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As always the book is peppered with the hilarious and heartwarming incidents that a life living and working with children inevitably contains.
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Prologue

Martine

A surprisingly powerful September sun rose into the sky on a clear Monday morning, rapidly warming the ancient temporary classroom at the back of the little Dales school. I felt its heat on my back and I noticed some of the children turn to avoid its glare as they sat writing their News. I moved across the room quietly and opened some of the windows, not wanting to disturb the heavenly calm as twenty-five eight- and nine-year-olds scribbled away in their jotters. I was enjoying the interesting mix of characters that made up my new Class 3 and the first few days of term had been almost serene.

The door opened and Joyce Berry, the enthusiastic, cosmetically enhanced headteacher, noticed my surprise as she introduced a rather stern-looking parent governor to the class.

‘Sorry to interrupt you, Mr Seed; it is lovely to see your class working so hard but, children, this is Mrs Sykes, one of our new school governors. Some of you will know her from the village, I’m sure. She’s going round the school and observing each class for half an hour, so she’ll just sit in the corner while you carry on with what you’re doing.’

I had forgotten. It was in my diary, I recalled, but it had somehow slipped my mind. Not that there was any concern, with the children working so well on a quiet task. I found Mrs Sykes a chair, smiled warmly and gave Joyce a no-problem-at-all nod as she left the room.

‘They’re just writing their news from the weekend, Mrs Sykes. I’ll give it five more minutes then ask some of them to share what they’ve been up to.’

Any reply was interrupted by the scrape of a chair as a broad, unkempt girl stood up.

‘Mr Seed, I need toilet.’ It was Martine.

‘Martine, you mean, “Please may I go to the toilet?”’

‘Please, I’m bustin’.’ Her jiggle emphasised the point.

I nodded as Mrs Sykes drew a small notebook out of her black handbag. There was something very likeable about the tousle-haired Martine Clarkson, despite her rather chaotic approach to life.

I was leaning over Fraser Garth’s shoulder studying his rugged, farmer’s boy handwriting in which he matter-of-factly described ‘cutting maggots off a sheep’s bum’ when the wasp flew in.

It wasn’t a piddly little workaday wasp but one of those really big menacing ones. I heard the commotion before I saw it: a squeal followed by a succession of bumps with children yowling as they ducked and flapped.

‘Keep still!’ I bellowed. Some of them tried but most involuntarily swayed or swiped at the angry-looking insect as it freely toured the room.

‘Stay in your seats,’ I advised. ‘It’s much less likely to sting you if you keep perfectly still.’ Then it came over to me. It really was a big so-and-so. I confidently stood motionless until it inspected my face, at which point I ducked manically and took a lash at it with the dinner register, missing by a distance. There were laughs from the older boys followed by more screeching as the wasp set off for the other side of the room.

Seeing my example, the irrepressible Lawrence Quantick unsuccessfully assaulted it with his jotter, which only succeeded in driving the airborne pest towards the nervous Vicky Rushworth, who yelped with tight eyes and hunched shoulders before flinging herself on to me for protection.

‘Stop trying to hit it,’ I ordered guiltily. ‘If we leave it alone it might go out. Stephen, open the door please.’

‘I’m terrified of wasps,’ wailed the shaking Vicky.

‘Me too!’ chorused several children as I glanced over to Mrs Sykes who was busily recording the whole episode in her notebook.

After another thirty seconds of flapping, wailing and fuss from the children, the yellow fiend landed on a window. I saw my chance and, grabbing and rolling up a clutch of papers, I stealthily advanced on the crawling wasp. The whole class watched as I drew back my arm.

‘No, don’t kill it, that’s cruel!’ It was Lisa Bowe, an evidently sensitive girl and an early junior animal rights activist – something very rare in rural Yorkshire in the 1980s. I was tempted to ignore her but could feel Mrs Sykes’ eyes on my back.

‘Mash it, Mr Seed!’ called big Howard Sedgwick, and most of the boys chorused agreement. But I withdrew my arm and asked Lisa to fetch me a water pot from the painting cupboard. The tiger-striped insect, seeming to anticipate my plans, scuttled to the top of the window just out of reach. Someone offered me a chair to stand on. I felt its grey plastic seat sag dangerously as I stepped up. The wasp was now within reach and I was just about to clamp the pot over it when the classroom door clattered against the wall and Martine appeared, causing me to lose my balance.

‘What’s goin’ on, like?’ she cried, seeing the entire class out of their seats and craning for a view of the ‘killer hornet’ as some of them were calling it.

‘It’s just a wasp,’ I said. ‘Come in and sit down and get on with your work.’ Fat chance.

‘But, Mr Seed, toilet’s broken and I ain’t bin yet.’ She held up a white plastic bolt for everyone to see. ‘This fell out of the back o’ the bog.’

‘Please don’t use that word, Martine.’ But she wasn’t listening. Several of the children were making ‘Euurrgghh’ sounds and suggesting that she had picked up something decidedly slimy.

‘That’s disgusting!’ said Vicky Rushworth, sticking out her tongue.

Martine’s face tightened. ‘You can talk, Vicky. I saw you throwing salad in the loo on Friday.’

Before I could intervene, Helen Guy piped up. ‘Aye, that’s true, I wondered what that lettuce were doin’ there. Wouldn’t flush either.’

‘Be quiet girls!’ I called, almost falling off the chair, but Vicky had the look of the unjustly accused and couldn’t hold back.

‘That’s not fair – Beverley made me do it. She was really hungry at lunchtime and didn’t want to wait for a hot dinner so she got a salad and just ate the meat and bread but she doesn’t like lettuce so she gave it to me under the table cos I was going to the toilet and she told me to flush it down the loo and—’

‘All right!’ I was tempted to go into the classic, ‘Well, if Beverley told you to jump off a cliff, would you do it?’ routine but this was not the time. ‘Right, Vicky, stop there – I’ll deal with this later. Sit down. And, Martine, put that bolt on the shelf and go to the toilet quickly.’

I glanced back at the wasp. It had taken off again.

My next tactic, amid the continuing ducking and flapping of the children, was to try to shoo the wasp towards the open door using the Times Concise Atlas. It seemed to be working at first but then the wasp landed on Anna Reed’s neck. The poor girl was so terrified that she froze, her hands shaking and her eyes the size of golf balls.

Advice rained in on the unfortunate victim from all quarters, including me, but the wasp looked disturbingly interested in investigating the inside of her collar. I hurried forward to intercept it but was beaten by Lawrence Quantick, who decided that the best solution was to whack Anna’s neck with his jotter. She screamed at full volume but the insect had already sensed the attack and taken off. I added Lawrence to my mental list of miscreants then stopped to minister to Anna who was now in tears and threatening to get her dad to come and deal with her assailant.

I put an arm round her and vainly hoped that Mrs Sykes would see the funny side. Anna’s sobs subsided and the class calmed down a little, too, as the wasp once more landed on a window.

‘It didn’t sting me, did it?’ she said.

‘I don’t think so.’ Although her neck was so red it was hard to tell.

‘Mr Seed, you didn’t notice that I had my hand up, either.’

‘I’m really sorry, Anna. What was that for?’

‘Ricky wrote piss off in his News.’

The whole table’s eyes lit up. ‘Er, he what?’

‘He wrote piss off – look.’ She reached over and slid an exercise book away from the pale, slight boy next to her.

‘I never,’ he said, with anxious eyes.

I studied his jotter, knowing that the writing would be difficult to decipher since Ricky had significant learning difficulties. As expected, the page was a smudgy scrawl of pencil. The letters were large, ill-formed and in many cases back-to-front but I could just about make out a tangled block of script:

i wnt to Tims bufday pratee i got a piss off cayk

‘It’s all right,’ I said, smiling towards the inert Ricky but addressing Anna. ‘He’s just put that he went to Tim’s birthday party and was given a piece of cake.’

‘But it does say—’

‘Yes, it was just a spelling mistake, that’s all.’ I looked round for a wasp update and noticed that it was still on the windows.

Briskly if forlornly ordering everyone to sit down and finish their work, I marched straight over to the window and pulled it open. Using a plastic ruler I managed to flick the infuriating insect towards the gap, where it detected fresh air and winged out swiftly to a cheer from the class. I didn’t waste a moment.

‘Right, Howard, please close all of the windows and the door.’ It was time for a deep breath. Mrs Sykes continued to scribble. I went on, giving my voice as much authority as I could muster, ‘Listen carefully, everyone. We’ve wasted enough time this morning. I want you all to sit in your places without making a sound. I want you to finish your writing quickly then check it carefully. Understood?’

There was a broad mumble of ‘Yesses’, followed by about forty seconds of beautiful silence.

Then Lawrence put up a hand. ‘I’m too hot now, Mr Seed.’

‘Tough.’ They had to know who was boss; a bit of sun wouldn’t hurt.

With five minutes left before playtime, a kind of sanity returned as selected children read out their News and I picked out sections for praise before the class discussed some of the more interesting items sensibly.

Mrs Sykes finally put down her notebook and listened intently as I managed the remnants of the lesson and encouraged individuals to speak clearly and strive to make improvements to their writing. I hardly dared look, but detected what might even have been a half-smile from her at some of the more charming comments made by the class. Somehow, despite the hornet invasion, a rescue had been accomplished.

It was at this moment of hard-earned calm that the door burst open and Martine walked in. She had a toilet seat around her neck.

‘Mr Seed, it’s really broken now!’


Chapter One

Lawrence

I stopped the bike at the top of the hill and looked down over the village where we lived: Applesett. The warm weather had continued for two weeks and I’d decided to make the most of it one Sunday afternoon in early September, taking out the shiny new touring bike to which I’d treated myself with birthday money.

Applesett was a remarkable place: a classic Dales stone village, situated at the confluence of three valleys and hidden away from the main road through Swinnerdale, giving it a tranquillity that was the envy of so many communities. From here I could survey its long sweep of sturdy cottages bordering a tapering, sloped green with the homely white pub in the centre.

All I could hear was the call of lambs drifting off the fells and the chatter of swallows perched on the power line above my head before the distant rattle of a truck drew my eyes down towards the bottom of the scene where the village’s magical waterfall was tucked away in a cleft among the rocks.

To my right, over the mossy dry stone walls, the great soaring bulk of Spout Fell rose up to nearly 2,000 feet. I turned away from the jumbled farmyard ahead and into a tight, lumpy lane next to a series of small fields thick with lush grass, where I was greeted by the warm smell of cow muck. In the distance, I could see right across the main valley of Swinnerdale to the stout fortress of Castle Heywood, where we’d first arrived in the Dales.

I turned the bike on to the rising road and headed up Buttergill, the little-known, tight valley behind the village, with its steep arching hills and scatter of lonely farms. The light played off the fells in the distance as I wheeled past the colours of early autumn: hazel, brambles, long twists of ivy swamping the walls and pink spots of herb Robert. In every field a scatter of rabbits scurried away at my approach.

As usual, I passed no traffic on the dead-end road and so made haste along the rising and falling track, until I reached one of my favourite spots, a tiny bridge over the dale’s peat-brown stream. I stopped and listened to the gentle tumbling rush of the beck, twisting between mossy boulders and alder roots. Two pheasants bobbed away for cover on the far bank amid the knapweed and cranesbill. Once more there were no sounds except for the buzz of bees and the yack of rooks in some distant trees.

Heading back I cut across a grassy track down the hill into the village and swept my head back as a tortoiseshell butterfly sailed across my path. Remarkably it turned and fluttered by my side, matching my speed as I rumbled down the path for some distance. With great joy I raced the orange-speckled creature back to the houses, once more delighting in this remarkable place where we lived.

As soon as I arrived at the minuscule front garden of Craven Bottoms, our lopsided house next to the chapel, I was greeted by my two boys, pensive Tom, just over three, and raucous Reuben, now sixteen months old and unstoppable. Barbara, my wife, was pulling weeds out of a flower bed.

‘Good ride?’ she said.

‘Wonderful; what have the boys been like?’

‘Same as usual: Tom was trying to look at books while Reuben wanted to throw plastic animals at him. I got them out in the sandpit eventually. I’m afraid it’s more or less empty now.’

‘Except for those teddies and that jigsaw.’

‘Yes, and the worms they found.’

‘Anyway, cup of tea?’

‘Ooh, yes please, but I’ve got some exciting news first.’

My heart missed a beat: our interpretation of ‘exciting’ wasn’t always the same.

‘What?’

‘Do you remember Doug and Rosie from York?’

‘Erm, vaguely, yes. I think you knew them better than I did.’

‘Well they rang twenty minutes ago to say that they’re looking for a house in Swinnerdale. Doug’s got a job at Ingleburn Secondary and they’re renting a small place down the dale.’

‘That’ll be fun to see them again. But, if they are the ones I remember, aren’t they quite, er, alternative for the Dales? Doesn’t Rosie weave her own bread and all that?’

‘Well, yes, but I’ve invited them over for a meal anyway.’

I went to make the tea, trying to picture the couple I’d last seen about four years ago.

The following morning I got to Cragthwaite Primary School at quarter past eight and was, apart from the headteacher Joyce, the first to arrive. The school was situated at the back of Cragthwaite village, which was one of broad Swinnerdale’s larger communities, about six miles from Applesett, and another handsome place. The building itself was a squat, plain affair, built around 1970 when four tiny outlying Victorian schools were closed. It housed four classrooms, my own being a tatty ‘mobile’ outside the main structure.

As usual, the caretaker-cleaner Pat Rudds was pushing a mop around inside, looking fed up.

‘Morning, Pat. Is it your ankles again?’

‘It’s always me flamin’ ankles. They’re swollen like cottage loaves. Ma doctor dun’t give a chuff, neither.’

I was about to answer when a voice cut in from behind. ‘Get some onions on them, that’s what my mother always did.’

It was Hilda Percival, the diminutive rascal of an infant teacher. She noted Pat’s surprise then leaned over to me to whisper. ‘Never did ’er any good, tho’.’

Hilda was a Cragthwaite resident, now in her sixties, and had taught in the village for over thirty years. As usual, she went away chuckling at her own gag.

I headed for the staffroom and waited for the brief but unpopular pre-nine o’clock meeting that Joyce had recently established. A moment later the bulky figure of Val Croker, the deputy head, crashed through the door. She was carrying two large bags in one hand and a stuffed owl in the other, which she threw across the room at me.

‘There you go, be careful with that.’

I caught it by the base, reacting quickly out of sheer surprise. ‘Er, wow, thanks Val.’

‘You are doing a woodland project, aren’t you? If you take your rabble to the woods you’ve no chance of seeing anything alive so you may as well have something dead to study. I’ve got a weasel too – I’ll bring that tomorrow.’

Before I could answer, Sue Bramley the marvellously efficient classroom assistant came in, followed by a jangle of beads which heralded Emma Torrington, the chaotic Class 1 teacher aged somewhere in her early thirties.

‘Hello, everyone!’ she beamed. ‘Oh Sue, give me lots of coffee, please. Nice owl, Andy.’

I decided to hide the bird before Hilda saw it and made lots of awful twit jokes. She entered a moment later, complaining as usual that she had better things to do than blether in the staffroom. Val sat down and looked at her watch.

Sue noticed. ‘I heard the phone go just now. Joyce might be late.’

We all wondered if it was worth nipping into our classrooms.

‘Well, here we are, another school year, another bunch of empty-headed kids to sort out,’ said Val, blowing on her pint mug of coffee.

‘Oi, I was teaching your lot last year, they must have learned something,’ I protested.

‘I meant the new starters in Emma’s, you soft pillock,’ said Val shaking her head.

Hilda invited herself into the conversation as always. ‘Oh, over the holidays they’ll have forgotten everything you taught them, don’t worry about that.’

‘Aye,’ said Val, ‘they come in wearing their new shoes, they call you mum, they babble to all their mates about their week in Scarborough or Spain, but as soon as you get down to some work they look blank.’

‘Most of them never read during the summer and half are scratching their bottoms with some scrofulous sheep disease,’ said Hilda.

‘Oh, come on you two,’ I said. ‘It’s not that bad.’

Emma laughed. ‘Pay no attention to them, Andy. You should know by now they do this every September – they just need to have a good moan and get it out of their system.’

‘I wish the little beggars would get the worms out of their system,’ said Hilda. ‘I keep telling them that biting their nails will lead to itchy nethers. That Martin Fawcett can’t leave his backside alone …’

Sue groaned. ‘Oh, can we change the subject please, Hilda.’

‘How about scabies, then?’

‘No, don’t tell us about Melanie Peacock from 1969 again,’ groaned Val. ‘I’ve heard that seventeen times before.’

‘Actually, I think I’ve got a rash meself,’ said Hilda, getting up and examining her leg. ‘Oh, hang on – I’ve been sitting on a protractor. It could be a forty-five degree burn.’ We all groaned and hoped that Joyce would rescue us.

Lawrence Quantick surveyed the owl with great interest. ‘It’s a tawny, isn’t it, Mr Seed?’

‘I think so,’ I said, wishing I’d checked with Val.

Lawrence was extremely keen on nature, like many of the children in my class. He was an interesting boy, an off-comer, as the locals called outsiders, who had moved to the dale two years before when his father had bought the caravan park in nearby Shawby. He was regarded by the locals as being a little posh, but I would have described him first and foremost as overenthusiastic. That, and unable to keep his mouth closed for more than four seconds. But he was a likeable character all the same.

‘We have a stuffed fox at home, Mr Seed. Shall I ask if I can bring it in?’

‘That would be great, Lawrence. Just make sure that you do ask.’

An idea popped into my head at that moment. With the owl, Val’s weasel and a fox, we could make a wonderful woodland table in the classroom. I had already planned a walk in some nearby woods for the following day and decided that we could collect twigs, acorns, conkers and the like to create a large, impressive display, using the wall behind, too. I began to get really excited about the idea and had some difficulty switching my attention to the forthcoming session on adverbs.

The following day the class was lined up in pairs outside the school, ready to walk down the drive and up the lane to the nearby woods. A parent, Mrs Lawson, was accompanying us and I was delighted to see that the weather was once again fine.

‘Right children, reminders,’ I called, waiting for them to turn to me. ‘Remember that we are doing two things on this walk. One, looking for signs of woodland animals: tracks, droppings, signs of feeding and, er, birds and animals themselves, of course.’ I hesitated, knowing full well that we would scare off every living creature within two miles. ‘Your job is to spot these things and sketch them in your pads and try and identify them. Don’t lose your pencil.’

A hand went up. It was Martine. ‘I’ve already lost mine.’ I gave her a spare then asked what our second objective was. 

Lawrence blurted out. ‘To collect bit and pieces!’

‘Yes; leaves, seeds, fruits, twigs, that kind of thing, to make a display.’

‘Fruits?’ said Martine. ‘You mean like bananas and stuff?’ Everyone laughed.

Lawrence interrupted again, ‘No, he means like hawthorn berries – they’re fruit aren’t they, Mr Seed?’

‘Correct, yes, but please put your hand up, Lawrence.’

He put his hand up.

‘Yes, Lawrence?’

‘My mum’s bringing the fox at lunchtime in the car. She didn’t trust me to carry it in this morning.’

‘Excellent. Right, stay in your pairs everyone and no shouting or running. It’s time to go.’

We got about five yards down the path before Ricky needed the toilet.

The woods were actually a long, narrow copse beyond Sunters’ farm next to the school and had a handy footpath running down the middle. The children crept through it in wonder, as if they’d never been in woodland before. At least two walked into trees as they shuffled forward with their heads down hoping, no doubt, to uncover the footprints of bears, wolves and wildcats.

Seeing that some children were starting to wander off, I gathered them back up again.

‘Listen please, Class 3, I have a very important reminder. Remember there are probably poisonous mushrooms and berries in this wood so don’t touch any fungi and ask Mrs Lawson or me before you pick any berries.’ The word poisonous seemed to do the trick and several of them moved about much more cautiously, as if a toadstool might lurch out at them at any moment.

Ricky and his partner-in-crime Gary Blacow didn’t seem perturbed, however, and were soon running up to me with a succession of items.

‘Mr Seed, we’ve found a acorn,’ said Ricky.

‘Lovely. That’s an acorn, Ricky.’

‘And I’ve got an conker,’ whooped Gary.

Bless them, they weren’t the greatest minds in the school. Two minutes later they were back. Gary held out his hand.

‘What are these, Mr Seed?’

‘They’re beech nuts.’

Ricky furrowed his brow. ‘But there aren’t any beaches round here.’

With any other child I might have thought this was a joke, but not with poor Ricky. As he ran off to find more wonders, I saw a fat wasp on the trunk of a nearby ash and wondered if this was my nemesis from a week before. I smiled and said in a comedy voice, ‘So, we meet again, Doctor Vespa.’

‘Yer what, Mr Seed?’

I hadn’t seen Trudy Hammond waiting behind me.

‘Oh, er, nothing. What do you want, dearie?’

She giggled and said what I feared she’d say. ‘I need the loo.’

Did these children do nothing but drink? I called over Mrs Lawson and asked her to help the sensible Trudy locate a convenient shrub. I just hoped that no one was in it gathering specimens.

I went to see how the rest of the class were doing. Most were noisily collecting twigs and leaves but a few were quietly drawing. I overheard two boys, Tim Musgrave and Jason Fisher, who didn’t see my approach from the other side of a large tree.

‘Hey,’ said Tim, ‘did yer see that bird fly up there? I think it wer a woodpecker.’

‘Don’t look at it,’ replied the sullen Jason. ‘You’ll only have to write about it later.’

Despite this cynicism, most of the children were having a wonderful time, even if their sketches were at best minimalist, and the carrier bags with which they had been issued were soon bulging and tearing. When I called them together to head back to school we had owl pellets, rabbit bones, leaf skeletons, pheasant feathers, a dead bee, some squirrel-raided hazelnuts, several kilos of sycamore seeds, an immense pile of pine cones and approximately 2,780 conkers. We also had a Mars Bar wrapper that Lisa insisted we couldn’t leave because it was litter and could kill a passing hedgehog. I refused, however, to take the deer turd that Lawrence wanted to bring. At any rate, we would certainly have enough for a display.

Back at school, Mrs Quantick arrived with the stuffed fox at lunchtime, bringing it into the classroom while the children were in the hall for dinners. It was a magnificent specimen, mounted on a long base, with one paw raised threateningly and its mouth wide open as if in mid-attack, displaying two impressive rows of jagged teeth.

‘She’s lovely, isn’t she?’ said Mrs Quantick who was dressed from head to toe in Barbour.

‘Fantastic,’ I said. ‘I’ll make sure that we look after, erm, her well. And we’re OK to keep her here for a couple of weeks? I’d like to make a big woodland display.’

‘Of course, no prob, super idea. How’s Larry getting along?’

‘Larry? Oh, Lawrence! Er, yes, fine. He’s enthusiastic, very enthusiastic.’

‘Super! That’s just want you want, Mr Speed, I’m sure. Nothing beats a blast of enthusiasm.’

I nodded hesitantly but before I could ask her the fox’s story she was gone. In the meantime, I hid the animal in the small classroom store cupboard, then rushed around the room to set up the next teaching session.

At the start of the afternoon, Lawrence bounded into the room. ‘Did my mum bring the fox?’

‘Yes, thanks, it’s great.’

‘It’s actually a vixen, the taxidermist told us. Shall I tell the class all about it?’

‘That would be excellent, Lawrence,’ I said, tempted to call him Larry for fun. ‘But it will have to wait until tomorrow because we have science and art to fit in next.’

‘Awww, I won’t take long, really, Mr Seed, I’ll keep it brief.’

I looked at him and we both knew perfectly well that he never kept anything brief.

The next lesson began with me asking the class to write a list of woodland creatures that they had seen or had found evidence of, using books for identification. Jason came up to me after I’d finished speaking. He was a child that didn’t endear himself to people easily.

‘Mr Seed, I can’t find my pen.’

‘Well, just use one of the spare ones on my desk, Jason.’

‘But it’s a special pen; it was a birthday present from my dad.’

He described the cartridge pen and I asked the class if anyone had seen it but they hadn’t. ‘When did you last have it?’

‘This morning, before we went out on the walk.’

‘Have you checked your drawer and bag?’

‘Yeah, I’ve looked twice.’

‘You didn’t take it on the woodland walk did you?’

He looked doubtful. ‘I don’t think so. I don’t remember taking it.’

‘Anyway, it’ll turn up I’m sure, Jason. You need to get your work done now.’ He went away muttering that he had to find it, and I was soon confronted by a line of other children needing help.

At half past three, the room was empty again and I breathed a sigh of relief. There was some superb artwork drying on the tables: paintings of treecreepers and voles and badgers, each made with real care and attention to detail. The most magnificent was Lawrence’s stag, which he’d insisted on doing almost life-size. I couldn’t wait to get them cut out and put up on the wall.

I brought three large branches in from outside, then stapled some azure paper to the largest wall space for a background. I arranged two cupboards in front and covered them with green paper before laying out the best of the children’s woodland finds, along with some moss I’d brought from home. Next I cut out the painted animals and began to attach them to the wall.

An hour and a half later I added the large branches then brought out the stuffed animals as the centrepiece of what was a truly magnificent display, even if I said it myself. The fox, of course, was at the centre. I added a large label then stepped back to admire my work. After a few seconds the door swung open and the unwieldy figure of Pat Rudds filled the doorway. I decided to keep quiet and let her enjoy the honour of being the first person to see the display.

She bustled in dragging a mop and bucket, with her head down as usual. I said nothing. Pat shuffled forward, heaving the bucket to the side then stopped to rub her lower legs. It was late and she evidently thought the room was empty. She looked up and let out a walloping scream, tumbling backwards and crashing into a pile of Maths books.

‘Bloody Norah! Bloody helling bloody Norah.’

My heart was now racing. ‘Are you all right, Pat?’

She screeched again. ‘Eurrrk, you made me jump. It was bad enough with that flamin’ fox there.’

‘Sorry, Pat.’ I went over to her and noticed that the fox was right opposite her, its fanged mouth facing the door.

‘What a bloody place to put that thing. I ’ate foxes ’n’all …’

I tried very hard but couldn’t help a slight chuckle. ‘At least you know it’s there now, Pat.’

‘Well, you may laugh but ma nerves are shot now and it won’t do me ankles any good. You’ll ’ave to move it a bit or someone else’ll ’ave a shock like me.’

I was about to go over and shift it when the door opened again and a well-built, suited man came into the room. I didn’t recognise him.

‘Hello, can I help you?’ I said.

‘Jason tells me he’s lost his pen,’ he said abruptly.

‘Ah, you must be Mr Fisher, then, his dad.’

‘It was a very expensive present that pen – a Parker. Have you looked for it?’ He seemed in a real hurry and came into the room without being invited and started glancing about. Pat raised her eyes and went over to her mop.

‘I haven’t had time to look, Mr Fisher. I’ve been rather busy.’

‘Well, it needs to be found. He’s only had it for a few weeks.’ He crouched down and started to peer under the cupboards before pulling out drawers and rifling through them. I didn’t know what to say.

‘Erm, I have asked the class if they’ve seen it, Mr Fisher, and Jason has looked for it today. I wonder whether he took it on the woodland walk this morning and dropped it.’

He stood up and dusted his knees, giving me an unexpectedly severe look. ‘He told me that he didn’t take it on the walk, Mr Seed. I hardly think he’s lying.’

‘Could it be at home, then?’

‘It’s his school pen – he keeps it here. Another child’s probably taken it.’

‘I really think that’s unlikely. We don’t have a problem with that sort of thing in Cragthwaite.’ I was finding it increasingly difficult to disguise my dislike for this impudent man.

He looked at me again, glanced round the room, then at his watch. ‘Well, I am not happy, Mr Seed. That pen needs to be found.’ He walked out swiftly.

Pat Rudds, leaning on her mop, watched him stride down the path. ‘What a delightful man. Don’t envy yer dealin’ with the likes of ’im.’

I nearly said what I wanted to say but thought it best to hold my tongue, knowing Pat and the village’s thirst for gossip. Instead I grabbed a huge pile of marking, forced it into my bag and headed home.

The following morning the classroom buzzed with approval and curiosity as children came in and saw the grand woodland display. They pressed round the animals and admired the fox in particular while Lawrence stood guard alongside and recounted its story.

‘It was injured trying to dig into our hen enclosure,’ he said. ‘My dad found it tangled up in chicken wire and unconscious.’

‘Ma dad shoots ’em,’ said Gary.

Lawrence ignored him. ‘It had lost a lot of blood and the vet put it down, so we took it to the taxidermist in Ingleburn.’

‘The what?’ said Martine.

Lisa filled her in. ‘The man who stuffs animals.’

‘What’s that got to do wi’ taxis?’

The questions flowed forth. ‘Are the eyes real?’

‘What’s he do with its guts?’

‘Can I put me ’and in its mouth?’

‘’Ow much are they? I might get me dog stuffed when it pegs out.’

I reluctantly called the children back to their seats and took the register before asking once more if anyone had seen a Parker pen. The whole class spent ten minutes scouring the room without success before we were called to assembly. As the class lined up, Jason continued to mutter that someone must have taken it.

It was about three weeks later that I took down the woodland display, its leaves now curled and grey, the conkers dusty and shrivelled. I returned the owl and weasel to Val with thanks and told Lawrence to ask his mum to pick up the fox. In the meantime, I put it in the store cupboard for safe keeping.

Lawrence’s memory, however, was not as reliable as his enthusiasm and when there had been no sign of Mrs Quantick for several days, I quite forgot about the large stuffed animal that was wedged in the old cupboard at the back of the room. The reminder that it was still there came rather too abruptly for comfort late one afternoon as I absent-mindedly opened the cupboard door looking for some tissue paper. My eyes were unexpectedly confronted by a gaping red mouth of fangs, snarling eyes and a raised paw. It gave me such a shock that I spontaneously yelped, while the cup of tea in my left hand decanted mostly on to my trousers. My eyes flicked round to see if Pat was watching.

She wasn’t but when my heart finally calmed down I had to laugh.


Chapter Two

Estelle

The week that had started so well with the woodland walk began to turn sour. On Friday, I arrived at home to find Barbara with a glum face. The boys were crawling all over her, seeking fun, but I could see right away that there was something wrong.

‘What’s the matter, are you all right?’ I said, moving to sit down beside her, as my two sons transferred their attention to me, hoping that I’d be more responsive.

‘I’m all right but our mortgage isn’t.’

‘What do you mean?’ I said with a grimace, as Reuben accidentally put his full weight down on my groin.

‘They’ve put the interest rate up again.’

‘You’re joking! It was only a few weeks ago they did that last time.’

‘It’s not looking good. Things were tight before but now we’re really struggling. I’m cutting back on everything I can but if I can’t sell lots of Christmas decorations this year, well, I don’t like to think about it.’

We sat there in silence contemplating this shock, as our oblivious little sons demanded to play. My salary was still on a low grade and concepts like overtime didn’t exist in teaching, while Barbara’s wooden craft business was a very small-scale operation involving a lot of time and effort for not much reward.

She could see my mind working over the problem. ‘Well, we’ve got a simple choice, really,’ she said. ‘We either live on economy lentils and have no holiday or I get a proper job. You can’t earn any more at the moment so it’s down to me.’

‘Unless I try and get promotion.’

‘Well, yes, but those sorts of opportunities just don’t come up in the Dales. Think how long Val’s been a deputy at your place.’

‘That’s true. What sort of job would you consider? And there’s the whole childcare thing.’ I looked at Tom who, as usual, was just sitting quietly against me while Reuben bounced about.

‘Something part time, I don’t know what yet, but I’ll start to look. I’m sure Iris will have the boys and it’s not all that long until Tom’ll be starting school.’

I thought about our kindly neighbour and friend Iris Falconer across the green and felt reassured that she’d be the perfect babysitter if the need arose. That was something at least.

Estelle Wood was smart, outspoken, energetic and nosey. A slim, athletic nine-year-old with long brown hair, she had quickly established herself as the ‘head girl’ in Class 3, partly by virtue of being the eldest, but mainly through sheer force of personality. She had ears like radars and a mouth which was rarely shut.

‘When’s the student teacher starting?’ she asked me early in October as I walked to the classroom.

‘Estelle, how did you know about that? I haven’t told anyone.’

‘I overheard you talking to Mrs Berry about it last week.’

Well, at least she was honest. The conversation with Joyce had actually started at the beginning of term when the headteacher called me into her room. She’d redecorated the walls in a lush red and added a comfy armchair into which I appreciatively sank. As always, I found the aroma of her expensive scent almost overpowering.

‘Now Andy, love.’ She shuffled through piles of papers with her long fingers then gave me a characteristic warm smile. ‘Ah, here it is.’

I wondered what I was in for now as her eyes flicked over a page. ‘I’m not in trouble am I?’

‘Don’t be silly, I wouldn’t allow it.’ She looked up. ‘You’ve been teaching, what, four years now, haven’t you?’

‘It only feels like two but, yep, it is four,’ I said.

‘And you’re doing a terrific job. In fact, I don’t know what we’d do without you with all the sports and Design and Technology and creative things you do.’ I waited for the blow. ‘Well,’ she went on, ‘St Mark’s College asked me last year if we would have students and I said no but they’ve asked again and I can’t really turn them down, especially as I’m friends with one of the course leaders.’

‘But isn’t Cragthwaite a long way for them to come?’

‘Yes, but they’re getting so desperate for schools that they’re laying on a minibus for students right up the Dale.’

‘Are these postgraduate trainees or younger students?’

‘They’re undergrads in their second year, so mainly aged nineteen. They’re sending two: one infant specialist and one who wants to do juniors.’

‘And you’d like me to have the latter?’

‘I think you’ll be an excellent mentor, Andy. You don’t mind, do you?’ She fluttered her long eyelashes but there was no need: I was quite keen on the idea, thinking that it might just give me a few hours’ free time in the coming weeks to do marking and planning.

‘OK,’ I said. ‘When do they start?’

‘Good! There’s a prelim one-day visit in early October then they do a four-week teaching practice from the eighth. Your student’s name is Kim Bennett.’

Estelle wanted to know more. ‘Is it a he or a she, Mr Seed?’

‘Her name’s Miss Bennett.’

‘Ooh, I wonder what she’s going to be like …’

Kim Bennett arrived the next morning at eighty-thirty for her preliminary visit. With striking features, long legs and a swirl of dark hair she looked more like a fashion model than a primary school teacher.

‘Hi,’ she said, flashing perfect white teeth and extending a hand. ‘It’s Kim; I’m really excited to be here.’

‘Andy Seed. I’m glad that you’re here. I mean, it’s good to have you here, er, Kim.’

‘Is it OK to call you Andy?’

‘Er, yeah, sure – as long as it’s Mr Seed in front of the children.’

She giggled. ‘I can’t wait to meet the kids. I’m so looking forward to teaching them – college is OK but I just want to get stuck in, in the classroom.’

‘Good, well, there’ll be plenty of opportunity for that next week when you start properly.’

Within a few minutes children started arriving and all of them stared wide-eyed at Kim. With the exception of Estelle, I hadn’t told the class that we had a student with us but a gaggle of the older girls clearly knew, no doubt courtesy of their leader.

After the register I addressed the class. ‘Right everyone, I’d like to introduce Miss Bennett to you. She’s another teacher who is going to be helping you over the next few weeks.’ I made a special effort to avoid the word student.

Kim gave a little wave and grin, waggling her head from side to side. Most of the children seemed unsure what to make of her. I quickly regained their attention.

‘Now, look this way. Miss Bennett is just observing today, not teaching, so it’ll be a normal Thursday.’

Martine put up her hand. ‘What’s observing mean?’

I looked around. ‘Who can answer that?’

Estelle volunteered. ‘It means watching something sort of carefully.’

‘Good explanation,’ I said.

Martine scratched her head. ‘So Miss Bennett will be watchin’ us? Sort o’ like a spy?’

Kim laughed and answered herself, ‘No, nothing like that. I just want to get to know you all and see how you do things.’

Estelle certainly wasted no time getting to know the new student and, during Maths, I overheard a conversation they were having.

‘How old are you, Miss Bennett?’

‘I’m nineteen, twenty in January.’

‘Oh wow, my birthday’s in September.’

‘Did you get any nice presents?’

‘Yeah, a Sony Walkman, some clothes and loads of books.’

‘Great, I’ve got a Walkman – good aren’t they?’

‘You’re really pretty,’ said Estelle. ‘Do you have a boyfriend?’

At this point I moved over to Estelle’s table and asked to see her work. Kim smiled and moved away to talk to one of the boys. Estelle had hardly even started the questions I had set.

‘Estelle, I know it’s exciting having a new person in the room but you shouldn’t be just chatting to Miss Bennett like that and certainly not asking her personal questions. Come on, you need to catch up with this work.’

‘Sorreee,’ she said, aware that it was unquestionably cheeky.

‘What’s your student like then?’ asked Val the following day in the staffroom during morning break. ‘She’s a bit of a looker, I’ll say that.’

Emma spoke before I could answer. ‘A bit of a looker? She’s beautiful!’

‘What does the man think, though?’ added Hilda, putting me on the spot.

‘I can’t say I’ve noticed …’ I said, hoping that the joke would let me off the hook but it only seemed to make matters worse.

‘He’s blushing like a pound of cherries!’ squealed Hilda, causing me to redden more.

‘Of course I’ve noticed she’s attractive, but to answer Val’s question, she’s really overfamiliar with the children – I had to have a word with her about it twice. It doesn’t help having Estelle in the class who thinks she’s the same age …’

‘Oh yes, young Miss Wood,’ said Val. ‘I taught her older brother a few years back.’

Sue nodded. ‘They’re not short of confidence those kids.’

‘Gobby is the word I’d use,’ said Hilda.

‘Dead right,’ said Val. ‘But they’ve got brains, too.’

‘So, anyway, Andy,’ said Hilda, steering the conversation back to a place I didn’t want it to go. ‘You need to get on top of this student and be firm with her by the sound of it.’

‘Hilda!’ called Sue, while Emma screeched with laughter. ‘You can’t say that!’

But I was already heading out of the door.

Five days later, Kim was back in the classroom sitting beside me after school and going through her plans for her first lesson the following day. I’d suggested Art since it was something that all the children enjoyed and didn’t require as much preparation for differing abilities as the more academic subjects.

‘I’m going to do wax resist,’ she said enthusiastically, although it wasn’t really obvious from her written lesson outline. ‘We did it at college and I loved it. I think the pictures will make a lovely display – really colourful.’

‘OK, what theme have you chosen?’

She clearly hadn’t thought of this. ‘Erm, well, I was going to let them just choose but maybe autumn? We could do leaves with lots of oranges and reds. Yeah, actually, green ink washed over reds and yellows would be really striking.’

‘It sounds good,’ I said, not wanting to dampen her excitement. ‘Have you checked that we have the inks for that? And other resources?’

‘Oh, er, I’d just assumed that you’d have those things. I saw wax crayons.’ She flashed her dazzling smile once more and I sensed that she was used to getting away with things on its account. That and her low-cut top which, despite a superhuman effort, my eyes were continually drawn to. I didn’t dare suggest that it wasn’t appropriate clothing for a teacher and hoped that Joyce would make the point.

‘Well, we do have Brusho inks, actually, but they’re in powder form so you’ll need to mix them beforehand. What paper will you use?’

‘Er, white … ?’

‘Yes, it needs to be white for wax resist but what size and thickness?’

‘Oh, can you get different thicknesses?’

The lesson began with a lot of noise and this was maintained throughout. Kim just didn’t appear to have the knack of speaking to children in such a way that they would listen to her. She didn’t wait for quiet when addressing the class and so had to raise her voice above the chatter. This had the effect of just making the children talk more loudly. I was tempted to intervene but didn’t want to undermine her so early on in her session.

I felt sorry for Kim as she battled against the subsiding attention in the room but I knew that she had to go through this by herself in order to learn. Casting my mind back to my own days as a callow student teacher facing just such a class of cheeky kids in a village near York, I wondered if I was really any better. Theory and lectures were of limited value when it came to teaching; the only place to test your mettle was at the deep end. At the moment, Kim was flapping about trying to keep her head above water and it was tempting to throw her a line but I knew that I shouldn’t.

‘I want you to do some lovely pictures, OK?’ she said through the din. ‘Look at the autumn leaves out of the windows, draw them in wax crayon then wash over the page with green ink from the pot over there.’

Estelle’s hand was up right away. ‘What paper do we use?’

More questions from others followed.

‘How big do we draw them?’

‘Do we fill ’em in or do line drawings, like?’

‘Can I do the ’ole tree?’

‘Can us use any colour, Miss?’

‘I don’t get what yer mean by “wash t’page”. You mean clean it or summat?’

There then followed ten more minutes clarification by Kim with the rising noise of chatter once more making attention sparse.

‘OK, off you go!’ said Kim.

Martine came trundling up. ‘Yer what, miss? I didn’t hear any o’ that.’

She was followed by Ricky who, as ever, looked confused. ‘I don’t know what to do.’

The lesson was chaotic. Children were shouting, scraping chairs, moving about and using vast amounts of paper, scrawling huge messy sketches with as many colours of wax crayon as they could find. The green ink soon ran out and two boys asked if they could make some more. Kim nodded and rushed around, trying vainly to keep everyone on task.

I was finding it very hard just to sit and watch but this was the way the college had asked us to be. I had to let her make mistakes. She certainly knew how to do that, and while watching the mayhem I willed her to stop everyone, sit them down in silence and remind them of the exact task and the remaining time which was rapidly ebbing away. She looked flustered and some of her eye makeup had streaked with sweat.

‘Noise down, please, Class Three!’ she called. They took no notice.

Martine was finding out what would happen if you mixed every colour of ink. The answer was a horrible mess. Jason was snapping and flicking bits of crayon with a ruler, while Lawrence decided to experiment and see if wax resisted paint as well as ink: he emptied the art cupboard and tried every kind of substance.

Estelle, meanwhile, couldn’t help herself and was asking Kim where she bought her clothes, in between telling her what the boys of Class 3 were really like and even what she thought of the other teachers.

At one point, Estelle wandered by me so I called her over for a word.

‘Estelle, haven’t I told you that you really can’t talk to teachers like that?’

‘Yes, Mr Seed, but she’s a student, not really a teacher – she’s still at college.’

‘That makes no difference. I want you to stop having these conversations with her about clothes and presents and boys and so on. All right?’

She nodded guiltily. ‘Sorry.’

‘And please clear up some of the mess on your table.’

‘I will and I’ll make sure the others help.’

‘Good.’ I expected her to walk away but she lingered.

‘Mr Seed …’

‘Yes, Estelle?’

‘Do you think Miss Bennett’s pretty?’

When the bell for home time rang I surveyed what was left of my room. Every surface was covered with splashed, frenzied pictures that looked more like infants’ artwork. There was ink on all the desks, the walls, the floor and some of the books. The sink area looked like Vikings had rampaged through it and no one had put any chairs up. My nerves were frayed and Pat would be furious. Kim, meanwhile, her own attire festooned with rainbow splatters, came over to me smiling.

‘What did you think?’

I spent an hour going through the lesson with her, trying to be sensitive about the main issues. She gradually became quiet and, as she went to catch her minibus, I was left feeling somehow that I was in the wrong, seeing her face tired and flushed. I wondered if I’d been too harsh as I went round the room, trying to repair some of the devastation, but much of the sympathy I had for her drained away when I saw that she’d used an entire year’s supply of ink and most of the expensive cartridge paper.

Joyce walked in, smiling. ‘How did she get on? Oh.’

I outlined the calamity that was Kim’s first ever lesson.

‘Oh dear, I’m sorry, Andy. And I’m afraid that I’m not going to lighten your mood either.’

‘What do you mean?’ I said.

‘Remember Jason and his missing pen?’

I nodded.

‘Mr Fisher has made an official complaint to the governors.’

I picked the phone and heard the soft Dales tones of Adam Metcalfe.

‘Now then, Andy.’

I was at home chewing over Kim’s calamitous start and the dismal pen episode, and was pleased to have something take my mind off school.

‘How’s the farm?’ I asked.

‘Same as usual: we get by.’

Adam farmed high up beyond Swinnerdale in a bleak, wet valley called Rawdale, known locally as Reddle. With his steadfast wife Ruth and four young children, he somehow managed to eke out a living raising hill sheep on the worst land in the area. Since meeting him after he’d preached at the chapel in Applesett two years before, the family had become good friends and Adam’s gentle wisdom and practical, forgiving approach to life was just what I needed at this time.

‘I’m going over to Arkleton tomorrow night,’ he said, ‘dropping off some logs for my sister. There’s a sheep sale on at the auction mart – we could stop by for an hour if you fancied it.’

I jumped at the chance: not only had I said to him some time ago that I’d love to see where all the buying and selling of livestock happened locally but it would be a good chance to talk with him in the car on the way over.

‘Let it blow over is my advice,’ said Adam, as his old Vauxhall strained up the hill out of Reddle towards the greener valley beyond. I’d told him about Mr Fisher’s complaint but, as usual, he put me at ease.

‘There’ll always be complainers,’ he said, ‘in every walk of life; some just need to get it out of their system and some’ll never be pleased whatever you do.’

‘I just wish he hadn’t taken it to the governors.’

‘Oh, they’ve got more important things to think about than a lost pen, I reckon.’

‘True …’

‘And the head supports you – she knows you’re a good teacher. Just carry on doing what’s right.’

As ever, he put things in perspective, and when he told me of the struggles he had on his farm with awful weather, dead animals, rising feed prices, crumbling buildings and new European directives, I didn’t even bring up the subject of my wayward student teacher.

It was dark by the time we pulled into the muddy stone town of Arkleton and Adam steered his car towards the big sign saying Auction Mart. We wheeled past row upon row of Land Rovers, each one hitched to an aluminium trailer, then big livestock wagons and battered pick-up trucks.

‘Busy tonight,’ he said.

We put on wellies and walked across to the open-sided sheds where hundreds of sheep were huddled in small square holding pens with burly men clanking open gates and pushing them through.

‘These are all waiting to go through to be sold,’ he said. I couldn’t believe the number and variety of breeds. Adam pointed them out. ‘Them’re Suffolks, then we’ve got Herdwick cross, Dalesbred, Swardle, Texels, Blue-faced Leicesters, Mashams and Teeswater over at the back. A lot of mules, too, of course.’

‘Cross-bred?’

‘Aye, you’re learning.’

We clambered over some metal barriers and towards small huddles of flat-capped farmers. The night air was cold but there was a busy excitement about the place. A painted board on the side of one of the buildings proclaimed Belly clipping service available. Elsewhere were chalked notices:

Night milkers wanted

For sale: cattle crush

Win £5 in beef semen vouchers

Everywhere there were scraps of paper listing future sales for maiden heifers, suckled calves, store bullocks and stirks, or shearlings, gimmer hoggs, tups and horned draft ewes.

‘Come on, we’ll go into the ring and see my friend Rick in action,’ said Adam.

‘Who’s Rick?’

‘Richard Suggett – he’s the auctioneer.’

We pushed through a door and entered the nerve-centre of the auction: a dimly lit old building with a large circular pen in the centre, floored with sawdust. Eight or nine serious-faced men stood at one side of the ring eyeing four nervous sheep, while opposite, the white-coated auctioneer kept up an amplified babble. Around the circle were ancient wooden benches in rising tiers upon which were perched grizzled old farmers, red-faced lads and a handful of children. There were only four women in the room, two of whom sat by the auctioneer scribbling furiously on piles of paper. The whole place reverberated with the low chatter of men weighing up livestock.

We climbed over the benches to the back row which afforded a good view of the whole frenetic scene. I had no idea what was going on. What amazed me most was that gangs of sheep were hustled in and out of the ring so rapidly, most being sold within 40 seconds.

‘These are this year’s lambs from all over the country,’ explained Adam. ‘That’s why there are so many breeds – we’ve got lowland stuff from Bilthorpe way, hill sheep from the Lakes, upland from Wales or Scotland.’

‘I thought they’d be mainly local.’

‘A lot of them are but farmers’ll travel because it’s a good auction and they’ll get fair prices here.’

A single stumpy lamb was ushered through the gate and into the ring. A short, ruddy man pressed his hand into its rump and waggled some fingers. The auctioneer had already begun his jabber of prices and bids, only a few of which I could make out.

Fifteen, fifteen, I’m looking at fifteen, who’ll give me twelve, twelve there, twelve and a half, thirteen, thirteen, come on, thirteen for a good lamb …

I tried to work out who was who and eventually, with some guidance from Adam the scene began to make sense. Yardmen brought the lambs through from the pens once they were weighed and as soon as the previous sheep were sold and out of the ring the next group was pushed in with a clatter of gates, sometimes with the selling farmer, crook in hand, nudging the anxious animals around the ring so that everyone had
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