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				About the Book

				I curl into a corner of the sofa, holding a cushion tight to my chest. The trembling returns although it’s still warm in the flat. I click the TV on, press the mute button. I’m aware of the shapes on the screen, their colour and movement, but nothing else.

				A thought forms. Becomes a voice, looping like a mantra: why did you let him in?

				With spine-tingling atmosphere and intense psychological suspense, What Lies Within is a thought-provoking story that will grip you from the very first turn of the page.
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				The question is not what you look at, but what you see.

				Henry David Thoreau

			

		

	
		
			
				

				One

				It was an exaggeration to term it a media invasion – a couple of journalists from local papers loitered, a man she thought she recognised from the television spoke earnestly to a camera – but the mood of the town had shifted. Anna parked in one of the side lanes and walked towards the post office, where she noticed a group had gathered outside.

				Several men and women shuffled about, nodding or shaking their heads at what they heard, breath misting from their mouths. A mother tried to control her two young children as they ran around the small crowd, darting into the road, tagging each other. Those who had been told the news yesterday passed on details to the few who hadn’t. The last time anyone escaped, a woman in her fifties told those with a mind to listen, was nine years ago. A couple of burglars, she said. Had a car waiting on the road to Tavistock. They followed her stare, looking across the open moor to the prison, the tips of its proud chimneys veiled by low cloud.

				‘Did they catch them?’ a young man asked before spitting into the kerb.

				‘No,’ the woman said, but was contradicted by another, who was sure they had done.

				Anna remembered the news reports. They’d been away for a few days with the children, so only found out on their return. The men were caught – a few days later, she thought – returning with minimal fuss. An official letter came the following week, reassuring them they had been in no danger, that lessons would be learned. A further bid for freedom had occurred a few years ago, the prisoner, having broken a leg in his leap from the wall, managing to crawl fifty yards before capture.

				Others in the crowd chipped in with snippets they’d heard about the latest breakout, versions that, to Anna, sounded fanciful. A tallish man in a Barbour jacket and flat cap informed them that the prisoner wouldn’t get far. ‘That’s why they built it here,’ he said. ‘He’ll be halfway down Foxtor Mires by now, if the hypothermia didn’t get him first.’

				‘Natural justice, that,’ someone said. ‘Saves money.’ A few nodded, someone tutted. The cost of keeping a person in prison was raised.

				Anna pushed politely through them, avoiding eye contact. The post office door chimed as she opened it.

				She didn’t watch much television or listen to the local radio station; the first she’d heard was when Robert answered the phone late last night. A colleague had wondered if they’d be asked to help with the search. Anna’s husband didn’t think so, at least not at this stage. Knowledge of the moor was valuable but little substitute for the tracking ability of the police dogs that would have been used at first light. They had discussed whether to tell the children in the morning, deciding to do so after school, if they hadn’t already heard.

				The man wasn’t dangerous, the news had said earlier, but the advice was still not to approach him. The phrase always mystified Anna; how many people, on recognising a criminal on the run, thought approaching them a good idea?

				He’d scaled the wall shortly after dusk, the prison alarm sounding around six apparently. Anna hadn’t heard it, despite her studio facing that way. Robert said it depended on the direction of the wind; he’d heard it once, working in the garden, when they used to test it. What were you supposed to do anyway, if you did hear it? Hide in the bathroom? Turn all the lights off? Turn them all on?

				Anna had slept uneasily last night – every noise outside and downstairs magnified by, if not fear, then an alertness. At around two, when Robert’s snoring crescendoed, she’d looked in on Megan, who was curled up at the top half of her bed, the covers furled in a heap at the bottom. Since starting secondary school, the soft toys had been relegated to the floor, their role as companions perhaps discarded for ever. She pulled her daughter’s duvet up, tucked the loose hair on her face behind her ear and watched her for a few moments, envying her ability to sleep deeply.

				Anna walked to the window and parted the curtains slightly. Moonlight filtered weakly through the cloud, giving an outline of the yard below if none of its detail. The dense woods to the north could just be made out, silhouetted against the sky. As wind gusted, the rafters moaned above her.

				She walked past her son’s room, pausing outside, trying to avoid the loose floorboard. A faint light issued from beneath the door. He’d probably fallen asleep with the lamp on and for a moment she considered going in to turn it off. Listening closely for the turning of magazine pages or the clicking of a game control, she heard nothing. They’d smelt tobacco on his clothes a couple of times now; Robert was going to talk to him about it at the weekend. They all try it, he said. It’s no big deal. But for Anna it was more evidence of Paul’s retreat into adolescence, to a place beyond her reach.

				She put an ear to the door, held her breath. Still silence. She reached out to the door handle, paused and then withdrew her hand.

				Standing midway between her children’s rooms, Anna felt the unrivalled ache of parental love, that most visceral of sensations where someone else matters more than you.

				Downstairs only the soft tick of the mantel clock disturbed the silence. The fire, long cold, still gave off the comforting smell of wood smoke. In her studio she thought about glazing the last of the bowls, perhaps even working through the night, but decided against it. She checked both doors and went upstairs.

				Back in the bedroom Anna took off her dressing gown and nestled into Robert, who grunted and put an arm round her. The bed had hardly cooled. Still sleep didn’t come.

				Living little more than a mile from a building housing six hundred men who’d lost their freedom had troubled her at first. Driving past it at night, with the children in the back, only the silhouettes of the great tors for company, made her stiffen a little. But over the years it became just a part of the landscape – a grey, austere structure that perhaps belonged in a city or another time, but one that you learned to ignore, such was the surrounding beauty. It became a building that sometimes caught your eye in the distance, the sun glinting off its granite façade. But you could go the long way around, miss it altogether. It wasn’t something you dwelt on.

				Built during the Napoleonic Wars by French and American POWs, the jail was supposed to improve upon the terrible conditions prisoners suffered whilst being held on derelict ships off Plymouth. Rebuilt and converted for convicts in the Victorian era, its reputation for austerity flourished. And although it had been steadily downgraded in the severity of the criminals it housed, local papers seemed constantly to publish damning reports attesting to its forbidding and wretched environment.

				The post office was empty. The elderly man behind the glass screen half smiled, perhaps glad someone had resisted the scene outside.

				‘You’d think the world was ending,’ he said.

				Anna smiled back, unsure what to say. Calculating how much bubble wrap was needed for the next two weeks, she could feel the man’s eyes on her. Her face would be familiar in the small town, yet she was probably regarded as an outsider, despite living only a couple of miles away. The pubs were where you ingratiated yourself, she supposed, and she’d hardly been in any of them in the fourteen years of living here. She visited shops when she knew they would be quiet; today’s departure from this was exceptional and beyond her control. And so, fairly or otherwise, she was likely thought of as the aloof artist, eccentric and reclusive, one who regarded herself elevated beyond the concerns of the community. That Robert preferred the pub on the road past Postbridge, that the children didn’t have friends in the town no doubt compounded their status as others.

				‘I expect they’ll catch him soon enough,’ Anna said to the man as she approached the counter.

				‘Dunno why you’d want to escape anyway. They got a telly in every cell. Regular meals. No bills. Wouldn’t mind a bit of that myself.’

				Smiling weakly she paid him for the bubble wrap and headed back to the car. The sky had darkened and the group had dispersed a little now. One of the older women was talking to a reporter, who scribbled on to a pad. As Anna rounded the corner she saw a man in a suit pointing across to the prison, trying out various spots on the pavement, while a man in jeans toyed with the settings on a large camera. The latter kept gazing skyward, seemingly irritated by the diminishing light and flecks of rain.

				Anna kept her head down as she approached them, but could sense the man with the camera pointing her out to his colleague.

				‘Excuse me,’ the one in the suit said. ‘Do you live here? On the moor?’

				‘I’m in a hurry really. Sorry.’

				‘It’ll just take a minute, nothing more. Just a couple of questions.’

				And so she found herself standing on the pavement in front of a TV camera and a man preening his hair, while another counted him in on the fingers of one hand.

				The reporter told the camera the escaped prisoner’s name, how he was halfway through a seven-year sentence for dealing heroin. He then talked about the prisoner’s home town and she realised the news people had travelled halfway across the country to cover the story. He introduced Anna, who now regretted being persuaded to represent the views of locals, but the first take was aborted after the reporter sneezed and complained of a cold.

				When they started again, Anna was asked if she thought the man was hiding nearby, whether people were afraid living in the shadow of the jail. She kept her answers as brief as possible, which seemed to help terminate the interview in quick time. The man thanked her but couldn’t hide his annoyance at her lack of enthusiasm or hint of any alarm. He wrote down her name, checked the spelling, thanked her again.

				The cameraman looked about for others to talk to – someone more opinionated, Anna supposed – but those who weren’t using the shops had left to continue their day.

				‘What do you reckon?’ the man in the suit said to his colleague. ‘Have we got enough?’

				There was agreement that they had, that the rain was getting harder.

				A storm coming in, Anna called to them as she walked to her car.

				As she placed the bubble wrap in the back seat, the reporter shouted across, asking if any of the town’s pubs served a good pint.

				Driving home Anna saw a helicopter hovering like a bird of prey beneath the cloud a mile or so north. Its camera would be looking for a hot spot, she guessed, a white mass where you wouldn’t expect one, a lone figure of heat huddled in the gorse or the woods. There were endless places to hide, but the man outside the post office was right – you couldn’t survive for long without help, not in the winter months. She pictured lines of police with dogs searching the woods and valleys. Perhaps he, too, had a car waiting and was back home, where the TV people were from, enjoying a drink with friends. Or perhaps he was several feet down in one of the bogs.

				Nearing home, the outbuildings she passed took on a new significance. She would check the barn before starting work, for peace of mind. Robert would probably call later to say the man had been found.

				As the car wound down the valley towards Two Bridges, the pressure of the exhibition began to push the other thoughts from her mind.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Two

				The wipers cleared the rain every few seconds, allowing Anna to see the school gates. She’d parked far enough away not to embarrass Paul, but close enough to not miss either of them. She told herself that Megan hated getting the bus, so she’d be half popular.

				On the pavement, next to the line of buses, drivers shared words and cigarettes, awaiting the onslaught. The sky, bruised and ashen, seemed to sit barely above the buildings. A pair of jackdaws squabbled around a chimney pot.

				She found the local radio station, but there was just an interview with an economist on the recession. Hoping to hear something about the escape, she left it on.

				This was an overreaction; Robert would say so later. The bus dropped the children off less than half a mile from the house. And it’s not as if there are any dangerous prisoners there these days, he’d say. It’s a category C now: drug-related offences, white-collar crime, most nearing the end of sentences and regarded as unlikely to attempt escape. The man would probably be miles away by now, if they hadn’t already caught him. All of this she knew.

				She looked at the buildings beyond the iron railings. That her children attended the same school she had twenty-five years earlier seemed surreal. There were a couple of new structures, fewer playing fields, but essentially it looked the same. Anna imagined herself a teenager the other side of the gates and a nostalgia for innocence emerged; ignorance that merely frustrated then now assumed a precious quality. All she’d wanted to be then was older, to be able to choose how to live, to escape the clutches of adolescence, fleeing this dreary town on the edge of the moor.

				There’d been a boy who liked her, in their penultimate year. His face, florid with acne, came to her as she allowed more memories to gather. Anna had played with his affections, using him to demonstrate her popularity, yet shunning him whenever they were alone and he made his brave and diffident approaches. And then they didn’t share a class for a year or so and by that time he was going out with someone else – a frumpy girl, Anna now recalled, yet her jealousy was complete as the two of them clung to each other between lessons like conjoined twins.

				One of the wipers grated on the windscreen and the memory faded. A few older children milled out of the gates, jostling and teasing each other. Others ran from the drizzle and on to the buses. Those who didn’t get on banged on windows at their friends. A male teacher near the gates shouted a rebuke but was ignored.

				As she watched, boys her son’s age swaggered by, feigning assaults on each other, whistling at a group of girls across the road, some of whom shouted or gestured back. Anna avoided their faces, happy the rain on the windscreen hid hers. As they passed, one of the boys was pushed into the car, knocking the wing mirror back. An apology of sorts came, before retaliation was sought and a chase ensued.

				The argument of a few nights ago replayed in her mind, its form consistent these days, phrases like clichés. Tension could build hours before they went to bed now. It’s just a phase, she would say as they went upstairs, her husband’s face disconsolate or cross in the half-light. It always passes, she’d continued, still kindly, not yet defensive. He was loving enough not to say how long it had been. Four months this time. Maybe five.

				Anna considered how she’d feel if he had an affair. Whether it would change something, prompt a reaction in her. There could be little blame if he did. She knew he wouldn’t, though – as much as you can know – which just intensified the guilt.

				And so after arguing as quietly as they could, they had fallen asleep, backs to each other, the hurt and rejection following them into their dreams. Just hold me, she sometimes said, but Robert would be asleep. Or too hurt. They usually woke in each other’s arms, which was something.

				At either end of the abstinence they sometimes made love when she’d rather not. At what point, she wondered, did Robert realise this? Because you could always tell when someone was withdrawn emotionally, there in body alone. A lessening of movement, the cessation of sounds that signify pleasure. Eyes almost vacant, the mind elsewhere. He stopped if she asked. Always. But those times when he knew he’d lost her but carried on anyway, carried on until the end: what went through his mind in those frantic few minutes when only he was participating?

				From the gates Megan appeared with a friend, their hoods up. Anna pushed the wipers on full, staring hard through the rain. She tooted once, flashed the car’s headlights and her daughter looked over. Megan said something to her friend and then came over to the car, getting in the back as Anna turned off the radio.

				‘Hey, darling.’

				Megan mumbled a response.

				‘Good day?’

				‘Hmmm. It was OK. Why are you here, Mum?’

				‘I was out this way. Have you seen your brother?’

				‘I saw him this morning.’

				‘Yes, I know. I mean after school.’

				‘No.’

				Anna considered going now; her son would be fine. Perhaps just watch him get on the bus.

				She thought she recognised one of his friends as he walked past the car. Megan was talking about a girl in her class who stole things, how nobody liked her, that they were all a bit afraid of her.

				Some of the buses pulled away now, children’s faces pressed against rear windows, distorted and comic. One boy threatened to expose his backside to those outside, but lost his nerve.

				There was hardly anyone coming through the gates now. Maybe she’d missed him in the rain. She asked her daughter which bus they normally got on, but Megan couldn’t tell from the car. Perhaps he came out another way; there were a few other exits beyond the buildings. They waited until all the buses had finally driven off.

				‘Did Paul say anything this morning about going to a friend’s after school?’

				‘I don’t know, Mum.’ Megan said this in a sarcastic voice, as if remembering detail that far back in the day was unreasonable.

				He was to tell them if he wasn’t coming home. That was the rule allowing him to have a mobile. She checked hers. Nothing.

				‘Stay here, love. Just going to see if I can see your brother.’

				The rain had eased a little. She stood by the gates, checking the car in between scanning the doors of the buildings. The exodus had all but finished, a few last stragglers in ones and twos.

				From the far side of the main playground, a man on a bike headed towards her. Trousers tucked in socks and a pink cycle helmet gave him a farcical air. As he neared, Anna recognised him as one of Paul’s teachers. History or geography, she couldn’t be sure. But definitely one from the last parents’ evening.

				He slowed to pass her, smiled.

				‘Hello,’ he said.

				Anna half smiled back. He was almost out of earshot when she said, ‘My son, Paul. Paul Curtis. He’s not come out.’

				The man stopped, putting a foot down, looking back. He thought for a moment. ‘Paul Curtis.’ He considered the name. ‘No, he wasn’t in class today.’

				‘Oh.’ Anna tried to hide her surprise. She thanked the man and walked back to the car.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Three

				I run ungainly along the corridor, cursing the squeak my shoes make on the wooden floor, while remaining grateful they don’t have heels. A few papers fall from the wallet folder that’s pressed to my chest and I scramble about the floor gathering them, praying the corridor remains empty. My pace slows to a brisk walk as I pass each door, before speeding up again. It’s almost silent until I turn the corner and near my classroom, where a clamour awaits me. Pausing for a moment outside, I straighten my blouse, tidy my hair, get my breath back. I fling open the door to ironic cheers.

				I’m never late. It took a catalogue of mishaps to arrive on my third day in this job ten minutes after my class.

				‘Have a seat,’ someone says. ‘The teacher’s not here yet.’

				Howls of laughter.

				‘You’re late, Miss,’ a boy at the back says. ‘See me after.’

				I avoid any eye contact, walk to my desk and try to compose myself. I consider if any colleagues saw me, whether another teacher’s been in here on hearing the noise. Scanning the room I try to exude confidence but they see I’m flustered, from running, from embarrassment.

				I remove my jacket, leaving them to carry on in small groups, some merely catching up on last night’s TV, others whispering, perhaps scheming. A few will be prepared to test the new teacher, see how far they can push me. There’s a group of four boys at the back that I immediately identify as the ones I need to win over, dominate even, if I’m to gain their respect.

				From my case I take out material for the lesson.

				‘Got a note from your parents, Miss?’ one of the group of four shouts, referencing my age as much as my tardiness. They’ll be used to someone of a different generation standing in front of them.

				I remember a teacher at my own school, a biologist. He clearly loved his subject but certain classes walked all over him, throwing chewing gum at his back, coming and going as they pleased. It made for an uncomfortable spectacle if you weren’t part of it, watching this crestfallen man trying to be heard, pleading with the moderate ones, incredulous that the science couldn’t win them round. You’d see him slowly boil into an unconvincing frenzy, his beseeching shouts becoming crazed and high pitched, serving only to enhance his subservience. It always ended the same way, with him scuttling next door, fetching Mr Davies, a brute of a man who undoubtedly mourned the passing of corporal punishment, a man who only had to look at you to instil fear and silence. You could sense the lack of respect even he had for his colleague: You’re a scientist, not a teacher, a sideways glance said.

				Everyone knew the near-comic routine. Davies would enter to an orderly but chuckling room, glower sufficiently, make a token example of someone. But his contempt was obvious, impossible to hide, and as soon as he’d gone the mayhem resumed with renewed vigour, as if the class had been betrayed by the vicarious chastisement.

				I vowed during training not to allow this, to never be feckless or lose control. Being late today had weakened my position but it wasn’t terminal. I let them continue as I finish unpacking my case before rounding on the most vocal one.

				‘Up here, now,’ I say.

				The group pretend not to hear me.

				‘You, in the corner, blond hair,’ I say, a little louder. ‘Up here.’

				‘What, Miss?’

				‘You heard me, up to the front.’

				His friends goad him, cheer. ‘She wants you,’ one says.

				‘Now,’ I say firmly.

				The boy stands, pushes his chair back with as much disdain as he can gather. It’s all done in his own time, a posturing gait, an act perfected. He ambles towards me, grinning at each row as he passes. There’s a wolf whistle from the back, a giggle from one of the girls. He stands in front of me, an inch or two taller, stocky, total confidence in his physicality. A few awkward tufts of stubble sprout from moderate acne. His clothes and breath smell of cigarettes, a couple of fingers yellowed from the habit. The nails on some of his fingers look painfully bitten down.

				I imagine he has to work hard to maintain his alpha-male status when in possession of it. A slightly weaker physique, a few inches shorter, and his looks and appearance would invite bullying.

				Academically, with the exception of one or two, this class is not expected to threaten the higher grades. I’ve been told my predecessor did the minimum required to achieve a quiet and early retirement. A frustrated writer, he found the restriction of the syllabus and the increasing disinclination of children to read anything, let alone literature, demoralising. His lessons, apparently, involved the class silently ‘reading’ Hardy or Steinbeck, while he wrote chapters for a novel that – as far as anybody here knows – has never seen the light of day. The homework he set was formulaic and usually unmarked. And so while not expecting miracles, the school wants me to push them a little in their final year, to break through, to help arrest a run of poor Ofsted reports.

				‘What?’ the boy says to me with something nearing aggression. The room falls silent. They’ll be familiar with this, their classmate jousting with a new teacher. Their excitement lies in gauging his opponent, assessing where I draw the line, the extent of my armoury.

				‘And you are?’ I say.

				‘On time, Miss.’ Laughter breaks out behind him and he turns to lap it up. It was a good line, I’ll give him that.

				‘Your name.’

				‘Jamie.’

				‘Jamie . . . ?’

				‘O’Sullivan. Two Ls.’

				‘You can spell, I see. Well done. Not all hope lost then.’ My tone, a little barbed, surprises me. For the first time he looks unsure, gauche even, and a frisson of power sweeps through me. I step to the side, leaving him standing there and address the class, introducing myself. I tell them what we’ll be doing this term, ignoring Jamie, who’s shuffling from side to side, emitting sporadic sighs. He looks to his friends at the back and I tell him to face the blackboard, which he does with a theatrical huff. I set the class an exercise, an ice-breaker to be completed before the bell. When I finish addressing them, Jamie goes to sit down.

				‘Where you going, Jamie O’Sullivan with two Ls?’

				‘Sit down, Miss,’ he says.

				‘Oh, but we’ve not finished yet.’ He stares hard at me before skulking back.

				I have an anthology in my bag for my afternoon class. I tell him to face the front while I flick through it.

				‘Hands out of pockets,’ I say, handing him the open book. The class remain quiet, engrossed by what’s playing out before them.

				‘Will you read page forty-three please.’

				‘What?’

				‘The poem. Will you read it. To the class.’

				‘Out loud?’

				‘Well, they’re unlikely to hear it otherwise.’

				‘No way.’

				‘So you can spell, but you can’t read.’

				He looks up at the others, feigning indifference. ‘I ain’t reading no poem.’

				‘Might be better than a detention.’ He looks at me, checking for intent, estimating what he’s up against. ‘Go on,’ I say. ‘Or you can read the entire book to me at four.’

				This prompts muffled laughter from a few of the girls at the front. He shuffles about, looking to his friends again, his neck reddening. Another glance to me tells him there’s only one way to end this. He coughs, nervously, then begins.

				‘“Had I the heavens’ embro, embry . . .”’

				‘“Embroidered,”’ I say.

				‘“Embroidered cloths, en . . .”’ He looks at me again, genuine panic in his eyes.

				‘“Enwrought.” It means woven.’

				‘I know that,’ he snarls.

				‘I’m sure you do. Carry on.’

				He stutters through each line, murdering the cadence with a staccato drawl and more coughing. Each time he struggles with a word, more giggles come in front of him, which I should quash but don’t.

				The last line is spat out. ‘“Tread softly because you tread on my dreams.”’

				He hands me the book but I remain impassive. I want there to be no ambiguity, no repetition.

				‘Now read the last line again,’ I say. ‘But this time slowly. And Jamie, try to give it some feeling, as if you mean it.’

				There’s a sense of dread from the others, an intake of breath at my persistence. I know I’m pushing him and for the first time I consider whether I’ve gone too far. A reputation as a maverick with pupils or colleagues will be unhelpful. He takes the book back, scans the class, silencing the giggles, and reads the line again, all of his stuttering and diffidence gone. This time there’s menace in the words, a calm anger that spreads out into the classroom.

				He places the book on the desk, walks slowly to his chair and sits down.

				‘Thank you, Jamie,’ I say. ‘Perhaps now we can get on with the lesson.’

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Four

				I go back into the bedroom where Nick is rolling a joint. He looks almost smug, sitting up naked against the headboard, as if he’s beyond reproach. What a few weeks ago had still felt exhilarating has become trite – a headline: Head of Humanities cheats on wife with younger colleague.

				Until now I’d contained the guilt, tucked it away in some cordoned-off part of my mind as I settled into the job. Disorientated by his seduction while it masqueraded as friendly support, I let my guard down, fooled myself.

				The used condom lies on the floor next to his clothes. I frame the scene in my mind, my decision suddenly made easy.

				‘Does your wife let you do that in bed?’ I say.

				He inserts a conical piece of card, licks the gummed paper and sticks it down. Lighting the twisted end, he inhales deeply. ‘Our bed’s strictly for sleeping, I told you that. You want some?’ He offers me the joint, its smoke tendril curling upwards, filling the room with a piquant fug.

				‘No thank you.’

				‘You had a bad day or something?’

				‘Or something.’ I open the window. A thin breeze has traces of winter on it.

				‘You work too hard,’ he says. ‘Stop trying to make a name for yourself. That place takes your soul if you’re not careful.’

				‘Has it taken yours?’

				‘Years ago, baby.’

				‘Please don’t call me that.’ I put my skirt and blouse back on, before piling Nick’s clothes on the end of the bed.

				‘Not very subtle,’ he says. ‘Kicking out time?’

				‘I have a lot on tomorrow.’ I point to the floor. ‘You going to dispose of that?’

				‘Fuck, I thought it was men who were supposed to wrap things up quickly. Come and go, as it were.’

				‘It’s nearly six, Nick. How late can you be working at school?’

				I watch him smoke, this man who must be at least twenty years my senior.

				‘OK, I’m going. Just let me finish this.’

				Was I so lonely that a little charm from a married colleague was all it took? Other teachers weren’t unfriendly, yet three months into the job I still felt on the periphery, somehow unconnected. I think back to life at university, the friends I made there. How we promised to stay in touch. And then moving here, excited by all that lay ahead.

				At the start I told myself Nick’s ring might mean nothing. That a divorce could be imminent. Not because I necessarily wanted anything of more substance, more that I wasn’t some wrecking ball. But then came the revelation of children, two girls, and a content if not blissful union. And yet I was happy to take what was on offer, slipping seamlessly into something I knew to be wrong.

				‘Does she know about me?’ I once asked, thinking there might be an arrangement between them.

				‘She doesn’t ask,’ he said, which somehow gave me less legitimacy.

				‘Are there others, then?’

				‘Of course not.’ He almost looked hurt by this.

				‘But there have been?’

				‘Come on, why all the questions?’

				Because I’d hoped there was more than this. Because this isn’t how I see myself. I don’t want to hurt anyone. I don’t want to be hurt.

				As I pass the bed, Nick grabs my arm, pulls me towards him. He lifts my skirt up, puts a hand between my legs, fingers clumsily rubbing me. ‘Come on,’ he says, ‘I’ve still got some time.’

				I wriggle free, out of his reach and continue tidying the bedroom. ‘I’m tired, Nick.’

				‘Your loss.’ He leans back, focuses on smoking again. ‘We good for next week?’

				‘I can’t Tuesday.’

				‘No?’ Again the hurt, but this time it’s affected.

				‘My little project, as you call it. One of the boys can’t do Thursdays now.’

				‘I told you you’re wasting your time with the likes of O’Sullivan.’

				‘Yes, you did.’

				‘You can’t get through to kids like that.’

				‘You said that, too.’

				‘Well, I’ve been doing this a bit longer than you.’

				‘Which makes you an expert.’

				‘It means I’ve seen boys like them, the homes they come from. The worst combination of nature and nurture.’

				‘What’s nature got to do with it?’

				‘They’re delinquents; their parents were, and theirs before them. Their path is already set. Concentrate on the ones who want to learn.’

				‘So, just give up on them?’

				‘They get given the same as everyone else, it’s their choice what to do with it. You can’t force-feed them.’

				He offers me the joint again, which I ignore.

				‘People learn at different speeds,’ I say. ‘Jamie and Simon need more than the others. And not because they’re stupid; it’s their home life that’s the problem, that and the labels we give them.’

				‘So it’s our fault?’

				‘Partly, yes.’

				‘I’m just saying, a few sonnets aren’t going to stop them stealing cars and setting fire to them. You watch too many films.’

				‘Fuck you. This isn’t middle-class white woman takes literature to the ghetto.’

				‘No? What is it, then?’

				‘They need some extra attention so they can make informed choices and know what’s possible. I know I can get through to them. Especially Simon; our first session went really well. They just need someone to take an interest in them.’

				‘You’re a teacher, not a social worker.’

				‘And I want to teach all of them.’

				‘So they learn what? You think everyone can be inspired by Orwell’s dystopian warnings, or poets moaning about the futility of war? That some great epiphany will occur? That they’ll think, yes, I see now that I must study harder, stop shoplifting and vandalising the town and ingest the world’s literature? And if they do want to learn, then it’s in the syllabus. A bit of after-school tuition with you isn’t going to change anything. It’s naive.’

				He relights the joint, studies its tip as he exhales. His eyes, impossibly blue, fix on me, a last plea to end hostilities.

				‘I think it’s time you went, Nick.’

				He tosses the duvet back, stands and pulls on his trousers, joint in the side of his mouth like a sixties hearthrob. I watch as he gets dressed in my flat for the last time and make a more considered guess at his age: early forties, if I’m generous, though he wears it well. Still two decades apart. Almost a generation. And yet, as I look at his body a last time, I know I’ll miss this, however snatched these late afternoons are, however complete my guilt.

				‘You take it all too seriously,’ he says, doing up his shirt. ‘You’ll see I’m right.’

				‘I hope not.’

				‘You have to separate the two. Leave work at work.’

				‘If I wanted nine to five, I’d have worked in a bank.’

				‘You’ve been doing this job, what, a few months? You’ll burn out. Running around trying to save everyone with the power of words. Maybe some people don’t want to read the classics. Fuck knows I didn’t at school. Some people are meant to work in factories. Or end up in prison. It’s the natural state of things.’

				‘You’ve always been so supportive of this. Anyway, it’s not about literature per se. It’s about leaving school with something, believing that things are possible.’

				‘I’m just trying to save you some heartache. The ones who want to learn, do. We offer the knowledge and they can ingest as much or as little of it as they like. The ones who don’t – the likes of O’Sullivan and Phillips – well, as long as they’re not stopping the others.’

				‘You’re being elitist.’

				‘No, that would be telling those two to go home, that they’re not welcome.’

				‘We might as well tell them to go home if it’s not getting through.’

				He uses the long mirror to finish his tie, re-creating this morning’s appearance.

				‘Why’s it so important to you?’ he says.

				‘Because knowledge can change people’s lives, give them hope where there’s none.’

				‘You still believe that?’

				‘Yes.’

				‘You’re sounding like an incoming politician now.’

				‘Those two, they go home to arguing and misery and crime . . .’

				‘So did I. So do most kids around here. Education isn’t a panacea for everyone.’

				‘It’s a way out, once you know the rules. Once you have options. You do well at school, you can do anything; you fuck up, it’s hard to ever turn it around. As teachers, I thought it’s what we all believed.’

				‘I did. Give it a few years, you’ll see.’

				‘I’m still going to try.’

				‘What do you think can be achieved in an hour a week?’

				‘Are we talking about students now or us?’

				‘Funny.’

				‘Goodbye, Nick.’

				He puts on his jacket, grabs his case. The joint is left to burn out in the ashtray.

				‘I’m doing that, am I?’ I say, looking at the condom. He huffs, picks it up with a thumb and forefinger and takes it into the bathroom. The flush goes.

				I stand there motionless as he kisses me on the cheek. ‘Mondays and Wednesdays are still difficult for me, baby,’ he says.

				‘They’re all difficult for me, Nick.’

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Five

				Smoke coiled from the chimney up into the drizzle. Megan, having regaled the day’s detail to her mother, ran inside the cottage using the key under the plant pot. Anna looked up to the hills beyond the river, the regimented conifers aligned on their upper slopes.

				Inside warm, dry air from the kiln filled the downstairs. She flicked the switch on the kettle and shouted up to her daughter, ‘He didn’t say anything to you on the bus this morning?’ No answer. She tried her son’s phone again. The message started before it rang: Yeah, busy, leave a message, her son said.

				She tried Robert, who answered eventually. ‘Hi.’

				‘Paul didn’t come out of school.’

				‘What do you mean?’

				‘I went to pick them up, but he didn’t get on the bus.’

				‘How do you know?’

				‘I watched until they drove off.’

				‘You might have missed him. Why were you there?’

				‘I was passing. A teacher said he missed a class.’

				‘Well, they do. He’s almost finished for the year. They all skip a few. I’ll talk to him later.’

				‘I’m going to walk along when the next bus passes.’

				‘Anna . . .’

				‘Has there been any news on the prisoner?’

				‘I’ve not heard anything. Stop worrying. I’ll be an hour or so.’

				Anna took Megan some squash and a plate of dried fruit. She was drawing the shells they’d collected on Wembury beach last weekend, her face intense with concentration.

				Paul’s room was the usual mess. Unmade bed. Clothes strewn everywhere, left where they’d fallen. Posters of near-naked women, perhaps celebrities of sorts, had increased in recent months. Anna insisted they were taken down initially; an angry scene followed, a compromise reached the next day.

				‘He’s going through puberty,’ Robert had said. ‘Let him have his space; he’ll grow out of it. They’re just posters.’ But they revolted her. Her son appeared to enjoy looking at the most clichéd form of soft pornography. Ridiculous breasts, their size and shape a tribute to silicone; lascivious pouts that suggested a ubiquitous availability. She pictured her son looking at them, desiring these women, if only for a few intense minutes at a time. They’d got him to agree to no actual nudity, yet the images in front of Anna remained just as sordid.

				There had been little sign of interest in girls before this; no mention of dates or would-be girlfriends. Anna had been more than happy to leave whatever passed for domestic sex education to her husband, a talk that apparently dispelled none of its truisms.

				‘Where do I start?’ Robert had asked her, squirming as she imagined Paul would once it began.

				Anna teased him before replying, ‘Try to gauge where he’s up to and go from there.’ Her son, she later learned, affected an impressive indifference, remarking that the little chat was not only superfluous but also years late. Barely a minute later Anna heard a relieved Robert vacate Paul’s bedroom, issuing a you-can-come-to-us-with-anything closing statement.

				And so Anna suspected Robert was relieved when the posters started to appear; that at least some interest in such matters was apparent, that Paul’s development was on track despite the absence of any significant parental input.

				Perhaps her husband’s own bedroom as a teenager had been adorned with similar images; perhaps every boy’s was at some time. She thought back to her own adolescent crushes, but the posters of wholesome pop stars seemed innocent, somehow removed from lust and desire. If her memory could be trusted, looking at them had merely brought fantasies of romantic gesture, maybe a lingering kiss. Or perhaps time had just sanitised her own prurience.

				She wondered whether Megan noticed them – these ridiculous and insulting parodies of femininity – on the rare occasions she was in her brother’s room. And if so at what age she would start to realise she resembled them in no way. There had been one such visit to her brother’s room a few weeks ago that Anna knew of. For all her son’s bravado and aloofness, he had a near-disabling fear of spiders beyond a certain size. Small ones could be coped with, thrown from his window with the aid of a mug or glass. But anything larger meant vacating the room swiftly and reluctantly asking herself or Robert to remove it. And with both parents out one day, in order to remain in his room he was forced to ask his little sister for help. Describing the event at dinner, with almost no smugness, Megan had described cupping the creature with her hands before releasing it at the back of her cupboard, much to Paul’s disgust.

				As Anna walked up the lane, the last of the day’s watery light was waning. The cloud had dispersed a little, allowing the first stars to shimmer. The lambent glow from a distant farm flickered. She listened to the waters of the West Dart resound through the valley. It should be the perfect place to grow up, she thought: nature’s chords, its hues, abounding; exploration of a wondrous landscape filling days, the children wandering home across sun-bleached plains for tea. But for Paul adolescence contaminated the beauty; living here was a burden to him, forever reliant on his parents to take him anywhere a bus or skateboard couldn’t. Occasionally friends came to stay, but he was generally out of the loop, always on the fringes of peer activity. And the isolation was something to rally against, a stick to beat her and Robert with.
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