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www.Aberfalboyshighschool.org.uk/welcome

Welcome to Aberfal High.

‘Non ducor, duco.’

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

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

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

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

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






Prologue

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

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

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

‘Rupert, darling, where is your blazer?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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




Chapter 1

Last July

‘Here, put your hood up,’ Asha said.

‘I’m fine.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Maybe.’

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

‘Aberfal High open day and summer fair.’

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

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

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

‘Here. Let’s get you up.’

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

‘It’s an ice rink.’

‘I know.’

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

‘Are you hurt?’ Asha asked.

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

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

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

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

‘I’m sure.’

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


Aberfal High open day and summer fair.

Pasties and Pimm’s.

Gifts and good company.

FREE ENTRY.



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

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

‘Cass. It’s time to go, buddy.’

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

Asha sighed. ‘Of course they are.’

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

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

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

‘No thanks.’

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

‘How much is it?’

‘It’s complimentary.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Is it okay if I …’

‘Fine. But we’re not staying long.’

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

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

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

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

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

Click, click, click.

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

‘Hey,’ she said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Which school is your son at now?’

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

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

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

‘They have a 3D printer,’ he said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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