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To librarians.
Because you built me.




Introduction


Woah. So, anyway, here is sequel to a book I wrote ten years ago. I know. This is so weird, I never quite thought we’d get here.


To those who kept the faith: thank you. You should know that we are picking up again five seconds after we left off, even though when we left off there was no such thing as Facebook or Snapchat . . . sigh. I miss those days.


Anyway, if you’re new, I would probably read Class and Rules first, which cover the first and second years. My publisher will kill me for saying that, but honestly, they’re meant to be read in sequence, and this is the third year of Downey House.


Here’s just to recap the history a bit:


A few years ago I wanted to read a boarding school book, having loved them when I was younger. But I couldn’t find one for grown-ups. So I wrote a couple.


We then decided (‘we’ being me and my publishers) to release them under a different name, Jane Beaton. I can’t remember why now. It seemed like a good idea at the time.


Anyway, regardless, Class and Rules came out and they had lovely reviews but as it turned out absolutely nobody bought them at all, having never heard of Jane Beaton, which was perfectly understandable, but also made me very sad as I had loved writing them and was very proud of them.


As the years have gone on, though, people kept finding their way to them, little by little – they’ve never been out of print – and finally last year somebody wrote the publishers a letter saying ‘do please let me know what happened to Jane Beaton, as I kept checking the obituaries in case she died’ and someone else wrote and said, ‘I’m going in for an operation and in case I don’t come round*, I would very much like to know what happens to Maggie and David,’ at which point we thought, okay, enough is enough – and so we reissued the first two, Class and Rules, last year, and now here is Lessons, the brand-new one, and hopefully now I’ll get to finish all six and we will end up with a slipcase, which is pretty much all I dreamed of all along.


Very warmest wishes,
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__________________


* They were fine! It’s okay!
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AUTUMN




Chapter One


Despite the summer sun outside, it was freezing in the long, dim hallway, and Maggie Adair was having the very worst day of her life.


It was the last day of the summer term.


The girls had all left, and the entire ancient, rambling building, with its four towers, was silent. The beautiful greystoned space did not suit being silent; it normally echoed to the sound of footfalls; girls shouting out; giggling and bells; rogue hockey balls bouncing down the old steps; distant choir practice.


All of that had gone, and the panelled hallway, hung with portraits of headmistresses past, was silent and ghostly. Maggie shivered.


Had it really only been that morning? How? How had she gone from getting on a train, on her way to Scotland to marry . . . Oh my God. Stan. Her sweet fiancé Stan, who would be waiting to meet her at the other end.


She sent off a text that just said, Missed train! Too expensive to get next one, will catch tomorrow! then quickly bundled her phone away and refused to look at it, even when it started buzzing and buzzing. She couldn’t . . . She had too many things to think about right now.


She tried to get it straight in her head.


She’d caught the train this morning as she’d always planned. The school year was over and she was heading back to Scotland for the holidays.


On the train she had met Miranda, the ex-girlfriend of David McDonald, the English teacher at Downey boys’ school, just over the hill. The man on whom . . . she’d had a crush. It sounded so ridiculous when she thought about it like that; just exactly like the schoolgirls she dealt with every day on Charlie Puth or Alfie Deyes or whoever it was this week.


But it had been more than that. Hadn’t it? Even though in two years they had shared just one kiss. That was all. And she couldn’t even think about that without a blush starting. But she had put it behind her. For Stan, and the long years they’d spent together.


And then. And then . . .


Oh my God. What had happened? Just as the train had been pulling out, David had vaulted the barrier and started running towards the carriage she and Miranda were sitting in.


And in a split second that had changed – and potentially ruined – her life for ever, she had reached up, slowly, almost as if her hand was under someone else’s control – and pulled the emergency cord.




Chapter Two


The entire train had staggered. An old lady had fallen over, which Maggie felt absolutely awful about. She had rushed to her aid, but the lady had flapped her away. A lot of other people appeared to be swearing at her. There was shouting and consternation, and it had lasted a long time. Meanwhile, Miranda was leaning out of the open window screeching, ‘David! David!’


But neither of them got to see him. As soon as he’d vaulted the barriers, an alarm had gone off, and the police who patrolled even Devon railway stations these days had tackled him, sending him sprawling to the floor, then handcuffed him and bundled him away at the speed of light, Maggie craning her neck to catch a glimpse of him.


The next second, the train was besieged with railway staff, Miranda had somehow disappeared and Maggie found herself completely alone, standing next to the cord, waiting as a very angry-looking guard bore down on her.


After bundling her into a little room off the main concourse to give her an extremely stern talking-to about whether she realised that everyone had thought they were going to blow up the train, and how she absolutely couldn’t behave like that, and how she’d thrown off the entire network, and how the fine might just be the start of it, Maggie had broken down in sobs, completely, and they’d asked if they could phone someone on her behalf, but it couldn’t be David, of course, and oh God, how could she possibly explain this to Stan, and everyone else had dispersed for the summer, which was why they had eventually got in touch with Dr Deveral, the headmistress of Downey House, and why she had been deposited by the British Transport Police back where this had all started.


It was hard to believe it was barely lunchtime.


In the corridor, she buried her face in her hands. She had never felt more alone. She was a grown woman, engaged to be married, who had embarked on a flirtation . . .


No. That didn’t sound right. That wasn’t what she had had with David, not at all. It wasn’t some grubby Facebook affair; it had been more than that. Something deeper and more serious. She tried not to picture him: those dark eyes with their long lashes; that grin that came and went at unexpected moments; his long frame striding across the hills with his dog Stephen Dedalus . . .


A crush, that was what she’d had, she told herself firmly again. A crush like half of the upper fourth also had on him, desperate for glimpses when the classes got together for drama or concerts. She had a deep, passionate crush on a teacher. Not something that had happened to her when she was at school; something that had waited until she was grown up and a teacher herself. She was just a late developer, that was all. And what did she tell her girls when they got helpless, passionate crushes on pop stars or YouTube stars? It’s normal, it’s part of growing up, it will pass and help you to form real adult relationships; proper ones with proper adults with genuine flaws and complexities who see you as you are, rather than an unrealistic, idealised state of romance . . .


But still, how could she help what she was feeling? And what she was feeling was so very, very strong. It hadn’t dampened down, hadn’t settled at all. She had thought of him every second that summer term, wondering what he was doing; every sleepless night, twisted in the bedclothes of her single bed in her turret rooms.


And he had come for her. Hadn’t he? Or was it for Miranda? She didn’t even know. Her phone was buzzing buzzing buzzing – but not from him.


Oh God. A wedding planned. Invitations sent. Stan waiting after she had sworn to him, sworn to his face on the lives of her beloved nephews Cody and Dylan, that this was it, that she would never, ever get caught up with David again. A dress hanging on the back of a door.


Her stomach was ice water. How had everything gone so wrong? This was such a mess.




Chapter Three


‘Wallet, keys . . . ’


The policeman looked askance at David’s keys as he filled in the discharge form; they were ancient, heavy things.


‘Where do you live, a dungeon?’


David tried to smile, but couldn’t. Dr Fitzroy, his headmaster, was waiting right outside. This wasn’t going to be remotely pleasant.


‘A school, for now . . . ’


The policeman looked up at him, narrowing his eyes, then shook his head as he ticked off the list.


‘Right, that’s your lot.’


David blinked.


‘And my phone?’ he said.


The policeman looked in the bag.


‘No phone here.’


David cursed. He hated his mobile phone at the best of times. But the one thing it did have was absolutely the only thing he needed: Maggie’s number. If they couldn’t find it, what would he do? If he couldn’t get in touch with her . . . couldn’t call her . . . He had to explain.


But then surely, now, that would be the last thing she would want. He thought of her face, staring blankly at him even as Miranda was screaming something. He still didn’t know who had pulled the emergency cord, still didn’t know who had caused the ruckus; it had all been so fast, so confusing, and he had, as usual, ruined everything – absolutely everything – with his idiocy. What had he been thinking?


‘Oh, you’re right, here it is,’ said the policeman, pulling something from underneath the counter. ‘Sorry about that. It’s such an old model, I don’t think the young plod realised what it was, to be honest.’


He looked at it.


‘Can you get, like, the internet on that?’


‘No,’ said David, staring at it.


‘It’s amazing it still works.’


Now that he was leaving, the policeman was positively chatty; rather a contrast to how everything had been just a few hours before.


‘Right,’ he said, sliding some pieces of paper across for David to sign. ‘It’s up to Network Rail whether they charge you or not.’


‘I realise that,’ said David.


The policeman shook his head.


‘For a lady, right?’


David winced.


‘Well,’ said the man. ‘I’ve been married twenty-eight years, and I tell you, they all look the same after a bit.’


There was a very long pause at that. Finally, ‘Can I go?’ said David.


‘Oh yeah, right, fine,’ said the policeman, pressing the button on the wall that buzzed open the heavy door. Dr Fitzroy was standing there, wearing a facial expression the pupils of Downey Boys had long learned to dread: irritation mixed with profound disappointment.


‘Mr McDonald,’ he said solemnly.


The ride back to school was completely silent and very, very long. Dr Fitzroy didn’t speak at all, merely heaved a sigh from time to time. Meanwhile David picked up his phone, wondering what the hell there was to say, then put it down again.


Maggie was getting married. This entire thing, the grand gesture . . . He was a fool. An utterly ridiculous fool.


The boys had all left now, the last coaches just departing and the sun getting lower in the sky. It seemed incredible to David that it was the same day; that he had awoken that morning so sad, then suddenly so full of a ridiculous, crazy hope. And now . . .


Dr Fitzroy told him abruptly to get changed and report to his office.


‘I don’t know if they’re going to press charges . . . ’ David had started.


‘They are’ said Dr Fitzroy shortly. ‘They called the school and left a message.’


‘Oh,’ said David, his heart sinking even further.


They entered the headmaster’s office. In contrast to the clear grey stone and four turrets of Downey House, Downey Boys was of a later vintage: Victorian, and built with many curlicues and bits and pieces of ornamentation all around. The head’s study was entirely wood-panelled, and much of the original Victorian furniture remained. The view from the many small windows was straight down the valley, to where Downey House could just be spied, nestling in the headlands a mile or so away.


Dr Fitzroy waited until the heavy oak door had finally shut behind them. Then he turned round.


‘What the hell were you thinking?’ he shouted in a voice he rarely used but which could make the windows rattle. David flinched, feeling more like one of the pupils than a teacher of many years’ standing.


‘I wasn’t,’ he muttered, looking far younger than his thirtyfour years.


‘Have you any idea how difficult it is to find good male English teachers? Who can handle a class and inspire their pupils? For Christ’s sake, David, you were one of the good guys. You know I had you in line for head of department?’


David swallowed. He had resisted all attempts to put him in a more administrative role, but now wasn’t the time to mention it.


‘So . . . ’ he began.


‘You’ll have a conviction!’ shouted Dr Fitzroy. ‘I don’t think you understand what’s going on here.’


It was true. Until that instant, all his thoughts had been of Maggie. It hadn’t even occurred to him.


‘I’m going to lose my job?’ he said, going white suddenly. It couldn’t be more than a misdemeanour, surely.


‘You’ll have a conviction!’ said Dr Fitzroy. ‘You have to see I have absolutely no choice in the matter.’


‘For trespassing in a railway station?’ said David. ‘I mean, surely it’s not that—’


‘It’s a prevention-of-terrorism offence!’ said Dr Fitzroy.


‘Oh,’ said David, startled.


‘You’re lucky you weren’t shot.’


‘I’m so sorry, sir.’


‘Yes, well. Bit late for that,’ said the headmaster. ‘Just as well it’s the end of term.’


They sat in silence. David felt an utter failure. He had brought this on himself. Of course he had.


He looked out at the old buildings, through the window with its beautiful view of the sparkling sea, promising a glorious summer ahead.


‘I’m so sorry I let you down, sir.’


‘You’ve let everybody down,’ said the headmaster. ‘Me, the boys . . . yourself most of all. You had a perfectly nice fiancée, as far as I remember. Why not just marry her instead of getting up to these ridiculous tricks? With another teacher! Veronica is in a worse state than I am.’


David couldn’t imagine the cool Dr Deveral remotely flustered about anything, but he didn’t feel it was the time to say that. He stood up slowly. He’d have to go and pack.




Chapter Four


On the other side of the hill, Maggie was also staring at the floor. Veronica Deveral, the cool, fair headmistress of Downey House, had left her sitting for a long time outside her office; partly to give Maggie time to calm down and hopefully stop crying – Veronica was not a fan of tears – and partly to give herself time to decide what to do. She’d already spoken to Robert Fitzroy at Downey Boys; he was just as aghast as she was, and she knew David wasn’t going to keep his job.


She’d resigned herself to losing Maggie after she got married; was sure she’d return to Scotland. Now it looked like a chink of light. Maggie was the best English teacher she had – impulsive, but utterly committed to her students. Veronica had absolutely no wish to spend all summer recruiting; Robert already sounded wildly disgruntled. It was just possible she could scare Maggie straight.


She summoned her. Maggie shuffled in, trying to remind herself how much Dr Deveral hated tears (which wasn’t a particularly useful way to stop them).


‘Miss Adair, this is a boarding school. This is the girls’ home. Parents trust us not just with the mental education of their children, but with their moral education too. They entrust their precious, precious children to us; surrender them absolutely.’


Maggie nodded, biting her lip. She knew Dr Deveral was right. It had been the heat of the moment. It had been a ridiculous thing to do, something she’d realised the instant the train had screeched to a halt.


‘I can’t . . . I mean, I’m sorry.’


‘Fraternisation between the schools . . . it’s not normally a staff problem.’


‘No.’


‘I mean, if the teachers can’t keep apart, who’s to say we won’t be sending their sixteen-year-olds home pregnant?’


Maggie’s face flamed. Dr Deveral made her feel like a teenager at the best of times, and these were patently not the best of times.


‘Are you an item? A serious item?’


Maggie shook her head. Dr Deveral sighed.


‘I thought you were getting married to that Scottish boy?’


I won’t cry, said Maggie to herself. I won’t cry. I won’t.


‘Stop crying,’ said Veronica, who genuinely couldn’t bear it. She pushed over the box of tissues she kept on her desk in any case.


‘You can’t fraternise here. Do you understand? It’s spelled out very clearly in your terms of service. Not if you want to keep your job. It’s a bad example for the girls; it’s absolutely suicidal with the parents. I mean, this is going to be in the papers, you know that?’


Maggie hung her head, utterly humiliated.


‘Are you going to let me go?’


Veronica sat back in her seat and looked at her carefully.


‘Well. That very much depends.’


‘I’m sorry you have to go,’ said Dr Fitzroy gruffly. ‘At least until it all dies down.’


David nodded. ‘I am genuinely sorry to put you to so much trouble.’


‘It is trouble,’ said Dr Fitzroy. ‘I’ll need to find a replacement.’


‘I’m happy to keep helping the Ks.’


K class were those who had trouble keeping up. David dedicated vast amounts of time to coaching them gently to a basic standard.


‘No, you don’t understand. You won’t be allowed on to school property at all until all of this calms down. It will be in the paper! I can only imagine what the parents will make of it. I’ll need to write to them all.’


David bowed his head. He wasn’t contrite for himself, but he hated reflecting badly on the school. ‘I am sorry. Would personal apologies help?’


‘You keeping out of things will help.’


He nodded. He was going to keep out of everything from now on. He was going to go abroad and forget all about this mess and let Maggie get on with her life, despite his best attempts to sabotage it. He would make himself a better man, and everyone else would be better off without him.


‘Right, on with you,’ said Dr Fitzroy finally. As David turned to go, he held up his hand. ‘You should think about the comprehensive sector, you know. I don’t think they can afford to be picky these days. Even if we have had to let you go.’


‘Thanks,’ said David. But all he wanted to do was get as far away as possible and lick his wounds, and try and forget that he had caused all this trouble.




Chapter Five


Anne Adair was curious, and very, very concerned, as she went to pick her little sister Margaret up from Glasgow Central station.


Ever since Maggie had started at the posh school two years ago, much against the family’s wishes – or Anne’s at least – there had been an atmosphere between them, though they’d always been so close.


In Anne’s opinion, there were plenty of schools here in Glasgow that were crying out for new teachers, young, energetic blood to help the kids who desperately needed it. Maggie doing all that training and going to work with posh young madams – and English posh young madams at that . . . well, Anne hadn’t approved. But it was her life.


Except it wasn’t just her life. Anne had two children, by a stupid, feckless man she knew she should have thought twice about at the time, and Cody and Dylan weren’t doing anything like as well as they ought.


She tried to help them with spelling and stuff, but her spelling was terrible to begin with, plus she couldn’t shut the salon till 8 p.m. and they were always busy on Saturdays; then she had cashing-up to do, and frankly, by the time she got home after being on her feet all day, she was so tired she could weep, and the last thing she could face was fighting with the boys about their homework when all they wanted to do was play on their PlayStation and eat pizza in front of the telly. She knew she ought to be doing better.


But she wasn’t lucky like Maggie, who had always loved books and would read all day and who had her lodgings provided for her at this fancy school and no children and not a care in the world, and Stan, who would do literally anything for her and whom Maggie treated, in Anne’s eyes, completely terribly. Now she was being all weird about getting married – a wedding Anne had never had – and Anne wanted to shake some sense into her.


She was thinking all of this, and how she should give Maggie a piece of her mind, and by the way, hadn’t she noticed Mum was getting a bit wobblier and didn’t she think she ought to be up more often, seeing as she didn’t have any children to look after and nobody to please but herself, which included turning up a day late and putting everyone’s schedule out of whack – all of this was going through her head when she saw Maggie descending from the train at Glasgow Central, her mass of red curls bright against her black coat and her face so woebegone that all thoughts of a row went out of Anne’s head and all she could think about was here was her baby sister, and she was clearly miserable.


Maggie didn’t want to burst into tears right in the middle of the huge station, with announcements booming overhead and people running everywhere. On the other hand, she wasn’t sure she could wait, and she certainly didn’t want her mum and dad to see it.


‘Can we go and sit down somewhere?’ she said.


They found a spare table at a coffee shop and Anne fetched them both tea rather than coffee, figuring that getting more agitated wasn’t exactly what Maggie needed right at that moment.


‘Tell me all about it,’ she said.


Maggie closed her eyes. She had kept the way she felt about David a secret from everyone for so long, it felt ridiculous to be able to talk about it at last.


‘I . . . I . . . ’


She knew she sounded melodramatic.


‘I fell in love with one of the other teachers.’


Anne blinked.


‘I thought they were all girl teachers. Oh!’


‘No, no. A boy teacher. At the boys’ school.’


‘What do you mean, fell in love? Did you have an affair?’


‘No.’


‘Did you sleep with him?’


‘No.’


‘So. It’s nothing then. Oh Maggie, did you get yourself all wound up for nothing?’


Maggie felt herself flush bright red.


‘No. I mean, it’s serious.’


‘You’ve both decided this? You can’t have.’


Maggie bit her lip.


‘I’m not sure I can get married.’


There was a very long pause.


‘You don’t mean that.’


‘I do.’


Anne sipped her tea.


‘Are you sure it’s not just pre-wedding jitters? It sounds like nerves to me, Maggie.’


‘It’s not,’ said Maggie defiantly. ‘I . . . I really, really have feelings for him.’


‘Is he married?’


‘He was . . . engaged.’


‘Oh, for crying out loud. Do you realise how ridiculous you sound right now? You’re mooning about some bloke you haven’t even slept with.’


Tears ran down Maggie’s cheeks and one plopped into her mug.


‘So. You’re together now? Where is he? Is he here?’


Maggie shook her head, and started crying so hard she couldn’t speak.


Anne didn’t want to be unsympathetic. But Maggie had absolutely no idea what life was like in the real world.


‘So, what? You’re going to break Stan’s heart? Ruin everyone’s plans? Cancel the wedding? Spend the rest of your life alone? For some bloke you liked on Facebook.’


Maggie snivelled. ‘I don’t know. And he’s not on Facebook.’


‘Honestly,’ said Anne, but not unkindly. ‘Can’t leave you alone for five minutes.’


She patted Maggie’s arm.


‘Don’t rush into anything, Mags.’


Maggie shook her head.


‘No,’ she said. ‘I’m sure.’


Anne was exasperated. Maggie had everything: everything. And she didn’t even realise it. Whereas if Anne didn’t get back in the next half-hour, Cody would be doing something appalling to their mum’s cat again.


Maggie looked up.


‘Can you not tell Mum and Dad for now? Until I’ve had the chance to talk to Stan?’


‘So you’ve not made your mind up?’


Anne felt so sad. Stan was one of the family. He had been for a very long time; he and Maggie had been together since school.


‘I think . . . I think I have,’ said Maggie, staring at her hands.


‘You can’t do that to that poor boy,’ Anne hissed. ‘He’s been through hell without you.’


‘I know,’ said Maggie, her face flaming.


‘And you’re going to throw everything away for . . . for what? For some poncey English weasel who is engaged to be married to somebody else and also isn’t here? Have you taken leave of your senses?’


‘Maybe,’ said Maggie.


‘Maggie,’ said Anne. ‘Stan’s coming round to the house tonight when he’s finished his shift.’


‘I know,’ said Maggie.


‘He said you sounded weird.’


Maggie looked out at the lines of red trains across the concourse. She wanted to take one somewhere – anywhere – to get out of here. But she couldn’t.


Maggie looked at her phone as Anne went to pay for the parking. Six missed calls from Stan. Nothing from David. Nothing at all.


At home, she went straight up to her old bedroom, having told her confused mother she was going to change.


It was still there on the back of the door. Just hanging there, rustling gently in the breeze from the open window. Her wedding dress.


She fingered the soft lace through the plastic covering. She had bought the dress in the Easter holidays, hardly caring, she remembered now, because it had seemed so unimportant. Her carelessness for other people’s hearts suddenly overwhelmed her, and she threw herself on the bed, sobbing hard at how she’d wrecked everything she’d known.


She’d lost track of time – the evenings were long in Glasgow at this time of year – when a gentle knocking came at the door. Oh God, her poor mother. She hadn’t asked for any of this; she’d been proud of her daughter being a teacher, whether it was in the local school or the big posh school down south; she’d just been proud of Maggie, first in her family to go to university.


She rubbed her face. Her mother deserved the truth, even if the truth sounded absolutely ridiculous to her own ears. She glanced at her phone again. Still nothing from David. Oh my God, maybe he was in prison. Maybe they were keeping him in. Maybe he’d been beaten up by the other prisoners, or worse . . . She felt panicky.


The knock sounded again.


‘Come in, Mum,’ she said in a very low voice.


But it wasn’t her mother who came through the door.




Chapter Six


Felicity Prosser was concerned.


She’d Snapchatted her best friend Alice three times, and Alice hadn’t got back to her, not even after the one where Fliss had put her and her dog Ranald in the puppy-ear mode. Now she was too worried to upload it to her Instagram account in case it didn’t get any likes. She sighed.


Her parents looked at her from the French windows that opened onto the terrace and the steps descending gracefully to the huge lawn.


‘She’s just so . . . listless,’ moaned Annabel Prosser, her very elegant mother. ‘It can’t be good for her cardio.’


‘She’s turning fifteen,’ pointed out her father.


‘Well, quite. I was preparing for my season then. And getting into every nightclub on the King’s Road.’


‘I rather think I prefer the moping about.’


Fliss’s mother sighed. ‘We really should get her head out of those screens.’


Mr Prosser reflected that Annabel herself spent hours staring at Net-a-Porter and a frankly unfathomable amount of time watching Suits in bed instead of doing other things in bed, but knew better than to mention it.


‘I wonder what she’ll get up to next year,’ he said mournfully.


Meanwhile, upstairs, out of sight and out of mind, Fliss’s big sister Hattie was studying furiously for her exams and eating far too many chocolate biscuits, occasionally gazing jealously at Fliss lying without a care in the sunny garden. Even Ranald didn’t stick with her, Hattie thought furiously, despite the biscuits. Oh no, Felicity was always the centre of attention. Last year she’d even got a mild case of anorexia, just in case anyone took their mind off her for, like, half a second. On the surface, Hattie knew anorexia was a disgusting, hateful disease. But she couldn’t help being slightly resentful of how much attention it had brought Fliss, and how delicate and ethereal her sister had looked while having it. Hattie herself looked like the kind of girl who would be formidably good at hockey, and indeed she was. Her father called her Miss Joan Hunter Dunn. She hated it when he did that.
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