
  
    
      
    
  


  THE LITTLE VILLAGE SCHOOL COLLECTION


  The Little Village School

  Trouble at the Little Village School

  The School Inspector Calls!


  


  GERVASE PHINN


  [image: TitlePg_2Line_logo]


  Also by Gervase Phinn


  Out of the Woods But Not Over the Hill


  THE LITTLE VILLAGE SCHOOL SERIES


  A Lesson in Love


  THE DALES SERIES


  The Other Side of the Dale


  Over Hill and Dale


  Head Over Heels in the Dales


  Up and Down in the Dales


  The Heart of the Dales


  A Wayne in a Manger


  Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Stars


  A Load of Old Tripe


  POETRY


  It Takes One to Know One


  The Day Our Teacher Went Batty


  Family Phantoms


  Don’t Tell the Teacher


  The Virgin Mary's Got Nits


  
    Table of Contents
  


  
    Cover
  


  
    Title Page
  


  
    Copyright
  


  
    Also by Gervase Phinn
  


  
    

  


  
    The Little Village School

    
      Dedication
    


    
      Chapter 1
    


    
      Chapter 2
    


    
      Chapter 3
    


    
      Chapter 4
    


    
      Chapter 5
    


    
      Chapter 6
    


    
      Chapter 7
    


    
      Chapter 8
    


    
      Chapter 9
    


    
      Chapter 10
    


    
      Chapter 11
    


    
      Chapter 12
    


    
      Chapter 13
    


    
      Chapter 14
    


    
      Chapter 15
    


    
      Chapter 16
    


    
      Chapter 17
    


    
      Chapter 18
    


    
      Chapter 19
    


    
      Chapter 20
    


    
      Chapter 21
    

  


  
    

  


  
    Trouble at the Little Village School

    
      Dedication
    


    
      Chapter 1
    


    
      Chapter 2
    


    
      Chapter 3
    


    
      Chapter 4
    


    
      Chapter 5
    


    
      Chapter 6
    


    
      Chapter 7
    


    
      Chapter 8
    


    
      Chapter 9
    


    
      Chapter 10
    


    
      Chapter 11
    


    
      Chapter 12
    


    
      Chapter 13
    


    
      Chapter 14
    


    
      Chapter 15
    


    
      Chapter 16
    


    
      Chapter 17
    


    
      Chapter 18
    


    
      Chapter 19
    


    
      Chapter 20
    


    
      Chapter 21
    


    
      Chapter 22
    


    
      Acknowledgements
    

  


  
    

  


  
    The School Inspector Calls!

    
      Dedication
    


    
      Chapter 1
    


    
      Chapter 2
    


    
      Chapter 3
    


    
      Chapter 4
    


    
      Chapter 5
    


    
      Chapter 6
    


    
      Chapter 7
    


    
      Chapter 8
    


    
      Chapter 9
    


    
      Chapter 10
    


    
      Chapter 11
    


    
      Chapter 12
    


    
      Chapter 13
    


    
      Chapter 14
    


    
      Chapter 15
    


    
      Chapter 16
    


    
      Chapter 17
    


    
      Chapter 18
    


    
      Chapter 19
    


    
      Chapter 20
    


    
      Chapter 21
    


    
      Chapter 22
    


    
      Chapter 23
    


    
      Acknowledgements
    

  


  
    

  


  
    About the Author
  


  


  The Little Village School first published in Great Britain in 2011

  Trouble at the Little Village School first published in Great Britain in 2012

  The School Inspector Calls first published in Great Britain in 2013 by Hodder & Stoughton


  An Hachette UK Company


  The Little Village School copyright © Gervase Phinn 2011

  Trouble at the Little Village School copyright © Gervase Phinn 2012

  The School Inspector Calls copyright © Gervase Phinn 2013


  The right of Gervase Phinn to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


  All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


  All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead is purely coincidental.


  A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library


  ISBN 978-1-473-63325-4


  Hodder & Stoughton Ltd


  Carmelite House


  50 Victoria Embankment


  London EC4Y 0DZ


  www.hodder.co.uk


  Also by Gervase Phinn


  


  THE LITTLE VILLAGE SCHOOL SERIES


  The Little Village School


  


  THE DALES SERIES


  The Other Side of the Dale


  Over Hill and Dale


  Head Over Heels in the Dales


  Up and Down in the Dales


  The Heart of the Dales


  A Wayne in a Manger


  Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Stars


  A Load of Old Tripe


  


  Out of the Woods But Not Over the Hill


  


  POETRY


  It Takes One to Know One


  The Day Our Teacher Went Batty


  Family Phantoms


  Don’t Tell the Teacher


  The Little Village School


  


  


  Gervase Phinn


  


  


  [image: TitlePg_2Line_logo]


  


  


  www.hodder.co.uk


  I should like to record the debt of gratitude that I owe to my editors, Carolyn Mays and Rowena Webb, and to my literary agent Luigi Bonomi, for their patient good humour, invaluable encouragement and wise advice.


  1


  ‘She was wearing red shoes!’ gasped the caretaker, incomprehension creeping across his face.


  ‘With silver heels,’ added the school secretary, nodding and pursing her lips.


  ‘With silver heels?’ the caretaker repeated.


  ‘That’s what I said, Mr Gribbon. She was wearing red shoes with silver heels and black lacy stockings. Not the sort of outfit I would have thought suitable for someone coming for an interview for a head teacher’s position.’


  The caretaker shook his head like a tetchy little dog. ‘Well, I never did. Red shoes with silver heels. You wouldn’t credit it.’


  It was the end of the school day, and the caretaker and Mrs Scrimshaw, the school secretary, were in the small office discussing the day’s events. A new head teacher had just been appointed to Barton-in-the-Dale Parochial Primary School, a somewhat controversial appointment by all accounts.


  The school secretary sat stiffly at her desk; the caretaker leant idly against the doorframe. Mrs Scrimshaw looked up at the clock on the wall and made a small clucking noise with her tongue. She was obliged to wait until all the staff and pupils were off the premises, and there was still a child in the entrance waiting to be collected, so she couldn’t get off home. For her to remain in her office after school each afternoon was something Miss Sowerbutts, the head teacher, had insisted upon. ‘In case there is an urgent telephone call from a parent or the Education Office,’ she had told her. Mrs Scrimshaw couldn’t for the life of her understand why it was the head teacher who was out of the door a minute after the bell sounded for the end of school, and herself who had to remain, but she didn’t say anything. No one argued with Miss Sowerbutts.


  Mrs Scrimshaw, having locked the desk drawers and tidied the pens for a third time, covered the typewriter and put on her coat, glancing up at the clock again. It was a ritual performed each day but it was particularly galling to have to stay that Friday afternoon because she had a Women’s Institute meeting that evening. Dr Hawksley-Pratt was to give a talk on ‘Facing and Surviving a Life Threatening Disease’, a presentation guaranteed to attract a large audience, and she had been asked to be in the chair.


  In the thirty minutes after school the caretaker frequently called in to see her, usually to grumble about something or other. Mr Gribbon was a tall, gaunt man with a hard beak of a nose and the glassy protuberant eyes of a large fish. He was brusque and direct in his manner. The school secretary sometimes considered telling the caretaker, whom she found garrulous and self-opinionated and who spent most of his life complaining, to stop his moaning and get on with his work, but she bit her tongue. It was important, she thought, to keep on the right side of him. Caretakers could be extremely useful at times, but they could also be very difficult if crossed.


  Mrs Scrimshaw peered over the top of her unfashionable horn-rimmed spectacles, brushed a strand of mouse-coloured hair from her forehead and nodded again. ‘And she had earrings the size of onion rings and bright blonde hair,’ she disclosed.


  The caretaker sucked in his breath and blew out noisily. ‘I’ve never heard the like,’ he said, jangling the bunch of keys in his overall pocket.


  ‘Well, you can imagine the reaction of Miss Sowerbutts when she caught sight of her sitting with the others in the corridor outside her room, red shoes, short skirt, black stockings and all,’ continued the school secretary, smiling at the memory. ‘She had a face like a smacked bottom, as my mother was wont to say.’


  ‘And you say she got the job then, Mrs Scrimshaw, the woman with the red shoes?’


  ‘Yes, she did,’ the school secretary told him, before adding, ‘Of course, there wasn’t much to choose from. Between you and me there were very few applicants for the post.’


  ‘Really?’


  ‘Well, you would expect that, wouldn’t you,’ the secretary said, in a confidential tone of voice. ‘There were only six applications for the job and two of those were completely unsuitable. I mean, it’s difficult these days getting good applicants for primary headships in small village schools.’


  ‘And that dreadful report from them poker-faced school inspectors must have put a lot of people off,’ observed the caretaker. ‘I mean, they’d not be queuing up to come to a place which got that sort of write-up and where parents are sending their kids to other schools.’


  ‘Actually, the report never got a mention in the information I sent out to the candidates,’ divulged the secretary. ‘I don’t think any of the candidates was aware of it. I suppose the governors wanted to keep it under wraps.’


  ‘Aye, well, the new head teacher will find out soon enough,’ said the caretaker grimly, ‘and she’ll have a job on her hands and no mistake.’


  ‘Yes, she will,’ agreed Mrs Scrimshaw, glancing up at the clock again.


  The caretaker sniffed noisily. ‘’Course, I came out of the report not too badly. They said the premises were clean and well kept, as I recall, despite the fact it’s an old building in need of a lot of work. Something I’ve been saying for years, not that Miss Sowerbutts ever listens.’


  Mrs Scrimshaw gave a slight smile. She had read the school inspectors’ report in some detail, and the section on the state of the premises had hardly been as positive as the caretaker maintained – it had contained a number of issues that needed addressing. There was the question of the cockroaches, for a start. The insects crawled out from under the skirting-boards in the night. Many times she had arrived in the morning to discover several of the large black beetles wriggling on their backs in their death throes after the caretaker had sprinkled that dreadful-smelling white powder down the corridor. She had asked him more times than she could remember not to lure the revolting insects out from under the skirting-boards. They weren’t doing any harm, so why didn’t he just leave them be? She didn’t say anything about that or the other recommendations of the inspectors, but turned her attention back to the appointment of the new head teacher.


  ‘Of course, it wasn’t a unanimous decision, you know,’ she revealed.


  ‘No?’


  The school secretary lowered her voice conspiratorially. ‘Evidently the governors were split. Dr Stirling wanted to re-advertise the position, from what I gathered, but the major, with the help of that objectionable councillor with the fat face and the red nose, the officious man from the Education Office and the vicar, pushed it through. He said the school needed a new head teacher straight away to get things moving.’


  The caretaker gave a dismissive grunt.


  ‘They had the interviews in Miss Sowerbutts’ office and, of course, me being next door, I couldn’t help but overhear what was going on,’ said the school secretary airily. ‘There were raised voices on a number of occasions.’


  ‘Really?’


  ‘Dr Stirling got quite hot under the collar, which is not like him at all,’ confided the school secretary. ‘He’s usually such a placid, easy-going sort of man.’


  ‘I must see him about my back,’ said the caretaker, stretching theatrically. ‘It’s playing me up again. It’s not been right since I moved them bins.’


  When had his back ever been right, thought the school secretary. He’d been complaining about his wretched back ever since he’d started at the school a good ten years ago. She said nothing, but put on a sympathetic expression.


  ‘Well, they couldn’t have picked anyone more different from the present head teacher,’ observed the caretaker. ‘And that’s the honest truth.’


  The school secretary thought for a moment of the present incumbent, Miss Hilda Sowerbutts, dressed in her thick pleated tweed skirt, crisp white blouse buttoned up to her thin neck, heavy tan brogues and that silly knitted hat like a tea-cosy perched on top of her head. She allowed herself another small smile. She tried to imagine her wearing red shoes, a short skirt and black lacy stockings. Yes, the new head teacher was certainly very different.


  ‘So what did she have to say?’ asked the caretaker, rubbing his chin thoughtfully.


  ‘I beg your pardon?’ asked the secretary, returning from her reverie.


  ‘Miss Sowerbutts. What did she have to say about the appointment?’


  ‘Nothing,’ Mrs Scrimshaw told him. She brushed another loose strand of hair away from her face. ‘I was taking the candidates a cup of coffee before the interviews when Miss Sowerbutts walks down the corridor, stares at them for a moment, gives this dry little smile, nods and then leaves the school, telling me she’ll be back when the interviews are over. I mean, it was embarrassing. She never spoke to them. I didn’t know where to look. When she got back to the school after the governors had appointed, she never said a word, not one word. Never asked who got the job or anything. Went into her office, closed the door and carried on as normal. Then she was out of the door when the bell sounded for end of school as if her life depended upon it. Of course, she was not best pleased that the governors hadn’t seen fit to involve her in the appointment, that’s why she was in such a black mood. They never showed her the shortlist, you know, although I have an idea she went into my drawer and looked through the applications, and they didn’t ask her opinion or invite her to sit in on the interviews.’


  ‘That must have stuck in her craw,’ remarked the caretaker, sniffing again.


  ‘Oh, it did,’ said the school secretary. ‘She went off alarmingly the week before when she met the Chairman of Governors. She gave the major a piece of her mind and no mistake. I couldn’t help but overhear because they raised their voices in the corridor. Well, she raised her voice. He didn’t get so much as a word in.’


  Mrs Scrimshaw had left the office door slightly ajar at the time of the major’s visit, the better to hear the heated exchange. The chairman of the governing body, Major C. J. Neville-Gravitas, late of the Royal Engineers, had informed Miss Sowerbutts that it was not really appropriate for her to take part in the appointment process, and this had not been received very well at all. The head teacher had argued with him, of course, but to no avail. He had explained that, although he personally had no objection to her sitting in on the interviews, Mr Nettles, the representative of the Local Education Authority, had raised an objection and was adamant that she should not attend.


  Miss Sowerbutts had responded angrily when it had been suggested that on the day of the interviews she might welcome the candidates, show them around the school and keep them company during the morning.


  ‘I think not,’ she had told him icily.


  ‘Well, what did she expect?’ said the caretaker now. ‘I mean, after that damning report from the school inspectors, she’d be the very last person to take any advice from. I mean, let’s face it, Mrs Scrimshaw, she’s well past her sell-by date, is Miss Sowerbutts. She was teaching in this school when I was a lad. She should have retired years ago. School’s been going from bad to worse; parents complaining, children leaving to go to other schools like nobody’s business, behaviour not all it should be and poor standards to boot, and her walking round the school with a face like a death mask.’


  ‘You don’t need to tell me, Mr Gribbon,’ said the secretary. ‘I’ve read the school inspectors’ report as well.’


  Yes, thought the caretaker, and she hadn’t come out of it with flying colours either. Hadn’t the inspectors said something about more efficiency, better record-keeping and greater attention to detail in the school office?


  ‘So how did Miss Brakespeare take it then?’ he asked. ‘I suppose as the deputy head teacher she thought she was in with a chance of getting the job.’


  ‘I think she found it a bit of a relief not to have got it, to be honest,’ replied the school secretary. ‘I’m pretty certain Miss Sowerbutts pushed her into applying. I don’t wish to be unkind, but I guess they only interviewed Miss Brakespeare to fill up the numbers, and she would have been very upset had she not been called for interview having applied.’


  ‘I don’t want to be unkind, either,’ said the caretaker, jangling the heavy bunch of keys in his pocket, ‘but, let’s face it, she hadn’t a cat in hell’s chance of getting the job. I mean, she’s a nice enough woman, but if truth be told, she’s another one who’s well past her sell-by date and to be fair she’d not be up to it. I mean, I’ve been into some of her assemblies and the woman could bore for Britain. What was it that school inspector described her as? Dull and dreary, wasn’t it?’


  ‘No, no, he didn’t single anyone out,’ the school secretary told him, ‘although it did say in the report that some of the teaching in the juniors lacked vitality and could be more interesting and challenging. I think he might have been referring to Miss Brakespeare, because the other two teachers seemed to have got good enough reports by all accounts. No, the inspector’s target was Miss Sowerbutts rather than her. He said the senior management was “lacklustre” and the school “moribund” and there were “serious weaknesses which needed addressing urgently”.’


  ‘I’d like to have been a fly on the wall when Miss Sowerbutts heard that little lot,’ chuckled the caretaker, jangling his keys again. ‘I can just picture her face. When she puts on that expression of hers, she could freeze soup in pans.’


  ‘Anyway,’ continued the school secretary, ‘I think Miss Brakespeare was relieved not to have got the job, if truth be told. As you know, I’m not a one for gossip, but I don’t think she or anybody else really thought she was in with a chance. I guess she didn’t want it anyway, what with having that disabled mother to look after and her near retirement. She came into the office after the interviews in quite a jolly mood. As I said, if you want my opinion she only applied for the post because Miss Sowerbutts pushed her into it. You know how forceful she can be.’


  ‘Tell me about it,’ muttered the caretaker. ‘So did you meet her then, the new head teacher?’


  ‘Yes,’ replied the school secretary. ‘She seemed very pleasant and chatty and certainly had more about her than the other candidates. She popped into the office after the interview to say she looked forward to working with me and would be calling in to the school next week to look around and meet people. She was a bit put out when she said she’d like to have a word with Miss Sowerbutts before she left and I told her that the head teacher wasn’t on the premises.’ A self-satisfied look came across Mrs Scrimshaw’s face. ‘Actually, she said that in her opinion the school secretary is a vital cog in the educational machine and, as I said, she looked forward to working with me.’


  ‘Did she mention anything about the school, then?’ asked the caretaker.


  Mrs Scrimshaw knew exactly what he meant, fishing for compliments, but feigned ignorance. ‘In what way?’ she asked.


  ‘Well, the state of the building. Did she mention anything about that?’


  ‘No, she didn’t,’ replied the school secretary pointedly.


  ‘I spent most of the weekend giving the place a good onceover,’ moaned the caretaker petulantly, ‘so that it would look nice and clean for the interviews. I would have thought some mention would have been made of that. I spend half my life getting a sheen on that parquet floor and sorting out the problem with the cockroach infestation, and what credit do I get?’


  ‘She did make a point of having a word with Miss Brakespeare,’ continued the school secretary mischievously, enjoying the caretaker’s clear irritation at not getting a mention. ‘She told her how she hoped they could work together.’


  The caretaker laughed in a mirthless way. ‘Huh. I’ll tell you this, Miss Brakespeare will have to buck her ideas up now, by the sound of it.’


  ‘Yes, I guess she will,’ agreed the secretary. And so will you, she thought to herself. ‘The school needs a fresh start,’ she said, ‘and this new woman will no doubt give it, although I wonder how parents and people in the village will react. She’ll not be everyone’s idea of a head teacher.’


  ‘No,’ agreed the caretaker, rubbing his jaw and sniffing again. ‘Red shoes with silver heels. I just hope she doesn’t start walking on my parquet floor with her silver heels. It’s taken me an age to get it to the state it’s in.’


  The school secretary allowed herself another small smile. The state of the parquet floor in the school hall, she thought, was the least of the caretaker’s worries. ‘One wonders, of course,’ she said, ‘why someone so well qualified and already a very successful head teacher in a large city primary school should want to move to a village in the middle of the country. I saw her references and they were very good, very good indeed. I mean, there’s a drop in salary for a start, then the cost of moving house.’


  ‘Is she married then?’ asked the caretaker.


  ‘Well, she’s “Mrs” on the application form,’ the school secretary told him.


  ‘Perhaps her husband’s got a job in the area,’ suggested the caretaker. ‘She might—’


  ‘Well, no,’ interrupted Mrs Scrimshaw. ‘I had to copy the application forms and the references for the governors and I couldn’t help but notice that where it asked for marital status she had written, “Single”.’


  ‘She must be divorced, then?’


  ‘Appears so, unless she’s a widow.’


  ‘Well, it’s a bit of a mystery and no mistake,’ said the caretaker.


  ‘It is indeed,’ agreed the school secretary thoughtfully. ‘It is indeed.’


  A small voice could be heard in the corridor.


  ‘Excuse me, Mr Gribbon, I’m sorry to interrupt your conversation but may I have a quick word with Mrs Scrimshaw?’


  The caretaker moved away from the door to let a small boy into the office. He was a bright-eyed, rosy-cheeked child of about or eight or nine, his hair cut in the short-back-and-sides style and with a neat parting. Unlike the other junior boys in the school, who wore jumpers in the school colours, open-necked white shirts and long grey flannel trousers, this child was attired in a smart blue blazer, a hand-knitted pullover, grey shorts held up by an elastic belt with a snake clasp, a white shirt and tie, long grey stockings and sensible shoes. He could have been a schoolboy of the 1950s.


  ‘Hasn’t your mother arrived to collect you yet, Oscar?’ asked the school secretary irritably.


  ‘No, not yet, Mrs Scrimshaw,’ replied the child cheerfully, ‘but I am sure she will be here directly. She has a great many commitments on Fridays and she said she would be a little late.’ He had a curiously old-fashioned way of speaking.


  ‘Yes, well, I have to get home,’ Mrs Scrimshaw told him sharply, glancing at the clock on the wall yet again. ‘I really shouldn’t have to wait around until your mother decides to collect you. I’m going out this evening and I wanted to be off promptly.’


  ‘Anywhere nice?’ asked the child cheerily, oblivious to the implied criticism of his mother.


  Mrs Scrimshaw sighed impatiently. There was a slight raise of the eyebrow and a brief lift of the chin. ‘Perhaps I ought to give your mother a ring,’ she said.


  ‘She’ll be on her way,’ the child told her. ‘Friday is when she does her counselling and she sometimes runs a little late.’


  ‘Well, what do you want, Oscar?’ asked Mrs Scrimshaw.


  ‘I just wanted a quick word with you about the new head teacher,’ replied the boy.


  ‘Oh yes,’ said the school secretary, exchanging a glance with the caretaker.


  ‘Miss Sowerbutts told us yesterday in assembly that the governors would be appointing a new head teacher today,’ said the boy cheerfully.


  ‘That’s right.’


  ‘And she said we had to be on our very best behaviour.’


  ‘Did she?’


  ‘And that whoever gets the job,’ continued the boy, ‘will probably be calling in at the school some time next week to meet the teachers and the children and to have a look around.’


  ‘Well, what about it, Oscar?’ asked Mrs Scrimshaw.


  ‘Well, it occurred to me,’ said the child, ‘that it would be a really good idea to make a big poster that we could put in the entrance hall to greet our new head teacher for when he or she visits. It would make them feel welcome, don’t you think? I could do it over the weekend. I’ve just been given some paints for my birthday by my Uncle Julian. And I could write a poem of welcome.’


  Mrs Scrimshaw exchanged glances again with her colleague. He rolled his eyes and jangled his keys. ‘I think you would need to ask Miss Sowerbutts about that, Oscar,’ said the school secretary, imagining the expression on the face of the head teacher when such an idea was suggested.


  ‘Well, I could do the poster and the poem and bring them in on Monday,’ persisted the boy, ‘and run it past her.’


  The school secretary knew exactly what Miss Sowerbutts would think. The head teacher had been in a terrible mood all day, having been obliged to vacate her room for the interviews in which she had not been involved. The last thing she would want was a big poster and a poem welcoming her successor.


  ‘I think that’s a very good idea, Oscar,’ said the school secretary. ‘You run it past her on Monday. Now why don’t you go and wait in the entrance for your mother and read your book.’


  ‘So, did the governors pick a new head teacher, Mrs Scrimshaw?’ asked the boy without moving.


  ‘Off you go, Oscar,’ the school secretary told him with a tight smile of dismissal. ‘You’ll find out soon enough.’


  ‘It’s just that I could put her name – or it could be the man of course – on my poster,’ the child told her.


  ‘Go on! Off you go!’ said the caretaker sharply. ‘And do as you’re told.’


  ‘Actually I’m glad I’ve seen you, Mr Gribbon,’ said the boy, ignoring the instruction. ‘I’ve noticed that one or two of the paving slabs on the school drive have cracked and could be a health and safety hazard.’


  ‘Have you indeed?’ The caretaker grimaced.


  ‘A bit sticks up in places. I nearly tripped over and I could have hurt myself,’ continued the boy.


  ‘Well, you should look where you’re going then, shouldn’t you?’ said the caretaker.


  ‘It’s just that if someone does trip up and falls over they could break a bone and then the school could get into a lot of trouble. My father was telling my mother at breakfast this morning about someone in the office where he works who slipped on the wet floor and broke her leg and she’s taking the company to court. He said she could get a lot of money in compensation. I think it would be a really good idea, Mr Gribbon, if you replaced those paving slabs.’


  The caretaker opened his mouth to reply but the boy smiled widely and said, ‘Well, I think I can see my mother at the school gates. I’ll get off then.’


  ‘Goodbye, Oscar,’ sighed the school secretary, slowly shaking her head.


  ‘Oh, goodbye, Mrs Scrimshaw,’ the boy replied. He turned to the caretaker. ‘Goodbye, Mr Gribbon, and you won’t forget about the broken paving slabs, will you?’


  ‘Now look here, young man—’ started the caretaker, scowling, but before he could complete the sentence the child was out of the door.


  ‘I do hope the lady in the red shoes is our new head teacher,’ shouted the boy from the corridor. ‘She looked nice.’


  Miss Hilda Sowerbutts, to avoid being there at the time of the interviews, had left the school that morning before the first candidate had been called into her room to face the appointment panel. She was curious to see the candidates, though, so she had looked them over as they sat in the corridor but had said nothing. They were a motley group, she thought to herself. She had left the school and arrived back after the candidates and governors had departed at lunchtime, had not asked Mrs Scrimshaw who had been offered the position, and had closeted herself in her room for the remainder of the day. At the sound of the bell signalling the end of school she strode down the path, seething malevolently like a giant wasp, without saying ‘Good afternoon’ to the school secretary and ignoring the school caretaker, who attempted to catch her attention as she rattled through the gate. She was furious with the governors, of course, but Mrs Scrimshaw had annoyed her with the excessive attention she had paid to the candidates and by the obsequious way she had followed the Chairman of Governors around like some fussy little lapdog.


  Miss Sowerbutts walked briskly through the village, past the village store and post office and the Blacksmith’s Arms, to arrive at her small cottage at the end of the high street. After pouring herself a large extra dry sherry, she sat in the small tidy living room simmering. To be treated like this by the governors after all her years of loyal service to the school, to be slighted in such a way, was quite unforgivable. When the Chairman of Governors had informed her the week before that she was not to be involved in the interviewing process, she had, for one of those rare moments in her life, been lost for words.


  ‘So, you see, Miss Sowerbutts,’ the major had said, tugging nervously at his moustache, ‘it was felt by the governing body that it would be for the best if you distanced yourself, so to speak. We thought it appropriate if you were not involved.’


  ‘Distance myself?’ she had said when she had found her voice. She had stiffened, her face rigid. ‘Not be involved?’


  ‘That’s right,’ he had told her with a contrived smile. ‘To leave the appointment in the hands of the governors, if you follow my drift.’


  ‘No, Major!’ she had snapped. She had prickled with irritation. ‘I am afraid I do not follow your drift. Might I remind you that I have been head teacher in this school for twenty years?’ She had tensed with indignation. Her tone of voice had been glacial. ‘Furthermore, I have taught at Barton-in-the-Dale for thirty. Does that not mean anything?’ The major had felt it politic not to reply. He had stared at her glassily. ‘I guess it does not,’ she had informed him coldly.


  ‘It’s a tad delicate, Miss Sowerbutts,’ the major had started, smiling awkwardly, and then had begun again to tug at his moustache. ‘You see—’


  ‘Please allow me to finish,’ she had interrupted, with exaggerated disdain. ‘I should have thought that my opinion would count for something and at the very least my advice would have been sought.’


  ‘You see,’ the major had tried to explain, ‘the representative of the Local Education Authority, Mr Nettles, felt very strongly that it might be for the best if you were not involved. As far as I am concerned, I have no objection to your being party to the appointment, indeed I suggested the same, but one has to take the advice of Mr Nettles. After all, he has attended many interviews and does guide us in these matters. As he was at pains to point out, he is the locum tenent—’


  ‘The what?’ Miss Sowerbutts had asked, sharply, her eyes slitted to contain her anger.


  ‘He stands in for the Director of Education,’ the major had endeavoured to explain, ‘there to advise us and see that things are done properly. I am told it is not usual for head teachers to sit in on the appointment of their successors.’


  ‘Then you have been sadly misinformed, by this local tenement or whatever he styles himself,’ she had told the major testily, her mouth dry with resentment. ‘If it is not usual for head teachers to sit in on the appointment of their successors, then why was Mr Whyman sitting in on the interview for the headship at Tanbeck Wood Primary School last year?’


  ‘Ah, yes, well,’ the major had blustered. ‘I think that was something of an exception to the rule, if you follow my drift. There were special circumstances at Tanbeck Wood, I gather, in that particular situation.’


  ‘Which were?’ she had asked tartly. The question was like a pistol shot.


  ‘I beg your pardon?’


  ‘What were these “special circumstances”?’ she had demanded, emphasising the last two words.


  ‘I’m not privy to that, Miss Sowerbutts,’ the major had told her feebly.


  ‘Really? Well, I should be very interested to know what they were,’ she had persisted.


  ‘You would have to have a word with Mr Nettles about that,’ the major had replied, glancing at his watch to avoid her Medusa stare. How he had longed to be somewhere else.


  ‘So, then, I am not even to see the application forms or give an opinion about who I think should be on the shortlist?’ There had been a wary resentful look in her eyes. ‘Is that what you are saying?’


  ‘We … we … felt … Mr Nettles felt, that is,’ the major had told her, thinking to himself that it would have been easier to face a squad of battle-hardened soldiers than tackle this woman, ‘that it is better if you are not involved in the appointment.’


  ‘Well, Major, let me tell you,’ she had said, a look of distaste passing over her features, ‘and I hope you will convey this back to the governors and to this Mr Nettles, that I feel personally and profoundly insulted. In my considered opinion you have not treated me with the proper respect and attention. I feel betrayed and I am extremely angry.’


  ‘I am sorry you feel this way,’ the Chair of Governors had said. ‘Although you will not participate in the actual appointment, I do hope you will be involved to the extent of meeting the candidates, showing them around the school and answering any questions they may ask.’


  Miss Sowerbutts had stared at him coldly. ‘I think not,’ she had said.


  The major had departed with his tail between his legs.


  On the day of the interviews Miss Sowerbutts, on arriving home, looked out over her neat little garden, the smooth green lawn, carefully trimmed hedges and tidy borders she so carefully tended. She bristled with suppressed anger as she recalled the disagreeable meeting with the major. Lifting the sherry glass to her lips, she emptied the contents in one great gulp.


  The phone rang.


  ‘Yes?’ she answered sharply.


  ‘It’s me,’ a small voice came down the line. It was the deputy head teacher. ‘I didn’t get a chance to see you after school and I just wanted—’


  ‘Did you get it?’ Miss Sowerbutts asked quickly.


  ‘No.’


  ‘No!’


  ‘The woman in the red shoes got it, a Mrs Devine.’


  Miss Sowerbutts received the news with a face as hard as a diamond. ‘Well, I think it is disgraceful,’ she said angrily. ‘Disgraceful!’


  ‘She seems very nice,’ Miss Brakespeare told her hesitantly. ‘She was very pleasant and took the time to have a word with me after the interviews.’


  Miss Sowerbutts did not listen as she tried to take in the shocking news. ‘I just cannot believe it.’


  ‘It might be for the best,’ Miss Brakespeare said. She sounded almost cheerful.


  ‘I’ll see you tomorrow, Miriam,’ said Miss Sowerbutts, and without a word of commiseration, she banged down the receiver.


  What was surprising to her was that the deputy head teacher had not sounded at all disappointed that she had not got the job, in fact she had sounded not only resigned to the fact but distinctly light-hearted.


  Miss Sowerbutts was not the sort of woman to let things lie. She considered herself well-respected in the village, indeed held in awe by many, and believed that she still had a deal of influence in many different circles. If the major and this woman with the red shoes and the black stockings thought they were in for an easy ride, then they had another think coming.


  2


  The Reverend Atticus, rector of Barton, surveyed his tea, which had just been placed before him, through the thin lenses of small steel-framed spectacles. In the centre of the plate was a weeping chunk of boiled ham, half a hard-boiled egg with a blob of sickly-looking mayonnaise on top, two circles of dry cucumber, a radish, an over-ripe tomato and a fan-shaped piece of wilting lettuce edged in brown.


  ‘Is there something the matter with your tea, Charles?’ asked the vicar’s wife.


  She was a plain woman with a long oval face and skin the colour of the wax candles on the altar in the church, but her redeeming features were the most striking jade green eyes and her soft Titian hair.


  ‘No, no, my dear,’ the vicar replied, raising a smile. I am sure someone starving somewhere in the world would be glad of this repast, he thought, but it looked deeply unappetising to him. Of course, he didn’t say anything but picked up his knife and fork. ‘I was just thinking,’ he said.


  ‘About what?’ asked his wife, spearing a radish.


  ‘Oh, what I might make the theme of my sermon on Sunday.’


  ‘Well, I hope you will make it a great deal shorter than last week’s sermon,’ his wife said rather petulantly. ‘It went on for far too long. And I do wish you wouldn’t spend so much time talking outside the church after the service. The Yorkshire pudding tasted like cardboard when we eventually sat down to eat.’ She crunched on the radish.


  His wife’s culinary efforts frequently tasted like cardboard, thought the vicar, but he remained silent and poked the tomato to the side of his plate as if it were some insect that had crawled out of the lettuce.


  ‘I mean,’ continued his wife, ‘how many in the congregation understand or indeed are remotely interested in what you say?’


  The comment stung. ‘One hopes that they take in something, my dear,’ replied her husband. He stared out of the window at the pale green pastures, dotted with grazing sheep and criss-crossed by grey stone walls, that rolled upwards to the great whaleback hills and gloomy grey clouds in the distance. The scene had a cold and eerie beauty about it. He recalled a snatch of text: ‘I will lift up mine eyes unto the hills, from whence cometh my help.’


  ‘Are you listening, Charles?’ asked his wife.


  ‘Indeed, my dear,’ he replied.


  ‘It is a fact that most of the women come to church to show off their new hats and to exchange village gossip, and that the men come to talk about farming after the service,’ observed his wife, cutting the piece of the insipid ham on her plate into stamp-sized squares.


  ‘That’s a trifle unkind,’ said the vicar, with a gentle reproof in his voice.


  ‘Oh, Charles, really,’ said his wife in an exasperated tone. ‘You sound so “holier than thou” at times. “A trifle unkind.” You always have to look for the good in people, don’t you?’


  It was true that the vicar always looked for the good in others, tried to be fair and see the other person’s point of view. It was in his nature. ‘I’m a priest, my dear,’ he reminded her. ‘I think that is what priests are supposed to do.’


  Mrs Atticus stared at her husband unblinkingly. ‘Please don’t patronise me, Charles.’ She posted a piece of ham in her mouth and chewed slowly. They ate in silence for a while. ‘Of course, you would have been much more than a mere priest if you had a bit more ambition,’ she said. The vicar bit his lip. ‘My father, the bishop, always made his sermons short and sweet,’ she continued, prior to posting another square of meat into her mouth. ‘The church was invariably full when he spoke.’


  Here we go again, thought the vicar, forcing a piece of tasteless lettuce into his mouth. He’d thought it would not be long before the sainted bishop arose in his wife’s conversation. He had never really got on with his wife’s father. He could picture the narrow, bony face set in an expression of severe sanctity, and the wild bushy eyebrows that frequently arched with disapproval. He could hear the deep, resonant voice dripping with condescension and recall the searing blue eyes which had frequently rested upon him when they had disagreed.


  The Reverend Atticus knew, soon after his marriage to the bishop’s daughter, that he was something of a disappointment as a son-in-law. But she had taken to this rather serious and intense young man when she had first met him at one of her father’s soirées and had been attracted by his warm, attentive manner and kindly eyes. The young clergyman was not a handsome man in any conventional sense, but, unlike some of the young clerics who fluttered and flattered around her father, Charles Atticus had a thoughtful intelligent face and was his own man. Indeed, when the others at the clerical get-togethers talked inconsequentially, he had tried to debate with the bishop a number of ecclesiastical matters that had been troubling him. She had rather taken to the man who had the temerity to stand up to her father. The bishop had stroked his hand over his high bald dome and had told the young curate irritably that this was neither the time nor the place to be arguing points of theology.


  For his part, the young Charles Atticus was drawn to the striking, almond-shaped green eyes and golden auburn hair of this pale-skinned young woman who introduced herself as the bishop’s daughter. They had talked for most of the evening and he had been invigorated by her company.


  She reminded of him of the Pre-Raphaelite figure that featured in the painting adorning his tutor’s rooms at Oxford. Sadly, he thought, over the years, that lovely, interesting woman had become increasingly dissatisfied with her lot, more critical and tetchy and certainly more outspoken. She’d dreamed of ending her days in the bishop’s palace, surrounded by her children. Sadly he recalled the time when they had come to realise at last that they would never be blessed with children. His wife more than he had felt the great sense of loss.


  ‘And, of course,’ continued his wife now, ‘my father spoke in the sort of plain and simple language that people understood. I do think your sermons are way above their heads, with all these biblical quotations, classical references and theological opinions. You are not lecturing to divinity students.’


  ‘I do try to stimulate some thought in those who hear me,’ said the vicar, having succeeded in swallowing the lettuce.


  ‘My father, though you did not share his stance on a number of theological matters, imagined that you might go far in the Church when you married me,’ she said. ‘He said you had a good mind and had great potential if you could only be less serious and more sociable and mix with the right people. Yes, and I too thought you might go far.’


  ‘So you constantly keep reminding me, my dear,’ said the vicar, smiling tolerantly. He gazed, frowning, at the view through the window and another quotation came to mind. ‘A low voice is an excellent thing in a woman,’ it ran. Was that in the Bible, he thought, or was it Shakespeare?


  ‘Well, he did. He was an archdeacon by the time he reached thirty-five and a bishop when he was forty-six. You are as well qualified as he was, went to same college at Oxford and were very highly thought of. All my friends at university thought you were destined for high office. I think it is very short-sighted of the Church to pass you over for the dean’s position in favour of that sanctimonious little man with the wire-rimmed spectacles and the loud voice.’


  ‘I hardly think I was “passed over”,’ the vicar told her, smiling awkwardly. ‘Dr Peacock is very good-humoured and kindly when you get to know him and he works extremely hard.’


  ‘You see, there you go again, Charles, always looking for the good in people and rarely agreeing with my opinions. Dr Peacock lives up to his name. He is full of his own importance, strutting about the cathedral in his fancy cassock, and his wife is the same. And as for referring to herself as Mrs Dean … How ridiculous.’


  ‘I am very content here,’ said the vicar.


  ‘Well, I am not content here,’ his wife retorted. ‘I imagined that you would at the very least have been offered the dean’s position when it came up, but it went to him, fussy, shrill-voiced little man that he is, who no doubt ingratiated himself with the bishop.’


  The Reverend Atticus raised his eyes heavenwards and the snatch of verse again came to mind: ‘I will lift up mine eyes unto the hills, from whence cometh my help.’ Of course, no help was forthcoming. He sighed inwardly and examined his plate. He had never revealed to his wife that the present bishop had tried to persuade him that his name should be put forward for the said position, and that in every likelihood he would have been offered it; or that he had told the bishop he was honoured, but he was quite content to be the vicar of the small rural parish of Barton-in-the-Dale.


  His wife, having consumed her salad and placed her knife and fork together on her plate, dabbed at the corners of her mouth. ‘And then there’s the bishop,’ she said.


  ‘And what about the bishop, my dear?’ enquired the vicar, predicting what she was about to impart.


  ‘“Call me Bill,” he says, with that irritating laugh of his and his hearty handshake and happy-clappy services. The confirmation service was like a revivalist meeting, all that loud singing and clapping. It was like the Methodists. All they needed were tambourines.’


  ‘I think they are actually called timbrels,’ said the vicar, ‘and it’s the Salvation Army that—’


  ‘Whatever!’ snapped his wife testily. ‘My father must have spun in his grave when they saw fit to elevate such a man.’


  ‘A merry heart doeth good as medicine,’ observed the vicar.


  ‘I beg your pardon?’ asked his wife.


  ‘The Song of Solomon,’ murmured her husband.


  His wife gave a weary sigh.


  He prayed to himself: Dear Lord, give her patience and charity. He was saddened by his wife’s resentful words and by the fact that he had not lived up to her expectations. ‘You are not at all happy today, are you, Marcia?’ he asked, putting down his knife and fork and resting his white, well-cared-for hands on the table with priestly precision.


  ‘No, Charles, I am not,’ she replied.


  ‘Has something upset you?’ he asked.


  ‘If you really want to know, it’s this village that has upset me. I can’t walk down the high street without a curtain moving, I can’t say anything in the doctor’s surgery without it being broadcast around the whole neighbourhood, and I can’t purchase an item from the village shop without all and sundry knowing what we are having for tea. I get stopped by parishioners all the time asking about church functions and services, and what are we doing about the Harvest Festival and the Summer Fête, and when is the next meeting of the Mothers’ Union. And I am always the vicar’s wife and expected to behave like someone they consider a vicar’s wife should behave like. People seem to forget that I am a person in my own right.’ She bit her lip momentarily and looked down at her empty plate. ‘It’s so very claustrophobic here. I imagined that when the dean’s position came up we would be moving from this incestuous little village to that lovely Georgian house in the cathedral precinct and be at the centre of the city, meet different and interesting people and have something of a life.’


  The vicar rubbed his forehead. ‘I am sorry you feel this way, Marcia,’ he said. ‘My one ambition was to be a country parson and serve a small community and hopefully to make some difference to people’s lives. It was never my intention to climb up some ecclesiastical ladder. I am not an ambitious man. I have never wanted all the trappings and the responsibilities of a dean or an archdeacon or a bishop. You knew that when you married me.’


  ‘Yes, Charles, you may be very happy being just a country parson but what about me?’ She dabbed her eyes with her napkin. ‘What sort of life is this for me?’


  ‘Perhaps if you involved yourself in the life of the village a little more,’ he suggested, with a harassed look on his face.


  ‘You mean become a Morris dancer?’ she said. ‘Attend the local history society meetings? Join the Countrywomen’s club? The WI? I don’t think so.’


  The couple sat in silence for while.


  ‘I have not managed to do a dessert,’ said the vicar’s wife, sniffing. ‘I have been very busy with other things this afternoon.’


  The vicar decided it was judicious not to enquire what exactly his wife had been so busy with that afternoon. It certainly wasn’t polishing the brasses or arranging the altar flowers in the church.


  ‘We appointed the new head teacher at the school this morning,’ he said, changing the subject and trying to sound cheerful.


  ‘Well, I hope you picked someone different from the present incumbent,’ replied his wife. ‘That sour-faced woman should have gone years ago.’


  The vicar thought for a moment and recalled the surprise on the faces of his fellow governors when this attractive blonde-haired woman with the red shoes and the black stockings had walked through the door at the interviews that morning. As soon as she spoke he had been immediately impressed by her confident manner, her sensible views on education and her obvious enthusiasm and good humour.


  ‘Are you listening, Charles?’ asked his wife. ‘I said I hope you have picked someone different from the present incumbent.’


  ‘Oh yes,’ he replied, ‘the new appointment is very different, very different indeed.’


  ‘That head teacher who’s at the school at the moment is a most disagreeable woman,’ the vicar’s wife informed him. ‘And before you spring to her defence and tell me she has all these good points and I shouldn’t be so unkind, I have not heard one person in the village say a good word about her.’


  ‘I was about to say,’ said the vicar, ‘that Miss Sowerbutts does have something of a joyless disposition and a somewhat disconcerting countenance, I have to admit.’


  ‘In simple language, Charles,’ said his wife, ‘she’s a miserable, bad-tempered gorgon of a woman. I don’t think I’ve ever seen her smile. She walks about the village with a permanent scowl. One good thing that came out of that inspection of the school was getting her to retire. It’s a pity that it had to be the inspectors and not the governors who had to get rid of her. One wonders what you governors are for. I mean, you should have grasped the nettle years ago.’


  The vicar sighed with weary sufferance and felt it better not to pursue this line of conversation. He could have told his wife that the governors had discussed a number of times the possibility of suggesting to Miss Sowerbutts that she might consider retiring early, when parents began to move their children to other schools, but that they had discovered it was extremely difficult to remove a head teacher – unless of course he or she ran off with the dinner money or interfered with a child.


  ‘So what’s the new head teacher like?’ asked his wife.


  ‘She’s a very amiable and experienced person,’ the vicar told her. ‘Extremely well qualified and with excellent references. She’s at present the head teacher of a large and very successful inner-city primary, which received a glowing report from the school inspectors. I feel certain she will change the school for the better.’


  ‘One wonders,’ said the vicar’s wife, ‘if she is so well qualified and experienced, why on earth she would want to leave a thriving and successful school and come to a backwater like Barton-in-the-Dale.’


  That very thing had in fact been raised by one of the governors on the appointment panel, but the vicar said nothing and turned his attention to the circles of cucumber on his plate.


  The governors had convened in Miss Sowerbutts’ room for the interviews at nine o’clock that morning: the Chairman, Major C. J. Neville-Gravitas, RE (Retd); the Reverend Atticus, rector of Barton; Mr Nettles, an education officer from County Hall; Dr Stirling, a local GP; Mrs Pocock, a parent governor; Mrs Bullock, a foundation governor and Councillor Cyril Smout, the Local Education Authority representative.


  The head teacher’s room, in contrast to the rest of the school, was bright, comfortable and well furnished. There was an occasional table and two easy chairs, a pale shag-pile carpet, long pale drapes at the window, and it had its own small private toilet. The room was dominated by a large desk. There were filing cupboards and cabinets of various sorts, an expensive-looking bookcase, and the walls, which were plain and the colour of soured cream, were decorated with colourful prints. With so many people clustered uncomfortably around the head teacher’s desk it had been cramped, hot and airless. There being no staff-room, the four candidates, who had arrived at 8.30, had either wandered around the school or waited seated in the corridor outside until they were called, in turn, to be interviewed.


  ‘It’s a rum do, is this,’ Councillor Smout announced, leaning back expansively on his chair, stretching his fat legs underneath the desk and sucking in his teeth. He was a broad individual with an exceptionally thick neck, a vast florid face and small darting eyes. His face seemed set in a permanent frown. His stomach pushed forcefully against his waistcoat, revealing a show of white shirt and the top of his trousers. ‘T’head teacher clearing off like that. She shot out of that door like a rabbit wi’ t’runs. Walked straight past me in t’corridor she did, wi’out a by-your-leave and with a mouth like a torn pocket.’


  ‘She is rather upset that she was not invited to sit in on the interview,’ the chairman told him. ‘I’m afraid she is not best pleased with the governors, if you follow my drift. I had quite a contretemps with her last week.’


  ‘A what?’ Mrs Bullock asked, craning her neck in the major’s direction.


  ‘A difference of opinion, Mrs Bullock,’ the chairman said loudly.


  ‘As I have been at pains to point out, Mr Chairman,’ the education officer explained, ‘there was no question whatsoever of Miss Sowerbutts being invited to sit on the appointment panel. It would be quite out of the question, particularly under the circumstances.’


  ‘Well, she was not best pleased,’ the major informed them, ‘and she was extremely belligerent with me.’


  ‘I can’t see why she should be miffed,’ the councillor said. ‘I should ’ave thought that what with that critical report and all, she would ’ave wanted to keep ’er ’ead down.’ He flicked through the papers in front of him. ‘Any road, Mr Chairman, can we get on? I’ve a meeting of t’Parks and Recreation Committee this afternoon. I shouldn’t think this’ll tek too long. I mean, it’s not as if we’ve got a reight good field to choose from, is it?’


  ‘That is to be expected, councillor,’ the education officer remarked. ‘There is often a paucity of applications for head teacher posts at the small schools, and the salary is not that attractive. I guess also that those who live in the area and know the school will have got wind of the inspectors’ report. That, no doubt, will have put some people off.’


  ‘Do I take it that in the details sent to the candidates the findings in the school inspectors’ report were not revealed?’ the vicar asked.


  ‘We felt it prudent not to mention it,’ the education officer told him.


  ‘I think it would have been fair-minded to do so,’ the Reverend Atticus said, clearly displeased. ‘It seems to me that those who have applied for the post should at the very least have been informed—’


  ‘Could we please resist talking persistently and tediously about the school report?’ the major asked, sighing. ‘We have discussed what the inspectors had to say in great detail at the last two meetings. I for one have heard quite enough about the report. It is surely time to move on and to appoint someone who will take the school forward and breath fresh life into it.’


  ‘Quite right, Mr Chairman,’ Councillor Smout agreed. ‘We were on t’edge of a precipice after what them inspectors said about t’school, but, as you’ve just said, we now need to move forward wi’ confidence. Let’s get cracking or we’ll be ’ere all day.’


  ‘And I do think, Reverend Atticus,’ the education officer added, ‘that it would be unwise to mention the report to the candidates. We really do not want any withdrawals. It is imperative that we appoint someone today.’


  ‘I don’t agree,’ the vicar retorted. ‘I think it is “imperative”, to use your word, that they do know about the inspectors’ report and what they will be taking on, and I for one will most certainly be mentioning it.’


  ‘I really think that would be rather rash,’ replied the education officer. ‘I feel it is best not to raise the matter.’


  ‘You may feel that, Mr Nettles,’ said the vicar, ‘but I do not, and furthermore I shall—’


  ‘Could we please make a start?’ the major barked, thinking that at this rate he would never make his round of golf that afternoon.


  ‘I don’t think Miss Brakespeare should get the job,’ Mrs Pocock declared suddenly in a fierce and determined voice. ‘She teaches my Ernest and he says she’s rubbish. He says the lessons—’


  ‘Let us not discount anyone at this stage,’ Mr Nettles interrupted pompously. ‘Since all these applicants have been called for interview, we must at least have the opportunity of hearing what they have to say. We must be very careful to follow the correct procedures and practices. And,’ he added pointedly, looking directly at Mrs Pocock over the spectacles perched on the end of his nose, ‘we have to be extremely careful how we refer to the candidates.’


  ‘Well, I’m telling you now,’ the parent governor told him sharply and meeting his gaze defiantly, ‘I’m not voting for her!’


  ‘Look,’ the chairman said, drawing a deep exasperated breath, ‘let us see what each of the candidates has to say and then we can make a decision.’


  ‘I’ve made my decision when it comes to Miss Brakespeare,’ Mrs Pocock said stubbornly, ‘and I’m not going to change it.’


  The major sighed. ‘Let’s get on with it, shall we?’


  The first candidate, Miss Brakespeare, the deputy head teacher, proved singularly unimpressive and it was clear that her heart was not in her application. She arrived for the interview in a creased blue cotton suit a size too small, dark stockings and sensible sandals. Her hair was scraped back in a style that was a good twenty years out of date, and there was not a trace of any make-up. She smiled a great deal, sighed a great deal and nodded a great deal, but said very little. When asked if she would accept the position were it offered, she replied that she would need to think about it.


  The second candidate, a thin woman with a pained expression and whose eyes, like those of some nocturnal tree-climbing creature, were magnified alarmingly behind thick-rimmed glasses, explained that she was looking for a quieter, less stressful life at a little country school. She had a tight little mouth and a strident voice, and spent most of the interview evading the questions and complaining about the dreadful behaviour of the children she taught at the moment and the decline in standards, particularly in literacy.


  When the vicar mentioned the negative school report, the education officer sighed noisily and looked to the chairman. The major shrugged but remained silent. The candidate’s mouth tightened.


  ‘Negative school report,’ she repeated. ‘I wasn’t aware of that.’


  ‘The school recently received a rather critical report from the school inspectors,’ the vicar told her. ‘We are looking for someone who will take the school forward and make significant improvements. It will be a demanding but an exciting opportunity.’


  ‘I see,’ said the candidate, clearly perturbed. She stared at him blankly for a moment. ‘Well, that was not made clear in the information sent out.’ She awaited a response, but no one on the governing body decided to elaborate. The candidate folded her hands together in a slow, controlled manner. ‘Well, bearing in mind this critical report of which I was not aware, I shall have to reconsider whether or not I want the position. Of course, should I decide to accept the post, were it offered, I would have to negotiate the salary and I would want the governors to meet a number of my requirements.’


  ‘Well, that puts ’er out of t’runnin’,’ observed Councillor Smout after the woman had left the room. ‘She’s a carbon copy of t’head teacher we’ve got at t’moment. Out o’ frying pan, into t’fire, if we was to appoint ’er.’


  The penultimate applicant was a tall, pale-faced man in his late twenties with an explosion of wild, woolly ginger hair, a small goatee beard and a permanently surprised expression.


  ‘Do take a seat,’ the chairman told him, gesturing to a hard-backed chair facing the crescent of governors. The young man sat, crossed his legs, leaned back, folded his hands on his lap and smiled widely at the panel. It was clear to all from the major’s expression that the Chairman of Governors was less than impressed with the outfit this candidate was wearing: a crumpled linen jacket which looked as if it had been left out in the rain and dried before an open fire, crushed strawberry corduroy trousers, a pink shirt and a wildly colourful and clumsily knotted tie. It could not have been more different from the major’s own attire: dark blue barathea blazer with brash gold buttons, pressed grey trousers, crisp white shirt, and regimental tie fixed with a small gold pin and tied in a tight knot under the chin.


  ‘Now, Mr Cuthberton,’ the major asked, ‘could you tell us why you applied for this position?’


  The candidate uncrossed his legs, leaned forward earnestly in his chair, steepled his hands and launched into what was clearly a carefully prepared monologue.


  When the vicar, much to the education officer’s disapproval, raised the question of the inspectors’ report again, the young man smiled and assured the panel that he was ‘up for a challenge’. He then sat back and re-crossed his legs.


  ‘Don’t you feel you are a little young for this position?’ asked Mrs Pocock.


  The candidate hunched his shoulders and folded his arms across his chest. He looked heavenwards as if waiting for some divine inspiration before answering.


  ‘Well,’ he replied after a long pause, ‘what I lack in experience, I certainly have in enthusiasm and commitment.’ He seemed very pleased with his answer and clearly saw no need to elaborate.


  Councillor Smout asked the stock question he always asked at head teacher appointments: ‘So, what makes a good head teacher, then?’


  This was a question the candidate had clearly been expecting, for he uncrossed his arms and legs, sat upright and delivered a statement which he had rehearsed. He concluded: ‘And so, it goes without saying, a head teacher should be dynamic, dedicated and hard-working.’


  ‘Well, why bother sayin’ it then?’ remarked Councillor Smout under his breath.


  When this applicant had left the room the chairman shook his head. ‘I was not keen on that chappie, I have to say. Not the sort of person we want for this school.’


  ‘In what way?’ the vicar asked. ‘I felt he was a very personable young man.’


  ‘Well, vicar,’ the chairman replied, lowering his voice, ‘without putting a finer point on it, I think he bats from the pavilion end, if you follow my drift.’


  ‘He what?’ Mrs Bullock asked, tapping her hearing aid.


  ‘I said I think he bats from the pavilion end, Mrs Bullock,’ the chairman repeated loudly.


  ‘I don’t see the relevance of where he plays cricket,’ she replied.


  ‘No, I mean he’s the other way inclined,’ the major told her, ‘if you follow my drift.’


  ‘You mean you think this young man is a homosexual?’ the vicar stated bluntly.


  ‘A homo what?’ Mrs Bullock asked.


  ‘Well, I think it’s pretty clear that the man is, what shall I say, of that particular inclination,’ the major replied. ‘I have nothing personally against people like that but I don’t feel he is right for the school. I mean—’


  ‘The candidate’s predilection is not of any relevance,’ Mr Nettles interrupted. ‘Someone’s sexual orientation is not an issue.’


  ‘Well, I think—’ the major started.


  ‘Indeed, Mr Chairman,’ Mr Nettles continued, ‘this candidate cannot be ruled out merely because you are of the opinion that he is gay. There are clear guidelines which we are obliged to follow regarding discrimination on the grounds of gender, ethnicity, disability and sexual orientation. The fact that this candidate might be gay—’


  ‘Who’s gay?’ Mrs Bullock asked.


  ‘Mr Nettles is quite right on this occasion,’ the vicar said. ‘It is singularly out of order, Mr Chairman, for you to express your prejudices. It is quite unacceptable. Furthermore, it is mere supposition that this candidate is gay.’


  ‘Who’s gay?’ Mrs Bullock asked again.


  ‘Look,’ Councillor Smout said tetchily, ‘we’re not gerrin anyweer ’ere. This man could ’ave two ’eads and a tail for all I care, provided that ’e’s a good ’ead teacher. To be frank I din’t take to ’im neither and not because of what t’major ’as said. He ’asn’t t’experience, didn’t answer t’questions and never looked me in t’eye and I’ve never trusted a man wi’ a beard, it’s a way of hiding summat – like an ’edge around a garden.’


  ‘Well, that would have put Jesus out of the running for this post,’ the vicar remarked in a voice hardly audible.


  ‘And as I’ve said, I din’t like t’woman with the big glasses who wanted more money,’ the councillor continued. ‘All she wanted was to come ’ere for an easy life and sit on her backside until retirement.’


  ‘Well, I’m not voting for Miss Brakespeare,’ the parent governor piped up. ‘And I quite liked the man in the pink shirt.’


  ‘Mrs Pocock,’ the education officer said, his face becoming flushed with irritation, ‘you must see all the candidates and then make up your mind.’


  ‘Well,’ Mrs Pocock retorted, ‘the major has just said that he didn’t like the man in the pink shirt and Councillor Smout didn’t take to the woman with the big glasses, so I can’t see why I can’t say who I don’t like and I don’t like Miss Brakespeare and I am not voting for her.’


  ‘Could we please move on?’ the major pleaded.


  The final candidate, an attractive woman in her late thirties, wearing a tailored grey suit, cream blouse, black stockings and red shoes with silver heels, brought the chatter of the governors to an abrupt halt when she walked through the door.


  ‘Good morning,’ she said cheerfully.


  The major moved forward in his chair, stroked his moustache and smiled widely. ‘Good morning,’ he said. ‘Do take a seat, Mrs er …’


  ‘Devine,’ she told him, returning the smile. Her eyes were clear and steady. ‘Elisabeth Devine.’


  There was an expression of absolute wonder on the major’s face, as if he had discovered a rare and beautiful butterfly on a leaf.


  The last candidate had considerable presence and gave an outstanding interview, answering the questions clearly, fully and confidently and looking each of the governors in the eye.


  Councillor Smout asked his stock question: ‘What makes a good head teacher, then?’


  ‘Someone who believes that all children matter,’ she told him, ‘and that includes the bright and the talented, those with special educational needs and the damaged, disaffected and ill-favoured. The good head teacher never writes a child off. I think the good head teacher is keen and enthusiastic, respectful of children’s backgrounds and culture, somebody who has a vision that a school should be cheerful and welcoming and optimistic, where children love to learn and learn to love. She is a leader who involves the governors, staff, parents and to some extent the pupils in the decisions and values their contributions, who manages with openness and fairness and has a sense of humour, indeed a sense of fun. Shall I continue?’ she asked.


  ‘No, no,’ Councillor Smout said. He had sat throughout her answer as if transfixed, his legs apart, his arms comfortably crossed over his chest, his head tilted a little to the side and his mouth open. ‘That’s quite sufficient, thank you.’


  The vicar then mentioned the inspectors’ report. ‘You are perhaps not aware, Mrs Devine, that this school has received a particularly critical report from the school inspectors. In the light of this are you still disposed to be considered for the post?’


  The candidate was clearly surprised with the revelation but she had realised, she told him, having looked around the school and spoken to the deputy head teacher, that there were problems which needed addressing. She went on to say that she really wanted the post and that she would welcome the opportunity of working with the governors and staff in turning things around. Looking at Mr Nettles, she smiled and told him she assumed the Education Office would give her a deal of support in making the necessary changes.


  ‘Of course,’ the education officer assured her, in the tone of one humouring a child.


  ‘Do we need to vote on this?’ the chairman asked when Mrs Devine had left the room. ‘It seems to me the last candidate is head and shoulders above the rest.’


  There were grunts of agreement and nods of the heads. The one dissenting voice came from Dr Stirling, who, apart from asking each of the candidates a short question, spoke for the first time.


  ‘I will grant you, Mr Chairman, that the last candidate was extremely impressive,’ he said. ‘Rather too impressive, perhaps. Mrs Devine is clearly in a different league from the other applicants, none of whom I think is suitable for this position, but what I would ask is this: why is she wishing to come here? She is aware, as she has said, that the school has problems and has been told it has received a highly critical report from Her Majesty’s Inspectors. She also, having spoken to the deputy head teacher, probably knows we are losing children by the week. She comes with excellent references, is already a head teacher of a large and successful school, she is highly qualified and very experienced and on a considerably higher salary than we are offering. Why should she want to come to a small village school which is experiencing real difficulties? I am not altogether comfortable about appointing her. Those of you who are acquainted with me know well enough that I am not by nature a suspicious person, but there is something here that I think is not quite right. I feel we should re-advertise the position.’


  ‘You should have asked ’er why she applied for the post then, Dr Stirling,’ Councillor Smout said.


  ‘I assumed that the chairman would be asking that question,’ the doctor replied. ‘He asked that of all the other candidates.’


  The major had indeed intended to ask that question, but his mind had been elsewhere when faced with such an attractive and assured woman.


  ‘There may be many reasons why Mrs Devine might wish to come here,’ the vicar argued. ‘For example, perhaps there is nothing left for her to do at her present school and she wishes to take on a fresh challenge.’


  ‘Or she’s looking for a quiet life in the country, like the other candidate,’ observed the doctor.


  ‘I think that is quite unfounded, Dr Stirling,’ said the vicar. ‘Mrs Devine is fully aware that this school is experiencing some difficulties. As I recall, she said as much in her interview. Didn’t she say she would welcome the opportunity of turning things around?’


  ‘An’ if she were looking for a quiet life in t’country,’ added Councillor Smout, ‘she’d ’ave backed out when she were told about t’report by vicar ’ere.’


  ‘Well, I thought she gave an excellent performance,’ said the major.


  ‘A what?’ asked Mrs Bullock.


  ‘Perhaps you have made my point, Mr Chairman,’ the doctor said. ‘It was indeed something of a performance. Rather too polished for my liking.’


  ‘She might be escaping an abusive husband,’ Mrs Pocock commented. ‘You read about it all the time. My sister, Noreen, left her husband because he couldn’t keep his hands off of her. I mean Mrs Devine says that she’s single on her application form and yet she’s married.’


  ‘Or has been,’ the major added.


  ‘Who’s a has-been?’ Mrs Bullock enquired.


  ‘Well, I for one think she’s t’ideal replacement for Miss Sowerbutts,’ Councillor Smout said, wishing to escape the small cramped room and have a substantial lunch before the meeting of the Parks and Recreation Committee. ‘She’s a striking-looking woman with a lot about ’er. What do you think, Mr Nettles?’


  ‘I think Mrs Devine seems eminently suitable,’ replied the education officer.


  ‘Mr Chairman—’ Dr Stirling started.


  ‘No, Dr Stirling,’ the Chairman told him, holding up a hand, ‘I think we have decided and we have to get it sorted out today.’ He turned to the education officer. ‘I think I am right, aren’t I, Mr Nettles?’ The education officer nodded. ‘I am going to put it to the vote. Now all those in favour—’


  ‘Mr Chairman!’ Dr Stirling interrupted angrily. ‘I really must insist that we give this greater consideration. First, we have not discussed the other candidates in any detail or considered the alternative of re-advertising the post.’


  ‘You’ve already said yourself, Dr Stirling,’ Councillor Smout remarked loudly, ‘that none of t’others is up to scratch as far as you’re concerned, so what’s t’point of considering ’em, eh?’


  ‘Nevertheless—’ the doctor began.


  ‘Dr Stirling,’ the education officer said in a deeply patronising voice, ‘as the representative of the Director of Education, here to advise the governors, I feel it incumbent upon me to point out that we need to expedite the matter of appointing with some urgency. The school requires a new head teacher and it would take a great deal of time and further effort to set the process in motion again. And, I feel I need to point out, it is highly unlikely that we will attract any better field than the one we have seen today. It appears you are the only dissenting voice, so I think, as the Chairman has suggested, that the governors should put it to a vote.’


  And so it was that Mrs Elisabeth Devine was appointed the new head teacher of Barton-in-the-Dale Parochial Primary School.


  3


  Mrs Sloughthwaite, proprietor of the Barton-in-the-Dale village store and post office, stood at the door of her shop the morning after the interviews for the new head teacher. It was a bright, sunny summer Saturday, and Mrs Sloughthwaite, a round, red-faced woman with a large fleshy nose, pouchy cheeks and a great bay window of a bust, hoped the good weather would encourage visitors to the village. Tourists passing through on their way to more picturesque spots sometimes stopped to patronise her shop, and she enjoyed passing the time of day and regaling them with a potted history of the place – though nothing of great import had happened there.


  Prince Rupert, on his way to Marston Moor to fight Oliver Cromwell, was reputed to have stayed at the Blacksmith’s Arms, and it was said that Emily Brontë once spent a weekend at Limebeck House, but these were probably fanciful tales. There had been the fire up at the rectory a century before, when the rural dean, a seasoned drinker and notorious gambler, had set himself and the building alight, and the time during the last war when Mr Osbaldiston had discovered a German pilot hiding in his barn and handed him over to the Home Guard at the point of a pitchfork, but that was about it.


  The village had a timeless quality about it that suited Mrs Sloughthwaite. Former inhabitants long since dead and buried in St Christopher’s churchyard, were they to be resurrected, would recognise it immediately, for little had changed. And this is how Mrs Sloughthwaite and the villagers of Barton-in-the-Dale wanted it. Change was regarded with deep suspicion, for it inevitably meant a change for the worse. The Parish Council, supported by the older and more vociferous residents and the few commuters who wished to escape the hectic life of the city after a hard day’s work, actively discouraged any sort of development, wishing to preserve the peaceful and unhurried lifestyle. Newcomers were regarded by Mrs Sloughthwaite from a distance at first, and their behaviour was meticulously observed until she had decided whether or not they were acceptable to her. Should she take a dislike to a person, not only would the unfortunate recipient of her displeasure get yesterday’s bread but their character would be well and truly traduced over the counter later on.


  Mrs Sloughthwaite looked down the high street and breathed in noisily. She waved to Mrs Siddall, setting up her fruit and vegetable stall outside the greengrocer’s, and to Mr Farringdon, who stood at the door of his hardware shop, broom held like a bayonet over his chest ready for a charge. Mrs Sloughthwaite had lived here all her life, and she loved this village with its surrounding scattered conifer plantations, pale stone and pantile-roofed cottages, the old walls of greenish white limestone enclosing the solid Norman church with its square tower spearing the sky, the black yews and elms in the graveyard, the two pubs and the proud monument built in honour of the second Viscount Wadsworth, a long-dead local squire. Nothing of any real note happened here, but that was the way she liked it – predictable and undisturbed, well away from the noise and the bustle of town and city life. Mind you, she thought, folding her arms under her substantial bosom, there was a bit of interesting news. A new head teacher had been appointed up at the school. A glimmer of private amusement passed across her face as she thought of Miss Sowerbutts, the present holder of the post. That long beak of a nose had been well and truly put out of joint, or so she had heard.


  It was as if the very thought of the said woman had conjured her up, for there she stood, body stiffly upright and wearing that silly knitted hat and mothball-scented skirt, with a battered canvas shopping bag hanging loosely from her arm.


  ‘I take it you are open?’ asked Miss Sowerbutts, without a smile.


  ‘Oh, I didn’t see you there, Miss Sowerbutts,’ replied the shopkeeper in an overly friendly way. She smiled insincerely at the customer with the curled lip, hooded brow and heavy, judgemental eyes. ‘I was in a world of my own. Yes, indeed we are open.’ She moved out of the doorway to let the first customer of the day pass into the shop, following her and smoothing her hands down the front of her nylon overall. ‘I was miles away.’ She positioned herself behind the counter. ‘It’s a beautiful day, isn’t it?’


  ‘Yes, indeed,’ replied Miss Sowerbutts, scanning the shelves.


  ‘I love this time of year when all the buds come out and the flowers appear. June is my favourite month, although I have to say—’


  ‘Are these the only biscuits you have?’ interrupted Miss Sowerbutts stiffly.


  ‘I’m afraid so. We don’t have much call for any others. The custard creams are nice and there’s a Venetian selection box which is very popular.’


  ‘They are not to my taste,’ replied the customer. ‘I don’t have a sweet tooth. I want rich tea or plain digestives. I shall have to go into town next week.’


  Suit yourself, you miserable old crone, thought Mrs Sloughthwaite. It wouldn’t hurt her to be pleasant once in a while. That face of hers could have been hacked out of wood with a blunt axe.


  ‘I gather they’ve appointed the new head teacher up at the school,’ said the shopkeeper casually. It was a carefully and cleverly aimed provocation. She had heard from Mrs Pocock how displeased Miss Sowerbutts had been at not being consulted in the appointment of her successor and how she had stormed out of the school without even meeting her.


  ‘Yes, so I hear,’ was the murmured reply. The thin smile conveyed little more than feigned interest. ‘I’ll take a jar of that coffee, the special roasted blend.’


  Mrs Sloughthwaite reached up to the shelf behind her. ‘Yes, Mrs Pocock called in for her order yesterday afternoon and said the governors had appointed.’


  ‘Did she? I’ll have a packet of brown sugar as well.’


  ‘Very colourful character by all accounts.’


  ‘Who is?’


  ‘The new head teacher.’


  ‘Well, I wouldn’t know,’ Miss Sowerbutts told her with quick indifference. ‘I’ve not met her. Are those scones freshly baked? The ones I had last week were on the stale side. You might mention that to your supplier.’


  ‘These are fresh as a daisy,’ replied the shopkeeper, with the fixed and artificial smile she had perfected over the years when faced with an objectionable customer. ‘You’ll be able to put your feet up now, won’t you, and enjoy your retirement,’ she added. It was a comment guaranteed to annoy.


  Miss Sowerbutts stiffened, fixing Mrs Sloughthwaite with a piercing stare. ‘Retirement?’ she repeated.


  ‘Well, now that you’ve finished at the school you’ll have time on your hands, I should imagine.’ The shopkeeper’s smile was a mask on her face.


  ‘Mrs Sloughthwaite,’ Miss Sowerbutts replied with a bleak smile, ‘I am not the sort of person who puts her feet up and I will most certainly not have time on my hands. I shall be as busy as ever.’ She dug into her canvas bag for her purse. ‘I’ll leave the scones,’ she said. ‘How much for the coffee and the sugar?’


  Marcia Atticus was digging in the herbaceous borders of the rectory garden when she caught sight of the lone figure wandering among the gravestones, pausing here and there to examine the inscriptions on the weathered stones. The visitor was a striking-looking woman with bright blonde hair, dressed in a stylish cream raincoat and a pale silk scarf of eau-de-Nil.


  ‘Are you looking for someone in particular?’ asked the vicar’s wife, leaning over the low stone wall that surrounded the rectory garden.


  Elisabeth turned and smiled broadly. ‘No, I was just looking. I find epitaphs fascinating. Some are quite small and rather sweet but others are so huge and elaborate, like that huge marble mausoleum in the centre of the graveyard. It dwarfs every other.’


  ‘It was meant to,’ the vicar’s wife told her. ‘That’s the tomb of the notorious Dean Joseph Steerum-Slack. He was quite an unpleasant and outrageous character by all accounts. Spent most of his time hunting and drinking and gambling. Burnt the rectory to the ground with himself and his dogs inside during the last century. The Reverend Steerum-Slack was the only notable figure the village has ever had. He was larger than life when he was alive and he certainly intended to be larger than life when he was dead and never to be forgotten – hence that ridiculously over-the-top monstrosity with more Latin on it than in a Roman missal. He designed it himself, and left sufficient money in his will to have it erected. If it was up to me, I’d knock the thing down.’


  Elisabeth smiled. ‘Are you the vicar?’ she asked.


  ‘Gracious me, no!’ exclaimed Mrs Atticus. ‘I’m his wife. My husband closets himself away on Saturday mornings to write his sermons. He spends hours in his study, working out what he will say on the Sunday. It’s a pity so few seem to listen to or indeed understand him.’ There was a hint of disapproval in her voice.


  ‘ I am sure that is not the case,’ replied Elisabeth diplomatically.


  ‘Oh, but it is,’ the vicar’s wife confided. ‘My husband feels he should give everyone the full benefit of his extensive knowledge, but I fear it falls upon stony ground.’


  ‘It’s a beautiful church, and so peaceful here,’ said Elisabeth, changing the subject tactfully.


  ‘A little too peaceful for my liking,’ said Mrs Atticus, smiling ruefully.


  ‘And your garden is quite delightful. I’ve never seen such a variety of plants.’


  ‘One tries one’s best. It’s such an effort keeping the lawn in this condition. The dandelion seeds blow over from the graveyard. Such a nuisance. I do so wish Mr Massey would do something about the weeds. He is supposed to keep it tidy but he spends most of his time in the Blacksmith’s Arms and comes and goes as he pleases.’


  ‘Is the church open?’ asked Elisabeth.


  ‘Oh yes, my husband never locks it. I have told him that one day when the brass candlesticks disappear from the altar, and the poor box goes missing, he will finally decide to lock the door. My husband is a very trusting man. He tends to see the good in everyone.’


  ‘Well, he is a priest, after all,’ Elisabeth commented. ‘I think that is what priests are supposed to do.’


  ‘That is exactly what he says,’ said the vicar’s wife wryly. ‘And, speak of the devil – if you will pardon the expression – here he comes.’


  The Reverend Atticus emerged from the rectory, rubbing together his long white hands. He was a tall man with a thin-boned face, skin as smooth as parchment, high arching brows and a long prominent nose. When she had first set eyes upon him at her interview the day before, Elisabeth had thought he had the appearance of someone who was likely to be a severe and uncompromising individual, but he had proved very different. As soon as he had opened his mouth, she decided that she liked the Reverend Atticus, with his soft voice and solicitous and kindly manner. Unlike the stony-faced doctor who never said a word and the bellicose, red-faced councillor with the loud voice, the Reverend Atticus had smiled a great deal throughout her interview and listened attentively to her answers. He had been the first to extend a hand to congratulate her when she had been offered the job, and he had expressed the hope that she would settle into the school and be happy in her new role. She had met his type before: honest and courteous, an other-worldly man of calm and calming disposition. The clergyman’s smile broadened when he caught sight of her talking to his wife.


  ‘Ah,’ he said breezily, addressing his wife, ‘you have become acquainted with our new head teacher, my dear?’


  ‘Oh!’ exclaimed Mrs Atticus. ‘I didn’t realise.’


  ‘I’m Elisabeth Devine,’ said Elisabeth, extending a hand across the wall.


  Marcia Atticus removed a gardening glove. ‘I’m very pleased to meet you,’ she said.


  ‘I thought I would spend a day in the village, have a look around and get a feel for the place,’ Mrs Devine explained. ‘It’s quite a delightful spot, so unspoilt and tranquil.’


  ‘We like it,’ replied the vicar, glancing at his wife. ‘Don’t we, my dear?’


  His wife gave a small and unconvincing smile, but didn’t reply.


  ‘I’m just about to have an interlude from writing tomorrow’s sermon,’ continued the cleric cheerfully. ‘I’m considering the Parable of the Lost Sheep. Sheep always go down well in this part of the world. I feel sure my wife would enjoy a cup of coffee and a break from her labours in the garden. Perhaps you might like to join us, Mrs Devine?’


  ‘I wouldn’t want to put you to any trouble,’ replied Elisabeth.


  ‘Oh, no trouble,’ replied the vicar. He had the gentle look of a domesticated cat.


  ‘Then I should very much like to join you,’ she said.


  ‘Good, good,’ cooed the vicar.


  The rectory was an unprepossessing building that had been erected in the late nineteenth century to replace an imposing grey stone Georgian mansion. With its shiny red brick walls, greasy grey slate roof, small square windows, towers and turrets and enveloping high black iron fence, the building resembled more of a workhouse than a vicarage. Inside it was cool and unwelcoming, with its black and white patterned tiles in the hallway, plain off-white walls, high ceilings and heavy oak doors. The place smelt of old wood and lavender floor polish.


  ‘Come through into the sitting room, Mrs Devine,’ urged the vicar. ‘It’s a little more homely than the drawing room. My wife will entertain you while I get the coffee.’


  Elisabeth wondered what the drawing room could look like when she followed Mrs Atticus into a sombre and spartan space with heavy old-fashioned furniture, dark faded carpet and thick, plain green curtains. Her eyes were immediately drawn to a large watercolour painting of St Christopher’s church which hung above the mantelpiece. It was one of the rare bits of colour.


  ‘So what brings you to Barton-in-the-Dale?’ asked the vicar’s wife, gesturing to her visitor to take a seat in a heavy and threadbare armchair.


  Elisabeth Devine did not know the questioner sufficiently well to confide in her why she had decided to leave such a comfortable, well-paid and rewarding position in the city to move to a small village in the Yorkshire Dales. She knew that whatever she divulged would spread like wildfire throughout the small community. It was best, she thought, to be evasive.


  ‘Oh, I felt like a change,’ she replied, casually. ‘City life has become increasingly hectic and noisy and I decided it was time to move on.’


  Mrs Atticus stared for a moment at her visitor, studying her carefully. Those penetrating pale blue eyes of hers, she thought, revealed nothing. She was certain there was more to it than merely a change of scenery and the desire for a quiet life. ‘You will certainly find it very quiet here,’ she said. ‘Things move very slowly in Barton-in-the-Dale. It’s a very close-knit community and you will find there’s a real resistance to outside influences and to any changes. It’s a pretty enough village, of course, and if you are seeking a peaceful, rural existence then I am sure you will find it to your liking. I, for one, would quite welcome the hectic, city life.’


  ‘I’m sure I will be very happy here,’ Elisabeth replied, with a small smile.


  ‘Of course,’ continued the vicar’s wife, ‘although it might not be as quiet and uneventful as you imagine. You will be well aware that the school is in something of a crisis.’ Elisabeth had not known things were quite that bad, but decided to remain quiet. ‘As you will know, it had a dire report from the school inspectors,’ continued Mrs Atticus, ‘and parents are taking their children away and sending them to the school at Urebank. It will be a real challenge for you.’


  Elisabeth felt it had been rather underhand of the governors that the report had only been mentioned by the vicar at her interview the day before, but she maintained her composure and smiled. ‘I like a challenge,’ she said.


  Yes, thought the vicar’s wife, I bet you do. This woman was intriguing. She was certainly very different from the people she usually came across in the village, who talked about nothing more interesting than the recipes for chutney or the price of sheep.


  ‘Here we are with the coffee.’ The vicar arrived carrying a tray. ‘I am afraid it’s only of the instant variety.’


  ‘I was telling Mrs Devine, Charles,’ said his wife, ‘that she will have her work cut out taking on the village school. It will be a real challenge turning it around.’


  ‘I am sure Mrs Devine is most capable of doing that, my dear,’ said the vicar.


  ‘I hope so,’ replied Elisabeth.


  ‘And tell me, Mrs Devine, have you met the redoubtable Miss Sowerbutts yet?’ asked Marcia Atticus.


  ‘Very briefly,’ replied Elisabeth, ‘but, as your husband knows, I mentioned to the Chairman of Governors after the interview that I would like to call in to the school on Wednesday to meet the staff and the children. I am sure Miss Sowerbutts will fill me in on what I need to know when I visit.’


  Mrs Atticus gave a hollow laugh. ‘Oh, I am sure she will do that. She is very adept at filling people in.’


  The vicar ignored such an uncharitable observation, even though he knew there was more than a ring of truth about it. He had crossed swords with the head teacher on a number of occasions, and found Miss Sowerbutts to be intransigent and difficult to deal with. He remained shiftily silent.


  ‘Wouldn’t you say so, Charles?’ asked Mrs Atticus, with a mischievous glint in her eyes.


  Her husband smiled the tolerant, patient smile of the sort a teacher might employ when explaining things to a small child, and decided to disregard the question.


  ‘Milk and sugar, Mrs Devine?’ he asked.


  ‘Just milk, please,’ she replied.


  ‘Of course,’ continued Mrs Atticus, quite enjoying her husband’s discomfiture. ‘Miss Sowerbutts is something of a sad figure. She’s taught in the school all her career. They made her head teacher, I reckon, as some sort of long-service award. I guess there has been little passion in her uneventful life, and numerous disappointments. Why else should she be so ill-tempered with people, and so crotchety?’


  The vicar raised an eyebrow in wordless contradiction.


  Marcia Atticus reached for her coffee and took a small sip from the china cup. ‘She has lived in the same cottage in the village where she grew up, a place where nothing ever happens, ruling the roost in the school like some Victorian school ma’am and—’


  ‘My dear,’ interrupted the vicar, shuffling on his chair with obvious embarrassment, ‘I feel sure Mrs Devine does not wish to hear this.’


  There was a distinct coldness in his wife’s reply. ‘I am merely telling Mrs Devine what everyone in the village thinks and preparing her for meeting Miss Sowerbutts. If she is expecting the red carpet treatment and a warm welcome then she is in for a rude awakening.’


  There was an awkward silence. Elisabeth glanced in the direction of the vicar’s wife. There was something dark and troubling in those green eyes.


  ‘What a delightful picture,’ Elisabeth commented, placing her coffee cup down on the small table next to her and rising to look more closely at the watercolour above the mantelpiece.


  ‘You think so?’ asked the vicar’s wife pointedly.


  ‘Oh yes,’ replied her visitor, ‘it’s superbly painted. The artist has captured so well the atmosphere of autumn. The mist and colours of the leaves are quite superb and the detail on the church is remarkable.’


  ‘You know something about art then, do you, Mrs Devine?’ asked the vicar’s wife.


  ‘Not a great deal,’ Elisabeth replied, ‘but I can recognise a good painting when I see it, and this is exceptionally well painted.’


  ‘I did it,’ announced Marcia Atticus, deciding that she quite liked the new head teacher at Barton-in-the-Dale.


  Mrs Sloughthwaite’s menacing bosom and large hips carried as much weight in the village as she did structurally. She knew everything there was to know in Barton-in-the-Dale and was a most efficient conduit of gossip and information. She saw the letters that were posted, the parcels received and the telegrams sent. She knew who was on benefits, how much savings were in a person’s post office book and who hadn’t bought a television licence. She wanted to know every last detail of a piece of gossip or about a person’s life; she was the eyes and ears of Barton-in-the-Dale.


  Villagers wishing to know the news only had to call in at the shop to receive a detailed and colourful account of the latest happening or hear a fascinating fact about someone’s personal life. She knew that the major had an eye for the ladies, that the vicar’s wife was not a happy woman and that her poor henpecked husband had to put up with her moods and sharp tongue. She knew that Dr Stirling had not been the same since the death of his wife in a riding accident two years before and that his son, a strange, serious little boy who seldom spoke and never laughed, was a real worry to his father. She knew that Mrs Pocock’s husband was a bit too fond of his drink and that Mrs Stubbin’s son, that disagreeable, badly-behaved Malcolm, had to be watched, for she had discovered sweets had gone missing when he had been in the shop. She knew Mr Massey made quite a living on the side by poaching on the Limestone estate and that the landlord of the Blacksmith’s Arms had received a visit from the VAT inspector. She knew that Councillor Smout’s relationship with his brassy secretary was not as platonic as he imagined people thought, and she could have predicted that the sad, timorous little Miss Brakespeare would never get the post of the new head teacher in a month of Sundays.


  The shopkeeper rested a dimpled elbow on the counter and placed her fleshy chin on a hand.


  ‘She came in here puffed up like a Christmas turkey and gave me this look that would turn you to stone,’ she told her customer, a lugubrious-looking woman with a thick brown headscarf wrapped around her head and tied in an enormous knot under the chin. ‘Turned her nose up at my custard creams and my Venetian section she did, and then had the brass neck to ask me if my scones were fresh and tell me the ones she’d bought before were stale. Told me I should tell my supplier. She knows full well I bake them scones myself. I didn’t rise to it. I mean you don’t with her, do you. ’Course, I knew why she was annoyed. She’s had that nose of hers put out of joint and no mistake. According to Mrs Pocock, who’s on the governing body up at the school, Miss Sowerbutts was not involved in the appointment of the new head teacher and they never even asked her opinion. You can imagine how that went down. Bypassed her they did, not that I blame them. She’d have taken over, given half the chance. She clung on to that job like a Whitby limpet, had to be prised out, even though the inspectors said she wasn’t up to the job. I imagine she thought she could pick her successor.’


  There was an air of obvious pleasure in the shopkeeper’s contemplation of Miss Sowerbutts’ misfortune. ‘And, of course,’ she continued, leaning forward over the counter and lowering her voice as if someone was eavesdropping, ‘Miss Brakespeare hadn’t a cat in hell’s chance of getting the job. I mean, don’t get me wrong, she’s a nice enough woman and has a lot to endure, what with being at the beck and call of that disabled mother of hers. The few times Mrs Brakespeare used to come in the shop, she spent a good ten minutes listing her ailments and complaining about her daughter. She wants to get down on her knees and thank the good Lord she’s still standing up. Been on her deathbed, she has, more times than I’ve had hot dinners. I do feel sorry for that daughter of hers, but, let’s be right, Miss Brakespeare couldn’t run a whelk stall, never mind a school. She’s been under Miss Sowerbutts’ thumb all her life.’ She patted her crisp, newly permed hair. ‘Anyway, from what I gather from Mrs Pocock, this new head teacher will get things moving.’


  The door of the shop opened and an elegant woman entered.


  ‘Good morning,’ she said pleasantly.


  ‘Morning, love,’ replied the shopkeeper, rising to her full height and then stretching further over the counter to get a glimpse of the woman’s shoes. They were not the expected red with silver heels but of copper brown leather. Mrs Sloughthwaite turned to her other customer and dismissed her with the words, ‘Well, if there’s nothing else, Mrs Appleyard.’ She wanted no other person privy to the conversation she was going to have with the new head teacher of Barton-in-the-Dale school. If there was any information to glean she was the one to get it first.


  When Mrs Appleyard had departed, the shopkeeper gave Elisabeth her undivided attention. ‘Now then, love, what can I get you?’


  ‘I would just like the local paper, please.’


  ‘You’re the new head teacher up at the school, aren’t you?’ said Mrs Sloughthwaite, reaching under the counter for the newspaper. The question was academic, for she knew who this elegant woman was. She had received a blow-by-blow description of the woman, red shoes, black stockings and all, from Mrs Pocock the day before.


  ‘That’s right,’ replied Elisabeth.


  ‘I thought so,’ said the shopkeeper, nodding. She peered at her customer with more than a little interest. ‘We don’t get many unfamiliar faces in the shop, other than the day-trippers, and you don’t look like a day-tripper.’


  ‘Do I look like a head teacher?’ asked Elisabeth, an amused expression on her face.


  Mrs Sloughthwaite laughed. ‘No, love, you don’t,’ she said, thinking of Miss Sowerbutts’ dowdy ensemble. ‘You don’t look like the present one and that’s for sure. One of the governors popped in yesterday and mentioned in passing what you looked like.’


  Elisabeth laughed. ‘I see.’


  ‘Well, I hope you are going to be happy at the school.’


  ‘I am sure I will.’


  ‘So, are you intending to live in the village?’ asked the shopkeeper bluntly.


  ‘Yes, in fact that’s why I want the local paper,’ Elisabeth told her. ‘I thought I’d spend the afternoon looking at some properties.’


  ‘You’ll not find a deal in the Saturday Gazette. There’s not much on the market in the village, I’m afraid. People tend to stay here and they don’t like new developments. There’s a new block of flats at Ribbledyke, a couple of miles away, and some houses the size of egg-boxes on the estate at Urebank, but if you have a family I don’t think one of those would be suitable.’


  Elisabeth smiled to herself. Like the vicar’s wife, here was another person determined to find out as much about her personal life as she could. She sidestepped the invitation of the shopkeeper to supply the information.


  ‘I was thinking of something rather older with a bit of character, perhaps a stone cottage,’ she said.


  Mrs Sloughthwaite thought for moment. ‘The only place like that around here what I know of is Wisteria Cottage, old Mrs Pickles’ place up Stripe Lane, but it’s been empty for a couple of months and will need a lot doing to it. Nice position though, overlooking fields and in walking distance of the school, and it has a good bit of garden and a paddock at the side.’


  ‘That sounds promising,’ said Elisabeth.


  ‘I’ll point you in the right direction before you go,’ said Mrs Sloughthwaite, feeling pleased that she had at least extracted some information about the new head teacher that she could impart to those who called in at the shop. ‘Will you still be wanting the paper?’ she asked.


  ‘Yes please,’ Elisabeth replied, reaching into her handbag.


  ‘We had the present head teacher in the shop only this morning,’ said the shopkeeper. She hoped this would prompt a response but it fell on stony ground.


  ‘Really?’


  ‘Yes, she’s been at the school for as long as I can remember. Some would say too long. Her family has been part of the village for centuries and used to be quite important in their day. They owned a mill down by the beck. It made shoddy. ’Course, that’s all gone now. They say her grandfather lost everything over a game of cards. She’s quite a character is Miss Sowerbutts.’


  Elisabeth resisted the temptation to enquire more about the woman she would be meeting the following Wednesday, when she had arranged to visit the school. It would, she guessed, be a strained encounter. The woman was clearly a difficult customer by all accounts, and at the interviews she had lacked the common courtesy to welcome the candidates, speak to them or show them around the school.


  ‘I don’t think she was too keen on taking early retirement,’ continued Mrs Sloughthwaite, ‘but after the report …’ Her voice tailed off. She awaited a response.


  Elisabeth smiled. ‘I am sure she will enjoy it.’


  ‘Enjoy it?’ repeated the shopkeeper.


  ‘Her retirement.’


  ‘Have you met her?’ she was asked bluntly. Mrs Sloughthwaite knew that Elisabeth had only met her briefly and then not to speak to. Mrs Pocock had informed her of Miss Sowerbutts’ angry departure from the school before the interviews.


  ‘Not really, no,’ replied Elisabeth, ‘but I’ll look forward to meeting her when I call in at the school.’


  I bet you will, thought Mrs Sloughthwaite, dropping the coins that had been passed over the counter into the till. She folded her arms under her expansive bosom. I wish I could be a fly on the wall, she thought to herself.
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