or third date but in time their issues surfaced and the mental scars became easy to spot. Their hang-ups often revolved around past relationships, children, debt, jealousy or lack of emotional intelligence and no amount of hide and heal on their faces could prevent Julie from seeing through to the blemishes and scars.

So her sheets and duvet saw no action for month after lonely month, her alarm clock kept ticking and she stopped looking too closely in her bathroom mirror and weighing herself on the scales as she put on a few pounds by spending more than a few pounds on booze and takeaways.

The one part of her life that was a permanent, reliable fixture was work. She moved to Whatmore to escape and start afresh and became an assistant head. A good assistant head teacher. Her colleagues rated her highly, she was competent and relatively popular, even as the member of SLT who created the annual timetable and produced the day-to-day cover list. Mind you, it wasn’t difficult to appear to be competent compared to her two immediate bosses. She didn’t have a great deal of time for Peter or Charlie. In Julie’s mind they were both nice men who were easy to work with but lacked leadership qualities such as vision, drive and backbone. In different ways they both just wanted to please the staff. Peter was a democrat who wanted to talk through everything endlessly before not making a decision and Charlie just wanted to cruise through life entertaining staff and the older pupils with quick-witted quips. She found both men ineffective and ineffectual. She thought these two words might mean exactly the same thing, but she wasn’t sure, particularly as she was quite drunk. Consequently, Julie was happy to use both words to describe them. In her present state of mindlessness, she couldn’t pick out too many differences between the head and deputy. She pictured Peter as a harmless, bald telly-tubby who couldn’t make up his mind, whereas she believed Charlie would be better suited to being a stand-up comedian or an aging internet porn star rather than  deputy head of a secondary school. There was no doubt that both of Julie’s bosses drove her to distraction in different ways. 

Julie believed that Peter, the Wobbling Womble, could not even stick to his own policies. Peter would moan at the kids in assembly for dropping litter around the school, claiming it was the pupils’ individual responsibility to keep Whatmore tidy and then would spend over ten minutes each day picking up litter in corridors and across the playground. Julie felt that this gave the wrong message to the litter-droppers as well as the nit-pickers. When looking at him once, bending down to pick up a discarded item from a food fight in the Science corridor, she wondered why all this bending hadn’t strengthened his spine and back bone.

Julie was irritated by Charlie not so much in a professional way but on a personal level. She felt that his automatic mouth lacked gears, a clutch or a brake. His job was to entertain the masses, not take anything too seriously and use any opportunity to make his audience laugh. Unfortunately, Julie didn’t always feel like smiling. She knew deep down that most of the time Charlie was teasing and it was harmless banter but deep down below his tanned skin and muscular fit body Julie wondered if there was a serious brain ready to pop out. In some of her sleepless moments under her duvet she would think about Charlie’s bulging brain quite a bit.

Julie should have left Whatmore by now and re-invented herself somewhere else but at the present time in her life had neither the strength nor inclination to explore new worlds or opportunities. She was no Columbus! Some mornings she found it hard enough to cross her bedroom floor in her slippers let alone the Atlantic Ocean in a sailing ship. Julie knew deep down that she was becoming alcohol and work dependent in order to get through the days and terms of her life. She couldn’t quit, though. She needed her job and her booze. She needed to work to pay for the drink and the drink helped her survive the job
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