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Prologue

Love is a fickle companion.

Six weeks ago I had it all … love of life, love of my school and, best of all, love of a woman.

Warm late-summer sunshine shone through the high-arched Victorian window of my office but, suddenly, I felt cold. I stared once again at the official-looking letter and shivered. I had been headmaster of Ragley-on-the-Forest Church of England Primary School in North Yorkshire for three years but it seemed unlikely I would complete a fourth. My days of being a village teacher were numbered.

It was Monday, 1 September 1980, and the school summer holiday was almost at an end. It had begun with the buying of a ring and hopes for a bright future. It was ending with news of school closures and the dashing of dreams.

I had asked Beth Henderson to marry me and, in spite of my previous entanglement with her sister Laura, to my delight she had said yes. Like me, Beth was a headteacher of a small village school in North Yorkshire and, at the end of July, we had packed quickly, jumped into my Morris Minor Traveller and driven down to Cornwall, where we found a quaint little cottage in the village of Summercourt. After two weeks of rugged scenery and cream teas, we returned to Yorkshire to plan our future together.

Beth and I walked down Stonegate, one of York’s medieval streets, and stopped outside the bay window of Barbara Cattle’s jewellery shop. One particular ring with its cluster of rose diamonds sparkled in the early August sunshine. The neat writing on the tiny label simply read: Once owned by a Victorian lady.

‘It’s beautiful, Jack,’ said Beth quietly, ‘but it’s expensive – especially for a teacher.’

She was right. At £200 it represented a large slice of my monthly salary.

‘It looks perfect,’ I said quickly. Then I removed my Buddy Holly spectacles and began to polish them.

‘Your teachers at Ragley say that’s what you do when you’re dealing with difficult parents,’ said Beth, with a grin. ‘You do it to give yourself thinking time.’

I hastily put them back on. ‘You know me so well.’

‘I certainly hope so,’ she said. Her honey-blonde hair caressed her high cheekbones and her soft green eyes were full of mischief. She stretched up and kissed me on my cheek. ‘Come on, Mr Sheffield,’ she whispered in my ear, ‘let’s choose an engagement ring.’

* * *

As August drew to its close our attention turned back to our schools and to preparations for the new academic year. So it was on the first day of September I sifted through the holiday mail piled high on my desk. The letter from County Hall in Northallerton made it clear that some village schools were no longer economically viable and would have to close. We had fewer than ninety children on roll and I recalled that Beth had even fewer children in her school. Reluctantly, I pinned the letter on the office noticeboard and, with a sigh, unlocked the bottom drawer of my desk.

I took out the large, leather-bound school logbook and opened it to the next clean page. Then I filled my fountain pen with black Quink ink, wrote the date and stared at the empty page. The record of another school year was about to begin.

Three years ago, the retiring headmaster, John Pruett, had told me how to fill in the official school logbook. ‘Just keep it simple,’ he said. ‘Whatever you do, don’t say what really happens, because no one will believe you.’

So the real stories were written in my ‘Alternative School Logbook’. And this is it!



Chapter One

A Smile for Raymond

87 children were registered on roll on the first day of the school year. A maintenance team from County Hall visited school to free blocked pipework in the school kitchen. The school photographer took photographs of all children and classes.

Extract from the Ragley School Logbook:
Thursday, 4 September 1980

‘If it’s like last year, Mr Sheffield, ah’ll want m’money back!’

Mrs Winifred Brown, our least favourite parent, had all the charm of a Rottweiler with attitude. I took a step back into the school office as she wedged her ample backside in the door frame.

‘Oh, I see,’ I said … but I didn’t.

‘An’ ah want my Damian t’be smiling this time, else ah’ll give that ’tographer what for.’

The penny dropped. At the end of last term, Vera the secretary had typed a letter to parents to let them know the school photographer would be in school on the first Friday afternoon of the new school year. He had explained that he wanted the children to look suntanned and healthy after their six-week summer holiday.

I looked down at six-year-old Damian, who was picking his nose. ‘I’m sure it will be fine, Mrs Brown,’ I said, a little lamely, glancing down at her son’s skinhead haircut and the remains of a KitKat bar smeared across his face.

‘It’d better be,’ she retorted as she stormed out into the entrance hall. ‘An’ ah’ll be picking ’im up t’morrow just afore three o’clock,’ she shouted as I closed the door. ‘Ah’ve got business in York!’

I sat down at my desk, took a deep breath, removed my Buddy Holly spectacles and gave them a polish with the end of my outdated flower-power tie. Then I glanced up at the clock with its faded Roman numerals. It was 8.30 a.m. on Thursday, 4 September 1980, the first day of the autumn term. My fourth year as headteacher of Ragley-on-the-Forest Church of England Primary School in North Yorkshire had begun.

Anne Grainger, the deputy headteacher, walked into the office and glanced back at Mrs Brown. ‘Happy days are here again,’ she said. Anne, a slim, attractive brunette who looked nothing like her forty-eight years, was a wonderful teacher of the reception class and a loyal supporter of Ragley School. She also had the priceless qualities of patience and a sense of humour.

‘Mrs Brown wants her Damian to be smiling on the class photograph tomorrow,’ I explained.

‘And pigs might fly,’ retorted Anne. She glanced down at my feet. ‘Like the new shoes, by the way,’ she added mischievously.

I looked self-consciously at my new, trendy Kickers shoes peering out beneath my flared polyester trousers. Changing fashion had gradually crept up on us in Ragley village but the image of the new-look Eighties-man was clearly a far-off dream for me. The frayed leather patches on the elbows of my blue-checked herringbone sports jacket were not exactly at the cutting edge of fashion.

‘Thanks, Anne,’ I replied sheepishly. I glanced out of the window at the playground, which was filling up with excited children and the mothers of the new starters. ‘I think I’ll get some fresh air,’ I said, ‘and, hopefully, see a few friendly faces.’ I unwound my gangling six-foot-one-inch frame from the wooden chair and attempted to flatten the palm-tree tuft of brown hair that refused to lie down on the crown of my head.

Anne grinned and glanced up at the clock. ‘Don’t be long, Jack. Vera will be giving out the new registers in a few minutes.’

The giant oak door creaked on its Victorian hinges and I hurried down the worn steps on to the tarmac playground surrounded by a waist-high wall of Yorkshire stone and topped with black metal railings. Mothers and children were walking up the cobbled school drive. I waved and they smiled in acknowledgement. They all looked relaxed with the exception of the furtive Mrs Winifred Brown, who, to my surprise, disappeared suddenly round the back of the cycle shed and I wondered why she was going in that direction.

At the school gate, under the canopy of magnificent horse-chestnut trees that bordered the front of our school, eight-year-old Heathcliffe Earnshaw and his seven-year-old brother Terry stood staring up into the branches.

‘’Ullo, Mr Sheffield. Can we chuck sticks up t’get conkers, please?’ asked Heathcliffe.

‘I’m afraid not, Heathcliffe,’ I said, with safety in mind, although I recalled that, as a boy, I had collected conkers in the same way. ‘But I can reach the low branches, so we’ll get some at morning playtime.’

‘Thanks, Mr Sheffield,’ said Heathcliffe. ‘M’dad said ’e’d put some in t’oven tonight t’mek ’em ’ard.’ Heathcliffe took his conkers very seriously.

Meanwhile, Terry looked up in admiration. In his eyes, Heathcliffe was Luke Skywalker and the Bionic Man all rolled into one.

I leant on the wrought-iron gate and looked across the village green. Morning sunshine lit up the white-fronted public house, The Royal Oak, which nestled comfortably in the centre of a row of cottages with pantile roofs and tall, sturdy brick chimneys. Outside, under the welcome shade of a weeping-willow tree, Old Tommy Piercy was sitting on the bench next to the duck pond, contentedly smoking a pipe of Old Holborn tobacco. He was watching the High Street coming alive. The village postman, Ted Postlethwaite, had just finished delivering mail to the General Stores & Newsagent, Piercy’s Butcher’s Shop, the Village Pharmacy, Pratt’s Hardware Emporium, Nora’s Coffee Shop and Diane’s Hair Salon. Then he disappeared into the Post Office to enjoy his usual cup of tea with Miss Duff, the postmistress.

Off to my right, children were turning the corner of School View from the council estate and running towards school. Among them was eight-year-old Jimmy Poole. He was growing tall now but the mop of ginger curly hair, black-button eyes and freckled face were just as I remembered them.

‘Good morning, Jimmy,’ I said.

He stopped and looked up at me. ‘Hello, Mithter Theffield,’ he lisped. He pointed to the group of new starters standing with their mothers against the school wall. ‘My thithter, Jemima, thtarth thchool today, Mr Theffield,’ he panted.

Mrs Poole was clutching the tiny hand of four-year-old Jemima, whose long wavy ginger hair was neatly brushed and tied back with a blue ribbon.

‘Well, I’m sure you’ll look after her, Jimmy,’ I said.

‘Yeth, Mr Theffield,’ shouted Jimmy as he ran off to discuss the forthcoming conker season with his friend Heathcliffe.

I looked back at the school and felt a pang of sadness. It was a solid Victorian building of reddish-brown bricks, high-arched windows, a steeply sloping grey slate roof and a tall, incongruous bell tower. Each year, for over one hundred years, the bell had rung to announce a new school year. In a huddle, by the stone steps of the entrance porch, stood seven mothers, each clutching the hand of a four-year-old new starter destined for Anne Grainger’s reception class. They were the new generation of Ragley children and, as I hurried back into school, I prayed they wouldn’t be the last.

I wondered what the new academic year held in store.

For this was 1980. Over two million were unemployed, inflation had risen to more than twenty per cent and Margaret Thatcher was becoming increasingly annoyed by the antics of a certain Arthur Scargill. Stone-washed jeans were suddenly fashionable and Action Man had been voted Toy of the Decade. Intelligence was measured by the speed with which you could complete a Rubik cube and Phillips had released something called a compactdisc player. Meanwhile, an unknown group of children known as the St Winifred’s School Choir were practising a song about their grandma.

When I opened the staff-room door, Vera was distributing a set of pristine school registers. Our tall, slim, elegant fifty-eight-year-old school secretary looked immaculate in her navy-blue pin-striped Marks & Spencer’s business suit. ‘Good morning, Mr Sheffield,’ she said, ‘and congratulations!’ She gave me a knowing smile and handed over a beautiful Engagement card. It had been signed by all the staff.

‘Jack, we’re all so happy for you,’ said Anne Grainger.

‘Well done, Jack,’ said Sally Pringle. She leant forward, gave me a peck on my cheek and glanced down at my new shoes, ‘and I like the groovy footwear.’

Sally, a tall, ginger-haired thirty-nine-year-old who taught Class 3, the eight- and nine-year-olds, was wearing her usual loud colours. A voluminous bright-pink blouse hung loosely over her pillar-box red stretch cords. While the blouse clashed with her Pre-Raphaelite red hair, it comfortably hid her precious bulge. Sally was eighteen weeks pregnant and due to leave at Christmas, to be replaced by Miss Flint, our supply teacher.

She grinned wickedly and patted her tummy. ‘And before long, Jack, it might be your turn to have a little one.’

‘Oh no!’ I exclaimed hurriedly. ‘I don’t think so … We’ve not even fixed a date for the wedding yet.’

‘So when do you think it might be?’ asked Jo Hunter. The diminutive twenty-five-year-old taught the seven-and eight-year-olds in Class 2. Jo was married to Dan Hunter, our friendly six-foot-four-inch local policeman, and was always full of energy. She was dressed in her new body-hugging tracksuit and Chris Evert trainers, with her long black hair tied back in a pony-tail.

‘We’re in no rush,’ I said cautiously. ‘It will probably be next year sometime.’

‘Very wise, Mr Sheffield,’ said Vera, peering at me over her steel-framed spectacles.

I smiled. Vera always insisted on calling me ‘Mr Sheffield’. Only once had she ever called me by my first name and that was at the end of last term during a conversation that had changed my life. Vera had insisted I should tell Beth my true feelings. ‘Go and find her, Jack. Don’t let her go,’ Vera had said. ‘That happened to me once. I wouldn’t want you to let it happen to Beth.’

I didn’t ask Vera what she really meant and supposed I never would.

‘Well, good luck, everybody. I’ll go and ring the bell.’

So, on the stroke of nine o’clock, amid tearful farewells among the mothers of the new starters, the children of Ragley village wandered happily into school to begin the academic year 1980/81.

In my classroom, twenty-three ten- and eleven-year-olds were sitting at their hexagonal Formica-topped tables. In front of each child was a reading record card, a new wooden ruler, an HB pencil, a tin of Lakeland crayons, a rubber, a New Oxford Dictionary and a collection of new exercise books with different-coloured manila covers.

Predictably, I started off with something simple and we talked about what we had done during the school holiday. Soon all the class were writing and I was pleased to see ten-year-old Tracy Crabtree using her dictionary. Unknown to me, she was searching for the word ‘steroids’. Twenty minutes later she placed her book on the pile on my desk for marking and moved on to some long multiplication. I picked up my red pen and read what Tracy had written:

‘My dad bought some steroids in the holidays. My mam said he had to get them because she was fed up of him. She said he’d been putting it off for ages. So he got his hammer and fixed them to the stair carpet to stop it slipping.’

I underlined the word ‘steroids’, wrote ‘stair rods’ in the margin and ‘Well done’ at the bottom. Once again I reflected that teaching had its moments … particularly when I marked eleven-year-old Cathy Cathcart’s book. Cathy had written, ‘My gran was really poorly in the holidays. My mam said it was a terminal illness.’

I called Cathy out to my desk. ‘I’m sorry to hear about your grandmother,’ I said quietly.

‘Oh, that’s all right, Mr Sheffield, she’s better now,’ said Cathy cheerfully.

‘But you wrote she had a terminal illness,’ I said, pointing to the sentence.

‘That’s reight, Mr Sheffield. She were sick at ’Eathrow Airport.’

Shortly before morning assembly we had a discussion about the responsibilities of being in the ‘top’ class and I asked for volunteers for some of the responsible jobs we had to do each day. Two eleven-year-olds with sound financial sense, Simon Nelson and Carol Bustard, were put in charge of the tuck shop. Katy Ollerenshaw inevitably became blackboard-cleaning monitor. This job traditionally went to Ragley’s tallest pupil and Katy had always been in the middle of the back row on class photographs. Cathy Cathcart, a fastidious timekeeper, became school-bell monitor and Darrell Topper became the ‘letting teachers know that school assembly will start in five minutes’ monitor as he was the fastest boy in school and for some strange reason was desperate for the job.

At morning break I collected a hot milky coffee and went out to do playground duty. It was a pleasure on such a lovely day and, as promised, I helped Heathcliffe and his friends collect a large pile of conkers. Soon, however, he was trying to teach the girls in his class how to wink and whistle. He was intensely proud that he could do both simultaneously.

* * *

After lunch we gathered in the staff-room. Vera was checking late dinner money and Anne and Jo were quizzing Sally about the trials of pregnancy.

I had spent twenty pence on my copy of The Times and scanned the news. Len Murray, the TUC General Secretary, wanted urgent talks with Jim Callaghan about incomes policy. Meanwhile, the BBC’s recorded highlights of a Football League Cup match between Ipswich and Middlesbrough had not been screened last night because the Middlesbrough team had advertising on their shirts. The bright labels showing Middlesbrough’s affiliation to Datsun Japanese cars was in contravention of the corporation’s rules. Advertising was suddenly becoming big business in football and I wondered where it would end.

During afternoon school we had just begun our new project on the history of York when there was a tap on my door and Shirley the cook popped her head round the door. She looked anxious. ‘I’m sorry to trouble you, Mr Sheffield, but can I have a word?’

I walked out into the corridor. Shirley Mapplebeck was a wonderful school cook and with her assistant, the formidable Mrs Doreen Critchley, worked wonders in her small kitchen. ‘What is it, Shirley?’ I asked.

‘We’ve got a blockage, Mr Sheffield,’ said Shirley, ‘an ’ah can’t get anything t’flush away.’

‘Shall I have a look at playtime, Shirley?’

‘Doreen ’ad a go before she left, Mr Sheffield. If she can’t shift it, no one can.’

I nodded in agreement. Doreen Critchley had the forearms of a circus strong man. ‘You’d better ask Miss Evans to ring County Hall, Shirley.’

By afternoon break, Vera had everything in hand in her usual unflappable style. ‘Battersbys will be in first thing tomorrow, Mr Sheffield.’

‘Battersbys?’

‘Yes, Mr Sheffield, the Battersby brothers. They can unblock anything,’ said Vera, with absolute certainty.

‘Thanks, Vera,’ I said. ‘What would I do without you?’

She smiled and returned to typing a note to parents entitled ‘School Photographs – Reminder’ on her Royal Imperial typewriter.

It was after six o’clock when I climbed into my emeraldgreen Morris Minor Traveller and drove the three miles home to Bilbo Cottage in the sleepy village of Kirkby Steepleton.

I sat down in the lounge and began to write a report to the school governors about our new school library extension – now close to completion – while attempting to grill a pork chop. I was soon engrossed and only the smell of burning from the kitchen reminded me of my inability to multi-task. By 8.30 p.m. I needed a break so I switched on BBC 1 and settled down to watch Yes Minister. The brilliant Nigel Hawthorne was leading poor Paul Eddington his usual merry dance when the telephone rang.

‘Had a good day?’ asked a familiar voice. It was Beth.

‘I wish you were here,’ I said.

‘Why?’ said Beth. I imagined her green eyes twinkling with a hint of mischief.

‘I’ve just cremated my evening meal.’

‘Is that all?’

‘Can you come round?’ I asked hopefully. There was a pause and I knew she would be twirling a lock of honey-blonde hair between her fingers while she considered my proposal.

‘Sorry, Jack – too much paperwork. Anyway, we can catch up at the weekend. I’ve got something interesting to show you.’

‘Can’t wait,’ I said.

We said our usual goodbyes and, with the television for company, it was nearly midnight by the time I finished my report. Patrick Moore in The Sky at Night was wandering around a meteor crater in northern Arizona and looking as lonely as I felt when I switched off. Finally, in my quiet bedroom, I dispelled thoughts of blocked sinks and fell asleep wondering what life would be like when Beth was here.

The next morning bright autumn sunshine lit up the back road to Ragley village. At this time of year, my journey to school was always a joy in this beautiful corner of God’s Own Country. Beyond the hawthorn hedgerow a field of corn swayed with the rhythm of the soft breeze and the breath of life. However, my peace was soon shattered when I drove up the cobbled school drive and heard the sound of hammering and loud voices.

In the car park was a filthy battleship-grey van covered in rust. A crude sign in white gloss had been painted on the back doors. It read: Albert & Sidney Battersby – Blockages are our Business.

The noise was coming from the other side of the cycle shed where two stocky unshaven men, dressed in filthy brown overalls, had removed a huge metal inspection cover. One of the pair was bald as a coot and peering down the hole. He was beating our Victorian drainage system with a club hammer and appeared completely unconcerned that he was up to his elbows in raw sewage. The other, sporting the thickest National Health spectacles I had ever seen and clearly the brains of the partnership, was issuing instructions.

‘Good morning,’ I shouted. ‘I’m the headteacher, Jack Sheffield.’

‘’Morning, Mr Sheffield,’ said the one with the spectacles. He peered at me myopically. ‘Ah’m Bert an’ this is m’brother, Sid.’ Both of them were unmoved by the putrid smell.

‘So, can you fix it?’ I asked and wrinkled my nose.

Bert sucked air through his teeth and looked down at Sid. ‘We’ve seen some blockages in us time, ’aven’t we, Sid?’ he said. Then he shook his head sadly as if someone had just died. ‘’Ow’s it looking?’

‘It’s nine-inch solid down ’ere,’ said Sid.

It was all becoming too graphic for me. ‘It looks … terrible,’ I said.

‘Mebbe so,’ said Sid, unconcerned.

‘It might be shit t’you, Mr Sheffield, but it’s our bread an’ butter,’ said Bert philosophically.

‘Oh dear,’ I mumbled, ‘but can you help us, Mr Battersby?’

‘There’s only one thing for it, Sid,’ said Bert.

‘Y’don’t mean …’

‘A’h do,’ said Bert. ‘We’ve no choice.’

‘Y’know what ’appened las’ time?’ said Sid ominously.

‘If we don’t use ’er, we’ve no chance.’

‘Her?’ I asked. ‘Who do you mean?’

‘Well, not ’xactly ’er, Mr Sheffield, it’s more of a what,’ said Bert.

‘That’s reight,’ said Sid solemnly. ‘You tell ’im, Bert.’

He looked me square in the eyes. ‘We’ve no choice, Mr Sheffield. We’ll ’ave t’use Big Bertha.’ He announced it as if he’d just declared war on Russia.

‘Big Bertha!’

‘Best hinvention known to man or beast,’ said Bert.

‘If Big Bertha can’t shift it, nowt can,’ said Sid.

‘’Er pounds per square inch is frightening,’ added Bert for good measure.

‘Well, good luck,’ I said hesitantly.

At twelve o’clock, Cathy Cathcart stood up to ring the bell. ‘Posh van coming up t’drive, Mr Sheffield,’ she said. Cathy had clearly become the new self-appointed ‘announcer’ for the class. A royal-blue van, spotless and waxed to a high sheen, pulled up in the car park. On the sides, under a distinctive coat of arms, blazed the words Temple Photography in gold flowing letters.

A tall, deathly pale, grey-haired and frail-looking man emerged and began to unpack his equipment. I went out and introduced myself.

‘Good afternoon, Mr Sheffield,’ he said, handing me his card, which announced he was Raymond De ’Ath from Temple Photography in Thirkby.

‘Oh, hello, Mr, er, Death,’ I said.

‘It’s two syllables: De ’Ath,’ he said in a tired voice. ‘I’ll set up in the school hall, shall I?’

It was soon evident that Raymond had lived a life of false enthusiasm. Over many years, countless crying babies and demanding mothers had finally ground down his mental resolve. His catchphrase, ‘Smile for Raymond’, was now a forlorn plea from the heart. As he picked up his tripod, he reflected that the last time he had smiled was when his wife had run off with a travelling salesman from Cleckheaton whose aftershave could stop a clock at ten paces.

By the time he reached the school entrance, his optimism was fading fast. Heathcliffe Earnshaw was holding open the door and smiling. At least, it was Heathcliffe’s version of a smile. When Raymond saw the glassy-eyed stare, clenched teeth and contorted grimace he knew another tough day was in store.

‘Ah’ve been learning t’smile all las’ night,’ said Heathcliffe cheerfully.

Raymond gazed back in horror. The boy’s manic expression might have been that of an axe-murderer. Raymond nodded warily and hurried into the school hall, where, before setting up his camera equipment, he hastily swallowed two aspirins.

At afternoon break, Anne was on playground duty and Vera, who had taken charge of directing children from their classrooms to the chairs in front of Raymond’s screen in the school hall, was shaking her head in despair. ‘If he says “Smile for Raymond” again, I’ll scream,’ she whispered.

I decided to see how the Battersby brothers were progressing.

‘Nearly done,’ said Bert. ‘We’ve set up Big Bertha.’ The brothers were admiring the ugly contraption as if it were a thing of beauty.

It was then I noticed a gap in the school fence behind the cycle shed. I frowned in dismay. Also, there were cigarette stubs scattered on the ground. However, I was soon distracted.

‘Mr Sheffield,’ said Sid suddenly, ‘we’ve got a little bit o’ summat special.’

He beckoned me to the car park. Puzzled, I followed the two brothers to the back doors of their van.

‘Bit of a sideline, so t’speak,’ said Bert. He smiled and tapped the side of his bulbous nose with a filthy fore-finger. Then he opened the doors and a repulsive smell of decay floated out. On the floor was a collection of grubby newspaper parcels. Sid selected one and opened it.

‘We gerrit from a mate in Thirkby, Mr Sheffield,’ said Bert.

‘Best lean bacon y’ll ever see,’ said Sid triumphantly, holding up a rasher between his muddy brown finger and thumb.

‘Usu’lly a pound,’ said Bert.

‘But t’you, fifty pence,’ added Sid.

After staying long enough to express polite interest, I retreated quickly with a mumbled apology.

* * *

Back in the school hall, I mentioned the damaged fence to Vera.

‘I’ll ask Mr Paxton to fix it,’ she said. John Paxton was Ragley’s handyman.

‘Perhaps he could plant a couple of shrubs as well to fill the gap, Vera.’

‘Good idea. I’ll arrange it,’ she said.

‘You know, Mr Sheffield,’ added Vera thoughtfully, ‘someone may be using it as a short cut from the council estate.’

‘Smile for Raymond,’ said the photographer once again. Vera visibly winced and hurried off to collect the last group of children.

At a quarter to three, Anne popped her head round the staff-room door. ‘Excuse me, everybody,’ she said. ‘I’ll keep all the children outside. Doctor Death says we’re ready for the whole school photograph on the playground.’

Raymond De ’Ath ceremoniously placed five chairs in a line and ushered me to the chair in the centre. Anne sat on my right, Vera on my left, and they were flanked by Jo and Sally. Then he asked Katy Ollerenshaw to stand directly behind me, and the rest of the children were placed on either side, in descending order of height, to create a pyramid of faces. Anne’s children sat cross-legged in front.

There was a long pause while Raymond disappeared like a furtive ostrich under his black cloak. ‘Now assume a pose, please,’ said a muffled voice.

‘Damian Brown, don’t forget to smile,’ said Jo in a commanding voice and I recalled my conversation with Mrs Brown.

‘OK, Miss,’ grumbled Damian, ‘but m’face is ’urting.’

‘Shall we say “Cheese”, Mr Sheffield?’ asked Tracy Crabtree.

‘We said “Sausages” last year, sir,’ said Darrell Topper helpfully.

Sally started to giggle and Anne joined in.

‘Quiet now, please,’ said Mr De ’Ath.

‘Oh, for goodness’ sake,’ said Vera, losing patience.

‘Are you ready?’ he mumbled with a final twist of the lens.

Vera could stand it no longer. ‘If he says “Smile for Raymond” once more I swear I’ll—’

‘OK, everybody … smile for Raymond.’

Then, in a split second, everything happened at once.

Behind the crouching photographer, round the corner of the cycle shed, Big Bertha cleared the blocked drain with a huge bang and a brown geyser of water plumed into the air. This was immediately followed by a loud scream and Mrs Winifred Brown appeared from behind the shed like a drowned rat with a damp cigarette hanging from her lips. Instantly, eighty-seven children, four teachers and one secretary burst into laughter and a camera shutter opened and closed.

Now, many years later, when I look at school photographs of times gone by, one stands out. In among the serious faces, teachers and pupils that have come and gone, there is one photograph that stands out from the rest. Above a neatly typed label, ‘Ragley School 1980’, it shows the happiest group of staff and pupils you could ever wish to meet.

They are united in one accord.

All of them are smiling for Raymond.
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