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Chapter 1

The woman and the boy sat in the front seats of the shiny black Range Rover. The car was parked on a small square of land just off the road. She rested a hand on the boy’s shoulder and squeezed gently, then looked out on the scene before her – a vast landscape of rolling hills and rocky outcrops dusted with a covering of snow; the whole area a vast white sea. The rays of a watery winter sun pierced the high feathery clouds, making the snow glow a golden pink. The scene was magical.

‘Just look at that view,’ she said, turning to the boy. ‘It’s so lovely, so timeless and tranquil. It’s beautiful.’

‘I’m cold,’ the boy murmured, shivering a little.

He turned and looked through the side window at the building set back from the road: a solid, square single-storey construction with a greasy blue-grey slate roof flecked with snow and small square, windows, enclosed by low, craggy white-limestone walls. It looked like any other sturdy Yorkshire country dwelling. No traffic triangle warned drivers that children might be crossing and there was no board at the front indicating that this was a school.

‘What do you think?’ asked the woman. ‘Is it worth having a look around?’

The boy gave a convincing impression of appearing not to care. ‘If you want,’ he replied, sighing.

‘It’s more about what you want, Leo,’ she said.

‘It looks like the workhouse out of a Dickens novel,’ he mumbled.

She gave him a look of patient indulgence. He has had so much to put up with, she thought, things that most boys of ten never have to deal with. ‘It is rather grim,’ she agreed. ‘It’s not a good thing, though, to judge by appearances, is it?’ The boy knew this only too well. ‘Shall we go inside?’

He didn’t reply but continued to stare at the building.

‘I know it doesn’t appear all that promising,’ she continued, ‘and it’s rather isolated up here at the top of the Dale, but now we’re here it might be worth taking a look. What do you think?’ The boy continued to stare out of the window but said nothing. ‘You know, Leo, if you don’t want to go inside, I can turn right around and we can leave things for a while and look for another school.’

‘I know that,’ he said.

‘We could think again about you going to Silverdene Lodge.’

‘I don’t want to go to Silverdene Lodge,’ replied the boy vehemently. ‘I didn’t like the school and I didn’t like the headmaster.’

‘No,’ granted the woman, ‘I can’t say that I was very impressed with Mr Mountjoy. A bit too full of his own importance, wasn’t he?’

The previous day they had visited the private school in Clayton. Mr Mountjoy, headmaster of Silverdene Lodge Preparatory School, had sat behind a huge mahogany desk in his huge leather chair with his hands on the arms, looking like a king on a throne. Not a thing had been out of place in his plush office. There were smart light-wood cupboards and cabinets, a matching glass-fronted bookcase containing a set of leather-bound tomes, all identical in shape and size, an occasional rosewood table, two easy chairs patterned in burgundy and a deep oatmeal-coloured sofa. A shelf displayed a collection of silver cups and shields. The walls were plain and painted in a soured-cream shade. On one were four garish abstract paintings – all coloured blobs and odd shapes – in silver metal frames, positioned at exact distances from one another. Another wall displayed rows of photographs of the school’s sporting teams, the children posing serious-faced and cross-armed for the camera. There was a thick shag-pile carpet and long, pale drapes at the window, through which stretched an uninterrupted view over the market town of Clayton, busy and bustling at rush hour. In the far distance were the moors and misty peaks cloaked in white.

Mr Mountjoy was as pristine as his surroundings. He was a tall, angular individual, clean-shaven with short, neatly parted black hair, dressed in a charcoal grey suit, crisp white shirt and college tie knotted tightly at the collar. A black academic gown was draped around his shoulders. He leaned back in his chair and observed for a moment the woman and the boy who sat before him. She was a tall, elegant young woman of strikingly good looks, probably in her mid-thirties, with a wave of bright blonde hair, a streamlined figure and flawless make-up. But her most attractive feature was her eyes: they were almond-shaped and as bright as blue polished glass. The woman was wearing a smart, close-fitting camel-hair coat and matching cashmere scarf. Judging by her appearance she was clearly refined and demonstrably affluent – he had seen the gleaming black Range Rover pull up outside. Here was just the sort of parent he liked: wealthy, stylish and well-connected. He must do his utmost, he thought, to convince her that this was the school for her son.

Since the increase in fees, numbers at Silverdene Lodge had been declining of late and Mr Mountjoy had been under pressure from his governors to do something about it. But it wasn’t just the rise in fees that had occasioned the falling off in numbers. It was the fierce competition from the local primary school in the neighbouring village of Barton-in-the-Dale. Once unpopular and moribund, it had recently flourished under the leadership and management of the new head teacher, Mrs Elisabeth Stirling. It was now one of the most successful schools in the county and parents were queuing up to secure a place for their children.

Mr Mountjoy had looked with interest at the boy (for he assumed it was a boy by the clothes the child wore). He was small and delicate as a china doll with his mass of golden curls, his wide, inquisitive blue eyes and his pale unblemished face. The child returned the man’s gaze with undisturbed equanimity. He looked disconcertingly self-possessed.

‘Let me tell you a little about Silverdene Lodge,’ the headmaster had said, giving a dry little smile. He had then proceeded to give a lecture that he had clearly delivered to parents many times before.

‘This is a long-established school,’ he had begun. ‘It was founded in the 1930s by a clergyman with only twelve children on roll. Since then we have grown and now have over a hundred and fifty pupils. This year we celebrate our fiftieth anniversary.’ His voice had been doleful and plodding. ‘I make no apologies for this being a traditional school. Let me assure you that we don’t follow all the modern approaches and trendy initiatives evident in some schools, approaches that unfortunately have led to the decline in standards in education. Here at Silverdene Lodge we teach tried-and-tested methods that have stood us in good stead for many years and resulted in our pupils securing places, many at the top public schools.’

He had sounded as if he were addressing parents at a school speech day and had carried on, getting into his stride. ‘Great emphasis is placed here on the academic – we have a rigorous and challenging curriculum focusing on the basics – and upon developing fit and healthy young people. We are fortunate to have a gymnasium, art block, extensive indoor and outdoor pitches and a swimming pool.’ He had thought for a moment of the leaking roof in the gym and the urgent repairs needed to the swimming pool. ‘You will see from the prospectus,’ he had continued, sliding a glossy-backed brochure across the desk, ‘that we are fortunate to have excellent facilities.’ He had looked at the boy, who had stared back at him, serious-faced. The headmaster had smiled rather like a hungry vampire ready to sink its teeth into a victim. ‘I am sure, were your son to come here, he would do very well.’ The boy, who had sat up very straight in his chair with his legs together and his hands folded on his lap, had continued to look at the headmaster with a blank expression. Mr Mountjoy had found it rather disturbing and had turned to the woman instead. ‘Here at Silverdene Lodge we pride ourselves on turning out hard-working, well-behaved, polite children who value the education on offer. We have very supportive parents who are fully involved in the life of the school and very appreciative of our efforts, and a committed governing body. You will find that—’

‘Thank you so much,’ the woman had interrupted, giving a polite if forced smile. She had stood and smoothed the creases on her coat before putting on an expensive-looking pair of leather gloves. She had heard quite enough of Silverdene Lodge and the self-important headmaster. ‘You have been most informative, Mr Mountjoy.’ The boy had jumped to his feet, as keen as his mother to be away.

‘B . . . but I was about to take you on a tour of the school,’ the headmaster had stammered.

‘That is kind of you,’ the woman had replied affably, ‘but we are a little pressed for time and I am sure that anything further I need to know is in here.’ She had picked up the prospectus, tucked it under her arm and, smiling at the gloomy-faced headmaster, had wished him a good morning.

So now they sat in the car looking at the squat little school that was so very different from the one they had visited the previous day.

‘Shall we go inside and see what it’s like?’ she asked.

Leo turned once more and looked through the side window at the building set back from the road and shrugged. ‘I suppose so,’ he answered indifferently.

‘And try and look a bit more cheerful, darling. Don’t worry, we will find the right school.’

They climbed from the car and approached the gaunt grey building. The air was icy fresh and the dusting of snow crunched beneath their feet.

At the door of the school, enveloped in a heavy overcoat and sporting a woollen balaclava helmet, thick woollen gloves and enormous green wellington boots, stood a tall individual with dark deep-set eyes and a large nose that curved savagely like a bent bow. He was holding a canvas sack and having a rest from gritting the path. There was a lugubrious expression on his long face, which was red with exertion and with the cold.

‘Good morning,’ said the woman, carefully stepping up the path.

‘Morning,’ replied the man. Clouds of vapour rose from his nostrils.

‘Dreadful weather.’

‘You can say that again,’ sniffed the man. He ran a gloved index finger under his dripping nose. ‘Are you lost?’

‘No, no,’ she told him. ‘I was hoping I might see the head teacher. I guess I should have made an appointment, so if it’s inconvenient—’

‘Mr Gaunt, he’s the headmaster, is not a one for appointments,’ the man told her, sniffing again. ‘We don’t get many visitors up here so he’s glad to see people. I reckon he can spare the time to see you. He don’t stand on ceremony, Mr Gaunt. You had better come in out of the cold.’ He made no effort to move. ‘It’s bitter this morning and no mistake, and we’re in for more bad weather by the looks of it.’ He stared up at the sky, then he pulled a melancholy face and glanced at his feet. ‘Every time I clear the path after it’s snowed we get another fresh lot. Then when the snow does clear, it’s like an ice-rink with kids sliding up and down like there’s no tomorrow. I tell them not to go sliding on the frozen water unless it’s been passed by the headmaster but they don’t listen. I’m Mr Leadbeater, by the way, caretaker, handyman, gardener, snow-clearer and general factotum. If you’d like to follow me, I’ll show you in. Watch your step, I’ve not finished gritting the path yet.’ He looked at the boy. ‘And you too go carefully, young fella-mi-lad.’

The interior of the building belied its dark and cheerless exterior. The heavy door, painted a bright red and with a burnished brass knocker in the shape of a fox’s head, opened into a small vestibule that was warm and welcoming. The school was a clean and tidy building and smelled not unpleasantly of old wood and lavender furniture polish. Paintwork shone, the floors had a spotless, polished look, brass door handles sparkled and there was not a sign of graffiti or litter. The display boards, which stretched the full length of the corridor, were covered in line drawings, paintings, photographs and children’s writing. Everything looked cheerful and orderly.

The school had not always looked as it did on that cold January morning. Before the arrival the previous term of the new young teacher, the energetic Mr Tom Dwyer, and the appointment of Mrs Edna Gosling, the obsessively fastidious cleaner, it had been very different. The heavy then mud-coloured door with the tarnished brass knocker had needed a good lick of paint. It had opened with a loud creak into a small lobby, which had been dark and unwelcoming with its shiny green wall tiles and off-white paint. From the entrance had stretched the corridor, which had been lined with old cupboards and shelves and had a floor of pitted linoleum the same colour as the door to the school. The headmaster, the three teachers and the caretaker had been quite happy with the environment in which they worked. The school had remained unaltered for many years and the staff was indifferent to change. With the arrival of enthusiastic Mr Dwyer and fussy Mrs Gosling, the place had undergone a transformation. Of course, the imminent visit of one of Her Majesty’s Inspectors of Schools had also focused the minds of the members of staff who liked things to stay as they were.

‘A bit of window-dressing won’t hurt,’ the headmaster had observed.

In the small office the school secretary, a thin woman with a pale, indrawn face and thick iron-grey hair cut in a bob, peered over her unfashionable horn-rimmed spectacles.

‘This lady would like to see Mr Gaunt, Beryl,’ the caretaker told her. He ran a gloved finger under his nose again.

The secretary frowned and shook her head tetchily. She dug in a drawer in her desk and produced a paper tissue, which she thrust into the caretaker’s hand. ‘Blow your nose,’ she mouthed, like a schoolteacher speaking to an infant. Then she adopted her professional smile and her affected voice reserved for visitors who looked a cut above the usual callers. She looked up at the woman and removed her spectacles. ‘Good morning,’ she said pleasantly. ‘Hif you would care to wait, I shall see hif Mr Gaunt is havailable.’

A moment later, the woman and the boy were shown into the headmaster’s study. The room was small and dominated by a huge oak desk with brass-handled drawers. On top was an old-fashioned leather-bound blotter, a large brass inkwell in the shape of a ram’s head, an earthenware mug holding an assortment of pens and broken pencils and a jumble of papers and folders. A battered grey metal filing cabinet stood by the window next to a heavy bookcase crammed with books and journals, magazines and files. On the floor was a brightly coloured rug and displayed on a wall was a variety of children’s paintings of various animals – black-faced sheep and prancing horses, grazing cows and stout pink pigs on stubby legs, all executed in vivid colour. Propped up in a corner was the strangest-looking contraption: a long, wooden trumpet-like instrument with a cup-shaped mouthpiece.

Mr Gaunt, a tall, lean man with the weathered face of a countryman, rose from his chair and edged around his desk to greet his visitors. He sported a thick crop of greying hair that curled around his collar and wore a shapeless tweed jacket, baggy flannel trousers and a shirt frayed at the cuffs. The woman smiled narrowly as she recalled Mr Mountjoy’s meticulous appearance. Here was a rather different character.

‘It’s very good of you to see me, Mr Gaunt,’ she said, holding out a gloved hand, which he shook. ‘I appreciate that Friday afternoon is perhaps not the best time to call but—’

‘Not at all, not at all,’ he said. He straightened his clumsily knotted tie and smoothed his hair before removing a pile of farming magazines from a small spindle-backed chair. ‘Do take a seat, Mrs . . .?’

‘Stanhope,’ she replied, sitting down. ‘Amanda Stanhope.’

Mr Gaunt moved back behind his desk and sat down. He gestured to a stool in the corner of the room. ‘And you pull that up, young man,’ he told the boy, ‘and you can sit up here by my desk.’

The woman immediately liked the look of the man. His smile was genuine and there was palpable warmth in the large dark eyes. He had a deep, resonant voice and a kindly solicitous manner.

‘Please excuse the clutter,’ he said, waving a hand above the desk. ‘I mean to tidy the place up one of these days but have never got around to it. Mrs Gosling, the cleaner, and Mrs Leadbeater, my secretary, are always nagging me to do it. Mrs Leadbeater’s the caretaker’s wife, by the way.’ He smiled genially.

Mrs Stanhope took a seat, crossed her long legs and removed her gloves. She rested her hands on her lap. The chair wobbled beneath her weight. The boy pulled up the stool to sit next to her and stared at the headmaster with peculiar concentration.

‘Now,’ said Mr Gaunt, resting his hands on the desktop and leaning back in his chair, ‘what can I do for you?’

‘I like the animal portraits,’ she said, suddenly pointing to the wall where the paintings were displayed. ‘I guess they were done by the children.’

‘Oh yes,’ the headmaster told her. ‘All done by the pupils in the school.’

‘They are very good,’ she said. She thought for a moment of the children’s efforts on the walls in the entrance at Silverdene Lodge. Most were pictures of poor quality and done in pencil, felt-tip pens and crayons. ‘Young children paint with such enthusiasm and abandon, don’t you think? Their work is so expressive and authentic and soulful. When they are given the opportunity, that is. They can’t be bothered with detail and have no concept of perspective at that age. What they produce is so wonderfully bold and fresh and explosive with shape and colour. John Ruskin encouraged artists to represent nature with the freshness and vitality of a child. These pictures are very fine.’

‘I guess you are an artist yourself, Mrs Stanhope,’ remarked Mr Gaunt, sitting up.

‘Yes, I am,’ she replied. ‘The former Methodist chapel in the village is to be my studio. I’ve taken out a short lease and it’s being decorated at the moment. I’ve recently rented a cottage in Risingdale village on Rattan Row, just by Church Lane.’

‘You are renting the old Primitive Methodist chapel, are you,’ said Mr Gaunt. ‘I used to attend the Sunday school there as a child. I’m pleased it’s being put to some good use at last. The minister has been very particular about its use. Several people have tried to rent it in the past without success. You must have been most persuasive, Mrs Stanhope.’

‘Mr Cockburn was most accommodating,’ she told him. The woman rested a hand on the boy’s shoulder. ‘While I am here in Risingdale, I am looking for a school for my son.’

‘Well, of course, I should be delighted to have this young man at this school,’ said Mr Gaunt. He looked at the boy perched on the stool who was watching the headmaster intently. ‘And what is your name, young man?’

‘Leo.’

‘And how old are you?’

‘I’m ten, going on eleven.’

‘Well, now, Leo, do you think you might like to come here?’ asked Mr Gaunt.

The boy cocked his head slightly to one side, rubbed his chin and thought for a moment before drawing in a breath. He looked to Mr Gaunt like an academic considering a problem. ‘The thing is, I’m not sure,’ he said. ‘It’s difficult to say, really. It does look a bit bleak up here although the views are amazing. I should prefer to be in a country school rather than one in a town, but I can’t really say that I might like to come here because we’ve only just arrived and I don’t know much about it. I should quite like to look around, if that’s all right.’

Mr Gaunt stared for a moment. What an unusual child, he thought, with his head of flaxen curls, large blue eyes and his old-fashioned way of speaking. Perched on the stool, he looked like a little monkey.

‘An honest answer,’ said the headmaster, stifling a smile. He had assumed when he first saw him that the boy would be shy and nervous. Mr Gaunt soon changed his mind. Here was an unusually confident and articulate young man and no mistake. One should never judge by appearances, he reminded himself.

‘Well, let me tell you a little about Risingdale School. As you can see, it’s pretty old, built over a century ago, and set high up at the top of the Dale, apart from the village and a good few miles from the nearest town of Clayton. Risingdale has one of the finest views of any school in the county. It was originally built for the children of the estate workers employed by the local squire, Sir Hedley Maladroit.’

‘From whom I rent the cottage,’ said Mrs Stanhope.

‘Yes, Sir Hedley owns most of the land around here and much of the village too,’ the headmaster told her. ‘He’s a very good-hearted sort.’ Unlike his wife, he thought. ‘Anyway, we don’t have much in the way of facilities like some schools – playing fields, football pitches, a swimming pool or a gymnasium. It’s a small school but I like to think it has a special character and it’s a happy place, and for me that’s the most important thing – a happy school. If you become one of the pupils here, Leo, and you are happy, like the teachers and enjoy the lessons, then in my book everything else follows.’

The boy nodded. ‘Yes, I think so too,’ he said.

Mr Gaunt turned his attention to the boy’s mother. ‘To be honest, Mrs Stanhope, Risingdale is not one of the county’s flagship schools. We don’t number amongst the county’s highest performing when it comes to academic results but we hold our own compared with other small schools, and we have achieved some success with the sports and in the County Poetry Competition. One of our pupils won the County Art Prize last year.’ He turned to the paintings on the wall. ‘He painted a couple of those. I think you will find the children are pleasant enough, well-behaved on the whole, but like all growing children they do have their moments. They try their best and enjoy coming to school. There is a wide range of abilities and the teachers try to ensure every child reaches his or her potential. Some of the pupils have in the past gained places at the grammar school but most go on to Clayton Comprehensive. I don’t enter the children for the eleven-plus examination unless a parent specifically wishes me to do so. The comprehensive has a good reputation and suits our intake. The children come largely from the surrounding farms and, to be honest, some would prefer to be out and about in the fresh air instead of being stuck behind a desk. Parents are very supportive and the governors let me get on with the job without undue interference. I think that gives you a flavour of the school.’

‘And have you children yourself, Mr Gaunt?’ she asked.

‘Sadly not. I never married.’ He was rather startled by the enquiry from someone he had just met.

‘And if you had children and were looking for a school to which to send them, what would you look for?’

The headmaster was surprised by such a question. It sounded the sort of request a governor might ask a candidate on interview for a teaching post. Certainly no parent had ever asked him such a thing. He thought for a moment before replying.

‘Well, now, let me see.’ He tapped a finger on the desk. ‘A good school should be a friendly, happy place where children feel safe and secure; a clean, orderly environment where there is good, challenging teaching, strong leadership and management. I think a good school encourages every individual pupil to grow in confidence by success. Of course, none of this can be measured. Because some head teachers cannot measure what is valuable, they value what is measurable.’

‘One cannot measure a love of art or an appreciation of music,’ remarked Mrs Stanhope.

‘Very true,’ agreed Mr Gaunt. ‘Many schools pursue success in the examination area. Good results are of course important but they are not the be all and end all. It might sound a tad idealistic, Mrs Stanhope, but I think a good school should touch the souls of its children. They should hear stories and poems that make them laugh or feel sadness, listen to beautiful music, watch a play that takes them into another world, look at great paintings and appreciate art and feel a sense of wonder at seeing the vast and awesome snowy landscape and the first blossoms of spring. I’m sorry. I’m rambling on.’

‘Not at all,’ said the parent. ‘What you say is most interesting.’ She smiled. ‘You are quite the romantic, Mr Gaunt.’

‘If you mean by that, Mrs Stanhope, that I am starry-eyed or impractical,’ the headmaster told her, ‘then I might take issue with you.’

The woman smiled again. Her gaze was appraising. ‘No, Mr Gaunt,’ she replied, ‘I meant you are passionate about what you believe and I very much approve of what you have said.’

The headmaster coloured a little. He didn’t usually have this sort of conversation with parents. It was just that this woman, for some reason he could not explain, had triggered this response. He turned to the boy. ‘Now, what about you, Leo? Is there anything you would like to ask me?’

‘Yes, if I may,’ replied the boy, whose face had remained expressionless during Mr Gaunt’s speech. He cocked his head to one side again.

‘Go ahead,’ the headmaster told him.

‘Whatever is that strange-looking instrument in the corner?’

‘Ah, my alpenhorn. Yes, I saw you looking at it,’ said Mr Gaunt. ‘I should explain. Now, this winter we have been pretty lucky up here. It’s been unusually mild, although as you can see we have had some snow recently and the likelihood is that more is on the way. Some years we do get thick snow, high drifts, very cold winds and sometimes blizzards, and I have to close the school. And that’s when my alpenhorn comes in very handy. A few good blows on that echoes down the Dale and lets the villagers and those on the surrounding farms know that the school is closed and there will be no school that day. It warns parents that the school bus is not running and saves them trudging up with their children to find the school is shut. It works very well. I bought it in Switzerland and I caused quite a commotion at the airport when I brought it back.’

The boy gave a small smile for the first time that day. ‘That’s ingenious,’ he said. ‘Don’t you think that that’s ingenious, Mother?’

‘Yes, Leo,’ she said, smiling. ‘Ingenious.’

‘Shall we have a look around the school?’ suggested the headmaster, hoping that he had succeeded in recruiting a new pupil. He liked the look and the sound of this young man and his mother.

‘Yes, I should like that,’ replied the boy, jumping down from the stool.

‘I wonder, Leo,’ said Mr Gaunt, ‘if, while I am showing your mother around, you might like to join the top junior class for a short while. If you do decide to come here, this is the class you will be in and you would have Mr Dwyer as your teacher. You can then decide for yourself if you would like it at Risingdale. Of course, if you would prefer to look around with your mother—’

‘I think I should like to join the class, please,’ interrupted the boy.

‘Splendid,’ said the headmaster.

Mr Dwyer’s classroom was as clean and colourful as the corridor, with children’s paintings, poems, posters and collages decorating the walls. There was a small reading corner, a shelf stocked with glossy-backed books and a set of dictionaries and a table displaying shells, coloured stones and fossils. On the high windowsill was a small selection of stuffed birds: a fierce-looking kestrel grasping a mouse in its talons, a wide-eyed owl, a sharp-beaked raven and a magpie. Instead of the melamine-topped tables and modern chairs usually found in most primary schools, the room was furnished with old-fashioned, straight-backed wooden chairs and highly polished wooden desks with lids and holes for inkwells. The ceiling was a pale blue in colour and the beams, with curved wooden supports that stretched across it, were painted navy blue. There was a Victorian fireplace, its mantel of dark slate; the heavy black iron grate was filled with dried flowers in various shades.

Mr Dwyer was a young man with shiny black curls and an engaging smile. When Mr Gaunt entered with Mrs Stanhope and her son, he placed down the book he had been reading to the children. While the headmaster explained to the teacher that Leo might be coming to the school and would like to join the lesson, Mrs Stanhope ran her eyes about the room before settling them on the children. As an artist well known for her portraiture, she took a great interest in people’s appearances. Here, she thought, were some most interesting little characters. There were about fifteen children in the class, dressed in a variety of clothes. A range of physical types was represented: a large, rosy-cheeked boy with a runny nose; a small gangly boy with a squint and hair like a lavatory brush; a lean, bespectacled boy with a thick mop of tawny blond hair; a sharp-faced boy with untidy tufts of hair; two spotty boys; a heavily freckled boy and, sitting smiling at the front desk, a plain-looking child, not much bigger than her son, with dark eyes and tightly curled hair. There was a large, ginger-headed girl; a small, pixie-faced girl; twin girls with frizzy blonde hair tied up in bunches; a girl with long black plaits; a pretty girl with mousy-brown hair and pink glasses; and an angelic-looking girl with apple-red cheeks and curly blonde hair sticking out at the sides like giant earmuffs.

‘You are very welcome,’ said Mr Dwyer to the boy who, like his mother, was scrutinising the children, who stared back, fascinated by the strange-looking newcomer. ‘Come along in, Leo. There’s an empty desk at the front next to Charlie Lister.’ He pointed to the plain-looking, thin individual. The boy smiled and patted the chair next to his. All eyes of the children continued to focus on the little visitor as he sat down. Leo did not look at all nervous or intimidated.

‘Right, back to the story,’ said Mr Dwyer.

‘He is a fine teacher,’ the headmaster told Mrs Stanhope as they walked down the corridor together. ‘He came here last term and has made a great impression. It is his first teaching post.’

The parent stopped and faced the headmaster. ‘I welcome this opportunity of having a word with you, Mr Gaunt, without Leo being present,’ she said. ‘You will no doubt have observed that my son looks rather different from other boys of his age. He is small and slight and a rather delicate-looking child. He may look willowy and frail but he is tough and spirited and can be quite wilful and stubborn when he wants to be. People are fooled by his appearance. He has had a difficult time at the schools he has attended. Children can be very cruel, corrosively cruel at times, and there are those who delight in picking on others who are different in some way. Leo has been bullied quite unmercifully.’

‘I’m sorry to hear that,’ said the headmaster.

Mr Gaunt was minded to ask about the boy’s father. Mrs Stanhope had made no mention of a husband. Perhaps growing up as an only child, without a father on the scene and with an apparently overprotective mother, was not the best preparation for the rough and tumble of school life. He felt, however, that it was not for him to pry.

‘There is something else you should know,’ the parent told him. ‘Leo is not a well child. He has a brain tumour, which involves frequent visits to the hospital where he is monitored with scans and treated with radiotherapy. He is also on a programme of medication. Fortunately, the tumour is benign, which means it tends to grow more slowly than the malignant kind. It does, however, put pressure on areas of his brain and cause him a few difficulties. Leo does become tired easily if he overexerts himself and he gets short of breath. He has a problem sometimes with his vision and balance but luckily doesn’t suffer with headaches or with memory loss. He manages very well, but, as you might imagine, it is challenging for him.’

‘And can the tumour be operated upon?’ asked the headmaster, gazing at her with concern.

‘The specialist tells me that it would be difficult to remove because of where it is and, in this situation, he suggests other treatments. He tells me that my son can lead a reasonably normal life. Evidently there are a lot of people who have such tumours and manage to live with them so we are hopeful.’

Mr Gaunt thought for a moment. ‘And in this situation, Mrs Stanhope,’ he said, ‘that is all we can do, be hopeful and pray.’

‘Leo manages very well,’ she continued, ‘but it is hard for him. He’s such a brave little boy and tries not to let it get him down. He really needs to be in a school where he feels secure and happy and where his teacher appreciates his condition. He doesn’t want pity or any special treatment but some understanding and support. He is bright and interested and I think very intelligent and, as you will no doubt have gathered, he has quite a lot to say for himself. I think being rather outspoken at times did not endear him to his former teachers and attracted the attention of bullies.’

‘I’m sorry to hear that Leo is not well,’ said Mr Gaunt. ‘It must be stressful for him and extremely worrying for you, but from what you say he is a very resilient and spirited young man. I cannot guarantee that your son will not be bullied here, Mrs Stanhope. I don’t think any head teacher could give you that complete assurance. You are right that children can be cruel and the bully singles out those who are different, but we take a very strong line with those who pick on others. I can assure you that if you send your son here, we will do our utmost to give him the maximum support. The great advantage of a school like ours is that it is small and the teachers and I know each individual child very well.’

Following a tour of the building and the sound of the bell ringing for the end of school, the headmaster and the parent returned to Mr Dwyer’s classroom. They stood back as the children, chattering excitedly, hurried out.

‘I have been most impressed with what I have seen this afternoon, Mr Gaunt,’ said Mrs Stanhope, ‘and I very much like what you said earlier. If my son is of the same mind, I should like him to come to Risingdale School. I think it will suit him very well. Of course, it has to be my son’s decision.’

‘Well, let’s see what the young man has to say,’ replied Mr Gaunt, as the subject of their conversation emerged from the classroom in deep conversation with Charlie. He broke off speaking when he saw Mr Gaunt.

‘So how did you get on, Leo?’ asked the headmaster.

‘When can I start?’ asked the boy.


Chapter 2

The first staff meeting of the new term at Risingdale School took place later that day. At the end of the afternoon, as the children made their way home, three of the teachers gathered in the staffroom: Mrs Bertha Golightly, in charge of the infants, a plump, cheerful-looking woman with a round face and tiny darting eyes; Mr Owen Cadwallader, teacher of the lower juniors, a tall, straight-backed individual, with silver hair, cropped short and neatly parted and sporting a thin white moustache, and Miss Joyce Tranter, the other teacher of the lower juniors, a woman of indeterminate age with unnaturally shiny raven-black hair, startling glossy-red lips and large pale eyes. The last member of the teaching staff, Mr Tom Dwyer, teacher of the top juniors, was busy outside marshalling the children on to the school bus.

When Tom had started teaching at the school the term before, Mr Gaunt had asked the young teacher how he was getting on with his colleagues. When Tom had replied that he had found them friendly and helpful, the headmaster had looked thoughtful before deciding to take the young man into his confidence.

‘I guess they appear a pretty odd bunch to you,’ he had said. ‘When I say odd, I don’t mean that unkindly. Perhaps a better word might be “idiosyncratic”. They do what is asked of them without complaint and the children like them. I have a genuine affection for them.’ The headmaster had paused, wondering about the best way of saying what he wanted to say. ‘All three of your colleagues are not as they might seem. Don’t be fooled by Miss Tranter’s air of confidence and self-assurance. Joyce is an actress and plays the part very convincingly. She trained at a drama college, made a career on the stage and when that didn’t quite work out for her, she took up teaching. She’s a good teacher, Tom, and you can learn a lot from her, but she is quite a fragile woman, very sensitive and unsure of herself under all that poise. You may have wondered why someone so outwardly self-possessed and artistic would teach in a school like this.’ This had occurred to Tom, for Miss Tranter seemed quite out of place teaching in a small school miles from anywhere. Mr Gaunt had continued. ‘Joyce had a very acrimonious marriage. She met her former husband at drama college. He was, by all accounts, a very controlling and sometimes abusive individual who treated her very badly and undermined her confidence. Eventually she summoned up the courage to leave him and get a divorce but he hounded her, turning up wherever she went. On one occasion he interrupted a performance she was giving at a theatre and he had to be thrown out. You can imagine how that affected her. I think that after that she gave up the stage. Risingdale School has become a sort of refuge for her, somewhere he will hopefully not find her. I know she complains about life up here but I think she feels safe and secure and does enjoy teaching.

‘Then there’s Mr Cadwallader. He’s a character, is Owen. He too is perhaps not all that he appears to be, either. He is a good-hearted man but, as you no doubt have gathered, he’s a romancer. I am sure you will have been subjected to some of his army anecdotes. They don’t do any harm but should be taken with a pinch of salt. He tends to blow his own trumpet to maybe convince himself that he was once a person of some note. Underneath, like Joyce, he is under-confident. He may not appear so, but he is. Owen is, at heart, quite insecure. And then there’s Mrs Golightly. Again I think she puts on a show. She appears to the world always cheerful and outgoing, but deep down she’s a rather sad and I guess a lonely woman. Her husband was killed in a road accident not long after they were married. She has no children to fill the gap he has left in her life.’

The headmaster had become thoughtful again. ‘So that’s a potted history of the lives of the teachers here at Risingdale,’ he had said. ‘I hope you don’t feel it is unprofessional of me to talk about the personal circumstances of your colleagues. I just feel you need to know something of their backgrounds and be aware that all three of them are fragile people. I wouldn’t want you to go saying or asking things inadvertently that may touch a few raw nerves.’

Although the headmaster was forthcoming about members of his staff, he told Tom nothing about his own life. In fact, few people really knew anything about Gerald Gaunt, for he was an intensely private person. He enjoyed a quiet occasional drink at the weekend but rarely frequented the local hostelry, the King’s Head, knowing that if he did he would be cornered by parents wishing to discuss their children’s progress at the school, seeking his advice or quizzing him about numerous educational matters. Instead he patronised the Black Pig in Urebank, where he had a certain anonymity and enjoyed his pint of bitter undisturbed.

Mrs Golightly, who had known him and worked for him for many years, knew little about the headmaster apart from the few facts that he lived alone on a smallholding inherited from his father, that he had never married, that he enjoyed long walks and tended a few sheep and cattle on his small farm. It struck her as strange that he never wanted to socialise with his colleagues after school or involve himself in the various events and activities in the village. She was not even aware that in his younger days he had once had a romantic attachment to the young vet in Barton-in-the-Dale.

Mr Gaunt had met Miss Moira Macdonald when he had called her out to look at one of his ailing sheep. He watched the tall, red-headed young Scot with a homely, freckled face and engaging smile deal with the sickly ewe calmly and effectively. He had found excuse after excuse to call upon her services again: his sheepdog was off her food, his cow was out of sorts, the goat wasn’t giving much milk. She was astute enough to guess why she was being asked to visit the farm so frequently when there was nothing really wrong with the animals, realising that the young teacher was interested in her.

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

‘I must say that Friday afternoons are not the best time to have staff meetings,’ complained Mr Cadwallader now. ‘You should say something, Joyce.’

‘Why me?’ she asked. ‘Fire your own bullets.’

‘And I hope Mr Gaunt doesn’t go on too long,’ he moaned, dipping his hand for the third time into the biscuit barrel. ‘He does tend to ramble on.’

Miss Tranter rolled her eyes heavenwards and then exchanged a complicit glance with Mrs Golightly. Three words came to their minds: ‘pan’, ‘kettle’ and ‘black’. Their colleague was noted for his long-windedness.

She examined a long red nail. ‘Well, I shall have to leave at five-thirty at the latest. I have the auditions for the new play this evening. It’s a murder mystery.’ She was the producer of the Clayton and Ruston Amateur Players and took her theatrical interest very seriously. ‘I’m hoping to persuade Tom to take a part. He was so good as the prince in the Christmas pantomime.’

‘And I’ve got a Women’s Institute meeting,’ said Mrs Golightly. ‘I’m in the chair this evening so I have to be there in good time. We’ve got Mr Firkin coming to talk about “A Life in the Day of a Funeral Director”.’

‘That doesn’t sound a barrel of laughs,’ observed Mr Cadwallader, crunching on a biscuit, ‘and for most of your WI members, being rather past the threescore years and ten and about to come to the end of their earthly run in the not too distant future, listening to a talk by an undertaker is not the most suitable of topics, I would have thought.’

‘How very tactful, Owen,’ remarked Miss Tranter sarcastically.

‘Well, I have to admit a few of the members aren’t very keen,’ said Mrs Golightly. ‘Some got a bit upset when we had Dr Stirling – he is the husband of the headteacher at Barton-with-Urebank School – speak to us on “healthy eating” and he told us that the consumption of confectionery was a major cause of obesity. It was a bit unfortunate because we had all made a cake for the competition. I thought it was rather insensitive of Madam President to ask him to judge it.’

‘I thought Mr Firkin drove the school bus,’ said Mr Cadwallader.

‘He does that part time,’ Mrs Golightly told her colleague. ‘He just does the morning and afternoon runs for our school. The rest of the time he’s an undertaker. We were to have Mrs Wigglesworth to speak at the meeting. She’s the psychic. She had to pull out because of some unforeseen circumstances. Mr Firkin is stepping in at short notice. I’m afraid it’s so difficult to get speakers. We tend to be scraping the barrel these days. And speaking of barrels’ – she stared reproachfully at Mr Cadwallader who was extracting another biscuit – ‘will you go steady with the Garibaldis, Owen. We’ve only been back at school a week and you’ve nearly eaten your way through a full packet.’

‘And stop spitting crumbs on the carpet,’ Joyce scolded him, ‘or you’ll have Mrs Gosling to answer to.’

‘Don’t mention that dreadful woman,’ her colleague told her angrily. ‘She’s a cleaner, for goodness’ sake, and she thinks she runs the school.’

‘I must admit, the woman is a menace,’ agreed Mrs Golightly. ‘She spoke to me this morning as if I were one of the infants in my class and said she hoped my New Year resolution was to leave my classroom tidy in future.’

‘Mrs Gosling has got to go,’ announced Mr Cadwallader. ‘She is worse than the bullying sergeant-major we had in the army, ordering everyone about and complaining about the state of the sleeping quarters. He used to march in and throw everything on the floor—’

‘I thought you were an officer,’ said Mrs Golightly. ‘He would hardly be throwing a superior officer’s things on the floor.’

‘Ah yes, I was speaking about the other ranks,’ he replied. It is a known fact that to be a good liar one has to have a good memory. Mr Cadwallader had been economical with the truth when telling his colleagues about his former life in the British Army.

‘Why don’t you get Owen to speak at your WI meeting?’ suggested Joyce. ‘He could talk about his army career. Many is the time he’s held forth in the staffroom over the years about his time fighting for king and country, up to his neck in mud and bullets.’ There was more than a hint of sarcasm in her voice.

‘Now that is a good idea,’ agreed Mrs Golightly. ‘What about it, Owen? I could suggest it to our Madam President this evening.’

‘No, no,’ replied her colleague hastily. ‘I don’t think your members would be interested.’

‘I’m sure they would,’ said Mrs Golightly.

‘They will hang on every word,’ added Miss Tranter mischievously.

‘It’s out of the question,’ he said stiffly, glancing at his watch. ‘Well, I could do with getting home. I don’t like the look of this weather.’

‘Does anyone know who that woman was who was being taken around the school by Mr Gaunt?’ enquired Miss Tranter.

‘I don’t know who she was,’ said Mrs Golightly, ‘but she looked very important and when she opened her mouth, she made the Queen sound common. You don’t think she was a school inspector, do you? I mean, she reminded me very much of that HMI, Miss Tudor-Williams, who visited us. She was well turned out and nicely spoken.’

‘I don’t know who she was,’ said Mr Cadwallader, ‘but she was a damned fine-looking woman and no mistake.’

A smile pulled at the corners of Miss Tranter’s mouth. ‘Well, our esteemed headmaster certainly thought so,’ she said. ‘He couldn’t take his eyes off her.’

Tom came into the staffroom rubbing his hands vigorously. ‘It’s beginning to snow,’ he said, going to the sink to make himself a cup of coffee.

‘Well, that’s put paid to my auditions this evening,’ said Miss Tranter.

‘And I don’t think my ladies in the WI will turn out in this weather,’ said Mrs Golightly. She saw Tom looking in the biscuit barrel. ‘There are no biscuits,’ she told him, looking accusingly at Mr Cadwallader. ‘You might guess who’s been at the Garibaldis.’

‘Do you know who that woman was who Mr Gaunt was showing around the school?’ Miss Tranter asked Tom. ‘He never introduced her.’

‘She’s thinking of sending her son here,’ he replied.

‘What, to Risingdale?’ cried Mr Cadwallader.

‘Why not?’ asked Tom. ‘Why shouldn’t she send her son here?’

His colleague gave a cynical laugh. ‘I shouldn’t imagine a woman of her sort would want her son to attend a school like this. People like that send their children to some posh independent school, not a little village school like ours, full of farming children. A child like hers would find it difficult to fit in here. I mean, if he speaks like she does, he’ll have the devil’s own job getting accepted by the others in the class. And there’s no doubt in my mind that he’ll come in for some bullying, unless, of course, he’s a big strapping lad who can handle himself.’

‘Actually, Leo’s a small and rather delicate boy,’ Tom told him.

‘Leo!’ exclaimed his colleague. ‘He’s called Leo! Of all the children least like a lion is a small, delicate child. Of course he will be bullied.’

‘If he does come here, he won’t be bullied,’ Tom told him firmly. ‘I will make sure of that.’

‘Well, if the boy does come here,’ said Mr Cadwallader, ‘you want to keep a close eye on Colin Greenwood. He might have behaved himself last term, but worms can turn and leopards don’t change their spots. Once a bully, always a bully, that’s what I think. I recall there was a sergeant-major who took a perverse delight in—’

‘You’re being unfair on Colin, Owen,’ retorted Tom, rising to the boy’s defence. ‘He has had a lot to put up with, living high up on that remote farm, expected to do all the chores and then losing his mother. Colin’s turned a corner. He’s no longer a bully.’

‘Well, let’s hope you’re right,’ began Mr Cadwallader, ‘all I’m saying is that—’

‘Colin’s been a different boy since Tom became his teacher,’ interrupted Mrs Golightly. ‘That boy led poor Miss Cathcart a merry dance when she took the top juniors before she had the unfortunate accident. It was tragic what happened to her.’

‘Oh please, Bertha,’ sighed Miss Tranter emphatically, ‘let’s not go into what happened to Miss Cathcart. That’s all water under the bridge now. I’m interested in this woman who Mr Gaunt showed around the school. So, what was she like, Tom?’

‘I didn’t speak to her above a few words,’ he answered. ‘Her son joined my class just after afternoon break. He seems a confident and polite little lad. He’s also a very neat and competent writer. When I asked him to write something about himself, he produced this rather fine pen from his pocket. When I commented upon it, he told me it was his most precious possession having once belonged to his father.’

‘Well, young Leo will not be using it for long,’ said Mr Cadwallader derisively. ‘Some light-fingered little oik will pocket it.’

‘Don’t be so cynical, Owen,’ chided Mrs Golightly. ‘First you go on about bullies and now thieves. Occasionally you might say something positive about the children. We’re very lucky here. We don’t have half the discipline problems of other schools. I for one hope she decides to send her son here. We could do with some more pupils. Unless our numbers increase, I can see the education people closing Risingdale. A lot of small village schools have disappeared in the last few years and ours could be the next on the list.’

‘One wonders why a woman like that would want to come and live in Risingdale,’ remarked Miss Tranter. ‘Up here it’s the back of beyond; the residents live in the Dark Ages. There’s more life in a cemetery than there is in the village and the school is not exactly at the cutting edge of education.’

Tom, under normal circumstances, might have asked her why she lived in Risingdale if she found it so tedious and unexciting, but he recalled Mr Gaunt’s words to him about Joyce, so he said nothing.

‘Maybe she’s just looking for a quiet life,’ remarked Mrs Golightly.

‘Or she’s trying to get away from something,’ suggested Mr Cadwallader, ‘an abusive partner or a violent husband, for example.’

Miss Tranter gave a slight shudder. The comment had touched a raw nerve.

‘Actually, the boy wrote that his father was killed in plane crash,’ Tom said.

‘Oh, how sad,’ remarked Mrs Golightly. ‘It’s a terrible thing to lose a parent when you’re young.’

‘You’re right there, Bertha,’ agreed Tom, speaking from experience.

Mr Leadbeater appeared at the door.

‘You don’t need to hang about,’ the caretaker told the teachers. ‘The staff meeting’s off. Mr Gaunt’s told me to tell you to get off home. It looks like weather’s taking a turn for the worse.’

 

As Tom drove home that afternoon there were just a few flurries of snow in the air, but by the time he reached his cottage, great flakes had started to fall thick and fast. Soon the whole countryside would be buried in white. He lit a fire and made himself a drink and thought of the farmers rising the following morning at first light, trudging in the cold to feed and care for their animals in such weather. He thought of Mr Gaunt, who had a smallholding and a flock of sheep and would be one of these braving the elements. Tom had seen how severe the weather up at the top of the Dale could be. Last December the entire landscape had been transformed overnight into a vast white ocean, and an icy wind had whipped and raged and packed the snow up in great mounds and drifts, which froze overnight. He had listened to the locals in the King’s Head as they had described the weather of earlier years, the treacherously slippery roads under the car tyres, the water in the troughs frozen solid and the sheep, their coats crusted with ice, sheltering against the drystone walls. He had heard how some were buried deep under the blizzard. He watched the falling snow through the cottage window now and hoped that this wasn’t going to be a repetition of last year’s weather.

It looked unlikely that there would be any school the following week. He smiled at the thought of Mr Gaunt chuddering up to the school on his ancient tractor to blow the alpenhorn and warn parents not to send their children to school that day.

When he had first set eyes upon the school to which he had applied, Tom’s heart had sunk into his shoes. He had looked despondently at the gaunt, grey, uninviting building surrounded by endless fields and miles from anywhere. The previous year he had trained at Barton-with-Urebank Primary School and enjoyed every minute of his time there under the guidance of Mrs Stirling, an experienced and dynamic head teacher, and the supportive members of staff. He had learnt a great deal, loved the company of young people, knew teaching was the profession for him and had gained his certificate in education with a distinction. The school was an immaculately clean and tidy building with a warm, welcoming and optimistic atmosphere. The entrance and corridor had a spotless, polished look. Detailed line drawings, charcoal sketches, paintings, photographs and children’s writing were mounted on the walls. Each classroom was equipped with tables and colourful melamine chairs and bookcases full of bright modern books. There was a profusion of bright flowers to the front of the school and at the rear there was an attractive and informal lawn area with ornamental trees, shrubs, a small pond, garden benches and picnic tables. There was not a sign of graffiti or litter. Tom could not have trained in any better place. He had hoped there might be a position there for him, but the Education Authority had insisted that the head teacher accept a redeployed teacher from a village school that was closing. Naively, Tom had imagined that his first teaching post would be in a similar school, so on casting his eyes on Risingdale School for the first time, his disappointment had been palpable.

Despite his serious initial reservations, he decided to accept a position at the school. What else could he do? Teaching posts were so very hard to get in the county since competition was fierce; there were many better qualified and more experienced teachers than him who were being redeployed from those small village schools that had been forced to close. An expression frequently used by his Auntie Bridget came to mind: ‘Beggars can’t be choosers.’

Those initial reservations soon disappeared. Tom knew, after only a week in the school, that he was going to stay. Mr Gaunt, the headmaster, was not the most go-ahead and well-organised of head teachers, but he clearly had a deal of affection for the children. He didn’t interfere with what the teachers were doing and remained his easy-going and avuncular self. Tom liked his new colleagues. It was true he found them somewhat eccentric, but they were cheerful and supportive and he could tell that they had a genuine interest in their pupils, although they made few demands upon them academically. But it was the children who finally convinced him that he should remain at the school. They were eager and good-natured and applied themselves to their work without complaint. When he had walked nervously into the classroom on that first morning, it had been like the return of the Prodigal Son. He could not have received a warmer welcome.

Over the next few weeks he started to know and like the children and found a genuine pleasure in sharing his knowledge with them. There was Charlie, bright and affable and always with a ready smile; Carol, the champion shepherdess; and Vicky, bubbly and enthusiastic with a lot to say for herself. There was David, small and gangly, whose writing had improved by leaps and bounds; George, whose only conversation seemed to be about sheep and cattle and the make of tractors; Marjorie, the mathematics whiz; and Simon, the ferret expert and rat-catcher. There were Holly and Hazel, the twins; Judith, the thoughtful girl with the long black plaits and rosy cheeks; and Christopher, a large, ruddy-complexioned boy with a runny nose who seldom smiled and never laughed. Then there was Colin Greenwood, once a sad and angry boy, who at first was a rude and difficult child but, when his talents in art had been discovered and he came to understand that Tom was genuinely interested in him, had become better behaved and more sociable. At college the lecturer had said that teachers take on the most important role in society, for good teachers change children’s lives. Tom felt some satisfaction that he was making a positive difference in the lives of his pupils, and in particular in young Colin’s.

Tom’s first few months in Risingdale had been eventful. His arrival in the village had started inauspiciously. On his way to the interview for the teaching post at the school, he had come to a sharp bend and as he turned, he very nearly collided with a rider astride a large chestnut horse. He had swerved off the road and landed in a ditch.

‘Are you out of your mind?’ the rider had shouted at him.

The speaker, who he discovered later was Miss Janette Fairborn, daughter of a prominent local farmer, was a striking-looking young woman with green eyes and a mass of unruly red hair that tumbled out from under her riding helmet. Her face had been flushed with anger.

Their relationship at first was prickly – she found him arrogant and annoying; he found her cool and stand-offish. But this changed as they got to know each other. In Joyce’s Christmas production of The Sleeping Beauty, staged at the civic theatre in Clayton, in which Tom had been dragooned into playing the prince opposite Janette as the princess, he found that he was falling for her and sensed his feelings were being reciprocated. He had determined to see more of her in future.

Tom soon settled in at Risingdale. He bought a small cottage in the village, the former home of Mrs Golightly who was downsizing to an apartment. Mr Gaunt, keen on this young teacher staying at the school, had been most generous in loaning him the deposit. Before buying the cottage, Tom had stayed at the local inn, the King’s Head, got to know and to like the straight-talking locals, attracted the amorous attentions of the landlady’s daughter, Leanne, and managed to get into a fight with the son of the local squire. He had endeared himself to the vicar when he prevented thieves from stripping the lead from the church roof and impressed the local Member of Parliament with his views on education. He had also come to the politician’s aid when the
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