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      Prologue

 Bernadette

      
      Everything was ready. There were sheets of clean, white cartridge paper on each table and pencils were sharpened. The class
         of eight- and nine-year-olds were sitting still and listening, twenty-two eager faces looking forward to their first Art lesson
         of the new term. I had planned the afternoon carefully and chosen a familiar subject: shoes. Everyone was going to draw his
         or her own shoe, and so I began to explain how to go about this; I wanted good results.
      

      
      ‘Drawing is all about looking, really. If you look hard, you’ll see lots of detail on every shoe.’

      
      I asked for a volunteer to lend me a shoe for demonstration purposes. A tall, bespectacled girl at the front nearly exploded
         with eagerness to oblige. She stood up and swiped at her raised foot in one frenzied movement, taking several involuntary
         hops towards me while trying to put up her hand at the same time. She yanked off a shoe and used it to break her fall as she
         crashed into my chest, winding me severely.
      

      
      ‘Thank you, Bernadette,’ I wheezed. The rest of the class guffawed as she disconnected her slender frame from my front and
         sidled back to her place, trying to hide the intense blush beneath her sandy hair. I attempted to recover my composure and regarded the shoe for a moment. It was a heavily scuffed and worn, brown
         lace-up of the deeply unfashionable ‘sensible’ type. I picked it up gingerly; I had a suspicion that there may have been something
         distinctly unpleasant lurking on the sole, but I didn’t look. At least it wasn’t a boy’s shoe – a colleague had warned me
         never to tie little boys’ shoelaces for them, even if they really couldn’t manage themselves. She had once done so, wondering
         why the laces were wet, and then realised that the child had just returned from the toilets. I put the shoe down on a piece
         of paper on my desk and waited for the class to settle.
      

      
      ‘As I was saying, it’s all about looking carefully, children. If you want to draw this shoe really well, you need to put in
         all the small things, as well as get the shape right. You need to draw the little stitches, and the lace holes, and the pattern
         on the edge of the sole there, too.’
      

      
      I looked up. About one-third of the class were listening. Bernadette had taken off her sock and was picking between her toes
         with her pencil; she blushed again when I looked at her. A loaded clear of the throat and call to pay attention allowed me
         to go on.
      

      
      ‘There’s one more thing that I want you to try and do when you draw your shoe, Class Three. When I look at Bernadette’s shoe,
         what can I see that most of you can’t?’
      

      
      A voice at the back whispered, ‘Doo-doo.’ I chose to ignore the remark but, apart from this, the question was met with silence.

      
      ‘I mean, which part of the shoe can I see that you can’t see?’

      
      A hand went up. ‘The front?’

      
      
      ‘But you can see the front, can’t you?’

      
      ‘Not really, Lee’s head’s in the way.’

      
      I soldiered on. ‘Because I’m much nearer the shoe and I’m standing almost above it, I can see a different part to you – which
         part do I mean?’ There was another silence and several children looked confused. A number wore furrowed brows.
      

      
      Eventually another hand went up – it was Bernadette. ‘The bottom?’

      
      ‘Bernadette, do you really think I can see the bottom of your shoe?’ She shrugged, leaving me unsure as to whether she was
         serious or not. My voice was now becoming agitated so I gave the answer. ‘I can see the inside.’ Several children looked completely amazed and those near the front craned forward, as if they needed to verify for themselves
         that this piece of staggering information was really true.
      

      
      Fifteen minutes had now passed and not a single pencil mark had been made on a piece of paper. ‘What I’m getting at, everyone,
         is that you must draw exactly what you can see: so if you can see the inside, draw the inside.’
      

      
      Another hand went up, that of a serious-faced boy at the back of the class. ‘But none of us can see the inside of the shoe
         from ’ere, Mr Seed.’
      

      
      I tried hard not to look or sound as tense as I was. ‘Yes, Guy, but you’re each going to draw your own shoe – on your own
         desk.’ A general ‘Ohhh’ of understanding rose up from the class; I obviously hadn’t been making myself clear. Another question
         followed.
      

      
      ‘Will we all tek off us shoe then, like Bernie?’

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      
      ‘But there’ll be a bummer of a stink, Mr Seed.’

      
      The tide of mumbling was now rising steadily and so I attempted to regain control and get the activity started.

      
      ‘Right, everyone, listen, please. Even though I said that you should draw the inside of the shoe if you can see it, don’t
         concentrate on that: you are going to be looking at it from the outside, after all. Well, you’d better all start.’
      

      
      There was a huge scraping of chairs and a great rumpus as twenty-one shoes were removed and plonked on the wooden classroom
         desks. There were black plimsolls, and heavy leather boots, shiny patent buckle-ups and tattered hand-me-downs, all in various
         shades of muddy greys and browns. The noise level rose once more as neighbours’ shoes were admired or ridiculed, or as others
         were slid across the tabletops for sport. After a few barks and looks of disapproval, I settled the children down yet again
         and made sure that everyone was sitting still with pencil in hand.
      

      
      Given that my new class was bright, I had thought that this activity would be easy, but I was rapidly discovering that nothing
         in teaching is ever straightforward. The range of individual approaches to drawing was amazing: a number of children produced
         a sketch of a stylised shoe without once looking at their own footwear. Another group didn’t seem to realise that it was possible
         to turn the paper round and contorted their bodies gymnastically in attempts to follow the shoe’s curved outline with their
         pencils. Others spent more time rubbing out than drawing, until their paper became a crumpled grey fog and they asked for
         more. Some kept moving the shoe they were observing so that their drawings took on the look of an exploded diagram from a
         textbook.
      

      
      
      At first I began to despair that any good-quality work would be produced at all, but as time went on and I made my way around
         the room, it was clear that there were several talented artists among the group. Delicate sketched outlines became filled
         with sharply observed pattern and line; some employed skilful shading to add depth to their work and others became absorbed
         with the challenge of describing every crease and seam of leather and rubber.
      

      
      As children began to notice their neighbours’ splendid drawings and hear my words of delight and encouragement while I toured
         the desks, others found inspiration, and the general quality of the pictures increased dramatically. My mood gradually changed
         from frustration to delight, and I could envisage a wonderful wall display of brilliantly observed shoe drawings, perhaps
         good enough to grace the entrance hall of the school.
      

      
      I was just about to congratulate everyone on their artwork when I noticed an empty chair next to a studious, red-haired girl
         called Nina. It was Bernadette’s.
      

      
      ‘Have you seen Bernadette, Nina?’ She was concentrating so hard on her picture that she hadn’t even noticed me.

      
      ‘Er, no, I don’t know where she is.’ None of the other children on the table had information either. I scanned the room and
         checked the stock cupboard, but there was no sign of her. Perhaps she had gone to the toilet, but it wasn’t like Bernadette
         to leave the room without asking. I was baffled.
      

      
      It was at this point that something caught my eye through the window on the far side of the room. The classroom was a ‘mobile’
         – a temporary, prefabricated affair, separate from the main building, which had been brought in fifteen years previously when
         the numbers of children in the school were at a peak. It had long windows on three sides, set high into the flimsy walls, and
         at one of these I now stood, staring in disbelief.
      

      
      At first I wasn’t sure what it was: a flash of light-brown materialising through the glass for a fraction of a second, but
         after it appeared three or four times in rapid succession, I realised that it was hair. The top of someone’s head. I walked
         forward for a better view of this odd phenomenon, hoping that none of the children in the class would become distracted from
         their work. I was about halfway across the room when it shot into view again: a human head pogoing outside the classroom.
         I moved nearer still – it popped up again and this time I could see that it was, unmistakably, Bernadette. What on earth was
         she doing? By now, a few children had noticed my concern and word passed around the room with the speed of light that Mr Seed
         had seen something strange outside. Chairs started scraping and bodies were raised for a better view. I silenced the initial
         hoots of laughter with a growly ‘Sit down!’ and skipped through the door to intercept the bouncing child before a riot broke
         out.
      

      
      At first, she didn’t register my appearance and I watched her for a moment. On the grass beside her was her pencil and a piece
         of paper resting on a large atlas. She was just winding up for another leap: knees bent, arms back, facing the classroom.
         She sprang upwards with clenched teeth and spine arching backwards for maximum effort, obviously straining to see through
         the window. Her landing was less graceful, and she hit the grass with a clomp of long arms and legs before diving towards
         her picture and sketching in a few scribbly lines. She was, I noticed, still wearing only one shoe.
      

      
      
      ‘Bernadette, what exactly are you doing?’ She twisted around and reddened for the third time that afternoon.

      
      ‘Am drawing ma shoe, Mr Seed, like yer said.’

      
      ‘Where is your shoe, Bernadette?’

      
      ‘It’s on ma desk.’

      
      I could see a line of sniggering faces at the window, crouching and ducking desperately as I blasted a glare at them.

      
      ‘But why are you drawing it from here?’

      
      ‘Well, yer told us to draw the shoe from the outside.’

      
      At this point, words failed me. I looked around for another adult to witness this peculiar episode, fearing that no one would
         believe me when I told them, but not a soul was there. I picked up Bernadette’s paper and asked her nicely to return to the
         classroom. On the way through the door I took a glimpse at the picture – it looked like one of Dali’s nightmares.
      

      
      Back in the room I considered once more whether Bernadette was just being naughty or trying to gain attention, but the innocent
         look of concern on her face when I had stepped outside told me that this wasn’t the case. I had been a primary school teacher
         for two years now and I should have known that if there is even the slightest possibility of misinterpretation then at least
         one child will grab it and run with it, however preposterous the result.
      

      
      ‘Welcome to the new term and your new class,’ I said quietly, shaking my head and laughing.

   



      
      
      Chapter One

      
      Sheena

      
      It was a glorious September morning as I drove from our home in Applesett to the school where I worked in Cragthwaite: six
         miles across the stunning, broad valley of Swinnerdale, one of the treasures of the magnificent Yorkshire Dales. On days like
         this I had to remind myself constantly that we actually lived here, amid this spectacular scenery with its soaring hills,
         wooded waterfalls and characterful stone villages.
      

      
      I thought about my young son Tom, just fourteen months old, at home with my wife Barbara. What a wonderful place for a child
         to grow up. We’d only lived in the dale for two years but we felt settled and deeply content to be part of this curious, old-fashioned
         community, seemingly set apart from the rest of the country.
      

      
      The proud little village of Cragthwaite came into view as I rounded a bend and I looked forward to another day at the school.
         I remembered this moment two years ago when I approached each day with trepidation, having to work under the fearsome Howard
         Raven, a dour, backwards-looking headmaster who seemed to reserve special disapproval for everything I did as an apprehensive
         newly qualified teacher. But now the place was transformed. The new head, Joyce Berry, was much more than a new broom that had swept away the depressing cobwebs of the past; by the sheer
         warmth of her personality and enthusiasm for children and learning, she had lifted the whole community, giving a once cold,
         unfriendly school a welcoming, lively atmosphere, even if one or two of the staff participated reluctantly.
      

      
      My own teaching group was Class 3, the second oldest of four, and they were a quite delightful clutch of eager, smart and
         responsive children, the eldest of whom I had taught the year before. As with my previous two classes, this mixture of eights
         and nines was also a blend of locals and off-comers – as outsiders were called by the old indigenous families – including
         the children of many farmers: sheep, dairy and beef cattle still being at the core of the local economy.
      

      
      I parked the car outside the front door and looked at the 1970s school buildings: they were incongruous amid the old stone
         houses and farms either side but somehow it didn’t matter because the rising green fells all around presented such a beautiful
         panorama that one’s eyes were quickly drawn away towards the crags, the ribbonwork of dry stone walls and the sweep of distant
         hills up the valley.
      

      
      The door was blocked by the considerable bulk of Pat Rudds, the caretaker, who was rubbing at the glass with a cloth.

      
      ‘Morning, Pat, beautiful day.’

      
      She stood up and rubbed her back. ‘Now then, Andrew. Aye, it is a grand day; just a shame I’ve no time to enjoy it. It’s only
         ten past eight and me ankles have started already.’
      

      
      I smiled inwardly thinking that no school week had properly begun until Pat Rudds had referenced her ankles. Inside, the headteacher’s door swung open as I passed and Joyce Berry emerged
         in her silk paisley scarf, flicking through a pile of papers and back-heeling the door shut. She looked up and gave me a characteristic
         smile.
      

      
      ‘Good weekend, Andy?’ As always, she stood close. ‘Staff meeting in two minutes,’ she added before I had time to reply.

      
      ‘Yes,’ I said, watching her disappear. I went straight to the staffroom where I knew I would find Val Croker, the deputy head,
         and Hilda Percival, the Class 2 teacher, in a grump. They disliked these newly instigated early Monday morning meetings, short
         as they were, and made sure that everyone knew it.
      

      
      Val, the Class 4 teacher, was already there, drumming her fingers on an armrest. She was in her fifties, squat with red hair
         and was the most no-nonsense person I had ever met. She grunted a kind of hello and then raised her eyebrows towards Hilda
         who fussed into the room, as always, muttering and shaking her head. She was the oldest member of staff by a distance; tiny,
         wrinkled, prickly and Cragthwaite’s foremost wag.

      
      ‘Well, I’ve only got a hundred and fifty-eight other things to do on a Monday morning, so I don’t suppose it’ll make much
         difference to sit here and find out some more,’ she grumbled without saying hello.
      

      
      ‘What’s wrong with the bloody staff meetings we have after school on Wednesdays, I want to know?’ added Val. ‘I’m in a bad
         enough mood at this time on a Monday anyway.’
      

      
      Joyce breezed in at that moment and we all wondered if she’d caught the end of Val’s moan, although Val’s stony face suggested
         that she didn’t care and Joyce wasn’t giving anything away, being quite aware of the senior teachers’ feelings. The contrast
         in their personalities often made for good entertainment and yet their professional relationship worked well, with the head’s
         warmth and enthusiasm complementing Val’s practical logic.
      

      
      Joyce smiled, as always. ‘Right, well, good morning, everyone. I see we haven’t got Emma yet – has anyone seen her?’

      
      Hilda glanced at her watch. ‘She’ll be just getting out of bed about now, I reckon.’ But before anyone could reply, Emma Torrington
         rushed through the door and sat down with apologies and a sigh. In her late twenties, Emma taught the youngest infants in
         Class 1 and was not the school’s most organised individual, seemingly transported from the psychedelic urban sixties to the
         bluff Yorkshire eighties.
      

      
      Joyce gave her a moment to settle and then quickly moved into full flow. ‘OK, lots of things to tell you about this morning.
         First, Andy has a new girl starting today called Sheena, so everyone keep an eye out for her, please, and make sure she feels
         welcome.’
      

      
      ‘Where’s the family come from?’ asked Hilda, always keen to know what was going on.

      
      ‘Hauxton. Single mother with a few problems as far as I can gather. They’ve moved into one of the council houses in the village.’
         We all wondered what had brought them to rural Swinnerdale, but Joyce pressed on. ‘We have lots of things coming up this term
         so make sure you’ve all got them in your diaries. The Inter-school Road Safety Quiz is being held here on the eighteenth of
         November and there’s an HMI visiting in early December – no date yet.’
      

      
      
      Val looked up. ‘An inspection?’

      
      ‘Not a full one, just a morning visit by one HMI to check up on reading.’

      
      ‘But I guess you’ll want the school looking nice,’ said Emma.

      
      ‘That would be very good,’ said Joyce.

      
      I didn’t like the sound of inspectors at all. ‘Do they check up on our teaching, then?’

      
      ‘Only the newest members of staff,’ added Hilda, wickedly.

      
      Joyce ignored her. ‘Not this time, so nothing to worry about, but it goes without saying that I’d like everyone on best behaviour.’
         I watched Emma scribble ‘HMI’ in huge red letters in her diary. ‘Also, don’t forget, everyone, the new vicar starts with assemblies
         on Wednesday mornings later this term and he’ll be dropping by to say hello. He’s only young so let’s not scare him, please.’
         Joyce looked down but I couldn’t help a sideways glance at Val, who maintained a steady half-scowl.

      
      A minute later, Joyce seemed to have reached the end of her list and Hilda made to get up but the head put a long-fingernailed
         hand up. ‘I’m afraid there’s just one more thing.’ We all suppressed a groan. ‘It’s a new school year and I really would like
         the school tidied up a little. I didn’t want to ask you to do it in the holidays or during the first week but now I would
         really appreciate a bit of help to spruce the place up – it is a mess in places.’
      

      
      ‘But surely that’s why we have Pat?’ said Val, making no attempt to mask her disgruntlement. ‘She may moan for England but
         she’s a good enough caretaker and cleaner. We have enough to do without becoming janitors ’n’ all.’
      

      
      ‘I know, I know, you’re quite right, Val, and Pat will be doing most of it, I’ve given her a list, but I’d rather we tackled the areas containing resources, just in case things get lost.’
      

      
      ‘Like tempers, perhaps,’ whispered Hilda audibly.

      
      ‘Andy, will you do the PE equipment in the hall, please? Val, the cloakrooms and corridors, Emma and Hilda, the stock cupboard,
         and I’ll do the shed – there’s lots of junk in there I want to throw out.’ We all sensed another skip was on the way. In her
         eighteen months at the school, Joyce had established a reputation as being somewhat overenthusiastic about clearing out.
      

      
      ‘What about Sue?’ asked Emma, referring to the classroom assistant who worked in Class 1 and was often referred to as The
         Wondrous Mrs Bramley because she did countless useful things in the school without being asked.
      

      
      ‘Oh, it’s all right, she can do everywhere else,’ said Joyce, now ushering us to our classrooms as the clock registered quarter
         to nine. On the way outside I chuckled at the thought of the poor children in Class 4 having to face Miss Croker this morning.
         Personally, I found the meetings really helpful, not having the best memory in the world, and I could only admire Joyce’s
         refusal to be discouraged by Val and Hilda’s grouchiness. She would win them round eventually.
      

      
      My mobile classroom was empty, all the children having chosen to play outside in the sunshine, and there was no sign of the
         new girl. Within five minutes the ancient handbell rang and Class 3 filed in, some smiling, some panting, some worrying and
         some slouching. I had already learnt their names and knew who lived in Cragthwaite and who was bussed in from outside, who
         was a local and who wasn’t, but I needed to find out what they knew, what they could do and, more importantly, what they couldn’t. I felt after
         two years in the classroom that I was now on top of the job. After the calamities of my first probationary year, I had become
         a real teacher: I was in control, managing behaviour well, keeping all of the children learning across all subjects and providing
         inspirational activities.
      

      
      The first lesson after the register and assembly was Maths and I’d planned it carefully. The topic was ‘weight’ and the children
         had to find five objects in the room, estimate their weight in grams and then check it using scales. As I had been taught
         at college, I organised the activity at three different levels to cater for the varying abilities of the class. I had the
         bottom group working with objects under 100 grams and using a simple balance with metal weights. The middle children worked
         up to 500 grams and used kitchen scales, while the brightest group worked with items over 1 kilogram and had to use two different
         sets of scales.
      

      
      After what I felt was a clear, comprehensive explanation of the task, I set the groups off, confident that each child would
         know what to do and get on with it. Within a few minutes twenty-two children were busy gathering objects, holding them and
         making estimates, writing down measurements, reading scales and handling weights. I toured the room helping those who were
         struggling, checking on learning and encouraging accuracy and neat writing. The children work diligently and quietly, despite
         the amount of moving around.
      

      
      I was reflecting on what an excellent Class 3 this was going to be when the door opened and the school’s mouse-like secretary,
         Eileen Marsett, walked in, followed by a large girl of about nine.
      

      
      
      ‘Ah, this must be Sheena,’ I said walking over to greet her.

      
      ‘That’s right,’ said Eileen. ‘She’s just moved to the village with her mum who says sorry they’re late this morning.’ Every
         child in the room stared across at their new classmate.
      

      
      ‘That’s fine, no problem, thank you, Mrs Marsett,’ I said.

      
      Eileen left and I smiled at Sheena, who doggedly kept her eyes down and held a flat expression. She certainly was a hefty
         girl, bigger than most of the boys even, and possessing of a wild spray of dark hair that looked like it hadn’t been washed
         for many moons.
      

      
      I asked the class to stop work. ‘Now, this is Sheena, everyone, and she’s joining our class from today. I want everyone to
         be extra welcoming to her – she doesn’t know any of you and it’s difficult coming into a new school like this.’
      

      
      A small, doe-eyed girl put her hand up. It was Hazel. ‘She’s moved in nex’ door to us at ’ome, Mr Seed. She can join our group
         in Maths.’
      

      
      I nodded. ‘Well done, Hazel, that’s really kind. Now, everyone, carry on with your work.’

      
      I put Sheena in the middle group and called over the mature and reliable Nina from the top group to show her what to do while
         I found her a pencil and a worksheet. She sat down, maintaining her stony face and saying nothing. Perhaps she’s nervous,
         I thought to myself.
      

      
      The door opened again and Eileen returned, sidling up to me with a furrowed brow, holding a green dinner register. ‘I’m so
         sorry to disturb you again, Andy, but the dinner money doesn’t add up: we’re 60p over. Can we just go through your register?’
      

      
      ‘Er, yes, of course.’ Collecting each child’s dinner money on Mondays was not my favourite task but, knowing how important it was for Eileen to balance the books, I went over to my desk
         with the school’s long-suffering secretary.
      

      
      ‘Oh dear,’ she said, apologising as always. ‘I know it’s a burden during lessons.’

      
      ‘No, it’s fine,’ I lied.

      
      After carefully checking each child’s lunch arrangements in the register we discovered that I’d put down Bernadette for one
         dinner too few and Eileen smiled.
      

      
      ‘Oh, while I’m here,’ she said in a whisper, ‘can I tell you about Sheena?’ She nodded towards the door suggesting the need
         for confidentiality and we stepped outside for a moment. ‘I’ve put her down for free dinners but I just wanted to tell you
         that her mother is, well, a bit worried about her settling.’
      

      
      ‘Did she say why?’

      
      ‘Not really, she’s a strange woman . . . I did try to ask but she was in a real hurry to get away to work.’

      
      ‘Right, er, where does her mum work?’

      
      ‘At least she told me that: at the pub in Chapelgarth – she’s a cleaner, just doing mornings. Her sister-in-law works there,
         according to Hazel’s mum.’ We discussed whether that might be the reason that they moved to Swinnerdale and I was just about
         to ask if Eileen had found out anything about Sheena’s father when I noticed a rising level of noise from inside and knew
         that I couldn’t leave the class unattended any longer.
      

      
      Stepping back into the classroom I was struck by a cacophony. There were children shouting and pointing, and almost all of
         them were on their feet.

      
      
      ‘RIGHT, EVERYONE SIT DOWN!’ My bellow did the trick and calm returned. As I looked around the room, I noticed something very
         strange.
      

      
      ‘Alvin, why are you in your vest?’

      
      The anxious boy immediately blushed. ‘She made me take my jumper off.’ He pointed to Sheena, who responded quickly.

      
      ‘I wanted to weigh it.’ It was the first time she had spoken. I was just about to condemn this action when her victim put
         up a shaky hand.
      

      
      ‘Yes, Alvin?’

      
      ‘She wanted me to take off my trousers, too.’

      
      I was momentarily dumbfounded. ‘Sheena, you simply can’t do things like that.’ She was tight-lipped and I sensed a defiance
         that I’d never previously come across in a nine-year-old. I looked around. ‘So what was all the other noise about?’
      

      
      Nina raised a hand. ‘She, er, Sheena took all the weights so nobody could weigh anything else using a balance.’

      
      I scanned the new girl’s face to see if this was true. ‘I needed them, di’n’t I?’ she said, dismissively. ‘I were weighin’
         the record player.’
      

      
      ‘That’s not very sensible, Sheena. What if it had fallen off?’

      
      ‘It did,’ said Bernadette.

      
      I checked the floor and saw the evidence: a trail of broken pieces of plastic and wood. Before I could speak, Sheena shrugged:
         ‘It were a rubbish old one anyway.’
      

      
      I decided to deal with the situation later as no one was getting any work done, but the remainder of the lesson fell into
         disarray. Three children came over to me and asked if they could move to a different group from Sheena because she was annoying them, then Bernadette told me that the new girl had scrunched up her
         worksheet and thrown it in the bin. When I went to check, I found Sheena arguing with two boys over some scales. Just as I
         approached she shouted at them to get lost, then stomped off to the book corner. Once again, the whole class stopped work
         to stare.
      

      
      Mercifully the bell rang for playtime and I let everyone out right away, except for Sheena. It was only half past ten and
         I felt worn out already.
      

      
      I tried the quiet approach, sitting down next to her in the book corner. ‘Now, what’s the matter, Sheena? You seem very upset.’

      
      At first she just looked down, shook her head and mumbled incoherently.

      
      I tried again. ‘Is there something you want to tell me?’

      
      ‘It’s a schhpmn schuur.’

      
      ‘Pardon?’

      
      ‘This is a stupid school.’

      
      ‘I don’t think it is, Sheena.’

      
      ‘I do.’

      
      I tried a few more openings to get her to talk but she didn’t want to say anything so I let her go outside with a gentle warning
         to try and stay out of trouble. Perhaps some fresh air and a run around would do her good.
      

      
      I hurried to the staffroom for a cup of tea and wondered whether to tell Val about my new pupil before deciding to go outside
         just to make sure Sheena had settled down. In the playground there was a mob of children thronging around Emma, who looked
         quite flustered. When the bell rang, I discovered what I feared: Sheena was at the centre of things.
      

      
      Bernadette rushed to tell me, ‘She pushed two children, broke a hoop and threw a Sylvanian family on to the roof.’

      
      ‘What, a whole one?’

      
      ‘Yes, even the baby.’

      
      I was wondering if I could get the toys down when Bernadette continued, ‘They belonged to a girl in Class Two who wouldn’t
         let Sheena play.’
      

      
      ‘Perhaps she should have let Sheena play,’ I said, knowing full well that this was completely unreasonable.

      
      ‘Sheena said they were babyish and used a rude word.’

      
      ‘How rude? No – don’t repeat it!’ Her lips had formed a ‘tw’ sound and I vainly hoped it was ‘twerp’, although I was reliably
         informed by Nina later that it rhymed with ‘cat’.
      

      
      I really wasn’t looking forward to English, which was next after break, but I managed to get through the lesson by sitting
         next to Sheena and giving her one-to-one help. She needed it, too: her reading and writing were desperately poor.
      

      
      At lunchtime I sought out Val, who knew the answer to most primary school dilemmas. She’d evidently heard from her class all
         about my new addition.
      

      
      ‘So, you’ve got trouble, have you? Well, now’s when you earn your corn – just make sure she’s sorted out before she reaches
         my class.’
      

      
      ‘But she won’t listen to me. She’s aggressive, loud, rude, a bully, argumentative and just, well, totally disruptive.’

      
      ‘So what have you tried?’

      
      
      ‘Being nice to her: that didn’t work. Shouting at her just makes her sulk and become totally uncooperative, and she needs
         loads of help with her work. None of the other kids are getting a look-in.’
      

      
      ‘Hmmm, one of those . . . Has Joyce looked at her file? I wonder what her last school has to say.’

      
      I went to find out and Joyce told me that she did have ‘behaviour issues’ but nothing that sounded too bad. I was just about
         to ask whether she knew anything about Sheena’s home background when there was a thumping boom and the door flew open. A vast,
         red-faced figure filled the frame: Mrs Hyde, the school’s redoubtable dinner lady.
      

      
      Joyce exhaled. ‘Please, Mrs Hyde, you really should wait when you kno—’

      
      ‘I aren’t waitin’ this time because I’ve ’ad enough! That new lass is refusing to return her tray. And she’s really upset
         Mrs Harker in t’kitchen – she said her Spam fritters taste like puke.’
      

      
      Joyce went off to lecture Sheena, who gave no response at all, and I wondered how I would get through PE in the afternoon.
         She didn’t have a PE kit and refused to wear a borrowed one from lost property. Bending the rules, I said she could join in
         without one but she preferred to sit at the side of the room, trying to trip children up as they ran past. Towards the end
         of the lesson I saw her surreptitiously write with biro on the bench where she sat. It said: I ate this shcool.
      

      
      She didn’t write a word in RE, which followed, and spoiled the story at the end of the day by whispering and shuffling continuously.
         In a few hours I had told her off more than my previous class in an entire term. I went home despondent and so did the rest of Class 3.
      

      
      As I drove up the side of the long village green in Applesett, my heart was lifted by the sight of a car outside our house,
         the unfortunately named Craven Bottoms. It belonged to two friends, Pete and Natalie, who were staying with us for a couple
         of nights, on their way from Nottingham to Scotland. With my mind whirring over what to do with Sheena, I’d quite forgotten
         that they were coming to stay with us.
      

      
      I put my key in the lock and saw a small shuffling shape through the clouded glass, accompanied by a sound I loved to hear.

      
      ‘Dada, Dada.’ I picked up our crawling son Tom and planted a kiss on his soft round cheek. He rewarded me with a lovely smile.

      
      ‘How is my gorgeous boy? Have you learnt to walk yet, crawler?’

      
      Barbara appeared from the kitchen. ‘Not yet but he’s not far off – keeps standing up and thinking about taking a step.’ She
         gave us both a hug.
      

      
      I smoothed my hand over her tummy. ‘How’s the next one?’ It had only been a week since we’d discovered that Barbara was expecting
         our second child.
      

      
      ‘I actually feel quite good. Anyway, how was your day?’

      
      ‘Don’t ask.’

      
      ‘What happened?’

      
      ‘I’ll tell you later,’ I said, grimacing. ‘Where are Pete and Natalie?’

      
      ‘In the living room looking at photos. It wasn’t anything serious was it?’

      
      
      I shook my head. ‘No, just a new girl who’s a bit difficult, that’s all.’

      
      She smiled. ‘Oh, you’ll soon have her sorted out – go and sit down with Pete and Nat while I get Tom a drink.’

      
      Pete and Natalie were friends from university, both possessing a naughty sense of humour, and their presence was just what
         was needed to lift my spirits. They’d evidently been given a tour of the village by Barbara.
      

      
      ‘Andy this place is amazing,’ said Natalie. ‘You never told us it was this beautiful.’

      
      ‘It’s not bad, is it?’ I said, grinning.

      
      ‘Not bad?’ laughed Pete. ‘It’s got a waterfall! I wanted to spend all day there building dams. Used to love that stuff as
         a kid.’
      

      
      ‘Yeah, I can’t wait until Tom’s a bit older and can paddle through the beck.’

      
      ‘The beck?’ said Natalie. ‘Is that the stream?’

      
      ‘Oh, yeah, sorry – I’m turning Yorkshire!’ It was true that since moving from Cheshire my vocabulary was gradually changing.

      
      ‘Pub looks good, too. How’s the darts going?’ said Pete.

      
      ‘Well, I’m getting better but still feel a bit strange being with all those giant builders and farmers.’

      
      Natalie then said she’d like to climb the looming hill behind the village, Spout Fell, before they left us. ‘The view must
         be amazing.’
      

      
      ‘It is but it’s eighteen hundred feet high and takes a good hour to get to the top. And I’ll be jealous because I have to
         work tomorrow.’
      

      
      Pete looked sheepish. ‘Yeah, sorry we couldn’t come Saturday and Sunday but that’s the way it is with the candle shop: got
         to be open all weekend or we’ll be broke.’
      

      
      
      ‘Ha! We’re broke anyway,’ said Nat.

      
      Barbara came in with Tom who immediately dived towards my lap. ‘Oh, I haven’t told you that we can go to the pub quiz in Skirbridge
         tonight – Iris said she’s happy to babysit.’
      

      
      We spent a few minutes telling Pete and Natalie about our wealthy neighbours across the green, Iris and Don Falconer, before
         sitting down for a huge bowl of spaghetti Bolognese. They laughed at the various village characters we described including
         ninety-two-year-old Sam Burnsall, who drove around at night with no lights on, motormouth Mrs Dent at the shop and the cheeky
         rogue John Weatherall, our local builder.
      

      
      ‘Did he do your kitchen, then?’ said Pete.

      
      ‘Yes, although, you “helped” didn’t you, dear?’ said Barbara looking at me.

      
      We retold the story of finding and renovating the house, explaining how we could only afford it because it was such an ugly
         duckling of a place among the solid stone cottages that ringed the village’s great sloping green.
      

      
      ‘Aw, it’s not ugly, exactly,’ said Natalie. ‘It has character, that’s all.’

      
      I looked at my watch. ‘Hey, we better get ready for the quiz. I’ll drive then you two can have a drink.’

      
      With Tom settled off to sleep and our maternal friend Iris installed, we headed off to the Skirbridge Force Hotel. It was
         a large comfortable pub next to the old bridge across the River Swinner where it dropped over a series of wide stepped cataracts
         before meandering into the lower part of the valley. Pete handed me a pint of dark Twissham Bitter.
      

      
      
      ‘Hang on, I’m driving,’ I said, only half-protesting.

      
      ‘You can have one, surely?’

      
      ‘I suppose so, and it is fabulous beer.’ I took a long gulp, eager to forget the day that had gone before. It was even better
         than I’d remembered. At that moment there was raucous laughter from the bar and one of the men snorted in delight at his friends’
         reaction to the joke he’d just told.
      

      
      I sat down with the others and Barbara noticed that I’d already drained half my glass.

      
      ‘I’ve just had an idea,’ she said, looking pleased. ‘Why don’t we leave the car and walk back tonight and then you can have
         a drink. You look like you need one.’
      

      
      ‘Well, we could do but . . . well, it’s three miles and I’ve got to work tomorrow,’ I said, hoping fervently that everyone
         would dismiss my objection.
      

      
      ‘That’s a really good idea,’ said Pete. ‘The beer here is sensational, and I can drive you back in the morning to pick up
         your car on the way to school.’
      

      
      Natalie knitted her brow. ‘Hang on, mister. Don’t forget Barbara’s expecting and those three miles looked quite hilly to me.’

      
      ‘Oh, I’ll be fine,’ said Barbara. ‘It was my idea, after all, and I’m only a few weeks pregnant – it’s not like I’m carrying
         a big pudding yet!’
      

      
      ‘Well, if you’re sure,’ said Natalie.

      
      Barbara nodded. ‘It’s a shame I can’t drive since I’m not drinking anyway.’

      
      We all agreed that Barbara needed to learn soon, then Natalie looked over to me.

      
      
      ‘How’s the job going anyway, Andy? Barb says you’ve got a new starter in your class.’

      
      ‘She’s a nightmare.’ I really didn’t want to talk about Sheena but I knew that Natalie was thinking about going into teaching
         and wanted to find out what it was really like.
      

      
      ‘I thought you’d sussed this teaching lark; on the phone you said what a brill job it is and how you’d got the kids doing
         some great work last year.’
      

      
      ‘I thought I had sussed it but I’m beginning to think I haven’t got a clue. I just don’t know what I’m going to do with this
         girl tomorrow.’
      

      
      Barbara put an arm around me. ‘Don’t worry – it’s only the second week of term – and you’ve had tricky kids before and brought
         them round.’
      

      
      I was just about to say that this one was different when a short, burly man stood up and shouted, ‘Welcome t’the Skirbridge
         Force ’otel Quiz!’ His Yorkshire accent was as thick as treacle.
      

      
      I looked around and noticed that there were just two other teams sitting round tables, clutching pens and gathering their
         answer sheets. One of them, judging by their familiarity with the landlord, was made up of locals, while the other seemed
         to be a group of tourists. There was also a gregarious couple, sitting on stools at the bar who were clearly taking part.
         We organised ourselves and waited for the first question.
      

      
      The landlord and quizmaster, referred to as Gun by the locals for some reason, cleared his throat, ‘Number One: how many moons
         does Saturn have?’
      

      
      My teammates all turned towards me. ‘Well?’ said Barbara.

      
      
      ‘I’m not sure. We don’t study space in my class and I’ve never really been into astronomy.’

      
      ‘You mean you don’t know,’ said Pete, looking faintly disgusted. ‘I thought you were a teacher.’

      
      ‘I think it might be two,’ I said, trying to sound as if I had some idea.

      
      ‘Isn’t it Mars that has two?’ said Natalie.

      
      I nodded sagely, ‘Er, yes, I think you’re right.’

      
      ‘Maybe it hasn’t got any,’ said Pete. ‘Could be a trick question.’

      
      ‘Shall we put one?’ said Barbara. Before anyone could reply, the second question was on its way.

      
      ‘What was Pucky Knee’s last opera?’

      
      ‘Eh?’ called out Pete, a little too loudly.

      
      One of the tourists lifted a hand. ‘Could you please repeat the question?’

      
      ‘What was, erm, Pukey Nigh’s last opera?’

      
      ‘You mean Puccini, Gun.’ It was a bald fellow from the locals’ team, who winked towards us as he said it.

      
      Natalie’s shoulders were bobbing. ‘I’ve got all Pukey Nigh’s albums.’

      
      ‘Shhh, he’ll hear you,’ said Barbara, stifling one of her snorts.

      
      ‘Was it Madam Butterfly?’ said Pete, who seemed oblivious.
      

      
      ‘What about Don Giovanni?’ I added.
      

      
      ‘That was Mozart.’

      
      ‘I think it was Turandot,’ said Barbara, composing herself.
      

      
      Pete nodded enthusiastically. ‘That’s it.’ He wrote the answer before anyone could disagree.

      
      After ten questions, featuring only minor mangling of the English language, we were told to swap papers with another team for marking. The cheery, bald local came over and introduced himself
         as Ray.
      

      
      ‘Enjoying the quiz? We only come for the entertainment of Gun’s elocution.’

      
      The landlord cleared his throat again. ‘Reet, answers.’ He looked like he was going to enjoy this bit. ‘Question One: Saturn
         ’as fourteen moons.’
      

      
      ‘Not very close with one then,’ grumbled Pete.

      
      One of the tourists’ team, a smartly dressed woman, half-stood up and said, ‘Actually, the answer’s seventeen. Three more
         were discovered by the Voyager probe a few years ago. Your source must be out of date.’
      

      
      ‘I’ve always said the sauce in this place was out of date,’ quipped Ray.

      
      Gun refused to be flustered. ‘Sorry, love, but the rule in this pub is that the answer on t’card is correct. Question Two
         . . .’ The woman sat down with pursed lips. I glanced across to see Ray smiling and shaking his head. It was obviously a familiar
         scenario.
      

      
      After Round One we had scored seven, which put us in equal first place. Pete was excited and sprung up to get some more drinks.
         ‘Do we know what the prize is?’
      

      
      I noticed the joke teller at the bar drain his glass then slap Gun on the back and say goodnight before heading outside. Gun
         helped himself to a lager then continued with the questions: ‘Which city replaced Colchester as the capital of Roman Britain?’
         We all agreed it was London and suddenly realised that we were really enjoying the evening. The second round passed quickly
         and once more we swapped our papers.
      

      
      
      ‘You’re doing a bit too well, you lot,’ said Ray, smiling. I suspected that his team usually won.

      
      ‘Right, answers: the capital of Roman Britain after Colchester was Londinium,’ boomed Gun.

      
      ‘Can we have London?’ said Pete.

      
      ‘No, Londinium only.’ There was clearly no arguing with him, despite protests from all four teams.

      
      ‘Huh, at least we all got it wrong,’ said Pete. When our papers came back we were one point in the lead.

      
      Round Three began. ‘Which UK business first used the term “the customer is always right”?’

      
      Quick as a flash Ray quipped, ‘Well it certainly wasn’t the Skirbridge Force Hotel.’

      
      We guffawed loudly and then spluttered into our drinks as Gun went on a wild spree of mispronunciation.

      
      ‘Which Greek goddess fell in love with the youth leader?’

      
      ‘What?’ said Natalie, her mouth open. He repeated the first part then stopped.

      
      ‘I mean fell in love with the youth Leander.’
      

      
      We had only just recovered when he asked about the Green Witch Observatory, closely followed by a question about the perfume
         ‘Channel Number Five’.
      

      
      The tide of our giggling was matched by a torrent of grouches from the tourists, who had fallen out of contention. We were
         now four points ahead of Ray’s team with one round to go. Pete was bouncing and turned towards Gun, who looked down at his
         papers.
      

      
      ‘Right, to finish we’re ’aving thirty questions on James Bond.’

      
      
      ‘What? Thirty!’ I said, a little too loudly, causing Barbara to elbow me in the ribs.

      
      Gun ignored my remark but Ray leant over, ‘That’s nothing – we once had fifty questions about dogs on TV.’

      
      Pete looked at each of us. ‘Right, come on, who can do James Bond? Someone must be a fan.’ Each of us shook our heads.

      
      ‘I’ve seen most of them,’ I said, ‘but I just get them all mixed up.’

      
      ‘That’s because they’re all basically one film,’ said Natalie. ‘And a bit of a rubbish one at that.’ We muddled through and
         managed twelve correct answers. The locals scored an amazing twenty-eight.
      

      
      ‘Sorry, chaps,’ said Ray. ‘It’s my speciality – 007.’ We congratulated them, Pete grudgingly, and watched Gun throw them five
         pounds’ worth of drinks vouchers. It had been an excellent night out. I looked at my watch: it was ten past eleven.
      

      
      ‘Come on, we’d better get going,’ I said, getting up. ‘It’s going to take us an hour to walk back and I have to be up early
         for work.’
      

      
      ‘Never mind that, what about poor Iris?’ said Barbara.

      
      We turned off the main road and headed down towards Applesett. There were no pavements here, nor street lights, and we were
         shrouded in the thick blackness of a country night.
      

      
      ‘I can’t believe how dark it is,’ said Pete. ‘We could be anywhere.’

      
      ‘There’s only one road so it must be right,’ I said.

      
      Barbara was just in front of me. ‘But we do need to watch out for cars. None of us thought to bring a torch.’

      
      We plodded on, our progress slow, and each of us now feeling the cold. As we walked my thoughts turned to Sheena. What on
         earth was I going to do with her? I cast my mind back to the things that Eileen had said earlier in the day. The poor girl’s home situation was in all likelihood difficult and her mother
         was obviously worried about her. But what approach should I take?
      

      
      As my mind wrestled with the problem two lights appeared in the distance heading our way. I warned everyone and we watched
         two intense beams trace out the contours of the road as a car rounded bends and crested hills. We heard the engine and tucked
         ourselves against the dry-stone wall on the other side of the lane before being blinded by the headlamps. The small saloon
         passed us travelling quickly then stopped a little further on. It was a police car.
      

      
      An officer climbed out and walked towards what he evidently considered to be a very suspicious rabble of four motley characters
         out late at night wearing dark clothes. He pointed a powerful flashlight towards us.
      

      
      ‘Could you explain what you’re up to please?’ I recognised the voice immediately. It was the man who I’d seen in the pub just
         a couple of hours earlier. I’d noticed him downing a few beers, too.
      

      
      ‘We’re just, er, walking home,’ said Barbara, wisely acting as spokesperson since she hadn’t had anything to drink.

      
      ‘Yer what?’

      
      ‘Walking home. We live in Applesett.’

      
      ‘Oh, er, I see. Where have you been? Nobody really walks round here.’

      
      ‘The pub in Skirbridge for the quiz.’

      
      ‘Right . . . and you walked there all the way from Applesett?’ I could see him eyeing me with a hint of recognition. Barbara
         explained about the car and the policeman listened open-mouthed. I wondered how much he’d had to drink himself.
      

      
      
      ‘Well come on, then,’ he said. ‘It’s cold out here and I’m not having you run over. Hop in and I’ll give you a lift back.’
         We smiled at our fortune as we climbed into the Escort, although I couldn’t help praying that no one would be out in Applesett
         to see us arrive home in a panda car.
      

   



      
      
      Chapter Two

      
      Chris

      
      ‘Do you need anything from the shop?’ called Barbara from the living room. ‘I’m just nipping out to get some cheese.’

      
      I wandered out of the kitchen clutching a much-needed cup of tea after a wearying day at school. ‘Can’t think of anything,
         but why don’t you ask Mrs Dent about driving instructors?’
      

      
      ‘I already have: I passed her on the green this morning while I was taking Tom out. She said there isn’t anyone local.’

      
      ‘So what do people do round here?’

      
      ‘She says they all learn driving tractors or messing around in an old banger in someone’s field. They’d never dream of paying
         for lessons.’
      

      
      That certainly sounded like the Dales to me. ‘Looks like we’ll have to try one of those two in Ingleburn.’

      
      ‘Why don’t you ask Val? She lives there, doesn’t she?’

      
      The deputy head at my school was an amazing fount of local knowledge, it was true. She’d been at Cragthwaite Primary for twenty
         years after moving into the area from the North East. I made a mental note to speak to her and wondered how much extra it
         would cost for the instructor to make the fifteen-mile return journey here to Applesett. Barbara popped her head back in through the doorway.
      

      
      ‘Oh, forgot to tell you that Mrs Dent also hilariously asked why I needed to learn to drive when I could just dial 999 and
         get a lift.’
      

      
      I groaned, recalling how the curtains had twitched four weeks earlier when we’d arrived back at home in the police car after
         the pub quiz, and how the shocked face of our babysitting friend Iris had appeared at the window. Iris was a lovely person
         but villages were villages and by the next morning Mrs Dent at the general store had circulated the news that we’d been rounded
         up late at night by the law on a drunken rampage through the countryside. Well, it made us more interesting to the locals,
         I told myself at the time.
      

      
      Two days later I was standing in the minuscule front garden of Craven Bottoms holding Tom. He was now able to walk and was
         desperate to get down and waddle on the soft grass. It was late on a cool October afternoon and we were waiting for Barbara
         to return from her first driving lesson. I was really glad that she had finally decided to learn: it was essential in a rural
         place like this.
      

      
      I surveyed Applesett with its tapering green set on a great long slope between two small valleys. The grass was circled by
         grey-brown stone houses, each one solid and uncomplicated, roofed in thick slabs. The tiny Victorian school with its steeply
         pitched slates stood proud, as did the noble little chapel opposite. Then there was the whitewashed pub in the heart of the
         village, the shop a few doors down and a scatter of barns, tractors and blue Land Rovers and red pickups. A fat pony chained to a stake chomped away near the top of the green, making a curious pale circle in the grass.
         And framing everything were the hills, from the hazy far slopes of Swinnerdale, the main valley, to the great squat bulk of
         Spout Fell behind us, rising up like a rock custodian.
      

      
      I put my wriggling son down on the lawn and stepped back a few paces, holding out my arms.

      
      ‘Come on, Tom, walk to Daddy.’

      
      He smiled with a gurgle then took a teetering step forward, falling over in the process.

      
      ‘Oops!’ he chirruped, before pushing himself back up and wobbling forward, his hands stretching towards me. He stumbled forward
         the last two paces, quickening to reach me, and fell into my arms with a dribbly chuckle.
      

      
      ‘Clever boy!’ I gave him a tight squeeze and a kiss and wished I could explain how much I loved him. Having children was just
         inexpressibly wonderful.
      

      
      ‘Aye up, is this young gentleman walkin’? I saw that, I did.’ I recognised the voice right away – it was Billy Iveson, a retired
         farmer who lived a few doors down from us. He passed this way every single day, taking his old collie for a walk up Buttergill,
         the tranquil cul-de-sac dale that ran behind the village.
      

      
      ‘He certainly is, Billy. Isn’t he clever?’

      
      ‘He is that – I’ve not seen such canny walkin’ for nigh on ages.’

      
      ‘Bihyee,’ said Tom, waving. The old man took off
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