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www.Aberfalboyshighschool.org.uk/welcome

Welcome to Aberfal High.

‘Non ducor, duco.’

Aberfal High is an eminent independent boys’ school with a long tradition of providing academic excellence across the southwest of England. Though established in 1629, little remains of the original building commissioned by Charles I.

Consistently among the top performing independent schools in the country, Aberfal High continues to strive for unrivalled academic success, pastoral care and intellectual curiosity.

Aberfal High educates in the region of eight hundred pupils from eleven through to eighteen years old. Tradition is at the heart of our guiding principles. The school’s founding ethos is that of strong moral values, always expecting the best of ourselves and never accepting failure.

Each year ten per cent of our pupils are offered places at Oxbridge, going on to excel in their chosen fields. Our results are unparalleled and the opportunities afforded to our pupils are boundless.

Bursaries are available to those pupils of limited means who show significant promise and commitment to the spirit of Aberfal High.






Prologue

Though they didn’t know it yet, the boys of Aberfal High had just played their last cricket fixture of the season. The games teacher would reach out to other schools across the southwest, but none would be returning his calls after today.

This afternoon, spirits were high as the pupils tumbled out of the sports pavilion. Each shot re-enacted, each wicket re-lived. Parents milled around the car park laughing in the way that victors do, promising to bring picnic blankets and jugs of Pimm’s next time.

‘Come on then, Thomas. Let’s get you home. Much homework?’

‘Rupert, darling, where is your blazer?’

Kids limped and listed under the weight of sports kit, schoolbooks and last term’s design and technology project. Still pink-cheeked with the elation of winning the match, they accepted kisses atop their sweat-dampened heads.

It was a stinging-hot Friday, a sure sign that summer was here. Mums dared to bare their salon-bronzed legs while dads removed ties, rolled up their sleeves and spoke about the games of their youth when, if they were to be believed, they single-handedly led their teams to victory. Many of them had left it a little bit later to start a family, some of them waiting for second wives before bringing progeny into the world. Their social lives revolved entirely around Aberfal High and the other parents. Schooldays had been ‘the best years of their lives’ and they loved being back watching concerts and plays. Some of the fathers had attended Aberfal High themselves and swore there was nothing better for their sons than to follow in their brogue-clad footsteps.

The quiz, the fair and the summer ball were marked in diaries and babysitters booked weeks in advance. The theme of this year’s ball was the roaring twenties and there wouldn’t be a feathered headband nor pair of long gloves left in Cornwall by then. It was the gem in the school’s social calendar but, this year, it was extra special; Jerry Newhall’s twentieth year as headmaster. Some feared he was about to announce his retirement. What would they do without him?

They would have seen his Mercedes in the car park, but not paid much attention. He was often there as the shadows lengthened and silhouettes got absorbed by the night, because that was the kind of man he was. Dedicated.

People would recall how they’d seen him watching from his office window with someone at his shoulder. A woman maybe, or a man. Tall perhaps or, quite possibly, short. Dr Charles Yardley would swear he’d seen a slight woman wearing a pale blue dress. But Rose Entwistle would insist it was one of the sports teachers in a distinctive blue and red tracksuit. Who could say for certain? All the attention was on their precious boys, tearing the grammar school from Devon apart, one glorious wicket at a time.

As the match spun towards its final over, teachers joined parents on the freshly clipped lawn. Otis Blake was to be commended for the way he kept the grounds. Everyone said so. There was quite a crowd by the end. Dads, mums and a handful of grandparents patting each other on the back as the sports scholars led the school to a comprehensive victory. How clever they were for producing the finest lads Aberfal High had ever seen. These boys would be paraded on open days to show prospective parents that you, too, could have a son like this, if only you could part with eight thousand pounds a term. Not that expensive compared to some. In fact, you could call it a bargain.

For less than a new car, your son could stay pimple free, excel at sports, drama and maths. And did we mention we have the best academic record in the whole of the southwest? With alumni of politicians, actors, barristers and doctors, you’re not paying for an education; you’re paying for a network.

And so, the parents bought the blazers and the hyperbole, because there was no doubt that they wanted the best for their children. Most of them could still afford to drive top-of-the-range cars and take five-star holidays. Those who spent every penny on the school fees were the exception. Limping into the car park in their Ford Fiestas, pulling up next to the shiny Audis and the BMWs. Always looking the slightest bit apologetic when replying, ‘No, we’ll probably spend this summer at home, what with Ade’s work and everything’.

But, that afternoon, everyone was smiling as they called out to each other to enjoy the weekend. Teachers waved and made jokes about being ‘free at last’, though there would be no respite from marking those history papers. Boys tussled and chased, as parents tried to herd them into cars and no one, no one at all, seemed to have the slightest clue that the headmaster, Jerry Newhall, was lying on the floor beside his walnut desk, eyes wide open, his last breath having left his body to the sound of a cricket ball being hit for six.




Chapter 1

Last July

‘Here, put your hood up,’ Asha said.

‘I’m fine.’

‘Cass, did I ask if you were fine? Hood. Now.’

Asha tugged at his coat, while Cass ducked and swerved, batting her away, as if her mothering was smothering.

They’d missed the bus and the next one was still twelve wet minutes away. Asha’s van hated the wet Cornish summer almost as much as she did. This morning it had groaned, tutted and died. But she still needed to get out of the house, make the most of their new home and convince Cass how great life here could be. Convince herself.

The pounding rain was a harsh and unwelcome substitute for the sharp clear summer that Asha had envisaged when she’d moved them down here two weeks ago.

She looked around for somewhere they could shelter, but the shops were full of people pretending to browse shelves while keeping an eye on the rain that, according to the weather app, wasn’t due until tomorrow.

‘Let’s walk some of the way,’ she said.

‘I’m hungry. Can we get something to eat?’

‘Maybe.’

Asha had expected to be on her way home to their small, but fine for now, rental house. Fish-finger sandwiches for lunch. Instant hot chocolate. At a push, they could walk the four miles, but not in this weather, not with the rain already making Asha’s trainers squelch and her jeans stick to her legs. Asha swapped her shopping bag from one hand to the other and put her arm around Cass’s shoulder as they crossed the road. As she passed a newsagents, a flyer caught her eye. It was the same advert she’d seen on the large sign on the roundabout and at the Tesco Express where she’d worked every day this week stacking shelves from 6 a.m.

‘Aberfal High open day and summer fair.’

Her eyebrow twitched as she read the word summer. This wasn’t summer. Not even close. She lowered her head against the sudden gust of wind that snatched her hood, and trudged up the hill with nothing to say. When she’d told Cass about her plan to start afresh in Cornwall, she’d painted a picture of seashells in pockets, of sand in sandwiches and defending their chips from seagulls on harbour walls.

Asha was only aware of the woman in front of them fighting with her umbrella which was angled against the wind because she was slowing them down. As Asha stepped into the road to pass her, the woman clattered to the ground all angles and gasps and bitten-back words. Asha dropped her shopping bag and darted towards her. ‘Hey. Are you okay?’

The umbrella skidded and spun like a spinning top just out of reach. The woman’s face darkened with the effort of keeping in the growing balloon of profanity until it popped with a – ‘Fuck. Bollocks. Shit. Ya bastard!’

‘Here. Let’s get you up.’

Asha directed Cass towards the umbrella and ushered the woman into a shop doorway to shelter from the rain. ‘Small step up. That’s it. You all right here?’

‘It’s an ice rink.’

‘I know.’

The woman nodded at a piece of paper which was white against the darkened pavement. ‘Slipped on that thing.’

‘Are you hurt?’ Asha asked.

‘I’ll have a bastard of a bruise tomorrow.’ She rubbed her wet hand over puddle-soaked trousers.

‘Yep, I’m afraid so. Do you need help to get you home? Can I call someone for you?’

‘No. I’ll wait here for the rain to pass though. Catch my breath. Thanks, love. You’re an angel.’

‘No problem. Here. Don’t forget your umbrella. If you’re sure you’re okay …’

‘I’m sure.’

Asha stepped back into the rain and, though she’d only been out of it for a minute, it felt colder. She bent to pick up the paper that the woman had slipped on.


Aberfal High open day and summer fair.

Pasties and Pimm’s.

Gifts and good company.

FREE ENTRY.



‘Let’s get going, Cass. We don’t want to miss another bus.’

Her son’s eyes were on a black jeep that was easing past them. Asha wished she could find someone who looked at her the way Cass looked at cars.

‘Cass. It’s time to go, buddy.’

Dragging his attention back to her, he said, ‘The eggs are broken.’

Asha sighed. ‘Of course they are.’

She was standing in the rain in a coat that, it turned out, wasn’t waterproof, with a perpetually hungry child and a bag of broken eggs. She took another look at the flyer in her hand and said, ‘Hey, how do you fancy a Cornish pasty and a look at how the other half live?’

It was good to be out of the rain, though Asha’s skin itched as it warmed. She wanted to pull off her damp jeans along with her skin, and drape them in front of a fire before putting them back on crisp and dry.

‘Welcome to Aberfal High. Do go through. Can I take your coat?’

‘No thanks.’

Beyond the double doors was a hall full of stalls, of jewellery, scarves and cakes. A woman stepped in front of Asha wearing a smile, a badge that gave her name as Pippa, and the air of someone who belonged here. ‘Hello there, can I interest you in a glass of Pimm’s?’

‘How much is it?’

‘It’s complimentary.’

‘In that case …’ Asha took a glass from the wide table. Paused, then took a second one.

‘And how about a drink for the young gentleman? We have juice, hot chocolate … tea?’

Cass looked to Asha for approval before saying, ‘Hot chocolate, please.’

‘Do help yourself to cream and marshmallows,’ the woman said.

Turning back to Asha, she said, ‘Plenty of stalls here today for you to peruse. And can I recommend the cheese stall? All locally produced and lots of free samples to try before you decide which ones you want for your cheeseboard.’

Asha had never knowingly shopped for a cheeseboard, but she nodded all the same. ‘Thanks.’

‘Would you like a tour of the school? It’s easily arranged.’

‘God, no, you’re all right. We’re just here for the fair.’

‘Well, if you change your mind, ask for Pippa. That’s me. You’ll find plenty of pupils on hand if you do have any questions.’

Asha moved through the crowds, finishing one drink before starting the next and leaving her empties by the handmade soap display.

‘Stick with me, Cass. We’ll blag a load of free stuff then get out of here.’ She held her hand up for a high five, but Cass’s attention was on the other side of the hall.

‘Is it okay if I …’

‘Fine. But we’re not staying long.’

Cass weaved through the crowds and was at the other side of the hall, looking at photos of cars before the squirty cream on his hot chocolate had begun to melt. The school’s racing team would hold Cass’s attention for as long as Asha needed it to.

From a foil platter, she took a chunk of golden saffron cake, wrapped it in a paper napkin and slid it into her bag. There were beautiful silk scarves, dainty jewellery, prints of local beauty spots and coastlines. It had been a while since Asha had painted but, if the rain ever stopped, she might get out her sketchbook again. Maybe she’d sell her art at a fancy fair like this one.

Even as the rain drummed on the windows, Asha had to admit that it was a beautiful building. She felt cocooned in here and warm for the first time today. She wondered how many doors would open for Cass if he went to a school like this. And how many others would close.

Asha sampled cheeses, chutneys and chocolates. Pretended to consider buying but moved away as soon as she could. On to the next stalls for bread, wines to accompany fish, wines to accompany meat, special ones for dessert. She picked up a plastic cup of unctuous liquid and swallowed it in one. It set her teeth on edge. ‘No. Not for me. Thanks though.’

A woman with long hair in one thick braid was standing on a stage pointing a camera in Asha’s direction. Asha spun away before the shutter closed. She bent her head, pretended to consider the handprinted greetings cards and, when she looked up, the woman was taking shots of a group of students in matching grey blazers.

Click, click, click.

By the time Asha caught up with Cass, she was considering undoing the top button of her jeans. Her son was deep in discussion with another boy. Older. Taller. Handsome in a clean-cut way. They were leaning over the table watching something on an iPad.

‘Hey,’ she said.

‘Mum, this is so cool, you need to see this,’ said Cass. ‘Every year they build a car and race it against other schools. They haven’t won in ten years, but they think next year might be their year.’

A large man was standing to one side, his arms folded. ‘Your son is remarkably knowledgeable about engines,’ he said.

‘Yeah. He helped me rebuild our camper van. It’s his passion.’

‘Well, I do hope you’ll consider sending him here. He would be quite the asset to our racing team.’

Asha was already shaking her head, trying not to laugh at the thought of Cass at a school like this.

‘Sorry, should have introduced myself,’ the man said. ‘I’m Jerry Newhall, headmaster of Aberfal High.’ He held out a hand which Asha ignored.

‘Nice to meet you,’ she said. ‘Cass, we should get going.’

‘Have you had the tour yet?’ the headmaster asked.

‘Thanks, but we’re not in the market for a new school. We’re … you know, here to get out of the rain. And eat some cheese.’

‘I don’t blame you,’ he said. ‘We’ve some wonderful stalls here today. Usually, we’d be out on the lawns but I’m afraid the weather had other ideas.’ He stuffed his hands into his pockets.

‘Which school is your son at now?’

‘He’s not. We only moved here a couple of weeks back. All being well, he’ll start at Freemill Academy in September.’

Mr Newhall’s eyes widened before he caught himself and smiled. ‘Are you sure we can’t get you to consider Aberfal? He’s obviously a very bright lad and it’d be a shame to waste that on Freemill.’

‘It’s not the lack of brains that’s the problem,’ Asha said. ‘More the lack of funds. Come on, Cass.’ She put her hand on his back to guide him away, but he was deep in conversation. ‘Cass.’

‘They have a 3D printer,’ he said.

‘You know,’ said Mr Newhall stepping closer, ‘Aberfal High is keen to reach pupils from all backgrounds regardless of whether they have the funds. We have bursaries, grants, scholarships … I think you’ll find that we can aid every budget.’

‘Yeah, no. That’s not going to help. I don’t even have a budget for you to aid. Cassius, we need to go.’

She tried to move away from the table, but Mr Newhall was tracking every movement.

‘I probably shouldn’t say this, but our drive to attract pupils from diverse backgrounds hasn’t got off to a great start so you’d be helping us out really.’

‘Mr … Newhall, is it? Listen, I appreciate your enthusiasm. Honest, I do. Another day I might even be flattered. But treating me like a charity case is not the way to win me over.’

He lowered his eyes, cleared his throat. ‘Certainly not. I didn’t mean for you to—’

‘Hey, I’m sure Aberfal High is a lovely place, but it isn’t the school for us. Even if you offered us fifty per cent off the school fees, we still couldn’t afford it.’

‘Mum, this place is awesome. Do you know they work with Spaceport Cornwall and Virgin Orbit? And there’s this pool and it’s the deepest in the world and—’

‘For the right student we’d give a scholarship of up to eighty per cent,’ Mr Newhall said.

Asha sighed. ‘You don’t know when to let it go, do you?’

Mr Newhall scratched behind his ear and smiled. ‘Of course,’ he said. ‘As you say, it might not be the school for your son. Some people can’t hack the pace and we do have very high standards here at Aberfal High.’

Asha became aware that the rain had stopped. She glanced at the window and saw that the grounds were no longer blurred. They stretched further than she’d imagined. And was that a lake? It was a far cry from her school and her childhood. Nice, if you liked that sort of thing.

‘Mum, d’you know that the cricket team went on tour to Barbados?’

‘Hmm?’ Through the window Asha saw the break in the clouds, a hint of blue. ‘We really should get going, Cass.’

‘It goes without saying,’ said Mr Newhall, ‘that Cassius would have to pass the entrance exams first and some children do find them rather challenging. So, if you don’t think your son would be up to the task …’

‘My son would have no problem passing your exams. The only issue he’s ever had is boredom from not being stretched. In fact, not only would he rise to the challenge, but you’d be lucky to have him here.’

‘Excellent,’ said Mr Newhall. ‘In that case, why don’t I give you a tour of the school myself, while Myles takes Cassius to look at the workshop where we tinker with the cars? I’m sure we’d be grateful for his input.’

Over Mr Newhall’s shoulder, Asha saw the perfect arch of a rainbow as the school choir began to sing a tune that she felt she should know.

‘Fine,’ she said folding her arms. ‘But the answer will still be no.’




Chapter 2

Two weeks before the cricket match

It was the first day of the summer term and, though Asha was full of good intentions and wall charts, she was already late for her meeting with headmaster Jerry Newhall. It was Cass’s third term of being an Aberfal High boy, but Asha still felt like she was one step behind everyone else. A minute too slow.

The dress that Asha had carefully laid out last night was now soaking in the sink, with half a bottle of stain remover and a hollow prayer presiding over the coffee stain. It was the universe’s way of telling her to stop pretending to be someone else but, to be honest, she was more concerned about the waste of good coffee.

Asha slammed her van into a space reserved for blue badge holders and stumbled out of the door, her arm entangled in the seatbelt. She swore, leaned over the gearstick and plucked her bag from the footwell where it had fallen.

There were two sharp beeps behind her and Asha twisted her head to see Pippa Yardley leaning an elbow out of her car window. Her vehicle was low to the ground, sleek, dark grey. The kind of car that wouldn’t smell of tatty trainers and blackened banana skins.

‘Hello, darling! How were your Easter hols?’

Pippa was wife of the chair of governors, mother of two of Aberfal High’s poster boys and one of the nicest people Asha knew. Which was a shame because Asha had intended to dislike her.

‘Yeah, it was okay. Good, I guess. Can’t chat. Late for a meeting with Mr Newhall.’

‘Jerry? Oh dear, is everything okay?’

Asha pulled down her sleeve to cover the lighthouse tattoo on her forearm and tried to remember if she’d brushed her teeth this morning. ‘Um. I hope so, but I’d better not keep him waiting any longer. So …’

‘I’ve been meeting with Katy Lane about the summer fair. I can count on you to help at the open day on Saturday, can’t I, darling?’

‘I’m not sure what work I’ve got over the weekend. Can I let you know?’

‘Absolutely. Chat later, sweetie.’ Pippa wiggled her fingers and, with her chin up as if she had trouble seeing over the steering wheel, drove away. Pippa knew everyone at the school, was on first name terms with all the teachers thanks to having an older son who’d been at the school for years and she’d never had to run up the driveway with forgotten PE kit, textbooks or money for school trips. Pippa was the first person you asked if you wanted to know when the maths homework was due, or if next Thursday was non-uniform day. She was the one who arranged collections for teachers’ birthdays, volunteered to run the cake stall and helped sew costumes for the school play. Everyone needed a Pippa in their life.

Darting for the school entrance, Asha didn’t lock the van. She untwisted the strap of her dungarees, pressed the buzzer and waited for the click of the door-latch. Sixth formers sauntered by in crisp suits, heading through the archway that led to the chapel. They seemed too old and rangy to be in the same school as Asha’s little boy. The way they held themselves; the way they spoke. They were entirely, unapologetically, comfortable in their own skin. They’d already found life’s golden ticket.

The school prospectus could sum up its selling points with just one word. More.

More facilities, more top grades, more students going to the best universities, more money raised for charity, more sports cups, more maths awards, more music recitals. More, more and more.

At the clicking of the door, Asha pulled herself up a little straighter and corrected her pigeon toes. An apology was already forming on her lips as the deputy head, Miss Katy Lane, appeared.

‘Ms Demetriou, we’ve been waiting for you.’

She said Ms as if she had a bee stuck behind her teeth. They shook hands and Asha noticed that Miss Lane wore an opal ring on her right hand. It looked old, a family heirloom perhaps. Opals represented love and passion, but Miss Lane didn’t strike Asha as capable of either.

‘If you’d like to sign the register, I’ll take you through to Mr Newhall.’

Asha fumbled with the pen and checked the clock twice before she wrote down the time and, by then, she’d forgotten the registration number of her van. The receptionist said it didn’t matter and Asha covered her flustering with a grateful smile, mumbling words about not having had enough coffee.

‘Shall we?’

Asha followed Miss Lane up the imposing, wide stairway adorned with navy carpet that was held in place by brass stair rods. When she’d been here for the open day everything has seemed so shiny and new but now she could see that the carpet was threadbare and the only thing holding the window frames together was the twenty coats of paint.

Outside Mr Newhall’s office was an antechamber of sorts. Two chairs for those waiting for an audience with the great and powerful Newhall. On the opposite side of the room was a desk where Mr Newhall’s assistant, Mandy, usually sat. She was absent now, the angle of her chair suggesting a hasty exit.

Miss Lane glared at the space where Mandy should have been and pushed her lips together until they lost their colour. She knocked on a heavy wooden door and pushed it open.

‘Ms Demetriou here to see you, Mr Newhall. Shall I sit in on the meeting?’

Asha pulled at her sleeves again and heard Mr Newhall’s muffled voice carry on the back of a sigh. ‘No, no. Absolutely no need. Send her in.’

‘Actually, Mr Newhall, I really do think that I …’

Asha could see Mr Newhall leaning against the wall by the window, as if the effort of holding himself up was too much. ‘I’m sure you’ve got much better things to be getting on with, Miss Lane. Besides, Asha and I have a lot to discuss.’




Chapter 3

Two weeks before the cricket match

As with the other times she’d been in the headmaster’s office, Asha marvelled at the high ceilings and the wood-panelled walls. It was the kind of room that always smelled of furniture polish. Stirring up memories of her grandparents’ house. There was something other-worldly about Aberfal High, like she’d stepped back a century or two. Stern-faced oil paintings of previous headmasters chequered the walls, not a headmistress among them. Mr Newhall was yet to add his own portrait to the line of stern, pale faces, but it would be there soon if the rumours were true.

A sagging brown sofa faced an empty fireplace. A black rotary telephone sat on the blocky desk. No computer. No mobile phone charging in a wall socket. There was, however, blotting paper and a bottle of blue ink by the telephone. Asha wouldn’t have been surprised to find Mr Newhall smoking a pipe and checking his pocket watch.

Asha looked around the room and saw that the one thing that was out of place was a silver strip of pills by the desk lamp. When Mr Newhall noticed her looking, he opened a drawer and slid them out of sight.

‘Thank you for coming in today, Asha.’ As if he’d been the one to request the meeting.

‘I thought it would be better if we spoke face-to-face,’ she said.

‘Quite.’

Getting past Mandy, Newhall’s combative PA, had been quite a challenge. In the end, Asha said she was coming into the school anyway and, unless Mandy wanted a scene, Mr Newhall had better be ready for her.

The door swung open and Mandy came rushing into the room carrying two coffees on a silver tray. Asha sat up a little straighter.

‘Apologies,’ Mandy said looking at Asha. ‘I hadn’t realised you’d turned up. I was beginning to think you’d changed your mind.’ Her smile was tight. ‘Will there be anything else, Mr Newhall?’ She set the tray down on the broad desk and flicked her hair over her shoulder.

Newhall looked at the tray and, ignoring the coffees, reached for a biscuit. ‘Ah, you always know how to satisfy a man, Mandy. Shut the door on your way out, would you? There’s a good girl.’

The ‘good girl’ that Newhall was referring to was older than Asha’s mum and had a look that could freeze a glass of water, but somehow Newhall got away with talking to her like that. As Mandy left the room she smiled at Newhall as if he was a naughty little scamp.

‘Nice weather for the start of the term,’ Newhall said.

Weather. The smallest of small talk, setting the foundations for weightier discourse that couldn’t be avoided.

‘Yes,’ said Asha. ‘Gorgeous, isn’t it? I hope it stays like this for the cricket. This’ll be the first cricket match Cassius has played in.’

‘He’s a very talented boy, young Cassius. An asset to all our sports teams.’

‘I don’t know where he gets it from,’ Asha said. ‘Neither me nor his dad were particularly sporty at school.’

She didn’t know why she said that. Asha didn’t know what Cass’s dad was like at school. He’d only been in her life for a short time and never in his son’s. Being a single parent was a challenge at times but being a single parent at Aberfal High … well, it was an anomaly. She always felt like she had to over-compensate and, though no one had asked her why there was no dad on the scene, she could see they were itching to know. For now, she was content to let them scratch. Not even Cass knew all the details. She chose to tell him that he was the result of a one-night stand rather than disclose the distasteful truth.

‘I do love the sound of leather on willow.’ Newhall stood and took a cricket bat from behind his desk. He mimed blocking a cricket ball. Asha could see writing on the face of the bat.

‘The wife keeps telling me I should put this in a display case. But then I wouldn’t be able to play with it, would I? Or,’ he winked at Asha, ‘use it to discipline the boys.’

Asha picked up her coffee and spilled a drop on the table. She used her sleeve to wipe it away.

‘And what about you, Asha? Do you like a good spanking?’

‘Do I what?’

‘Or are you one of those parents who believe in rewards charts to keep children in line?’

Asha gripped her coffee as tightly as the set of her jaw. ‘Yeah. I’m afraid I’m one of those woolly liberals who don’t believe in violence against children.’

‘I do miss playing cricket,’ Newhall said.

He cradled the bat with all the love of a new father. ‘Signed by every member of the Ashes-winning team of 2005. Paid a pretty penny in the auction at last year’s summer ball. I do hope you’re coming to the ball this year, Asha?’

‘Pretty sure I’m busy that day.’

‘More than fifty per cent of our annual fundraising money comes from that one night, you know. The ladies do a stellar job of organising it. You must come.’

‘Not really my scene.’

‘I don’t believe I saw you at any of the hockey matches last term. Or rugby the term before.’

‘Some of us have to work,’ Asha said.

‘Did you come to the Easter quiz night?’

‘No, I didn’t.’

‘Come now, don’t be shy.’

Newhall leaned the bat against the wall again and, without taking his eyes off it, sat down. The wooden chair creaked under his weight and he pulled his earlobe.

He turned to her and said, ‘No sport for me now. Got a dicky hip. Plays up like the devil some days. Used to play squash every Sunday evening like clockwork but haven’t been able to pick up a racket in four, maybe five months now. Anyway, where were we?’ Newhall looked about his desk for inspiration.

‘I’m here to talk about the bullying,’ Asha said. ‘Before Easter, you told me you were going to make some changes. But over the holidays there’s been some online abuse. I know that it’s not on school time but, if it affects the kids, the school should play a part in managing it. Don’t you think?’

Mr Newhall frowned at Asha. Tilted his head. ‘You’re not here about this morning’s altercation?’

‘What altercation? What’s happened?’

‘Ah.’

‘Mr Newhall, has something happened that I should know about?’

‘So, Miss Lane didn’t call you and ask you to come in this morning?’

‘No, she didn’t.’

‘Right. Yes. Well.’ He tugged his ear again. ‘Since we last spoke, several measures have been put in place to safeguard the welfare of our students. We’re a lot more stringent about peer-on-peer abuse. It’s not always easy, as a parent, to see the full picture and it saddens me to say that Cassius … well, let’s just say he gives as good as he gets.’

‘In what way?’ Asha asked.

‘Well, it appears that young Cassius has a bit of a temper on him.’

‘Nope. No, he doesn’t.’ Asha sat on the edge of her seat. ‘Never. I have literally never known him lose his temper.’

Cass was the sweetest of boys. He was thoughtful, he was kind, he was passionate about things that meant a lot to him, but never violent. When spiders the size of small mammals scampered across the rug, Asha would beg Cass to kill them, squish them, leave their heads on spikes outside the back door to deter other eight-legged marauders, but Cass would scoop them up and speak in soft tones as he set them free outside the back door, politely asking them to stop scaring his mum.

‘According to Miss Lane,’ began Mr Newhall.

‘Well, she’s hardly his biggest fan, is she?’

‘She tells me that Cassius and another boy were trying to knock spots off each other this morning.’

‘Are you telling me that someone hit my son?’

‘I’m telling you that it was Cassius who threw the first punch.’

‘I beg your pardon?’

‘It was during this morning’s history lesson. Mr Higgs tells me that they were discussing genealogy when an argument got out of hand and it turned into a nasty brawl. As you can imagine, this isn’t something we tolerate here at Aberfal High.’

Asha placed her drink on a leather coaster and took her time before responding.

‘Right. So, let me get this straight,’ she said. ‘They fell out over a family tree. What was it? Is it the fact that our family can’t be traced back to the Doomsday book?’

‘I don’t know the specifics but, no matter what started it, violence is never the answer.’

‘I agree. But this ties in with the reason I asked for this meeting today. Cass has been bullied ever since he joined this school last September. Everyone keeps telling me that it’s early days, that he’s hardly had time to find his feet, but I’ve said repeatedly that if bullying isn’t stamped out early it will escalate. And it sounds like today, it escalated. Just like I said it would, because the school – your school – is failing to address the problem.’

Mr Newhall said nothing.

‘And …’ Now that Asha had found her voice, she wasn’t sure she could stop. ‘I also heard that, when he spoke to you about one of the incidents before Easter, when the other boys hid his clothes when he was showering, you told him to “man up”. Is that correct?’

Mr Newhall laughed through his closed mouth, so it sounded like he was humming. ‘You see …’ He linked his fingers and rested them on his stomach. ‘Part of my job, Asha, is to encourage the boys to deal with their own problems without running to their mothers. In my day …’

‘Let me stop you there,’ she said holding up one finger. ‘This is not about you. Or your day. This is about the welfare of the kids who attend this school – not only my son. Language like “man up” is outdated, offensive and unhelpful. I thought this was a progressive school, Mr Newhall. So instead of me pointing out where you’ve failed in your duty of care to my son, why don’t we skip to the part where you tell me how you’re going to make it right.’

There was the slightest crack in Mr Newhall’s demeanour, the curl of his upper lip. He slumped back in his chair, his legs spreading.

‘We have a zero-tolerance approach to bullying,’ he said.

‘It’s not working.’

‘We teach our boys to think of others,’ he continued.

‘Again,’ Asha said. ‘Not working.’

‘We talk about bullying behaviour in assembly and we have policies on our website that—’

‘I’m not asking you about policies. I’m asking you what practical measures you’re putting in place.’

Mr Newhall sighed. ‘Look. You say that Cassius is being bullied, but none of his teachers have noticed anything. When asked, he wouldn’t or couldn’t tell us which boys were responsible. What can we do? We only have your word for it that he’s being bullied at all. A certain amount of robust behaviour is normal in a boys’ school.’

Asha sat forwards again; her hands spread on the desk in front of her. ‘Robust? Are you saying this is his fault for not being tough enough?’

‘Your concern is for your son,’ Newhall said. ‘And I appreciate that. But my concern is for all our boys. Which is why I have no choice but to punish Cassius for today’s behaviour. Usually, he’d get a Saturday morning detention but seeing as we have the open day this weekend, he’ll be helping there instead. It’s time that he contributed to the wider school. Perhaps you should consider doing the same.’


Year seven school mums’ WhatsApp group.

Pippa Bennysmum: Happy back-to-school day my darlings xx

Rose Oliversmum: And parents all over the country heave a sigh of relief! Here’s to an awesome summer term!!

Becky Rupertsmum: Is cricket club on 2day?

Clare Withoutani: Yes. Checked with Hinch. He says pick up at five thirty. How was everyone’s Easter?

Becky Rupertsmum: Thanx. Hols good. Victim of the all-inclusive buffet. No clothes fit me anymore!! Should run later. (Spoiler: I won’t)

Pippa Bennysmum: The boys and I stayed in a yurt in Wales. Thankful for the good weather but poor Charles had to stay home and work. Are we getting together soon? xx

Sarah Teddysmum: Never been to Wales. Never had all-inclusive hols either. Is that like a package holiday? We went to our villa in Tenerife. Glorious. Back to work today though [image: ]

Rose Oliversmum: I’d be up for a get-together, Pippa! Been too long. Anyone want to join me for paddle boarding and coffee at Gylly beach this morning?

Pam Geoffreysmum: Welcome back, all. Don’t forget that the boys’ environmental projects are due by Friday.

Pippa Bennysmum: Thank you Pam. Managed to get it done before we went away xx

Becky Rupertsmum: Shit. 4got about that. Looks like trip 2 Hobbycraft then!!

Rose Oliversmum: FFS Pam. What a way to ruin my day.






Chapter 4

Two weeks before the cricket match

Katy Lane shaded the screen of her phone against the sunlight’s glare. She almost didn’t answer the call but, once she’d seen that it was Charles, the chair of governors, she didn’t have a choice.

She took a few steps away from the school building.

‘Hello,’ she said.

‘Can’t talk for long,’ said Charles. ‘Got a couple of minutes between patients.’

Dr Charles Yardley was using his important voice. Not that he had any other tone.

‘It was you who phoned me,’ Katy reminded him.

‘How’s Jerry?’

Katy was standing outside the school waiting for the groundskeeper so they could finalise plans for this weekend’s open day. She looked to make sure he wasn’t lurking nearby before answering. ‘Useless,’ she said. ‘He’s in with a parent now. God knows what he’s saying. I wish he’d leave it to me.’

‘I’ll suggest it to him if you like. Tell him his time is better spent elsewhere and to let you take control of the outward-facing relationships.’

‘You know he won’t listen. But at least we only need to keep him from messing up for eleven more weeks.’

‘Lord, is it that long?’

‘I was thinking he could announce his retirement at the ball but start relinquishing some of the authority now. Then I can show the board that I’m up to the job so that when they go out to advert—’

‘How many weeks is that?’

‘The ball? Five.’

‘It’s doable I suppose. Okay. We can keep him in check until then. See you on Saturday?’

‘I’ll be here.’

She slid her phone back into the pocket of her cardigan muttering ‘as usual’ as Otis Blake marched across the lawn.

‘Good morning, Mr Blake.’

‘Miss Lane.’

‘The open day,’ Katy said. ‘Anything I need to know? Any problems I should be aware of?’

‘Depends what you mean by problems.’

Otis Blake bent over and pulled at weak green fronds of grass peeking between the paving slabs. He was wearing shorts today just as he did every single day of the year, even when frost hardened the ground and sharpened the air.

‘We’ll need to use the top lawn and the garden area. I’d like to keep the focus up this end of the grounds.’ She nodded towards the lake. ‘Shall we?’

Without waiting for an answer Katy headed down the path at the side of the walled garden.

‘It’s going to be a dry weekend,’ Katy continued. ‘So, I’d like to show off the grounds, Mr Blake. You do such a wonderful job that I truly think it’s one of the selling points of Aberfal.’

Katy didn’t look at him but, out of the corner of her eye, she thought she saw his shoulders straighten and his chest expand.

‘We’re having two gazebos on the top lawn and two by the walled garden,’ she continued.

The school grew their own vegetables – or rather, Otis did with the help of an after-school club. It was both a blessing and a curse; whenever they suffered from a glut of courgettes, Chef lost the ability to cook anything but ratatouille. After sixteen years of vegetarianism, Katy was considering reaching for a sausage.

‘One gazebo for drinks and three for food. One will be run by the sixth form boys raising money for charity by selling homemade cakes. Chef will be doing a hog-roast at one and we have an outside catering company providing pizza at the other. I’m sure I don’t need to remind you how important this day is to us, Mr Blake. If we don’t attract more pupils to the school, you won’t have any grounds to keep.’

Katy looked down at the path where an ant was appraising her shoe. She lifted her foot then stepped down, hard. Scraped the sole of her shoe and continued walking. Otis Blake matched her step.

‘We will end the tours by bringing people into the gardens and letting the parents and children mingle with staff and pupils. Peacock cries in the background. Butterflies on the flowers. Jazz music on the breeze. So, I ask you again, do you foresee any problems with this, Mr Blake? Because my job pretty much depends on this weekend being perfect.’

Otis Blake hitched up his shorts. ‘We’ve got a cricket match against the grammar school in two weeks and you know what he’s like about the grass.’ Otis Blake looked towards the school.

‘Mr Newhall understands that attracting new children to the school is our priority.’

And it was, but retaining them was proving to be just as tricky. Katy had heard that some parents were already looking at alternative provision for their precious boys. And once one person starts complaining, that little niggle you thought you could overlook suddenly becomes a huge problem and you start saying things like, ‘Well, I wouldn’t mind, but when you’re paying this much money …’

It was a difficult subject to broach, but the truth was, no school was perfect, no matter how much money you paid for it. A lot of it was about perception, which was why most of Katy’s day was spent managing parents instead of concentrating on her A-level English group. There was no denying it, Mr Newhall was running the school into the ground. He cared more about how the school looked, than how the boys felt. He cared more about exam results than whether the boys left Aberfal High as well-rounded individuals. Katy cared about results too but she knew that, unless they addressed some of the underlying problems in the school, they would lose some of their best students to their competitors. But, no, it wasn’t about the competition and it wasn’t about finances either. She believed with her whole heart that, when Aberfal was at its best, there wasn’t a school in the southwest that came close.

‘So,’ Katy continued. ‘Putting aside the worries about messing up the grass before the cricket match, everything is fine, yes? There’s nothing I need to worry about?’

‘Has Mr Newhall said anything else about plans for that bottom field?’ Otis asked.

‘Looks like he’s going with a 4G pitch, but we still need to raise the funds. Anyway, back to the—’

‘He said it could be a wildflower meadow.’

‘And he told Mr Hinchwood that he could build a climbing wall, but you know what he’s like. Says whatever he thinks will make people like him but, when it comes down to it, he’ll do what he wants depending on today’s mood.’

Katy patted the top button of her cardigan and cleared her throat. ‘Which is exactly how it should be.’

She was normally so careful about saying anything negative about the headmaster, but it was getting increasingly difficult to keep a lid on her annoyance.

‘Anyway,’ Katy said. ‘Back to the open day. I think certain areas, such as the summer house, the lake and the pavilion, should remain off limits.’

Otis smiled and said, ‘I bet you do.’

Katy felt heat creeping up her neck and she wriggled her nose, causing her glasses to slip down her face. She pushed them back up with her index finger. A thin ringlet of the honeysuckle bobbed in front of her face and she stepped backwards.

‘Mr Blake? Do you have something to say to me?’ She lifted her chin, daring him. She thought they’d already dealt with this. She’d told him that he’d been mistaken. That what he was suggesting was simply absurd. Otis had said he saw her kissing someone she shouldn’t. Katy said he needed glasses.

They were both right.

Otis Blake reached into his back pocket and pulled out orange-handled pruning shears. A smile twisted the corner of his mouth. ‘You know me, Miss Lane. My lips are sealed.’

Katy flinched as he reached past her and snipped at a bright green tendril, letting it fall to the ground.

There was something all too familiar about Otis Blake. He was only a gardener, so how did that give him the right to strut about the place like one of the school’s peacocks judging her for a small lapse in judgement. They stood in silence for a moment: he with a knowing smirk on his lips, she with so much she couldn’t say.

‘They look sharp,’ she said, motioning to the secateurs.

‘They have to be.’

She looked at him and he looked back. Still so much she couldn’t say.

‘Were you here the Friday before the Easter holidays?’ she asked.

‘Why d’you ask?’

‘Nothing. Just wondered.’

‘I’m always here,’ he said.

‘Yes,’ Katy said. ‘You are, aren’t you?’

They were standing by the walled garden and Katy could feel the heat from the red bricks. From here they could see the lake through the trees. The water stretched out before them like a polished oval platter. It was the largest of the three lakes on the grounds and the only one that wasn’t permanently out of bounds. ‘Now, then,’ Katy said. ‘The lake.’

Katy and Otis stood side by side and considered the problem. It was beautiful, a selling point for sure, but it was a health and safety nightmare. There were rumours among the boys – and Katy hadn’t been able to discount them – that several children had drowned in that lake over the last century. It was against school rules to put so much as a big toe in there now, but that didn’t stop the seniors from jumping in there on the last day of exams each year. Even some of the parents, when merry on free bubbly at the summer ball, sometimes let high spirits get the better of them. It was expected, a blind eye turned, but it was never encouraged. If it was up to Katy – and one day, it would be – she’d have that lake filled in. She didn’t care that Jerry Newhall had stocked it with trout so he and Charles Yardley could fish in it over the summer months.

‘Signs,’ Katy said. ‘I think we should put signs across the paths saying no entry. What do you think?’

‘I don’t get paid to think,’ Otis said.

Katy didn’t know
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