


[image: cover]







Table of Contents

	About the Author

	Praise for Melissa Nathan

	By the Same Author

	Title Page

	Copyright Page

	Dedication

	Acknowledgements

	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

	Chapter 24

	Chapter 25

	Chapter 26

	Chapter 27

	Chapter 28

	Chapter 29

	Chapter 30

	Chapter 31

	Chapter 32

	Chapter 33

	ALSO AVAILABLE IN ARROW

	The Nanny

	The Waitress









The
 Learning
 Curve

Melissa Nathan was born and raised in Hertfordshire. A journalist for twelve years, she turned to writing novels full time in 1998 and shortly afterwards Pride, Prejudice and Jasmin Field and Persuading Annie were published. Melissa discovered she had breast cancer whilst writing her first novel for Random House, The Manny, which hit the Sunday Times Top Ten in the spring of 2003. She went on to write another top ten bestseller, The Waitress, and finished her fifth novel The Learning Curve in February 2006. Sadly she died two months later, aged 37. She is survived by her husband, Andrew, and young son, Sam.
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1

Nicky Hobbs's bedroom was dark and silent. The smooth planes of her wardrobe doors and matching bedside table revealed nothing of their contents. In the middle of her tidy room, in the middle of her tidy bed, lay Nicky Hobbs, tidily. Her body was almost completely still, apart from her eyelids, which fluttered like butterfly wings, tremulously hinting at the dream-world evolving beneath them. For there, the distant sound of church bells lifted towards her as if on a silken breeze, while she lay heavy with dreams in the empty barn. Suddenly Pierre, the farmhand, was silhouetted in the open door, his pitchfork sharp against the cerise sky. He stared at her and then, slowly, started to approach with a languorous stealth which whispered of oiled hips.

Then he turned into Rob. 'Hello, Nickers!' he said and winked. And she was wide awake.

And alone.

One hand landed, bang! on her alarm clock, and the distant church bells, which she now realised had sounded suspiciously like an alarm clock, gave way to silence. Her other hand lost no time in pulling off her duvet, for Nicky Hobbs was not one to waste time. She knew that getting out of bed in the mornings, like many things in life, was much worse in the premeditation than in the actual fact. Like homework. Or doing your hair in the mornings. Or visiting your sister. (The only exception – and there was usually one exception to any rule – was going on a blind date. In her experience, the anticipation was usually the best bit.) So the only thing was to get on with it, and before you knew it the worst was over.

After a quick shower, she strode across the polished floor to her bedroom wardrobe, opened the door and scrutinised herself in the full-length mirror, with the same mindset one might adopt when marking an essay. An essay that, at first sight, gives a good impression with its neat handwriting, but on closer inspection reveals a cavalier attitude to grammar. At first sight, her young, curvy figure looked good even in a shabby old towel; and her heart-shaped face was winning. But, on closer inspection, she could not avoid the facts: her Cupid's-bow lips were dry, her skin was so pale that she looked like she was in the process of vanishing, and the only quality shining out from her eyes was potential. And then, of course, there was her hair. She stared at the copper coils which radiated from her head like an advert for headache pills. She nodded her head up and down just to see the coils go 'boing'. (For even in moments of despair, Nicky Hobbs could always see the funny side of life, and there was little funnier than her hair going 'boing'.) She allowed herself one large sigh. Oh! To be able to flick sleek locks across her shoulder and feel the weight of them against her back!

She turned and went into the kitchen.

From her kitchen window she could see the sun bleeding through heavy treetops and it almost made her stop in her tracks. Instead, she just smiled, told herself that there were benefits to getting up so early, and flicked on the kettle. While the water boiled she prepared a packed lunch of sandwich and apple, and only then did she allow herself to look at the early-autumn morning view. It was at moments like this that she loved her small but perfectly formed first-floor maisonette. From every room, she had an aerial view of the sky as it changed colour before her eyes. Nature was a marvellous, miraculous thing, she thought in wonder. Then she went back to her bedroom to try and turn her hair straight.

Fifteen minutes and much huffing later, she finished. Not so much improved, she thought, frowning at herself in the downstairs hall mirror, as changed. 'Could Do Better,' she told her reflection with a small but firm nod. As she picked up her briefcase and left, she reminded herself that it wasn't always imperative to get 'Excellent'. Sometimes it was healthy to have something to work towards. Goals were necessary in life. They kept you striving, which kept you learning, and learning was A Good Thing.

The girl from next door overtook her on the path with a quick hello, her long, blonde hair gleaming down her back like polished gold. Nicky slid her hand down the length of her still-damp hair. The bottom had already reverted to curls. She'd always hated that girl.

She slid into her car, dropped her case on the passenger seat, slammed the door shut, took her mobile phone out of her handbag and put it on to hands-free, pulled her make-up bag out of the glove compartment, and placed it in her lap. 'Right,' she murmured as she started the engine with one hand and took out an eyeliner with the other, 'I want a "Very Good".'

Nicky adored her car. It was more than just a vehicle to her, it was a much-loved room that happened to be on wheels. Specifically, a boudoir. In its boot lay her favourite hats and scarves, and two pairs of long, tight, leather boots that enjoyed more space in here than they ever would if they were squashed inside her wardrobe or allowed to clutter up her hall. The glove compartment was tightly packed with her make-up bag, tissues, nail varnishes and earring collection. The 'boudoir' had grown organically (as all good boudoirs do), first as an outpost for those early mornings when she'd run out of time, and then gradually as the ideal place to finish off her face, hair and accessories while listening to the radio in comfort. Even though the journey was not a long one, London traffic and ever-increasing roadworks meant there was never any doubt that she would have ample time to do all of these things. In fact, technically, she lived near enough to school to walk there, but she always had too much to carry even when there hadn't been any marking the night before – and anyway, she loved being in her boudoir. The only drawback was that sometimes, due to diversions, her eyeliner was uneven because of road bumps.

This morning was no exception. Most of the schools went back today and, true to fashion, there were two new temporary traffic lights and one diversion. After texting her sister and listening to the news, she still had time to apply two shades of eyeliner, one of mascara, one of lippy (twice), and even tried on three different earrings before arriving at school.

She parked in the school car park, and just as she was about to give herself a once-over in the rear-view mirror, she got a text from Ally. She smiled and wondered if Ally might actually be in the staffroom already.

Morning! R U up yet?

She texted back that she was already in the car park and got another text immediately.

Swot. Put the kettle on.

She tutted.

A quick glance in the rear-view mirror, a final flick of mascara, and she was ready. (It was always worth giving the final version a once-over before handing it in, as she often told her pupils.) She allowed herself the faintest glimmer of a smile when she saw Rob's car in the nearest space to the school building. She tidied her boudoir, picked up her briefcase, and climbed out, shutting the door behind her. And then, silence.

She smiled at the long, wide, gently curved path leading up to the school. Beneath her elegant, yet comfortable high heels, the softened tarmac yielded pleasingly, as if helping her on her way. On the right-hand side of the path stood the younger children's classes, bordered with conifers, which, if there had been rain the night before, smelt like heaven. On the left of the path stretched the playing fields, and on the ground, in faded rainbow colours, ran the numbers 1 to 10 beside corresponding numbers of brightly coloured insects, followed by the alphabet beside corresponding animals. It doubled as the reception year's playground. She couldn't remember who had dubbed the path 'the learning curve' – probably Ally or Pete – but it was perfect. At the end of it, you came to the school itself; an imposing, red-brick building, with tall, rounded windows and a large, welcoming front door. Nicky always slowed her pace as it came into view. The building seemed to pulse with potential at her across the empty playground. She walked slowly across the main playground, so as to put off the moment when detail would take over emotion. As she did so, she realised this was A Moment. Nicky Hobbs liked Moments.

For here she was, a young teacher for Year 6 (the ten- and eleven-year-olds), only just turned thirty, on the career path of her choice, on her way to a fresh new academic year with a class who were by all accounts fantastically enthusiastic learners. She loved her job and knew she was good at it. She still had the energy of youth combined with an increasingly confident air of expertise. She had good friends, good health and owned her own home. Not only that, but she'd lost three pounds in the summer and could fit into her favourite skirt. Life was good. She allowed herself a childish grin – the kind of grin her pupils never saw till Christmas. She Had It All.

Whoops.

Crash bang wallop. The Moment was over. Her teeth unconsciously sought out her lower lip and gave it a small but satisfying chew. OK, maybe not everything, she told herself, but there were many worse off than her. She pushed the sudden image of her sister out of her mind.

Opening the school door, she came face to face with Rob Pattison, teacher to Year 5. They grinned at each other.

'Nix!' he exclaimed.

'Prattison!' she exclaimed.

Term had begun.





'Anyone else in?' she asked as they walked past the empty, glass-fronted administration office towards the staffroom. The school was absolutely silent, as it always was before the children started arriving, and Nicky always found the silence uncomfortably eery. All it took was one child to race in and the place would come to life. Before then, everything felt wrong somehow, as if she was trespassing in a forbidden dream. But usually, within minutes of the first arrival, the noise levels slowly rose; children's spontaneous laughter echoed out from behind closed classroom doors, as did their lusty singing from the music room, their exhilarated shrieks and shouts from the PE fields and their wild running from the corridors wallpapered with WALK, DON'T RUN! notices. All these noises combined to make the unique noise of school, probably because adults had forgotten how to make them years ago.

Nicky looked straight ahead as she and Rob proceeded down the corridor together, only turning her head to glance into any open doorways. She did not turn her eyes towards him once, even though she knew he was looking at her every time he spoke. She'd long since stopped questioning her need to play these games with him after all these years. It was simply girlish pride and she was allowed her little foibles.

"Course no one's in,' said Rob, as they passed the photocopier outside the bursar's office. 'Lazy slackers.' He was smiling down at her.

'Not even Amanda?' Her eyes finally rose to his and she gave him a knowing smile. She saw his lips twitch.

'Not even Amanda,' he said. No more.

She opened the staffroom door and tried to ignore the plummet in her stomach this always caused. 'I must get some posters,' she murmured to herself.

The staffroom at Heatheringdown Primary School, London N10, was a TV makeover producer's wet dream. Government funding never quite stretched to the staffroom because, technically, it was still standing. It was small and square, yet could never be called cosy because the ceiling was so high it could have comfortably housed a mezzanine level. Around the edges of the room squatted old, low chairs which made anyone who sat in them look as if their diaphragm had been sucked out through their back. In the centre of the room lay a multicoloured carpet that was so faded not one colour was discernable; on one wall was propped a kitchenette, which looked as if it was taking a tea break on its way to the junkyard; on another wall stood a bank of small, padlocked lockers. The room was basically a skip with a roof.

Nicky glanced up at the clock. 7.30 a.m. She had half an hour to pop up to her classroom and reacquaint herself with her interactive whiteboard before the Head's first morning meeting of the year. She didn't want to miss a moment of that meeting. Exciting things were afoot: right at the end of last year, the Deputy Head, Miss Fotheringham, who had also been the Reception class teacher for the four- and five-year-olds, had suddenly announced her retirement. She had spent an amazing thirty years in the same job, and almost twenty-five of them in the same skirt. After she'd made her shock announcement, there had only been one more full day of the year left, so Miss James told her staff that she would sort out a replacement as soon as they were back at work next year. But they were to forget this and enjoy their holidays, as there was nothing anyone could do about it now. This was uniformly accepted as typical of her 'team-spirit' attitude. It meant that six teachers were able to enjoy their holiday with an extra spring in their step at the thought of possible promotion next year, without having to deal with competition or interviews during the summer.

So not only would there be a new Reception class teacher to welcome to Heatheringdown this term, but there would be a bit of politics to add a touch of excitement to the proceedings. Nicky wondered if the teacher might be male. They could do with some more men in the staffroom.

By the time she had returned there after playing with her interactive whiteboard, the entire staff of Heatheringdown Primary had arrived. Which meant seven teachers and five assistants were fighting over the kettle, folding themselves into chairs, and, with their knees now somewhere near their eyes, describing their holidays and making the same jokes about how glad they were to be back at school. And one new – female – Reception teacher was pretending it was fun.

Nicky looked round the room. Her older sister, Claire, had once told her that ninety per cent of marriages started as office romances. Whenever she thought of this statistic, Nicky wondered where the other ten per cent met their match. Wherever it was, she would have to start going there soon. Out of the seven full-time teachers here, only three were men. One was Ned and the other two were Pete and Rob.

Pete was great, of course, but he was not what you could call boyfriend material. His frame was slight, bordering on petite, at little over five foot six, and in some trousers it looked as if he had no bottom at all. Ally and Nicky often wondered if it hurt him to sit down. His features seemed to have been painted on with the thinnest of paintbrushes. Delicate eyelashes framed soft blue eyes, the finest of lips curved around small, even teeth. Were he a woman, every man he ever met would have wanted to protect him. As a man he was invisible. He was Rob's best mate, right-hand man and all-round good laugh.

Rob, though, was something else altogether. Everyone knew that Rob Pattison, teacher of Year 5, the nine- and ten-year-olds, was the best-looking guy in the whole school. It was one of those things that just went without saying. It mostly went without saying because the other thing that went without saying was that Rob Pattison knew he was the best-looking guy in the school. In fairness to him, it would have been hard for him not to know. Apart from the way women reacted to him, there were always mirrors. Rob was tall, dark, broad and handsome.

To anyone who did not know Rob and Nicky's history, which meant everyone except Ally and Pete, it appeared that Nicky was the only woman in the school who had been given a Rob Pattison vaccine. ('One short sharp prick and then it was all over' had been a favourite staffroom joke during their first year at the school.) And she was also the only attractive woman who escaped the Rob Radar; that is, he refused to treat her as a potential notch on his bedpost, but rather as a close and respected friend and confidante.

To anyone who did know their history, such as Ally and Pete, it sometimes appeared that Nicky and Rob were simply taking a sabbatical from a relationship that had begun – and ended all too precipitously – seven years ago, and they would one day slip back into it as comfortably as if they were slipping on an old sock.

'You'd better be careful,' Ally warned Nicky once, after an entire lunch-break of raucous flirting. 'People will talk.'

'Oh don't be ridiculous!' laughed Nicky lightly. 'It's just friendly banter. He's like a brother.'

'If I looked at my brother like that,' muttered Ally, eyeing her gravely, 'my parents would call social services.'

The plain, and sometimes uncomfortable, truth was that Nicky and Rob did have a colourful history – and not an ancient Greek sort of history; more a post-Blair-to-present-day sort of history – which gave their friendship that special glow. Unfortunately, the other plain fact was that it had been Rob who had ended it.

And the problem with that was (as Nicky often reminded Ally) that when you weren't the one to finish a relationship, the general assumption made by everyone was always that, given the choice, you would still be in it. But plain facts don't always tell the whole story. Yes, technically, Rob had been the one to finish their six-month-long affair, just two weeks after Nicky's twenty-third birthday, all those years ago. Yes, at the time she had thought her life might as well end. Yes, at the time she had thought she would never find love again and might as well give up her dreams of ever getting married and having a family.

But that was a long, long time ago. Seven years! A lifetime! And she was a very different person now. In fact, as a happy thirty-year-old career woman, she now sometimes wondered gratefully if she had subconsciously, all those years ago, pushed him into finishing what she knew, deep down, was fundamentally a terminally flawed relationship.

After all, at only twenty-three, there she'd been, telling the college Romeo whom she adored (and who had fallen so dramatically in love with her that he'd chased her for a whole year and then stayed faithful for the longest period of his entire life) that if he couldn't promise to marry her this side of twenty-five and provide her with the babies she so desperately yearned for, there was frankly no future for them. How could she have known that instead of dropping to his knees and proposing, he would spend a week ignoring her calls and then chuck her? Fickle, fickle boy! After all those wonderfully worded declarations of adoration! After such exquisite nights and mornings of love-making! After swapping favourite books (with his grave assurances not to break the spine) and pencilling secret notes in the margins! What girl could possibly have predicted such an outcome?

Yet here again, the facts do not reveal the whole story, because he ended their relationship so beautifully that she almost believed that his heart was breaking more than hers. Almost. He broke down and wept. He told her that she deserved more. He confessed that he wasn't the man for her because he never, ever wanted to marry or have children. His own parents' doomed relationship had put paid to that. He told her that it was because he loved her so much that he couldn't let her waste the best years of her life with a man who ultimately could not give her what she wanted. He told her that he had loved her more than any other woman in his life. (And he'd had a gap year, so was talking from experience.) He told her he would never forget her. And he made her promise that they must always remain friends. It was a chucking that left her shell-shocked and traumatised, but not ashamed. She lost no respect in its recounting.

Even more amazingly, they did manage to remain friends. So successfully, in fact, that when four years later, both of them fully trained teachers with some experience behind them, Rob heard about two jobs coming available at the same school, he gave Nicky all the details, they both applied, and were thrilled to start work together at the same time. And so, three years ago, they joined Heatheringdown as bosom buddies, and soon her friendship with Ally and his with Pete formed a tight-knit foursome.

Over the years since their relationship had ended, Nicky couldn't help noticing that while Rob had had many flings and one-night stands, he had never started another relationship. She herself had made a couple of attempts, but they didn't last long. During these, Rob had always maintained a keen interest in their outcome, but he never seemed too alarmed. However, it was always during these relationships that his gentle teasing began. He would drop into conversation how his mind was slowly changing over the issue of children; did she catch that programme last night about adoption? Wasn't that little girl cute – she almost made him want to be a dad! He wondered what kind of children she'd have – adorable ones with ringlets and dimples, etc. etc.

In fact, due to unhelpful comments like these and the easy, good-natured fun of their post-relationship friendship, if Nicky was really deeply honest with herself – and it usually took the imbibing of a certain amount of wine for that to happen – she could not answer one simple question. A simple, yet worrying question: If Rob asked her out again, would she say 'No' or 'Yes'?

On the side of 'No' there were many solid, stout arguments. Seven years on she had far more reservations about him as partner material than she had had in her inexperienced early twenties. Back then his relentless sexual conquests made him appear lusty and passionate, now they just made him seem cynical and jaded. She also found his choice of lifestyle deeply unattractive. He had chosen almost a decade of empty one-night stands instead of a purposeful, loving life with a woman he'd loved (if indeed he'd been telling the truth) and who had loved him. From the string of affairs he'd gone on to enjoy after her, and still energetically pursued, it was abundantly clear that their priorities in life were directly opposed to each other. She wondered now, looking back at the 23-year-old Rob, how he had even managed to stay faithful to her for six long months – if, in fact, he had.

But it wasn't only that. She'd noticed over the years that what masqueraded as laddish behaviour was actually more akin to a cruel streak. He broke hearts with as little regret as other people broke eggs. He could tease someone till they cried. And he could freeze anyone out with a single look. He was perceptive, sharp-witted and clever, but sometimes he used these attractive qualities as weapons. Just because he hadn't done it to Nicky (recently) didn't make it less forgivable, just easier to defend.

Then there were his looks. She genuinely didn't find him as devastatingly handsome as she used to. Yes, he was still good-looking, but somehow his looks had moved away from what had first drawn her to him. She had fallen for the skinny lope of a little-boy-lost and the uneven shoulders of his self-conscious, Jimmy Dean stance. Now that he had broadened out and held himself squarely towards the world he'd lost that boyish uncertainty that used to reduce her to tingling mush with a single glance.

So while the facts were that he had been the chucker and she the chuckee, the truth was that she genuinely sometimes thought that she had made a lucky escape. In fact, it was terrifying to contemplate what might have happened had they settled down together so young.

In her most lucid moments, she felt indebted to him for making such a mature and prescient decision about their lives at a time when she'd been blinded by the promise of a happy-ever-after cloud-cuckoo-land ending. And thanks to the sharp focus of hindsight, after spending half a decade watching the post-happy-ever-after ending of friends – and of course, her sister, who had married young and started sprogging almost immediately – she knew that many were now unhappy with their lot. Yes, she may sometimes envy them their beautiful children, but she could never say that she envied them their lives. So thanks to his decision, here she was, a happy, fulfilled thirty-year-old who hadn't wasted the best years of her life on the wrong man, who had a career that fulfilled her and promised her a future of satisfaction, and who had all the excitement of love and marriage still to come, instead of firmly behind her.

What, then, could be the arguments for her saying 'Yes' to him? She had two theories: One was that it just so happened that with all her other relationships, pre- and post-Rob, she had always been the one to end things. But because Rob had got in there first with her, she'd been robbed of ever really knowing what would have happened if he hadn't. Would she have been the one to finish it, albeit three years later, or would they have four beautiful children, a golden retriever and two guinea pigs by now? She was stuck in the perennially inconclusive limbo of the chuckee, living for evermore with an emotional scar that would never be allowed to fully heal because someone else had done the stitches with half an eye on the exit.

And so, when she and Ally had sometimes shared more wine than was wise on a school night, she had been known to explain her wickedly wild revenge plan of manipulating Rob to ask her out again, just to prove that she could say a final 'No' and was therefore Completely Over Him.

Ally always vehemently disagreed with this crackpot theory.

'No!' she would shout, shaking her head firmly and, depending on how much wine had been drunk, thumping her fist on the table. 'You'd be proving exactly the opposite if you did that!'

'How come?'

'Because if you spend your life trying to get him interested just so you can reject him then you're proving that you're not over him, aren't you?'

'I'm not spending my life doing it!' Nicky would shriek.

'Seven years!' Ally would explode.

'I just want to know!' Nicky would explode back.

'But that's the whole point! If you were completely over him, you wouldn't need to, would you? You wouldn't care!'

'Yes I would!' Nicky would shout. 'I'm just like that.'

'Like what? A glutton for punishment?'

'No! An organised person. I need everything neat and orderly. I need to close the book. I need to shut the drawer. I need nothing unanswered. I need closure.'

'You need help,' was Ally's usual response. 'Don't get me wrong, I love Rob, but he is not The One. You'd have children with him and then wonder why they look like every other child in North London. He's probably sired fifty children already. He just doesn't know about it.'

'Bleagh,' was Nicky's only response to that. 'What a lucky escape.'

'Exactly,' Ally would usually conclude. 'Where's the corkscrew?'

Nicky's other theory as to why she might say 'Yes' (and this was one she never admitted to anyone, not even Ally) was far more worrying, and tended to strike late at night when she was on her own. This theory was that all her stout, solid answers explaining why she'd say 'No' were mere subterfuge. She protested too much. She was a one-man woman and the man for her was Rob. And the only real reason she was happy being friends with him was because friendship was all he was offering. Should he ever ask her out, she'd drop like a fly; his easiest conquest yet. Whenever these terrifying thoughts occurred, spiralling her into doubt and confusion, she would force herself to imagine Ally's response and slowly talk herself back to sanity.

Thank goodness for Ally. Ally kept Nicky sane – and that was saying something. Ally had the soul of an angel, the wit of a US sitcom writer and the patience of a saint. She was, after Nicky, the favourite teacher in the school. All the kids loved her. Unfortunately, all her wonderful qualities were packaged in a body a bull terrier would be proud of. Ally had shoulders Pete would die for. To say that her body was barrel-shaped would be to slight a barrel. It was only on closer inspection that one noticed the warmth in her eyes and the dimple in her smiling cheek, or heard her contagious laugh.

When Nicky had returned to the staffroom, the others were in the usual corner by the lockers. Rob was leaning against them, looking everything like the school stud. Pete and Ally were studying the new Reception teacher, Martha.

'I'd say seven out of ten,' commented Pete.

'Hmm,' replied Rob. 'More a four.'

'Yeah, well,' tutted Pete, 'not all of us can afford your standards.'

Ally frowned and gave them both a look. 'Do you have any idea how offensive you're being?' she asked. 'Reducing a woman to a number, based on your narrow little Western aesthetic ideal?'

'Of course!' replied Pete, without taking his eyes off the girl. 'How else am I supposed to feel superior?'

Ally looked at him and shrugged. 'Your Xbox score?'

He looked at her. 'Hey. Don't knock my second-favourite hobby.'

They continued to watch Martha for a while. This was Martha's first full-time job. She was a bit nervous, very smiley and very young. She drank her instant coffee and listened to everyone's jokes with a smiling sadness, as if all the fun in her life had ended. Meanwhile, everyone showed her the full extent of their dullness by being genuinely excited to have her there.

'You'll get used to us all soon,' Ned, Year 3's teacher, kept telling her, like a proud elder owl.

'Oh yes,' said Gwen, Year 2's teacher, nodding firmly. 'And all our silly little quirks. I suppose it's a bit like your first day at school.'

They all laughed uproariously at this because, they explained, it was her first day at school, and then, when Gwen realised what she'd said, they all laughed again.

Nicky tried looking at them through Martha's eyes and realised that the staff, as a whole, were very depressing. When had she stopped noticing this? She decided it was probably as long as a year ago, and felt suddenly despondent. Then she remembered ER was on tonight and cheered up. She caught Rob's eye and they shared a small, private grin. As she flicked her eyes away, she caught Amanda's eye, on the other side of the staffroom. She chose to smile widely at her. It was a mistake because Amanda saw this as a green light and came to join them.

As she crossed the staffroom to approach the gang, Nicky tried to look away from Amanda's glossy black mane but couldn't. Long, straight, thick hair the colour of ebony framed Amanda's face. As if that wasn't enough, she was tall and willowy with a year-round tan and legs up to her armpits. All the men pretended they didn't fancy Amanda because that would make them look obvious. But they did. And all the women pretended not to hate her because that would make them look pathetic. But they did.

For some reason unknown to anyone, Rob, while thoroughly enjoying everything about Amanda's charms and their happy effect on him, always stopped just short of doing anything about it. He would play the Rob game with her, flirting, teasing, working her up into a crescendo of expectation and then, nothing. Maybe it was because he was getting older. Maybe it was because he was saving that conquest for a special day. Maybe it was because she had the sense of humour of a stick. Or because she rarely opened her mouth without saying something unpleasant about someone. Or because the gang ripped the piss out of her so mercilessly that the peer pressure was too much, even for him. Amanda had tried gamely to penetrate the gang, but had always failed. Possibly because most of the gang knew that she was only after one thing.

'Hello, everyone,' said Amanda, looking at Rob.

'Hello,' said Rob, smiling.

'What do we think of the new addition?'

'Nice,' said Pete. 'I like her eyes.'

'Nice arse.' Rob nodded. 'Something to sink your teeth into.'

Amanda turned, purportedly to watch Martha, exhibiting the long line of her hips and thighs in her new jeans. Then she yawned, which involved stretching up very slowly and exposing her flat, smooth, soft stomach. Both men looked at her long, taut, tanned flesh and then back up to her face, all thoughts of Martha's eyes and arse gone.

At five to eight, the Headmistress entered, and the room found its focus. It was impossible not to respond to Miss James's warmth. She managed to be effusively batty yet highly efficient and over the years had made this state school hugely popular with middle-class parents. Miss James was almost single-handedly responsible for transforming this humble postcode into a lottery winner's number.

Her personal uniform of choice at school was long skirts, high-heeled boots and big necklaces with exotic-looking stones, which clinked against her bejewelled glasses chain. She carried an old satchel under her arms that was bursting with bits of paper and folders, and she had thick wavy shoulder-length hair that bounced round her friendly face. She had been Head for twenty years and was quite possibly mad.

'Good morning, Team!' she boomed, beaming from ear to ear in the doorway.

'Good morning, Miss James,' boomed back her staff.

'Now!' she began, pigeon-stepping over all the bags and coffee mugs on the floor to her spot by the kitchenette, 'Are we all happy, happy, happy to be back?' Her staff responded by laughing. 'Excellent, excellent, excellent, excellent, excellent.'' She smiled, putting down her satchel, taking off her coat and scarf, and resting her glasses on the tip of her nose. She gasped suddenly and whipped her glasses off again.

'Good morning, Martha!' she exclaimed, arms outstretched towards the girl. 'Have you been made welcome?'

Martha said that she had.

'Good, good, good, good, good, good.'' She then handed Martha her coat. 'Here's your first task as Heatheringdown Reception Teacher. Hanging up my coat! There's a dear!'

There was an explosion of laughter. Miss James rested her glasses back on her nose and pulled an A4 notebook out of her satchel. On it were scrawled notes so illegible they could have been a picture drawn by one of the Reception children. She scrutinised it for a moment before looking up quickly, her big half-moon eyes fixing on their target with precision. Her glasses were taken off again.

'Ned, would you?' she said, picking up the whiteboard pen and holding it out for him. 'Your handwriting's so neat.'

Ned leapt up from his chair, almost causing an avalanche of tea and custard creams. He made his way, almost balletically, across his seated, folded colleagues, grabbed the pen from his esteemed leader, and proceeded to take her dictation of today's timetable in perfect, rounded lettering. Nicky wondered if his beautiful lower-case alphabet would secure him the post of Deputy. She spotted Roberta and Gwen, Year 1 and 2 teachers respectively, eyeing each other. Roberta and Gwen were in a lifelong competition to be the biggest victim. Roberta was a large, lumpy woman with a face like a deflated balloon and a double chin that was enjoying a far more active life than her first one. All she had to do was blink and her double chin almost started a conga along her neck. Her husband had left her twenty years ago and she was still smarting. Her son moved out on his eighteenth birthday. Gwen had cropped orange hair, red lipstick, multicoloured dangly earrings and a middle child with behavioural problems. Roberta's eyebrows rose significantly and Gwen harrumphed in response. Nicky looked back to Ned.

Ned taught Year 3 because he was good at it, and because if he taught anyone older they'd bully him. Every day, his wife sent him off to school with a packed lunch, and every lunch-time he phoned her to thank her and discuss his sandwich fillings. Nicky was extremely fond of him, but had made a pact with Ally that if she ever grew to be like him she would do the decent thing and shoot her.

Miss James finished her list of today's items and looked at everyone. 'Right. One hour to make friends with our new, nervous little bubbies and then we shall all assemble together . . . for assembly.' This was met with good-natured laughter. 'Good luck, Team!'

Nicky rummaged around her briefcase for her hair-band and glasses case. She pulled her hair into a tight ponytail and put on her snappy, black-framed glasses. She had started wearing her hair up for assembly as a simple way to control it whenever it was most wayward, but it had soon become a habit. She liked feeling tidy and formal. Even on the first morning of a new year, when every teacher had a vital one hour to meet and greet their new children before the first assembly, she assumed the ponytail-and-glasses position. It gave the children the correct impression of her. These were children who had only ever seen her in assembly, sometimes on lunch or break duty, but never in the classroom. They thought she was strict and poker-faced all the time. This way when she was fun and kind they got a nice surprise. In fact, the truth was that during the first term she found it an effort not to call each one 'sweetheart' and 'my love', sometimes even 'darling', which seemed to trip off her tongue as soon as she looked at a child. But if a teacher did that too early, children could smell weakness and even the nicest child could not help abusing that. No, children had to smell authority when they saw a teacher. And then, slowly, during the term, the teacher should allow them small sniffs of someone who was on their side, as if they'd just caught the whiff of freshly cut grass on a summer breeze. Nicky knew what she was doing and it started with scraping her hair up in a ponytail and putting on her glasses.

Year 6's classroom was at the end of the top corridor of the school. The view was right over the playground. Nicky, or Miss Hobbs, now stood at the door, holding it open for her new class to file in past her. Thirty nervy ten- and eleven-year-olds did so, overcome by the newness of everything.

'Sit anywhere for now,' she said. 'We'll sort out the seating later. We have much more important things to do first.'

She watched as each child exhibited more about themselves than if she'd installed a two-way mirror in their bedrooms. Every class had its own complex hierarchy, and watching children seat themselves was the easiest way to discover it. Thirty children ran to the five desks of six seats, racing to sit next to their best friends and far away from their enemies. She watched kids overpower weaker classmates with brute force, personality, or just plain cruelty; she watched girls hold hands, secure each other seats and hug themselves with glee as they watched the rest of the class race round them. She saw a crush in a boy's hopeful upturned eyes as he watched an Amazonian ten-year-old girl, and a play at hatred between a sparring boy and girl who had found themselves sitting back-to-back on different tables in the middle of the room. She waited until everyone had sat down before speaking quietly enough for them to have to be silent to hear her properly. And then she gave them all a beatific smile and said the magic words.

'Hello! I'm Miss Hobbs and I want to know all about you.'

This always generated an excited murmur. They all had blank pieces of paper ready and waiting for them on their tables and she asked them to write Ten Amazing Things About Myself, to be read out to everyone. She observed them as they did this, some squirming with excitement, others slowly sucking their pencils as they pondered, and again, picked up more about them than if she'd interrogated them for hours. Finally, they'd finished and, one by one, they stood up and read out their Ten Amazing Things. Before she knew it, the hour was up, it was time for assembly and her kids adored her. It worked every time. She hadn't been soft and she hadn't shouted; she'd just shown genuine interest in them. By the time the new Year 6 went to assembly, they would have defended their new teacher almost to the death.

Year 5 had not been quite so lucky. Mr Pattison was a tough teacher with his eye on top management, and he sometimes had a tendency to treat his class like lower management rather than children. His habit was to spend his first hour explaining what was required of his new team in their new job. Silence was big on the agenda, synchronised standing whenever he entered the classroom came in a close second ('who knew what synchronised meant?'), hard work of course was third, and good timekeeping was fourth. Tenth was no fussing and the ones in-between were lost for evermore in a fog of boredom. Basically, he expected a lot, and by the time assembly came, his kids were in no doubt of this. Ned's kids, at the tender age of seven or eight, knew in just one hour that they were made of tougher stuff than he. He blushed, stammered and laughed inappropriately from nerves at the situation he was in. If it wasn't for the fact that most of them were also blushing, stammering and laughing inappropriately from nerves at the situation they were in, he'd be doomed. But Martha, new girl herself, was having the toughest first hour of all the teachers. Her kids were the only ones who had spent the last year in the bosom of their families, and whose worst nightmare was that school, unlike wizards and monsters, did actually exist. They were even more horrified by their new reality than she was. As soon as one stopped crying, another one started. There were two accidents, one case of vomiting, and little Josephine O'Marney got her feet caught in her chair and thought she was stuck there for ever. She cried till she had an accident and vomited simultaneously. It was a baptism of fire but, by assembly, Martha felt confident in her new job. In the staffroom she was the new girl. In the classroom, she was the Bionic Woman.

An hour later, as the entire school made its way to assembly, Nicky felt a sharp jab on her shoulder. At first she thought it was Rob. But it was Miss James, prodding her with a blunt pencil. 'Pop in and see me after school, would you, Nicola dear?' she whispered. 'Four o'clock sharp.'

Miss James walked abruptly away, and Nicky glanced back. Rob was watching her, while keeping a practised eye on his silent kids, and he raised his eyebrows questioningly at her. She entered the main hall and saw a sea of eager little faces stretching back to the gym apparatus against the far wall. She crossed her arms at the sudden drop in temperature and felt a little squiggle of excitement, like a gold star being drawn in her belly.





Oscar sat cross-legged and watched Miss Hobbs, his new teacher, walk round the assembly hall and towards the back, arms crossed, heels click-clicking, stern eyes observing everyone from behind her glasses. He sat up, so his back no longer leant against the climbing apparatus. She sat down on the chair at the end of his row, picked up her hymn book, crossed one leg over the other, and scrutinised her new Year 6.

He liked his new position of sitting at the back of the school. He was sitting next to his best friend Matthew. Matthew was funny and nice. Daisy was in the row in front and he poked her in the back, managing to whisk his hand away before she hit him. Matthew snorted. Miss Hobbs looked at them, just too late. He saw her look over the top of her glasses to focus on them.

'Year 6,' she said, her voice harder than it had been in class, 'less talk, please.' It was weird being called Year 6.

Daisy didn't mind Oscar poking her in the back. She was having too much fun with her best friend Sophie. They were watching Miss James, sitting at the front of the room facing everyone. She'd got her glasses chain caught in her necklace. Daisy and Sophie giggled but stopped when Miss Hobbs looked up from her book. They had always been far more scared of Miss Hobbs than Miss James, although they liked her much more after spending the morning with her.

The piano music stopped and Miss James walked up to the central podium at the front of the hall, glasses in her hand, necklace firmly attached, causing her to bend her neck to one side. She reached the podium, looked at her pupils as if they were all fluffy kittens and gave a big smile.

'Hello, everyone,' she said in a warm voice. 'I'm having a little problem with my glasses! What a start to the new year!'

Everyone laughed. Oscar looked over to Miss Hobbs, who blinked to acknowledge the joke.

'Hymn number 32,' announced Miss James.

There was a rustle as 210 children stood up, and the first few firm chords from the piano were followed by a lusty, if not entirely tuneful, rendition of 'In My Heart'.

Daisy's shoes were new. She stared at them intently all the way through the hymn and when everyone sat down, she wondered if God would punish her for loving the angle of her shiny new buckle more than singing a song about Him. Probably, she thought. She would probably die young as punishment. Mummy and Daddy would cry at her funeral and fall in love again. Oscar would regret ever poking her in the back. The boy from the bus stop would come to the funeral and stand at the back because he didn't even know her name. She rubbed her nose, looked up, and saw Miss James beaming and nodding at everyone. Everyone stood up. Assembly was over. That was a shame, thought Daisy. She liked assemblies.

As Daisy walked-not-ran up the stairs to their new classroom, Oscar overtook her and gave her pigtails a friendly tug.

'I'm not coming to yours tonight,' he said. 'Dad's picking me up from school.'

'Good,' she said. 'More chocolate for me.'

She walked past him, satisfied that his expression had altered ever so slightly.

After a pause she heard him shout after her, 'You're not having chocolate.'

She pretended not to hear.





As soon as they were in the classroom, Year 6 spotted a subtle difference in their new teacher. She seemed a little firmer, a tad stricter, a bit more like a teacher than this morning.

Nicky glanced up at them quickly and then, as if pulling out a gun in a Western, flipped open the register. Without any warning, she instructed them to stand up and read out their own names in the correct order. There was an almost audible gasp. No clues. No help. All on their own. Nicky knew this sounded much more difficult than it was. Children always knew who came right before them in the register and this trick had never failed her yet. More importantly, it helped her remember their names immediately and always made her new class feel just a bit wrong-footed and self-conscious enough to take her seriously. Worked every time.

When they had finished, she allowed them a small smile.

'You see,' she said, almost seductively, 'you are Year 6 now, so you can do your own register.'

As she took off her glasses (they were only for mild short sight and she hardly needed them), she knew they were eyeing each other across their new desks. Without looking up, she called out the name of one of the boys sitting on the back table, and held out thirty pieces of paper in his direction.

'Will you hand these out, one for everyone, please?'

She looked up as he approached her through the desks and gave him a soft, slight smile. 'You didn't think you were going to get away with hiding at the back, did you?' she said teasingly.

He smiled sheepishly at her. As he held the paper, she refused to let go and waited for him to look up at her.

'Pardon?' she asked, gently.

'No.'

She raised her eyebrows, any hint of a smile on her lips gone.

'No, Miss Hobbs,' he said.

She gave him a genuine smile and let go of the pieces of paper.

'Thank you, Marcus.'

She kept her class busy right up until the bell went for lunch, and only gave them some light relief after it, when she allowed them into the library to choose the books they would read (in silence) every morning before register.

At precisely 3.15, five minutes before the final bell, she turned off the whiteboard, sat on the edge of her desk facing her class, and asked them how they were feeling after their first day as Year 6. One boy said he was excited. She asked what about. He told her he was excited because he was now the tallest boy in the whole school. She laughed with the class and suggested putting up a height chart, so they could all see if they grew this year. One girl said she had been a bit nervous this morning. She asked her what she had been nervous of and the girl had said, a bit quietly, of her. She laughed again and told her she would let them in on the best-kept secret in the school.

'Only Year 6 ever know that if they are good,' she reduced her voice to a whisper, 'I'm a complete softie.' The class laughed. She put her finger over her lips. 'So now it's your secret.' She made her eyes big. 'No telling Year 5.'

A wave of excitement swept round the room.

'You promise?' she asked.

'We promise,' they chorused, laughing.

'We promise, what?' she asked, cupping her ear with her hand.

'We promise, Miss Hobbs.'

'Excellent!' she cried. 'You're fast learners. I think we're all going to get on very well.'

The bell went, loud and rasping, and the class waited for her reaction. She smiled. 'Have a lovely evening, all of you. You've done well today.'

And they filed out.





She picked up her case and sat for a moment before standing up. Her head was aching, her throat was tired and her cheekbones and eyebrows throbbed from the effort of keeping her face keen and interested all day. She pulled her hair-band off and felt coils of hair spring out in all directions. She didn't care, the relief at her temples was so great. She turned at a noise in her doorway.

'Good day at the office, dear?' asked Rob, head cocked.

'Knackering,' she said, wondering whether to tell him about Miss James's request.

'It's all right for some,' he said, ambling into her room as she packed up her things. 'Some of us have still got work to do before we go home.'

'Oh yes?'

'Miss James wants to see me now,' he said.

'Oh! Interesting!' exclaimed Nicky.

'Mm. Well, I don't know what it's about yet.'

'No, what's interesting is that she's asked me to see her too.'

Nicky noticed that his face showed blank surprise before polite interest.

'Ah,' he said simply. 'The plot thickens.'

They wandered down to the staffroom together in silence. Then they wished each other luck and Rob left for his meeting with Miss James. Nicky had thirty minutes to wait before her meeting, and in that time she did some preparation for tomorrow's lessons, walking past the after-club room on her way to the photocopier. On her way back up the stairs, she glanced in to see if any of her new children were in there.

She only spotted two. The boy who had been fidgeting in assembly and the girl he'd sat with his back to all day. Oscar and Daisy, she said to herself, practising their names. They were playing chess. She watched them for a moment before the boy, Oscar, spotted her. She smiled at him through the door, but he had already looked back down at the chess set.






End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OPS/images/The_Learning_Curve_F1.jpg
RANDOM HOUSE @BOOKS

The Learning Curve

Melissa Nathan






OPS/images/The_Learning_Curve_01.jpg
4

arrow books






