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Chapter 1

Elisabeth Devine, head teacher of Barton-in-the Dale village school, stared down at the letters on her desk and sighed. She had expected the first piece of correspondence from the Education Office but now, as she read the contents, she felt her chest tighten with apprehension. She looked out of the classroom window at the vast panorama of fields criss-crossed by silvered limestone walls which swept upwards to a belt of dark green woodland, the distant purple peaks and an empty azure sky. She dropped her eyes, read again the contents of the letter and sighed. 

She had been invited to a meeting with Ms Tricklebank, the Director of Education, to discuss the forthcoming amalgamation of Barton-in-the-Dale village school with the neighbouring primary school at Urebank. The Education Committee, in an effort to save money, had decided to close some small schools in the county and amalgamate less successful ones and those which were losing pupils. The number of children at Urebank had decreased and it had been decided that the school would become part of a consortium with Barton-in-the-Dale.

The ‘one-to-one consultation’, the letter informed Elisabeth, would be for Ms Tricklebank to outline plans for the amalgamation which would take place the following term and it would give Elisabeth the opportunity of ‘talking things through’ with the Director. Then a series of meetings involving the staff of the two schools which would soon be combined would be arranged. Elisabeth welcomed the opportunity of meeting the Director to discuss the arrangements but did not look forward to the meetings with Mr Richardson, the headmaster (as he liked to style himself) at Urebank, and his staff which would follow. She knew, however, that as the newly appointed head teacher of the integrated schools, this was one very large nettle she would have to grasp – and pretty firmly too. 

Elisabeth’s appointment had not been without its difficulties. She had been in competition for the post of head teacher with Robin Richardson, a self-important and condescending man who had been offered the post as her deputy, which he had grudgingly accepted. It would be a real challenge, thought Elisabeth, to get the teachers of both schools to work as a team and an even greater challenge to get the man who had been in competition for the head teacher’s post, and who felt angry and embittered, to accept the situation and work with her rather than against her. 

The second letter did nothing to lighten her mood. It was from Mr Steel, Her Majesty’s Inspector of Schools, informing her of an intended visit some time later that term. He said he would inform her of the date in due course.

A head appeared around the classroom door, a face as large and round as a full moon.

‘Is it all right if I come in, miss?’ asked the pupil cheerfully. She was a plump girl with bright ginger hair tied in bunches at the sides by two large bows. Smiling widely, she displayed an impressive set of shiny silver braces clamped on her teeth.

 ‘Yes, of course, Chardonnay,’ said Elisabeth, her face brightening at seeing one of her most good-humoured and enthusiastic pupils. ‘My goodness, you’re here bright and early at the start of term.’

‘To tell the truth I’m right glad to get back to school, miss,’ replied the girl. She scowled and wrinkled her nose as if an unpleasant smell had wafted her way. ‘I just had to get out of the house. There’s been nothing but moaning and groaning and shouting and squabbling all the holidays. My dad’s as grumpy as a bear with a sore bum. He’s been in a right rotten mood since his van got nicked with all his tools in. And my gran’s been as bad, complaining after being taken to hospital when she fell over line dancing and broke her ankle. My dad said it was her own fault because she’d had too many lager and limes. My mam said they were both doing her head in and she had enough trouble of her own, having had a right old ding-dong with the manager at work. Now that our Bianca with the baby has gone to live in Clayton with her boyfriend I’ve had no one to speak to.’

Elisabeth shook her head and laughed. ‘Quite a time, by all accounts,’ she said.

‘Did you have a nice Easter, miss?’ asked the girl.

‘I did, thank you, but like you I’m glad to get back to school. There are a lot of things to do this term.’

The girl grinned. ‘You’re getting married soon, aren’t you, miss?’ she announced.

Elisabeth smiled. ‘I am, yes.’

‘He’s dead nice is Dr Stirling, isn’t he, miss?’

‘I think so.’ 

‘It’s right romantic,’ said the girl, sighing heavily. ‘Just like in the book what I’m reading. It’s called Sweet Dreams Are Made of This and there’s this right dishy doctor and––’ 

Elisabeth changed the subject. ‘How are your sister and baby by the way?’

Chardonnay’s sister Bianca had given birth unexpectedly on Christmas Day. The girl, sixteen and barely out of school and fearful of how her parents would react, had managed to keep her condition a secret. She had taken to wearing a large shapeless coat, baggy jumpers and smocks and putting off the inevitable. Little Brandon had arrived, kicking and screaming lustily, delivered on the floor of the living room by Mrs Lloyd, a retired midwife who had been dragged from her festive dinner. Bianca, pleased at leaving home and all the recriminations and complaints, now lived with Clarence, her partner, and their child in a council flat in Clayton. 

‘They’re doing right well, miss,’ the girl told her. ‘Bianca’s still got her part-time job at the Rumbling Tum café in the village and her boyfriend is working at the bread factory in Clayton. He’s on the Farmhouse Crusties at the moment but he hopes to be promoted to the slicers next month.’

‘I’m really pleased to hear that things have worked out for them,’ said Elisabeth. ‘I guess Clarence’s Uncle Fred is missing him on the farm?’

‘He is, miss. He wants him to go back but our Bianca won’t have it. She said Clarence was taken advantage of and his uncle’s a mean-minded old bugg . . . so-and-so.’

Of course Bianca was quite right. Mr Massey, Clarence’s uncle, was a tight-fisted, grasping and curmudgeonly old man and not well liked in the village. 

‘Well, I’d better put the kettle on in the staff-room miss,’ said the girl. ‘The teachers will want a cup of tea when they arrive.’

Chardonnay and her friend Chantelle had volunteered to be tea monitors the previous term, and they took the job seriously. They were charged with washing the cups and saucers in the staff-room, emptying the teapot and putting on the kettle for the teachers’ morning and afternoon tea. The health and safety regulations precluded them from actually brewing the tea, something which the girls thought to be ‘just plain daft’, accustomed as they were to doing it all the time at home.

‘By the way, miss,’ said the girl, ‘we need a new rubber what-do-you-call-it on the teapot.’ 

Elisabeth looked at her quizzically. 

‘You know, miss, that rubber nozzle thing what goes on the end of the spout to stop the tea from dribbling. I was emptying the tea-leaves down the lavvy this morning and it come off and got flushed away.’

‘We’ll get another,’ Elisabeth told her. ‘I don’t think, however, that it’s a very good idea to get rid of the tea-leaves down the lavatory bowl. You remember what trouble we had last term when the toilets got blocked.’

‘We’ve always done it, miss,’ replied the girl. ‘Anyway, I couldn’t get it out before it got flushed away.’ 

‘I see.’

‘I’ve always managed to get it out in the past,’ the girl told Elisabeth casually, ‘and put it back on the spout, but this time I wasn’t able to fish it out.’

Elisabeth stiffened and her mouth curled with revulsion. Perhaps, she thought to herself, the teachers should make their own tea in future.



Mrs Scrimshaw, the school secretary, sat behind the desk in her office, her unfashionable horn-rimmed spectacles dangling on a cord around her neck. She stared wide-eyed and anxious at the screen and keyboard before her. 

During the Easter holidays, when she had called into school to deal with the mail, she had discovered to her consternation two large cardboard boxes in her office. She knew what they contained, for the head teacher had forewarned her. The new computer and printer had arrived. Reluctantly she had unpacked the contents and gazed in bewilderment at the assortment of wires, plugs and discs. 

The caretaker had arrived at the office to see what she was up to. Mr Gribbon was a tall, gaunt man with a hard beak of a nose and the glassy protuberant eyes of a large fish. He spent a great deal of his time regaling anyone willing to listen about the excessive amount of work he was expected to do and how he was a martyr to his bad back. 

‘Computer, eh,’ he remarked, jangling his keys. He perched on the corner of the desk.

‘Yes,’ replied the secretary irritably, ‘a computer.’

‘I didn’t know you were au fait with computers, Mrs Scrimshaw,’ he remarked.

‘I’m not!’ she snapped.

‘Well, what are you doing with a computer then?’ asked the caretaker.

 ‘Mrs Devine’s got it into her head that I should use it instead of my electric typewriter.’ She picked up a long black wire and held it as she might a venomous snake, her face screwed up in distaste. ‘I’ve no idea where this goes,’ she said. 

‘Well, there’ll be a socket for it somewhere,’ said the caretaker.

‘Mr Gribbon,’ retorted the school secretary, scowling, ‘I am not entirely unaware of the strikingly obvious. Of course there’ll be a socket. The machine is full of sockets and there are all these wires and plugs. I shall never get the hang of it. I’m supposed to be going on a course at the Teachers’ Centre when school starts next week, to learn how to use it, and I’m dreading it. I’ll feel such a fool with all those clever people who will know what to do. I don’t know why I can’t just use my typewriter.’

‘We have to move with the times, Mrs Scrimshaw,’ the caretaker told her unhelpfully.

‘Is that so? And since when have you moved with the times?’ she asked crossly, thrusting the tangle of wires back in the box. ‘You’re still using that old sweeping brush and you’ve been wearing that threadbare overall for as long as I can recall. You’re not exactly au fait, as you put it, with things modern.’

The caretaker made to speak but Mrs Scrimshaw hadn’t finished.

‘And as for moving with the times, in my view if the wheel isn’t broken, it doesn’t need fixing. I was perfectly happy with my typewriter and I have had no complaints.’

‘The thing is, Mrs Scrimshaw,’ said the caretaker, who should have had the common sense to let things lie, ‘everybody’s into word-processing these days. I mean, from what Mrs Pugh was telling me, the secretary down at Urebank School is very clued-up on the computer.’ Mrs Pugh was the part-time cleaner who spent two days at Barton-in-the-Dale and the remainder of the week at the neighbouring school of Urebank. ‘Mrs Pugh,’ continued Mr Gribbon, jangling his keys, ‘says the secretary down there rattles the letters off in no time.’

‘Does she really. Well, bully for her,’ said the secretary.

‘Mrs Pugh was telling me that the secretary down at Urebank––’

‘Mr Gribbon!’ interrupted Mrs Scrimshaw. ‘I am not interested in what Mrs Pugh has to say, or anyone else for that matter. Now, did you want something?’

‘I just popped in to say hello and to see if you wanted anything.’

‘What I want is for this wretched machine to work,’ she replied. ‘You can make yourself useful and see if you can find out where all these wires go.’

‘Oh no!’ snorted the caretaker, sliding off the desk. ‘Not my province. Anyway, I’ve got things to do. My floors need buffing.’

‘Then I suggest you get on with buffing them,’ she told him tersely.

The caretaker departed, leaving the school secretary staring in dismay at the computer.

The following Monday morning, on the first day of the summer term, Mrs Scrimshaw sat staring at the machine on her desk. She had tried to get the computer to work but to no avail, and wondered just how she was going to cope. 

A small boy entered the office. He was a rosy-cheeked child of about eight or nine, with bright brown eyes and hair cut in the short-back-and-sides style and with a neat parting. He could have been a schoolboy of the 1950s, dressed as he was in short grey trousers, a crisp white shirt and striped tie, a hand-knitted grey pullover, long grey stockings and sensible shoes. 

‘Hello, Mrs Scrimshaw,’ he said cheerfully.

‘Oh, hello, Oscar,’ she replied glumly. ‘You’re here nice and early.’

‘I was keen to get back to school,’ he told her brightly. ‘To be honest I’ve been pretty bored over the holidays. At a loose end, as my mother would say. I think she’s quite glad that I’m back at school.’

Yes, I can well believe that, thought the school secretary. The boy could be annoying at times. 

Oscar’s eyes lit up when he caught sight of the machine. ‘Wow!’ he cried. ‘A computer.’

‘Yes,’ she replied, weariness in her voice.

‘It’s a really top-notch one,’ said the boy excitedly as he ran his fingers across the machine. 

‘Really?’ the school secretary said, with little enthusiasm.

‘I have a computer,’ Oscar continued. ‘I got it last Christmas, but it’s not as hi-tech as yours. Pretty basic actually. I’m hoping my parents will upgrade it for my next birthday.’ 

Mrs Scrimshaw lifted her head sharply, like a dog picking up a scent.

‘You know how this thing works then, do you, Oscar?’ she asked.

‘Oh yes.’ 

‘And you know where all these wires go?’

‘Actually they are called leads,’ the boy told her, ‘and each fits into a socket. All the sockets are different so it’s impossible to put a lead in the wrong one. It’s quite simple really. Would you like me to show you?’

‘Thank you, Oscar,’ said Mrs Scrimshaw. ‘I would.’

She watched fascinated as the boy plugged in one lead after another and brought the computer to life.

‘It’s easy when you know how,’ he explained, his small fingers tapping away on the keys. ‘Shall I show you how to get on to the word-processor so you can write your letters?’

‘If you could,’ said the secretary, leaning over him.

When Mrs Devine put her head around the office door a moment later, she found the school secretary and Oscar scrutinising the text on the screen in earnest discussion.

‘Hello, Mrs Devine,’ said the boy. ‘Mrs Scrimshaw is just showing me how her new computer works.’



At the staff meeting that morning before the start of school, Elisabeth welcomed her colleagues back and mentioned the proposed visit of the HMI and the forthcoming meetings with the teachers of Urebank which would take place later that term. 

Mrs Robertshaw, the teacher of the lower juniors, was a large, red-faced woman with a broad, friendly face and steel grey hair twisted up untidily on her head. She was dressed in a brightly coloured floral dress and shapeless lavender cardigan and sported a string of hefty glass beads. She folded her arms, narrowed her eyes and, with her face creased into a frown, said tartly, ‘Well, all I will say is that I cannot see that we will be able to work with the teachers at Urebank. I’m sorry to be so negative, Elisabeth, but it has to be said. As you know, I went to look around the school when I was minded to apply for a post there. I’ve been in this business long enough to smell a happy school, and Urebank is not a happy school. The older children looked subdued and bored and the infants were disorganised and over-excited. Mind you, the teacher of the infants was at least friendly, which is more than can be said for the po-faced teacher of the upper juniors, the deputy head, who looked as if he’d been dug up. They should have closed the school when they had the chance.’ 

‘Surely it’s not that bad, Elsie,’ volunteered Miss Brakespeare, the deputy head teacher, who was wearing a stylish navy-blue suit and lemon blouse. She was aware that her colleague was prone to exaggeration.

‘Oh, but it is, Miriam,’ continued Mrs Robertshaw. She turned to Elisabeth. ‘You may use all your charm, diplomacy and powers of persuasion but you’ve as much chance of getting them to work with you as getting the Pope to visit a lap-dancing club. The head teacher at Urebank, that dreadful Mr Richardson, is a cold, disagreeable, humourless, ill-tempered and pompous individual who will do everything to undermine what you attempt to do.’ 

‘Really, Elsie,’ said Miss Brakespeare, with a wry smile, ‘why don’t you tell us what you really think about the man.’

Miss Wilson, teacher of the infants, could not help but chuckle. She was a slim young woman with short raven-black hair, a pale, delicately boned face and great blue eyes.

‘You can laugh, Rebecca,’ said Mrs Robertshaw, ‘but you’ll not be laughing when you have to work with him. He has the personality of a lump of petrified wood.’

‘The deputy head teacher by the sound of it doesn’t sound a whole lot better,’ remarked Miss Wilson.

‘A pea out of the same pod, is Mr Jolly,’ Mrs Robertshaw told her, ‘and that’s a paradox if ever there was one. He’s about as jolly as a funeral bell. I think he is of the belief that he is doing the children a favour just by turning up for school. I mean, you’ve met him, haven’t you, Miriam?’ she asked the deputy head teacher. ‘It was that time when you went with our pupils to the poetry competition and his nose was put out of joint when one of our children won first prize and one of his was disqualified for copying out somebody else’s poem?’

‘Well, yes,’ agreed the deputy head teacher, ‘he wasn’t the most agreeable person I have to admit.’

‘Well, at least the infant teacher sounds nice enough,’ said Miss Wilson.

‘She’s all right, I suppose, but a bit wishy-washy, as is the teacher of the lower juniors. They’ve probably become disillusioned and who can blame them, having to work for Mr Richardson and his sidekick.’

Elisabeth, who had been quiet but acutely attentive during this tirade, with her hands clasped on her lap, at last spoke. 

‘Well, we have little choice in the matter,’ she said. ‘The amalgamation is to take place, so we will have to work with them come what may.’

‘I’d be the first to put a bomb behind the teachers at Urebank,’ remarked Mrs Robertshaw.

The staff-room became silent as the teachers contemplated what had been said and what lay ahead of them.

‘I guess there will be difficulties,’ said Elisabeth, ‘but we have to make it work for the good of the children. I am, of course, looking for your full support.’

‘That goes without question,’ said Miss Brakespeare.

‘Hear, hear,’ chorused the others.

‘Now, to more pleasant things,’ said Elisabeth. ‘We need to be thinking about the end-of-year school production. Any ideas?’

‘What about Oliver!’ said Miss Brakespeare. ‘It’s such a lovely heart-warming story and with some very catchy melodies.’

‘They put on Oliver! at one of the schools where I was a supply teacher,’ said Mrs Robertshaw, ‘and it was a disaster. They had a nasty-tempered bull terrier called Butch for Bill Sikes’s dog. Ugly beast it was, with teeth like tank traps and a fat round face. It attacked the Artful Dodger and then disgraced itself on stage by lifting its leg––’ 

‘I don’t think we need to go down that road, Elsie,’ interrupted Elisabeth, smiling.

‘What about an adaptation of one of Oscar Wilde’s stories?’ suggested Mrs Robertshaw. ‘We’ve been reading them in class and the children have really liked them. Perhaps an adaptation of The Selfish Giant or The Happy Prince?’

‘It’s certainly worth considering,’ replied Elisabeth, ‘but they are rather sad stories. I was thinking of something a bit more cheerful. It needs to be a production that has a strong storyline, which involves a lot of children, has some memorable tunes, bright costumes and with some humour and maybe a little sadness.’

‘What about The Wizard of Oz?’ suggested Miss Wilson.

‘Of course,’ said Elisabeth.

‘Excellent idea,’ trilled Miss Brakespeare.

‘An inspired suggestion,’ agreed Mrs Robertshaw. ‘I know just the children to take the leads.’

‘Well, we all seem agreed,’ said Elisabeth. ‘So The Wizard of Oz it is. We’ll send for the play version straight away.’

‘And we will start auditions at the drama club as soon as it arrives,’ added Mrs Robertshaw.

There was a sharp knock at the door and the caretaker entered.

‘Yes, Mr Gribbon?’ said Elisabeth.

He held up between finger and thumb the rubber spout from the teapot. ‘You will never guess, Mrs Devine, where I found this?’ he asked, grimacing.



At morning break Elisabeth called into the school office to find Mrs Scrimshaw tapping away happily on the keyboard of her new machine.

‘You seem to have got to grips with the computer,’ she said. ‘I’m very impressed.’

‘Actually, Mrs Devine,’ replied Mrs Scrimshaw, looking up, ‘it’s relatively easy once you know how.’ She was feeling quite smug.

‘It’s a wonder you managed to get all those wires in the right sockets.’

‘Actually they are called leads,’ the secretary told her, sharing her new-found knowledge, ‘and each fits into a socket. All the sockets are different, so it’s impossible to put a lead in the wrong one. It’s quite simple really.’

‘I hope young Oscar wasn’t being too much of nuisance. He’s a very inquisitive child and sometimes can be a bit meddlesome.’

‘No,’ replied the school secretary, ‘he was just interested. He likes to know what’s going on in the school, does Oscar.’ The boy in question had given Mrs Scrimshaw a crash course that morning and offered to continue with the lesson after school, during the time he waited for his mother to collect him.

 ‘I really didn’t expect you to be using the computer until you had been on the course this Friday,’ disclosed the head teacher. ‘I imagined that you would still want to use your typewriter until you were au fait with the new machine.’

Mrs Scrimshaw gave a little smile at hearing the use of the phrase ‘au fait’. ‘Oh no, Mrs Devine,’ she said. ‘I thought I’d make a start. In my book the sooner one becomes conversant with the new technology the better.’ 

‘I am very pleased you feel that way. I have to admit that when I first broached the matter of you using a computer, I did have an inkling that you were not all that keen on parting with your typewriter.’

‘One has to move with the times, Mrs Devine,’ the school secretary told her.

‘Actually,’ said Elisabeth, ‘I called in to say that I’m expecting a couple of parents – a Mr and Mrs Banks. They are coming in to see me after school this coming Thursday. If you could put that in your diary. When they arrive, could you show them down to my classroom, please? They want their son to start here. Evidently things haven’t worked out for Robin at his last school.’

‘Robin Banks!’ exclaimed Mrs Scrimshaw. ‘The child’s called Robin Banks?’

‘Yes,’ replied the head teacher. 

‘Well, how ridiculous. Fancy inflicting a name like Robin Banks on a child.’

‘I am afraid that sometimes parents do not think things through when they come to naming their children,’ Elisabeth told her.

‘I’m sure some do it deliberately,’ remarked the school secretary, sniffing. ‘I remember we’ve had at the school a Sunny Day and a Sandi Beech, Hazel Nutt and Daisy Chain, twins called Armani and Chanel, and one poor child was burdened with Terry Bull.’ She paused and shook her head. ‘And once we had a girl named Jenny Taylor.’

‘Jenny Taylor?’ repeated Elisabeth, looking puzzled.

‘I shan’t explain, Mrs Devine,’ said the secretary. ‘I shall leave you in blissful ignorance.’



Mr Gribbon, having alerted the head teacher to the fact that ‘some of the kids have started putting foreign bodies down the toilets again’, strode off to his small store-room near the boiler, his keys jangling in his overall pocket. There he found Mrs Pugh, the part-time cleaner, awaiting him with a mug of steaming tea in her hand.

‘I’ve just made a pot, Mr Gribbon,’ she said chirpily.

The caretaker’s face brightened. ‘Oh, hello, Mrs Pugh. All done, have we?’

‘All done, Mr Gribbon,’ she repeated, handing him a mug. ‘Shelves dusted, tables wiped down, toilets cleaned, carpets swept and the floors buffed just as you like them. You can see your face in the floors.’

‘I was going to buff the floors myself,’ he told her.

‘Well, I’ve saved you the trouble. Everything’s tidy, as my sainted Welsh grandmother would say.’

‘She’d not be saying that if she could see the classrooms at the end of the day after the kids have been let loose,’ complained the caretaker. He exhaled noisily through his teeth. ‘And the teachers are just as bad. It’ll look as if a bomb’s been dropped on the place.’

‘Well, it keeps us in a job, Mr Gribbon,’ she said cheerfully.

‘Aye, I suppose so,’ he grumbled, looking down at his tea. Then after a thoughtful pause he looked up. ‘I can’t tell you what a godsend you’ve been, Mrs Pugh, since you started here.’ He took a gulp of his tea and flopped into his old armchair.

‘That’s very kind of you to say so, Mrs Gribbon,’ replied the part-time cleaner. She gave a small, self-satisfied smile and patted her purple-tinted perm.

‘Oh yes, you’ve lifted a heavy weight from off of my shoulders and no mistake since you started here,’ he said.

‘Well, I’m surprised you managed for so long without any help,’ she sympathised.

The caretaker nodded in agreement. ‘I’m not a one to complain, Mrs Pugh, but it has been hard, what with having to do all this rubbing and scouring, polishing and cleaning single-handed.’

‘What with your bad back and all and the heavy lifting,’ she added, with genuine concern in her voice.

The caretaker put in a martyred expression. ‘Yes, I sometimes wondered myself how I ever managed. The last head teacher, Miss Sowerbutts, was a tartar and the present one is not much better, always wanting something or other doing. I was never off of my feet.’ He stretched out his legs and took another gulp of tea.

‘Taken for granted, Mr Gribbon,’ observed the part-time cleaner.

‘You’re not wrong there, Mrs Pugh.’

‘Well, you’ve got me to help now,’ she said. 

The caretaker leaned back and rested his head on the back of the chair. ‘I have indeed, Mrs Pugh, and as I’ve said, you’ve been a godsend.’

‘I just wish the caretaker down at Urebank was as appreciative as you, Mr Gribbon,’ she said. ‘Face on him like a wet weekend in Port Talbot and always finding fault with something or other. And the head teacher, well, don’t get me started on him.’

‘Taken for granted, Mrs Pugh,’ observed the caretaker.

‘You’re not wrong there, Mr Gribbon.’

‘They don’t know how lucky they are, Mrs Pugh,’ said the caretaker. ‘I wish I could have you full-time.’

‘Beg pardon, Mr Gribbon?’

The caretaker’s face flushed. ‘W . . . w . . . what I meant was that I wish you could work here all the time instead of me having to share you with Urebank.’

Mrs Pugh smiled. ‘Well, next term when this amalgamation takes place there’s every likelihood you will have me working with you full-time.’ She patted her purple hair again. ‘You’ll probably get sick of the sight of me,’ she added coyly. 

‘Never!’ protested the caretaker.

‘Tea all right?’ she asked.

‘Champion. Just the way I likes it.’ 

‘My sainted Welsh grandmother, God rest her soul, always liked her tea strong,’ the part-time cleaner told him. ‘“Strong enough to stand a spoon up in it,” as she was wont to say.’

‘I remember if I left a spoon standing up in a cup of tea,’ said the caretaker, smiling at the memory, ‘my grandmother used to say that that was how Nelson lost his eye.’ 

‘You are a card, Mr Gribbon, and no mistake,’ said the part-time cleaner, chuckling.

‘Well, you make a lovely brew, Mrs Pugh,’ said the caretaker. ‘I bet you’re a good cook as well.’

‘As a matter of fact I have been told so,’ replied Mrs Pugh. ‘My coffee and walnut cake is the talk of the Townswomen’s Guild, and at school in cookery Miss Reece said my spotted dick was the best she had ever tasted.’ 

‘My wife doesn’t cook,’ said the caretaker gloomily.

‘Sadly, I don’t get much opportunity to cook cakes and puddings these days,’ continued the part-time cleaner. ‘My husband is a boiled beef and carrots man. He hasn’t got a sweet tooth in his body. He likes his savouries, does Owen.’

They were quiet for a while.

‘Kids will be arriving soon,’ observed Mr Gribbon, breathing out loudly. ‘By the way, I took that rubber spout you found down the toilet to Mrs Devine. I told her she needs to speak to the kids about putting foreign objects down the toilets and nip it in the bud before they all start doing it. Last term this little tyke called Oscar––’ 

‘I met him this morning,’ interrupted Mrs Pugh. ‘He has far too much to say for himself, that young man. Only started to tell me that there was still dust on some of the books, just after I’d given the school library a good going-over.’

‘He’s a pain in the neck, is that lad,’ barked the caretaker. ‘Last term he started putting ping-pong balls down the toilet.’ 

‘Ping-pong balls!’ exclaimed the part-time cleaner.

‘Said the boys could aim at them and stop them dribbling on the floor.’

‘I’ve never heard the like,’ said Mrs Pugh.

‘And it started a craze,’ continued the caretaker. ‘Soon the other kids started putting things down and the pipes got blocked with tennis balls.’ 

‘Tennis balls!’

‘And I had water and I don’t know what else all over my parquet floor.’

‘Dear me.’

‘It took some buffing, I can tell you.’

‘I bet it did.’

‘I don’t know what gets into kids these days,’ sighed the caretaker, blowing out his cheeks.

‘They have it too easy,’ declared Mrs Pugh. ‘Owen and I never had children.’

‘Nor us,’ said the caretaker, ‘but if we’d had children they wouldn’t have turned out like that Oscar, I tell you that for nothing.’

There was a sharp knock of the door. Outside stood the boy in question.

‘Ah, there you are, Mr Gribbon,’ said the boy cheerily. ‘I’ve been looking all over the school for you. I think you should know that there’s a rather unpleasant smell in the boys’ toilets and there’s a dripping tap.’


Chapter 10

One afternoon after school Danny decided to go down to the woods. His best friend James, with whom he usually walked home, had a piano lesson and had been collected by his father to be taken to his teacher in Clayton. Danny loved the woods; he loved the beauty of the trees which changed colour with the seasons, the wild flowers, rocky banks and the rusty red beck. This was his unspoilt world. He loved to wander the twisting hidden paths with the sun on his face in summer, soft rain in his hair in autumn and snow crunching under his feet in winter. He liked to build hiding places and hidden dens, climb trees, hunt, fish, pick flowers, watch birds and set traps. He was a country lad through-and-through. Sometimes in summer he would sit under a tree in the cool green shade watching the drifting clouds in an azure sky and listening to the chattering sparrows and the distant fitful cry of the curlew. Then, high above, he might see a circling buzzard, its great wings outstretched, soaring alone. He loved the sights, the sounds, the smells and the subtle impressions of Nature.

As Danny headed for the mill dam down the narrow path, dark beneath a canopy of spreading branches thick with leaves, he sensed that he was being followed. The wood was silent save for the sporadic snap of a twig underfoot or the rustle of a bush. He paused to listen and waited, hiding behind the thick trunk of a huge oak tree. Then he heard the footsteps coming closer and he caught sight of his pursuer. He stepped out and confronted him.

‘What are tha following me for?’ Danny asked.

‘I wasn’t,’ replied Robbie self-consciously.

‘Aye, tha was, I heard ya.’

‘It’s a free country,’ Robbie said suddenly, sounding indignant. ‘I can go where I want. You don’t own the woods. I don’t have to have your permission.’

‘All reight, all reight!’ cried Danny laughing, ‘tha dun’t need to get t’mug on. Tha can come wi’ me if tha wants. I’m goin’ down t’mill dam. There’s a pair o’ kingfishers theer an’ some fox cubs. I’ll show you if tha likes. Tha dun’t need to skulk abaat.’

‘I wasn’t skulking about and I don’t want to come with you.’ His eyes were hard and challenging.

‘Tha can suit thissen,’ said Danny, walking off.

Robbie kept his distance a few yards behind but continued to follow. 

After a while Danny turned to face him, rested his hands on his hips and shook his head. ‘Tha’s a reight funny onion thee, an’ no mistake.’

‘I’m a what?’ asked the boy.

‘That’s what mi granddad used to say abaat people what ’e couldn’t mek out.’

‘Well, it’s a bloody daft thing to say, calling somebody a vegetable.’ 

‘’E sed a lot o’ things did mi granddad but I reckon most o’ t’time what ’e sed med a lot o’ sense. ’E also sed that them what swears ’aven’t got t’intelligence to use proper words.’

‘I don’t care what your granddad said,’ replied Robbie.

‘No,’ Danny told him walking away, ‘I reckon tha dun’t.’ 

Robbie continued to follow.

Danny stopped in his tracks and turned around. ‘Are ya comin’ wi’ me or not? Tha’s like mi shadow.’ 

At the mill dam they sat on the dead tree trunk. The sun shone on the black water, making patterns that hid what lay beneath.

‘I love it down ’ere,’ said Danny, sighing. ‘This wood is full o’ secrets. You think ya know it but ya don’t, you’ll allus be a stranger.’

They sat there without speaking, looking out across the oily water.

‘What is it wi’ you an’ grown-ups?’ asked Danny after a while.

‘Adults make me sick,’ Robbie told him, ‘saying what you should do and what you should say and always getting at you. Then they promise one thing and do another. They’re always right and you’re always wrong. They never let you be yourself. World would be a better place without them, for they decide how to run everything and they make a bloody rotten job of it.’

‘Well, I suppose somebody’s got to run things,’ said Danny thoughtfully. ‘I mean, kids can’t do it, can they?’ 

‘They’d make a better job.’

‘Well, when tha’s grown up, tha might change yer mind,’ Danny told him. ‘I’m ’appy as I am an’ I’m not that keen on growin’ up.’ He smiled. ‘Mi granddad used to say, “I don’t let owld age get me down cos it’s too hard to get back up.”’

‘Why do adults always think they know the answers?’ asked Robbie. 

‘Well, I reckon cos most o’ time they do.’

‘Not the ones I know.’

‘Well, tha’s met wrong uns then,’ said Danny. ‘Mi granddad didn’t know all t’answers an’ ’e wasn’t allus right. ’Ee let me be missen and didn’t decide how to run everythin’. We used to talk things through. If ’e med a mistake, then ’e’d say so an’ ’e never raised ’is ’and to me.’ 

‘You were lucky,’ said Robbie. ‘‘I hate my stepdad. Nothing I ever do is right for him. It never has been. He’s always shouting and saying I’m useless and a waste of space and I’ll never make anything of myself and I’ll end up in prison. He thinks by shouting and hitting me that I’ll do as I’m told but it’s only made me hate him more. I’m not frightened of being hit. I don’t care if it hurts any more. You’re lucky not to have to live with someone like him.’ 

‘Not all adults are like that,’ said Danny. ‘Missis Devine’s all reight. I din’t like t’one who were ’ead teacher at t’school afore ’er – Miss Sowerbutts. She were dead strict an’ never smiled an’ was allus telling kids off. She were like one o’ t’grown-ups you were on abaat. Mi granddad used to call ’er Miss Sowerpuss. ’E said ’e felt sorry for people like that – miserable and unhappy – and reckoned summat in ’er past made ’er like she was. Missis Devine’s not like that.’

‘You’re always going on about your granddad,’ said Robbie.

‘Aye, ’appen I do.’ Danny breathed in. ‘I miss ’im. ’E were mi best friend as well as mi granddad. I could tell ’im owt, talk about owt. We had some gret times together.’

‘I wish my stepdad was dead,’ said Robbie.

‘Tha dun’t mean that.’ 

Robbie looked at him and his eyes glistened with tears. ‘I do. My mum and me were all right until he came to live with us, throwing his weight about, always having his own way.’ 

‘What about your mam?’ 

‘She lets him do as he wants and say what he wants. She never stands up to him. And if he hits me I just take it. I never let him see me cry and that he hurts me and that makes him even madder.’

Danny took a deep breath and exhaled noisily. ‘Blimey,’ he said, thinking of another of his grandfather’s expressions: ‘Hard as a hammered nail.’ 

They sat in silence for a moment. ‘Look!’ Danny cried pointing to the sky. ‘See ’im? The buzzard. Beautiful, in’t ’e?’ 

Robbie looked up. ‘I wish I was as free as that bird,’ he said sadly.



‘The Reverend Dr Underwood,’ announced Watson, showing Ashley into the library at Limebeck House. 

The lady of the manor rose from a huge plum-red, upholstered armchair and smiled warmly. At her feet a small bristly haired terrier gave a rumble like a distant train and displayed a set of teeth. ‘My dear,’ said Lady Wadsworth, extending a hand, ‘do come in. Ignore Gordon, he’s all bark and no bite.’

The butler coughed theatrically.

‘Well, sometimes he does bite but only when he gets excited. I am so pleased to see you, Reverend Underwood. It’s very good of you to call.’

‘It’s a pleasure,’ replied her visitor, looking around the room with its imposing carved marble fireplace, bearing the Wadsworth coat-of-arms, the heavy burgundy velvet drapes and the huge patterned Persian silk carpet. Her eyes were drawn to a wall lined in highly polished mahogany shelving and crammed with leather-bound books.

‘Do sit down,’ said Lady Wadsworth, indicating a French gilt chair carved in an ornate style. ‘Watson, you may bring us some coffee now, please.’

The butler nodded and departed. 

‘What a wonderful room,’ remarked Ashley. ‘And so many books.’

‘I like the library,’ her ladyship told her, resuming her seat. ‘It’s so much cosier than the drawing-room. I’ll give you a little tour of the building later if you are interested.’

‘I would like that very much,’ replied Ashley. ‘It’s such a beautiful house and with such a delightful aspect.’

‘My family have lived here for several hundred years,’ Lady Wadsworth informed her. ‘Of course in its heyday there were many servants. We even had a mole catcher and a man to wind all the clocks. There were grand balls and house parties, banquets and shoots, and it played host to some very distinguished visitors. Sadly over the years, as with many stately homes, it has declined, but as my grandfather always maintained’ – she gestured to the huge portrait in oils of the second Viscount Wadsworth, who stared self-importantly from the canvas, attired in his scarlet robes – ‘when one door closes another opens. The house was quietly sliding into decay and then I had some very good fortune.’

‘Yes, I heard from the Archdeacon that you discovered some very valuable statues.’

‘Indeed, and they fetched an acceptable price at auction, enough for me to have the necessary resources to pay for the restoration work on the house. And speaking of the Archdeacon, how are you getting on with him?’

‘Very well.’

‘Yes, he’s a dear man,’ said her ladyship. ‘A little too cerebral for some but his heart is in the right place.’

‘Yes, it is,’ agreed Ashley.

‘And are you settling in at St Christopher’s?’

‘Very much so.’ 

‘And you are not finding Barton-in-the-Dale too sleepy a place?’

‘No, it suits me very well.’

‘Good. I must say,’ said Lady Wadsworth after a pause, ‘you have certainly made something of an impact in the short time you have been here.’

‘I should like to think for the better,’ her visitor replied.

Lady Wadsworth tilted her head and looked searchingly at her visitor.

Ah, thought Ashley, now we’re getting to it – the point of the interview. Next would come the criticisms of the innovations she had been making at St Christopher’s: introducing the modern hymns, the new order of service and the use of a contemporary Bible. Ashley felt obliged to say something. ‘I appreciate that some of the changes I have made have not gone down too well with some of the parishioners, particularly the older ones, but––’

The butler arrived with a silver tray on which had been arranged an elegant silver coffeepot, two delicate china cups and saucers, and a silver milk jug, sugar bowl, tongs and spoons. On a large china plate was a selection of biscuits and a solid block of fruit cake.

‘Ah, the coffee,’ said Lady Wadsworth. ‘Do you take sugar?’

‘No, thank you,’ replied Ashley.

‘A biscuit, a piece of cake?’

‘No, thank you.’ 

Watson poured the coffee, gave a slight bow and stood by the door. ‘As I was saying,’ continued Ashley, ‘some of the changes I have introduced have not gone down too well with a few of my congregation.’ 

Lady Wadsworth sipped her coffee, before selecting a biscuit which she crunched noisily. ‘Watson here says that I should move with the times,’ she said. ‘He thinks I live in the Dark Ages, don’t you, Watson.’

‘I believe that changes are inevitable, your ladyship,’ he replied. ‘Had electricity not been installed here I should still be lighting candles, and had the flushing toilet not been invented–’

‘Thank you, Watson,’ said Lady Wadsworth tersely. ‘That will be all.’

When the butler had left she sighed. ‘I know things have got to change but I do so like the traditional services and the King James Bible. But I have not invited you here to talk about such matters. I am minded to have a plaque placed in the church and wanted to ask how you’d feel about it. I thought a brass tablet in the nave or the chancel commemorating my brother, who was killed in the last war, would be fitting. I have mentioned on several occasions to the Archdeacon my desire to have such a memorial in St Christopher’s but he has been so very busy and we have never got around to it.’ She stood, brushed the crumbs from her skirt and walked to the fireplace, where she pointed to the coat-of-arms. ‘I thought a plaque with the Wadsworth crest and some appropriate words would be in order. What do you think?’

 ‘I certainly have no objection,’ Ashley told her. ‘If the Archdeacon has agreed I can’t see that there will be a problem.’ She was relieved that there had not been the anticipated confrontation about the changes she had made at the church. ‘I wonder, however, if I might suggest an alternative?’

‘An alternative?’ repeated Lady Wadsworth, returning to her chair. ‘Do tell.’

‘A window,’ replied Ashley. ‘As you are aware, St Christopher’s was badly damaged following the Reformation. The statues were smashed, the saints beheaded and the tombs vandalised. Sadly all the stained glass windows were destroyed. Most have been replaced over the years, but one small window in the transept has been boarded up. Perhaps you might consider dedicating a new stained glass window to the memory of your brother? It could be called the Wadsworth Memorial Window.’

Lady Wadsworth thought for a moment and then clapped her hands. ‘I like it. I really like it. I think it is an excellent idea. A memorial window would be much more prominent than a brass plaque and much more colourful too.’

‘And you could of course oversee the design,’ said Ashley, ‘to include the Wadsworth coat-of-arms and the dedication.’



When Ashley emerged from Limebeck House, Emmet O’Malley was staring at her bicycle. He was a tall, broad-shouldered young man with a mass of unruly black curls and a wide-boned weathered face.

Before Easter he had arrived at Elisabeth’s cottage with his young daughter Roisin, asking if he might site his caravan in her paddock. Wearing a colourful kerchief around his neck and a silver earring, he looked like the archetypal gypsy one might see in a picture book. He explained that he was not a conventional traveller, a Romany or a tinker, it was just that he liked to be on the road, but finding those in the village friendly and seeing how well his daughter had settled at the village school, he decided to stay for a few weeks. When he was offered the job at the big house and the promise of a soon-to-be refurbished lodge, he had been persuaded to stay longer. 

‘Oh dear,’ said Ashley as she joined him. ‘It looks as if I’ve a long walk back to the village.’ The front tyre on her bicycle was flat.

‘Not at all,’ said Emmet. ‘I’ll fix it in no time. Just needs a puncture repair kit and haven’t I just the thing in my caravan. I’m Emmet O’Malley, by the way,’ he told her, flashing a set of straight white teeth. ‘I work for Lady Wadsworth, the odd-job man or as she calls me the general factotum.’

‘I’m Ashley Underwood. I’m pleased you meet you, Mr O’Malley.’ 

‘And I’m pleased to meet you too, Ashley Underwood,’ he said, shaking her hand. ‘Now why don’t you go back inside and I’ll let you know when I’m done. It won’t take long.’

‘It’s such a nice day,’ replied Ashley. ‘I think I’ll sit out here in the sunshine and admire the view.’

‘And what a view it is,’ said Emmet, looking at the expanse of countryside which stretched before them. The parkland with its backdrop of dark, wooded fells, rough moorland and hazy peaks was spectacular. ‘They certainly knew where to build these great houses.’ 

‘They did indeed,’ agreed Ashley.

‘I’ll be back in a moment,’ he said.

‘So you’ve ridden up here on the old bike,’ said Emmet when he had returned and started to remove the wheel of the bicycle.

‘That’s how I get around the village,’ she told him. ‘It keeps me pretty fit.’

‘I can see that,’ he said, winking. ‘You look very fit to me.’ A hint of playfulness entered his voice.

‘You have a touch of the blarney, Mr O’Malley,’ said Ashley, colouring a little.

‘Ah well, that’s the Irish in me,’ he said. ‘Do you know Ireland at all?’

‘Yes, I spent a year in Galway before going to university,’ she told him. ‘It was there that I became a real fan of Irish literature and traditional music.’

‘Did you now?’ he said. ‘And which folk group is your favourite? The Dubliners, the Chieftains?’

‘I like all those but my favourite has to be De Dannan,’ she said. ‘I have all their music:The Mist Covered Mountain, Star-Spangled Molly, A Jacket of Batteries.’

‘And I suppose if I told you that De Dannan is my favourite group too,’ replied Emmet, ‘you would not believe me. You would say it was a touch of the blarney.’

‘I tend to believe what people say, Mr O’Malley,’ said Ashley. ‘It goes with the job.’

‘And what job would that be?’ he asked.

‘I’m a priest,’ she told him.

‘Sure, you’re not like any priest that I’ve ever met,’ said Emmet.

‘Church of England,’ she told him. ‘So you see, I accept what people tell me.’

‘Sure that can be a dangerous thing to do,’ he said. ‘The world is full of storytellers and dissemblers.’

‘Well, until they prove me wrong, I tend to trust people,’ Ashley told him.

‘The group’s playing in Clayton next Saturday,’ Emmet told her. 

‘Pardon?’

‘De Dannan, they are playing in Clayton next Saturday.’

‘Really? I didn’t know.’

‘I’m taking my daughter Roisin. She wants to be a musician when she grows up.’

‘Roisin,’ repeated Ashley. ‘Is your daughter the little girl who goes to the village school?’

‘The same,’ he replied.

‘I met her last week when I called in to take the assembly. She played the flute. She’s a talented little player.’

‘She’s the apple of my eye is Roisin,’ admitted Emmet, ‘and she so loves it up here that she doesn’t want to leave. She’s the reason we are not moving on.’ He breathed in and sighed. ‘Sure ’tis like another world. Just look at the view.’

And on that bright, clear morning the handyman and the curate paused for a moment to take in the panorama which stretched before them. Beneath a vast, blank curve of blue there stretched the brilliant greens of the pastureland, rolling and billowing up to the richer, darker hues of the far-off fells. Fat, creamy sheep grazed lazily before the white-silvered limestone walls, rabbits cropped the grass at the edge of a nearby field and a fat pheasant strutted along the path bordering the estate. In the still, windless sky a wedge of birds moved slowly south, high above a trembling kestrel. 

‘It is rather special,’ said Ashley.

‘It is that,’ agreed Emmet, with a flash of white teeth. ‘But we can’t be spending the whole day admiring the view, now can we?’ He held the bicycle before him. ‘Now then, all repaired so you can be on your way.’ 

‘Thank you so much, Mr O’Malley,’ said Ashley.

‘Emmet.’

‘Thank you, Emmet.’

‘My pleasure, and perhaps I’ll be seeing you at the De Dannan concert next week?’

‘Perhaps,’ she replied.


Chapter 11

The junior children stood excitedly in a group outside the school. They were to spend a day exploring the village as part of their local history project, visiting the church, the mill dam, the former alms-houses and Limebeck House.

‘Now I want you to pay a lot of attention to what we are to see today,’ said Elisabeth.

‘And to be on your very best behaviour,’ added Mrs Robertshaw. She resisted the temptation when she said this to look at Robbie, who stood a little apart from the rest, grim-faced and with his hands stuffed in his pockets. 

Over the last week the boy had been his usual moody self, producing little work, avoiding the other children and responding to any questions asked of him in a short, offhand manner. Mercifully he had not had any angry outbursts or been insolent but Elisabeth still found him difficult and uncommunicative. She had been massively patient with the boy over the few weeks he had been at the school, avoiding confrontation and making few demands upon him. She hoped that in time and with support and encouragement he might settle down and start behaving like the other children. She didn’t want to give up on the child, but sometimes in her cottage in the evenings when she was alone and pensive, she wondered if this was a losing battle.

 Mrs Goldstein had seen the boy again and found him surly and unforthcoming. She had spoken to his parents and learnt Robbie was no different at home. Mr Banks she found obdurate and unsympathetic when she suggested Robbie be referred to a consultant paediatrician and neurologist. Despite his wife’s entreaty, he dismissed it as what he called ‘the boy’s attention-seeking’.

 In her report to Elisabeth the psychologist recommended that should there still be no improvement in the boy’s attitude and behaviour over the next couple of weeks then it would be better for him to be educated in a referral unit, where there were smaller classes, greater individual support and specialist teachers. Elisabeth had spoken about this to Michael and was surprised and disappointed that he agreed with the psychologist.

‘Look, Elisabeth,’ he had told her, sighing, ‘you can’t win every battle. To be frank, I’m a little tired about hearing about Robbie and his problems. There are other children in the school to think about. He might be better in another school. It’s not that I am uncaring or indifferent about the boy, but from what you have told me he has a disorder and needs professionals who know how to cope with children like this. From what you have said he’s anti-social, doesn’t do as he is told or get on with the other children and he can be aggressive. He’ll probably be better in a smaller group where extra support can be offered.’

 Following this conversation Elisabeth had not raised Robbie’s name again with him, but she was determined to persevere with the boy for the time being.

Although her colleagues would no doubt have agreed with Mrs Goldstein and Michael, she had been strengthened in her resolve by the attitude of the other children in the school. She knew after many years in the job that young people are quick to feel aggrieved if one child is seen to be treated more favourably than others and allowed greater freedom. Her pupils, though, had been surprisingly understanding. They knew, of course, that here was a boy with a problem and didn’t seem to resent the fact that he was treated rather differently. Perhaps they understood more than the adults what she was trying to do.


That morning at St Christopher’s, Ashley welcomed the visitors at the door of the church and took them on a tour, pointing out the items of interest: the great golden lectern in the shape of an eagle with outstretched wings, the huge organ with the impressive pipes, the stained glass windows depicting the saints which had replaced the earlier medieval ones. The children were most interested in the various brass memorial plaques which lined the ancient stone walls, commemorating those who had died in the wars.

‘This one,’ Ashley told them, pointing to a small tablet, ‘is to honour one of the village’s most famous sons, Private George Hardy, who fought in the Anglo-Zulu war and was killed at the Battle of Isandlwana on 22 January 1879.’

‘’Ow did ’Ardy die?’ asked Danny.

‘I’m sorry?’ replied the curate, looking puzzled.

‘’Ow did ’Ardy die?’ repeated Danny.

‘How did this particular soldier die?’ translated Elisabeth, smiling.

‘I see,’ said Ashley, laughing. ‘I’m not quite used to the Yorkshire accent just yet. Well, Danny, I imagine he was killed by a Zulu spear.’

‘Actually it’s called an assegai,’ piped up Oscar. ‘It was the traditional weapon used by the Zulus and the warriors had cow-hide shields as well, but I don’t know the name for them. I shall look it up when I get home.’

‘Thank you for that,’ said Ashley kindly. ‘We seem to have a little expert with us.’ In the south transept she stopped at an elaborate raised tomb in pale grey stone. ‘Now we come to the final resting place of Robert De Buslie,’ she said. 

‘Is there a body under there?’ asked Chardonnay, screwing up her face.

‘The remains of one, yes,’ the curate told her. ‘This particular knight probably belonged to a very old and extremely rich family and when he died his wife or his children would have paid for this elaborate tomb to be erected over his grave, with the stone sculpture of him as he looked as a young man. Of course it is now very worn and worse for wear.’ 

‘He’s right big, isn’t he,’ remarked Chantelle. ‘I bet if they dug him up and looked at his skellington he wouldn’t be as big as that.’

‘Actually he was,’ said Ashley. ‘I think this is a life-size effigy. He was about six foot seven inches tall. He must have been a rather frightening figure in all his armour.’ 

‘When did he die?’ asked Eddie Lake. 

‘He lived many, many years ago,’ replied Ashley.

‘He’s medieval,’ Oscar piped up again, running a hand across the figure and peering like an expert at the carved face though his large glasses. ‘Probably the twelfth century.’ 

‘That’s right,’ began Ashley, ‘and––’ 

‘He will have been a Crusader and fought in the Holy Land,’ continued Oscar. 

‘You’re a very knowledgeable young man,’ the curate told him.

‘And it was a quite common feature,’ the boy carried on in a rather superior tone of voice, ‘to have these effigies in old churches.’ 

‘My goodness,’ said Ashley, ‘I think I ought to employ you to take visitors around St Christopher’s. You know more than I do.’

Oscar smiled. ‘Well, I do like history,’ he told her. ‘I’m interested in genealogy at the moment.’

‘Why are his legs crossed?’ asked Chantelle, ‘and why is his head resting on his helmet? He looks as if he’s having a kip.’

‘Now that’s interesting,’ answered Oscar before the curate could reply. ‘Some people think that those knights with crossed legs died in their sleep, but this is not true. Most people think those with crossed legs died in battle.’ 

The children now faced Oscar, who was clearly the authority of the tombs of medieval knights.

‘Is that his dog?’ asked Chantelle, looking at the knight’s feet where a stone hound lay curled up. 

‘No, it’s a symbol of loyalty,’ remarked Oscar. ‘They sometimes had their feet resting on lions or other creatures.’

‘I think I’d ’ave mi feet restin’ on mi ferret,’ said Danny, which made the children laugh.

‘Somebody’s knocked his hands off,’ said Ernest Pocock.

‘Yes, I’m afraid a great deal in the church has been destroyed over the years,’ Ashley told him. ‘All the lovely stained glass windows were smashed, the statues shattered and the tombs damaged.’

‘Vandalism,’ said Oscar, shaking his head like a grouchy old man bemoaning the behaviour of modern youth.

‘Shall we move on?’ said Ashley, smiling to herself. She had never met such a knowledgeable and precocious child.

As this exchange was taking place, Robbie had remained where he was beneath the brass plaque to Private Hardy. Seeing the lone figure, Elisabeth went to join him.

‘He must have been a very brave young man,’ she said quietly. ‘He was only eighteen when he was killed. He hadn’t had much of a life, had he? Imagine leaving the village and his family when the snow was covering the ground and going halfway across the world to die on some hot, dry, dusty battlefield in Africa.’

The boy didn’t answer but was clearly listening. He continued to stare at the plaque.

‘Would you like to come and join the others, Robbie?’ asked Elisabeth.

The boy shook his head. ‘I’d like to stop here for a bit,’ he replied. 

Elisabeth left him and joined the other children. The curate had stopped at an ornately carved wooden screen between the chancel and nave, at the centre of which was a large crucifix. 

‘Now we come to what is called the rood screen,’ said Ashley. ‘This separates the altar from the rest of the church. The original rood screen would have had statues of Our Lady and St John and would have been much larger and probably had bright paintings on it. It was destroyed, so this is a much later version. Now has anyone an idea why there should be a rood screen here?’ 

‘Is it so that the vicar can get changed behind it without anyone watching?’ suggested Chardonnay. ‘I mean, it would be rude if people could see him.’ 

‘Well, there is some truth in that. It did give the priest some privacy from the congregation, although I think he would have changed in the vestry. Rood actually means a large cross like the one above you rather than rude like, er . . .’ She thought for a moment struggling to think of the most appropriate alternative.

‘Vulgar?’ suggested Oscar.

‘Exactly,’ said Ashley.

As the children filed out of the church Elisabeth approached Robbie again. He was still staring up at the plaque. She rested a hand on his shoulder. On past occasions when she had done this he had pulled away, resisting any physical contact, but that morning he let her hand remain there.

‘This seems to have interested you,’ she said.

The boy nodded and made no effort to move. 

‘Come along now, Robbie,’ she said. ‘We have to go.’

‘That’s my name,’ muttered the boy. ‘My real name.’

‘Pardon?’

‘Hardy is my dad’s name,’ he said.

‘Oh,’ said Elisabeth. ‘I didn’t know that.’ 

‘Banks is his name.’

‘His name?’

‘My stepdad. I’m not called Banks, not really. They changed it when he came to live with us. He changed everything. My real name is Robin Hardy.’ 

‘I see. Well, perhaps George Hardy was one of your distant relations.’

‘It’s a common enough name,’ replied the boy. 

Elisabeth, despite her inclinations to do so, decided that this was neither the time nor the place to quiz the child. ‘Let’s catch up with the others,’ she said.


At the mill dam the children were told to move well away from the bank, for the water, black and thick as oil, looked deep and dangerous.

‘I wouldn’t like to come down here at night, miss,’ said Chardonnay, shivering. ‘My nan said there’s a ghost which haunts this place. She saw it when she was a lass. It chased her through the woods.’

Elisabeth smiled. ‘Well, that’s a good reason for children not to come down here by themselves,’ she said. ‘We don’t want anyone falling into the water.’

‘My gran told me that when she was a girl they used to skate on the millpond in winter if it froze over,’ said Chantelle. ‘She told me once that a little girl called Florence fell through the ice and drowned. They tried to drag her out but she disappeared beneath the ice, screaming and shouting. My gran said they found the body later after the thaw. It was all cold and white and mangled and trapped underneath the waterwheel.’

 ‘Happen she’s the ghost, miss,’ remarked Eddie Lake.

 ‘An interesting tale,’ said Elisabeth, ‘but I think that the story of the ghost is just a story.’ 

‘Don’t you believe in ghosts, miss?’ asked Chantelle.

‘No, I don’t,’ replied Elisabeth. She quickly changed the subject, for she saw that some of the children were looking decidedly nervous. The sky had clouded over, hiding the sun, and a light wind rustled the leaves. The old waterwheel creaked ominously. ‘Now, can anyone tell me what the purpose of this mill dam was?’ she asked cheerfully. 

Oscar raised a hand. ‘A mill dam is constructed on a stream to create a millpond,’ he said confidently. ‘The water is dammed to work the big wheel and provide energy so that the miller can grind his corn.’ 

‘Thank you, Oscar,’ said Elisabeth. ‘I don’t think I could have explained it better myself.’

‘The interesting thing about this particular mill dam,’ continued the boy, ‘is that––’

‘Miss!’ interrupted Chardonnay. ‘Can Oscar shurrup? He’s been rabbiting on all morning. I’m sick of hearing his voice.’ 

There were grunts of agreement from the other children.

‘Now, now, Chardonnay,’ reprimanded Elisabeth good-humouredly. ‘Oscar has been very informative. However, it might be an idea to hear from someone else.’

‘Ask Danny, miss,’ said Chardonnay. ‘He comes down here a lot, don’t you Danny? He’s dead good at anything to do with nature.’

The boy coloured up. ‘No, you’re all right,’ he mumbled.

‘Come along, Danny,’ urged Elisabeth. ‘Can you tell us something about the wildlife which lives near the mill dam?’

‘Well, I don’t know much about t’watter wheel an’ t’mill,’ said the boy, ‘but I do know that it’s a sooart o’ place weer lots o’ animals an’ birds come, a sort o’ sanctuary. If you’re dead still an’ wait an’ watch, you’ll sometimes see a weasel or a watter vole or a fat rat or a vixen and ’er cubs. Last week I saw a stoat. Mebbe you’ll catch sight of a badger snuffling for food but they like to come out at night. Then there are all sooarts of birds – wrens and nuthatches, kingfishers and kestrels, robins and skylarks, an’ all these different flowers an’ plants and trees. It’s just someweer special.’ With all eyes upon him, Danny suddenly felt embarrassed. ‘Well, that’s about it really,’ he mumbled.

‘No, go on, Danny,’ urged Chardonnay, who had a soft spot for
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Elisabeth Devine certainly rocked the boat when she arrived in Barton-in-the-Dale to take over as head teacher of the little primary school. Now it’s a new term, and after winning over the wary locals, she can finally settle in to her role. Or so she thinks . . .



For the school is hit by a brand-new bombshell: it’s to be merged with its arch rival, and Elisabeth has to fight for the headship with Urebank’s ruthless and calculating headmaster. 



But add in some gossip and a helping of scandal, not to mention various newcomers bringing good things and bad to Barton, and that’s not the only trouble that’s brewing in the village.
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