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Praise for Class


‘I love this book! It’s funny, page-turning and addictive . . . just like Malory Towers for grown-ups’


Sophie Kinsella


‘I have been waiting twenty-five years for someone to write a bloody brilliant boarding school book, stuffed full of unforgettable characters, thrilling adventures and angst and here it is.’


Lisa Jewell


‘A wonderful first novel that had me in tears and fits of laughter. Definitely an A*!’


Chris Manby


‘If you were a fan of Malory Towers or St Clare’s books in your – ahem – youth, you’ll love this modern boarding-school based tale . . . Top of the class! ****’


Closer


‘This brilliant boarding school book, with its eccentric cast of characters and witty one-liners, should prove an unmissable dose of nostalgia. Whether you’ve recently left school, have rose-tinted memories of it or are a teacher looking for some escapism from classroom dreariness, this book will certainly score A*’


Glamour


‘Good old-fashioned fun and escapism . . . A fabulously fresh and fun read ****’


Heat


‘This is Malory Towers . . . for grown-ups’


Company


‘If you’re looking for delightful childhood reminiscing or perhaps are the person who fantasised about being
in a boarding school as a youngster, then this is the book for you!’
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A Word from Jenny


Hello, hello!


I know, a pre-introduction, that is WEIRD. Sorry. But I wanted to write a quick note to explain what this book is all about.


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. 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 loved writing them and was very proud of them.


As the years have gone on though people keep finding their way to them, little-by-little, 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’ at which point we thought, okay, ENOUGH IS ENOUGH. So we are now bringing them out again as Jenny Colgan novels this time, and hopefully I’ll get to finish the series (there are going to be six of course), and hopefully everything will all work out nicely this time.


They are a couple of years old, but I haven’t changed anything except one thing: when I wrote them originally I had in my mind for Simone, the scholarship girl, a pretty unusual surname I’d heard on a little-known lawyer back in a 90s trial and stored away.


For obvious reasons since then, we’ve decided to change the name ‘Simone Kardashian’ :). She will now be Simone Pribetich in honour of one of my dearest friends, Anouch, who is also Armenian.


Everything else – including ‘Jane’s’ original introduction – which are of course, my feelings too – remains exactly the same, and I so hope you enjoy reading these books as much as I loved writing them. Do let me know, on @jennycolgan or track me down on Facebook, of course. As Jenny, probably, not Jane :).


With love,
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Introduction


When I was growing up, attending my normal, extremely bog-standard Catholic school, I was obsessed with boarding school books. All of them. Malory Towers, St Clare’s, Frost in May, Jane Eyre, The Four Marys, What Katy Did at School, the Chalet School books.


It’s not difficult to understand why: the idea of a bunch of girls all having fun together, working, playing and staying up late for midnight feasts, as opposed to the tribal, aggressive atmosphere of my own school, exerted a powerful pull on a swottish, awkward child. None of these books, for example, had playground meetings that decided which girls were going to be ‘in’ or ‘out’ that week, cruel nicknames, long hours of Catholic instruction (OK, apart from Antonia White), or compulsory tiny mini-skirts for gym for the boys to line up and jeer at.


So I lost myself in pranks played on French mistresses; school plays (unheard of at my lackadaisical comp); lacrosse (whatever that was) and the absurd fantasy that you could speak English, French and German on alternate days. Incidentally, has there ever been a school on earth that makes you do that?


When the Harry Potter books came out, obviously its wizard lore and storytelling were a huge draw – but part of me still wondered how much of its success was down to the idealised boarding school life of Hogwarts, filled with delicious meals and having great fun with your wonderfully loyal friends, sans fear of parental intervention. The fact that boarding school applications rose sharply with each book published seemed to indicate that I might be right.


Of course in my adult life I’ve met plenty of people who did go to boarding school, every single one of whom has assured me it was absolutely nothing like the books at all – they know this because, oddly, my dormitory-bound friends seem to have read just as much boarding school fiction as the rest of us.


Perhaps it’s the certainties of these schools – their rock-solid concepts of nobility, self-sacrifice, ‘the good of the school’ – as opposed to the reality of the lives of most adolescents and pre-adolescents: shifting sands of loyalties; siblings cramping your style; and the gradual, creeping realisation that your parents are just feeling their way and don’t really have all the answers. Whereas boarding schools, of course, always have strict yet kindly pastoral figures – like Dumbledore, Miss Grayling, or Jo at the Chalet – who always know what to do and are liberal with their second chances. The repetitive rhythm of the terms provides solid ground, endlessly comforting to children in an ever-changing world.


As a voracious adult reader, I realised a couple of years ago that I still missed those books. The prose of Enid Blyton jars a little these days (and they do horribly gang up on and bully Gwendoline, for the sole sin of crying when her parents drop her off), although Curtis Sittenfeld’s marvellous book Prep is a terrific contemporary account.


To Serve Them All My Days by R F Delderfield, though inevitably dated (which adds a wonderfully bittersweet twist to his stories, knowing how many of his boys were unwittingly bound for the battlefields of WW2), appeals to the adult reader, but as for my beloved girls’ stories, there were none to be found.


So I decided to go about writing one myself. My previous book Class was the first in a projected series of six books about Downey House (of course! There must always be six. Well, unless you’re at the Chalet school, in which case there can be about seventy-five). This one, Rules, is the second.


Although I’m writing this series for myself, when I’ve chatted about it I’ve been amazed by the amount of people (all right – women) who’ve said, ‘I’ve been waiting for a book like this for such a long time.’ I hope I don’t disappoint them – and us, the secret legions of boarding school book fans.


Jane Beaton




Chapter One


Maggie was dancing on a table. This was distinctly out of character, but they had served her cocktails earlier, in a glass so large she was surprised it didn’t have a fish in it.


Plus it was a beautifully soft, warm evening, and her fiancé Stan had insisted on watching the football on a large Sky Sports screen, annoyingly situated over her head in the Spanish bar, so there wasn’t much else to do – and all the other girls were dancing on table tops.


I’m still young, Maggie had thought to herself, pushing her unruly dark hair out of her eyes. I’m only twenty-six years old! I can still dance all night!


And with the help of a friendly hen party from Stockport on the next table, she’d found herself up there, shrugging off any self-consciousness with the help of a large margarita and grooving away to Alphabeat.


‘Hey, I can’t see the game,’ Stan complained.


‘I don’t care,’ said Maggie, suddenly feeling rather freer, happy and determined to enjoy her holiday. She raised her arms above her head. This was definitely a good way to forget about school; to forget about David McDonald, the English teacher she’d developed a crush on last year – until she’d found out he was engaged. To just feel like herself again, instead of a teacher.


‘Isn’t that Miss Adair?’ said Hattie.


They’d been allowed down into the town for the evening from the discreet and beautifully appointed villa they’d been staying in high on the other side of the mountain. Her younger sister Fliss turned round from where she’d been eyeing up fake designer handbags, and glanced at the tacky-looking sports pub Hattie was pointing out. Inside was a group of drunk-looking women waving their hands in the air.


‘No way!’ exclaimed Fliss, heading towards the door for a closer look. ‘I’m going in to check.’


‘You’re not allowed in any bars!’ said Hattie. ‘I promised Mum and Dad.’


‘I promised Mum and Dad,’ mimicked Fliss. ‘I am fourteen, you know. That’s pretty much the legal drinking age over here.’


‘Well, whilst you’re with me you’ll obey family rules.’


Fliss stuck out her tongue and headed straight for the bar. ‘You’re not a prefect now.’


‘No, but we’re in a position of trust, and . . .’


Fliss stopped short in the doorway.


‘Hello, senorita,’ said the doorman. Fliss had grown two inches over the summer, although to her huge annoyance she was still barely filling an A cup.


Maggie and the girls from Stockport were shimmying up and down to the Pussycat Dolls when she saw Fliss. At first she thought it was a trick of the flashing lights. It couldn’t be. After all, they’d come all this way to leave her work behind. So she could feel like a girl, not a teacher. So surely it couldn’t be one of her—


‘MISS ADAIR!’ shrieked Fliss. ‘Is that you, miss?’


Maggie stopped dancing.


‘Felicity Prosser,’ she said, feeling a resigned tone creep into her voice. She looked around, wondering what would be the most dignified way to get down from the table, under the circumstances.


Normally, Veronica Deveral found the Swiss Alps in summertime a cleansing balm for the soul. The clean, sharp air you could draw all the way down into your lungs; the sparkle of the grass and the glacier lakes; the cyclists and rosy-cheeked all-year skiiers heading for higher ground; the freshly washed sky. She always took the same pension, and liked to take several novels – she favoured the lengthy intrigues of Anthony Trollope, and was partial to a little Joanna for light relief – and luxuriate in the time to devour them, returning to Downey House rested, refreshed and ready for the new academic year.


This year, however, had been different. After her shock at meeting the son she gave up for adoption nearly forty years ago, Veronica had handled it badly and they had lost contact. And although there were budgets to be approved, a new intake to set up and staffing to be organised, she couldn’t concentrate. All she seemed to do was worry about Daniel, and wonder what he was doing back in Cornwall.


She was staring out the window of her beautiful office, before term was due to start, when Dr Robert Fitzroy, head of Downey Boys over the hill, arrived for their annual chat. The two schools did many things together, and it was useful to have some knowledge of the forthcoming agenda.


‘You seem a little distracted, Veronica,’ Robert said, comfortably ensconsed on the Chesterfield sofa, enjoying the fine view over the school grounds and to the cliffs and the sea beyond, today a perfect summer-holiday blue. They weren’t really getting anywhere with debating the new computer lab.


Veronica sighed and briefly considered confiding in her opposite number. He was a kind man, if a little set in his ways. She dismissed this thought immediately. She had spent years building up this school, the last thing she needed was anyone thinking she was a weak woman, prone to tears and over-emotional sentimentality.


Robert droned on about new staff.


‘Oh, and yes,’ he said, ‘we have a new History teacher at last. Good ones are so hard to find these days.’


Veronica was barely listening. She was watching the waves outside and wondering if Daniel had ever taken his children to the seaside for a holiday. So when Robert said his name it chimed with her thoughts, and at first she didn’t at all understand what she’d just heard.


‘Excuse me?’


‘Daniel Stapleton. Our new History teacher.’


‘Mom!’


Zelda was throwing ugly things in her bag. Ugly tops, ugly skirts, ugly hats. What the hell? School uniform was the stupidest idea in a country full of stupid ideas.


‘Did you know I have to share, like, a bathroom? Did they tell you that?’


Zelda’s mother shook her head. As if she didn’t have enough to deal with, what with DuBose being so excited about the move and all. Why they all had to go and up sticks and live in England, where she’d heard it rained all the time and everyone lived in itty-bitty houses with bathrooms the size of cupboards . . . well, it didn’t bear thinking about. She doubted it would be much like Texas.


‘Don’ worry, darlin,’ DuBose had said, in that calm drawl of his. He might get a lot of respect as a major seconded to the British Army, but it didn’t cut much ice with her, nuh-huh.


‘An’ we’ll get Zelda out of that crowd she’s been running with at high school. Turn her into quite the English lady.’


A boarding school education was free for the daughters of senior military staff on overseas postings, and Downey House, they’d been assured, was among the very best.


As Mary Jo looked at her daughter’s perfect manicure – they’d been for a mommy/daughter pamper day – so strange against the stark white of her new uniform blouses, she wondered, yet again, how they would all fit in.


Simone glanced at Fliss’s Facebook update – Felicity is having a BLASTING time in Spain! – and tried her best to be happy for her. The Pribetichs weren’t having a holiday this year. It just wasn’t practical. Which was fine by Simone, she hated struggling into her tankini and pulling a big sarong around herself, then sitting under an umbrella hiding in case anyone saw her. So, OK, Fliss might be having great fun without her, and Alice was posting about being utterly miserably bored learning to dive with her au pair in Hurghada, and she was jealous and she did miss them – but she was doing her best to be happy for them.


Thank goodness she’d been invited to Fliss’s house for the end of the holidays, so they could all travel back together. Simone had tried not to let slip to her friends just how much she was looking forward to it – and even worse, to admit how much she was looking forward to going back to school.


It had been a long seven weeks, with not much to do but read and try to avoid Joel, her brother, who had spent the entire time indoors hunched over his games console.


She’d spent the summer dreaming of school and reading books whilst eating fish finger sandwiches. Her mother had tried her best to get her involved in some local social events, but it wasn’t really her thing. She winced remembering an unbelievably awkward afternoon tea with Rudi, the ugly, gangly teenage son of one of her mother’s best friends. His face was covered in spots and his hair was oily and lank. They were shuffled awkwardly together on to a sofa.


Simone’s misery on realising that this was the kind of boy her mum thought she might like was compounded by the very obvious way Rudi looked her up and down and made it clear that he thought he was out of her league. She cringed again at the memory.


‘You go to that posh school then,’ he’d muttered, when pushed by his mum.


Simone had felt a blush spread over her face, and kept her eyes tightly fixed on her hands.


‘Yeah.’


‘Oh. Right.’


And that had been that. It was pretty obvious that Rudi, over-stretched as he was, would much rather be upstairs playing Grand Theft Auto with Joel.


Simone sighed. It would have been nice to go back to school with at least some adventures to tell Alice and Fliss. Still, maybe she could share theirs.


‘Tell me about her thighs again,’ said Alice, leaning lazily on shady manicured grass, watching tiny jewel-coloured lizards scrabble past and running up an enormous bill on the hotel phone.


‘Jiggly,’ said Fliss, under a cherry tree two thousand miles away in Surrey, tickling her dog Ranald on the tummy. ‘Honestly, you could see right up her skirt and everything.’


‘I never really think of teachers having legs,’ mused Alice. ‘I mean, I suppose they must and everything, but . . .’


‘But what, you think they run along on wheels?’ Fliss giggled.


‘No, but . . . oh, it’s so hot.’


‘FLISS!’ The voice came from inside.


‘Oh God, is that the heffalump Hattie?’ drawled Alice.


‘I’m not going to answer,’ said Fliss.


‘FELICITY!’ Hattie huffed into the orchard garden, her tread heavy on the paving stones. ‘Felicity.’


‘I’m on the phone,’ said Fliss crossly.


‘Well, I have news.’


‘Is she pregnant?’ said wicked Alice.


‘Ssh,’ Fliss told her.


‘Fine,’ said Hattie, turning to go. ‘So I guess you DON’T want to hear who’s starting at Downey Boys this year?’


Fliss turned and looked at her.


‘What are you talking about?’


‘Just that I was down in the village . . . and was talking to Will’s mum . . .’


And just like that, Alice was talking to an empty telephone.


‘Come on.’


Stan was nuzzling her neck. ‘Just one more cuddle.’


‘I’ve got to pack!’ Maggie was insisting. It wasn’t too long before she had to go back and she wanted to be ready. Her clothes were strewn across the room, along with several books she’d wanted to collect to take back for her girls. Stan had a day off from his printing job.


Also, she felt nervous. Last year had been her probation year at the school. This year she’d be expected to perform.


‘Cody and Dylan are quite something, aren’t they?’ asked Stan, moving away. Her two nephews had been playing with them all day, and seemed to get more rambunctious every time.


‘Quite brats, you mean,’ said Maggie, who’d had to lift them bodily out of the biscuit tin at ten-minute intervals.


‘Oh, they’re just boys,’ said Stan. ‘That’s what I used to be like. That’s what ours’ll be like.’


He tried to drag Maggie back on to the bed, but she resisted.


‘Once you’re Mrs Cameron, you’re going to want little Codys and Dylans all over the place.’


‘Yes, maybe,’ said Maggie, extricating herself. ‘But ours won’t be allowed to do that to the neighbour’s cat.’


Stan laughed. ‘Boys will be boys.’


‘I think that’s why I only teach girls.’


Maggie softened. ‘I do love Cody and Dylan, you know. I just worry – they’re so crazy, and I know Anne is working all the time.’ Anne, Maggie’s older sister, ran a thriving hairdressing practice in Govan and was single-handedly raising her two sons. ‘Sometimes I wonder what they’re doing at that school.’


‘Well, it was good enough for us,’ said Stan.


Maggie gave herself up to his kiss, thinking about the rough Holy Cross where she and Stan had met, and where she’d later taught. It wasn’t really a good school at all. Now, going back to Downey House for her second year there as an English teacher, she felt as nervous and excited as one of her girls when she thought of its four forbidding towers looming out of the hills over the sea. She fingered her new academic diary carefully.


‘I suppose,’ she said.


Fliss was nervous about having Alice to stay – she loved their large rambling house, but Alice was used to grand residences, and she hoped it would be smart enough for her. She needn’t have worried. Alice’s parents being in the diplomatic corps meant they moved every couple of months. Anywhere that had a lived-in feel, with a calendar on the kitchen wall and family pictures scattered on every surface, was heaven to Alice.


Simone, on the other hand, was far more intimidated. Felicity’s house was HUGE! The garden alone was about the size of a park. There were loads and loads of rooms. In their terraced house in London there was a front room, a back kitchen and three tiny bedrooms. She and Joel had to share when there were visitors staying, which was all the time.


Fliss’s mum and dad were delighted to meet her friends, if a little intrigued by the chubby girl who could barely utter a word at mealtimes. Fliss was embarrassed too. Why did Simone have to act so frumpily all the time? Why couldn’t she show people how fun she could be? What, did she think Fliss’s parents would look down on her? That was insulting!


The first night there all three had sat up gossiping late into the night. Mr and Mrs Prosser had finally let Fliss start drinking coffee, which to Simone, used from childhood to thick sweet grounds you could stand a spoon up in, was no big deal, but it made the girls feel grown up.


Biggest topic of the night was, of course, Will Hampton. Fliss had had a crush on him for a year, ever since he’d started playing in a local band. In fact last year she’d nearly managed to get herself thrown out of school for trying to see him. And now he was going to be at the boys’ school just over the hill from Downey House! Fliss could hardly contain her excitement.


‘Well, we’d better see this chap,’ said Alice. ‘See if he passes muster.’


‘He still sings in the church choir,’ said Fliss.


‘Well, that will do,’ said Alice.


It was some surprise to Felicity’s parents when the girls announced on Saturday morning that they’d like to go to church on Sunday.


Mrs Prosser raised a heavily botoxed eyebrow.


‘Church?’ she said, in the same tone as she might have said ‘The casino?’ Hattie was on the youth guidance committee for their local parish, but she’d had to drag Felicity there under the threat of dire torture since she was nine years old.


‘Why on earth do you suddenly want to go to church?’


Felicity pouted. ‘To give thanks and all that.’


‘Yes, I’d like to go too, Mrs Prosser, if that’s OK,’ said Alice, with her usual adult assurance.


‘And me,’ squeaked Simone, promising Jesus in her heart that she didn’t really mean it by going to a protestant church.


Hattie harrumphed loudly, but Felicity tried to ignore her. Undaunted, Hattie harrumphed again.


‘Are you trying to say something, Harriet?’ asked her mother, unable to keep the sharp edge out of her tongue. She loved her eldest daughter to distraction, but she could be terribly pi.


‘I wonder,’ said Harriet. ‘I do WONDER if the male voice choir is singing harvest festival this Sunday.’


Fliss instantly coloured, and Alice spotted it.


‘Are they?’ she said. ‘Actually, it was my idea to go. I do like to give thanks.’


Fliss’s parents glanced at each other.


‘We’ll all go.’


In the event, not even Hattie’s hateful sniggering could spoil Fliss’s view, and she stood rapt in the third pew, watching Will’s dark head as he bowed to his hymnal. His band had broken up over the summer, but he still loved to sing. Notice me, Fliss begged in her heart. What was wrong with her? Was she too short? Too fat? In fact, Fliss was blonde and pretty, with delicate features that could often be overlooked for the more striking dark looks of her friend Alice, but at fourteen she couldn’t see beyond a touch of puppy fat and the occasional pimple. With all her heart she wished she was as confident as pert, cheeky Alice, with her dark shining hair and neat figure. Even Simone had big breasts. What did she have? Nothing! Oh, how she longed to look like a model.


Afterwards they filed out, Simone bobbing and crossing herself when she thought nobody was looking. Normally Fliss couldn’t bear her mother hanging around to talk to the vicar and anyone else she came across, but today she lingered anxiously, wondering if she could find the courage to ask Will about his move.


Suddenly her heart stopped as she caught his floppy brown hair – and he was growing so fast, he must be nearly six foot already and he was barely sixteen – as he came out of the beautiful old church, so in demand for weddings from people who’d never even lived in the village.


As if in a dream, she watched as he slowly walked towards her. She bit her lip nervously. He couldn’t be, could he? He couldn’t be coming to talk to her? She felt like she was sinking underwater. Could she speak to him? Could she?


He stopped in front of her, and Fliss found she’d lost her breath.


‘Uh . . . hi . . .’ she stuttered. She felt like the whole congregation was watching them.


‘Hi,’ said Will. He had an easy, smiling manner about him, which made you feel like you were the only person he’d been waiting to speak to all day. Of course, he was like that with everyone.


‘Have a good summer?’


‘Uh yeah.’


Fliss’s heart was pounding. Why couldn’t she say anything interesting? Make a joke, say anything?


‘Cool,’ said Will. He looked around, to where Alice and Simone were trying to hover not-too-closely. Wow. Fliss’s friend was really really hot.


‘Hey, those your friends?’


Fliss couldn’t do anything but nod dumbly. Will walked towards Alice.


‘Hi,’ he said, putting out his hand. ‘I’m Will. Do you go to Downeys? You may need to fill me in on all its evil ways.’


Alice gave him a curt look, hiding her massive curiosity. She could certainly see what Fliss saw in him. Out of the corner of her eye she caught sight of her friend.


‘Oh, I’m sure Fliss can help you out with all that,’ she said.


Will nodded his head.


‘I’m sure,’ he said.


‘Oh come on, Fliss.’


They were four hours into the drive, and Alice had yet to persuade her friend she hadn’t been flirting with Will on purpose. Hattie was smugly sitting up the front, reading a book about lacrosse. Simone was in the middle – she’d volunteered – trying to stave off the tension. And Fliss was staring out of the window, thinking about Will and also the last thing her mother had said before she’d left that morning: ‘Now, Felicity, you will be careful with all that stodge they serve at school, won’t you?’ She’d leant down out of earshot of everyone else. ‘You don’t want to end up like Hattie, do you?’ ‘What’s that?’ Hattie had said crossly, bounding down the stairs like an inelegant carthorse, her boater, schoolbag, hockey shoes and tennis raquet unraveling in her wake. ‘Nothing, my gorgeous girls. Have a wonderful term!’


Maybe she would avoid the stodge, mused Felicity. Maybe that would help.


Alice sat back with a sigh, just as the sleek Audi crested the hill and, for the first time, the girls caught sight of the turreted, castle-like building that would be home for the next nine months.


‘School! School!’ shouted both Hattie and Simone. Simone’s spirits lifted fully. Even Alice smiled. It did look like something out of a story book, the four towers of the main houses – Tudor, York, Wessex and their own, Plantagenet – nestled in the hills, with the cliffs behind, leading down to the still turquoise sea.




Chapter Two


‘Mon dieu,’ was the first thing Maggie heard as she stepped down from the railway carriage – this year, Stan had won the battle for the car.


Just ahead, her friend Mademoiselle Crozier, the impetuous French mistress, was wrestling with an elegant suitcase which had discharged its contents on to the platform.


‘Claire!’ she yelled excitedly, but didn’t reach her before the guard and three passing men had all stopped to help. Maggie reflected that she could probably lose a leg under the train wheels before she could attract the attention of three passing men, but put the thought to the back of her mind.


‘Hello,’ she called. ‘Bonjour!’


‘Maggie!’ Claire ran up to her and gave her a big kiss. ‘Eet eez disaster!’


Actually, her case was now being tidily zipped up by the hefty guard.


‘Here you are, love,’ he was saying. ‘Can I help you down to your car now?’


The man was so overweight it didn’t look like he’d make it much past the platform, but Claire just gave him her widest smile.


‘Thank you zo much! That eez perfect, thank you!’


The man blushed to the roots of his moustache.


‘How do you do that?’ said Maggie, as they set off down the platform in search of a taxi.


‘Do what?’


‘Be so French.’


‘I know,’ said Claire seriously. ‘Truly, I am from Liverpool. I did spend a long time working on ze accent.’


‘POPS! No!’


‘It’s all I could get, Zelda. Calm down,’ said Zelda’s dad.


Zelda stared at the hummer in dismay.


‘Dad, did you know those things are, like, totally destroying the earth?’


‘No, hun, that’s my nuclear bombs. Come on, get in.’


Zelda pouted and went back to applying lip gloss, then she heaved herself up into the giant armoured car.


‘AND we have to stop for gas, like, every ten minutes.’


Zelda’s mother glanced at her.


‘Are you sure you should be wearing so much make up? There’s none allowed during semesters.’


Zelda gave her mother a long look.


‘Mom. This is the sixteenth school you’ve sent me to. I think I know what I need on the first day, OK? Dad’s got his armour . . . I’ve got mine.’


Veronica could almost feel the approaching coaches and trains and cars, as she went through the school for the last time. Everything gleamed: the cleaning staff had done a fine job. The polished wooden desks reflected the soft September harvest light through the high, newly cleaned windows set into the strong stone walls of the four towers.


The refectory, with its long tables soon to be filled up with laughing girls and clattering noise, seemed oddly still. The only sound was the tap of her own heels in the long corridor outside, lined with pictures of headmistresses past, as she moved towards her own office. It was filled with her personal treasures – she had never wanted the headmistress’s office to be just a place of fear or punishment, but neither did she want the girls thinking of her as a friend. She wanted to strike a balance between formality and balm. The girls should know the right thing must be done – but that second chances were always possible.


Her excellent and efficient proctor Miss Prenderghast stuck her head round the door, brandishing a large pile of post.


‘Sorry to bother you already,’ she said.


Veronica smiled and asked after Evelyn’s new bassett hound.


‘And don’t forget,’ said Miss Prenderghast eventually, ‘the teachers’ meet is at Downey Boys this year. Tomorrow night.’


Veronica winced. She was dreading this. An annual cocktail party to catch up with the teachers, plan the year ahead and make the aquaintance of any new members of staff at their counterpart school. Which, this year, would include . . .


‘Yes yes,’ she said, somewhat impatiently, fiddling with her plain gold necklace. Veronica, in general, was not a fiddler. ‘What else?’


Miss Prenderghast felt awkward in light of Veronica’s evidently unsettled mood.


‘And there’s the School Trade Fair in March, but that’s a while off yet.’


Veronica put her hand over her eyes. ‘Ah yes. The schools fair.’


This was a trade fair for public schools – essentially, a selling job. Veronica couldn’t bear it. She would much rather her school and its results spoke for themselves, and anyone who wished could come and have a look around the facilities. She disliked standing on a cheap stall trying to lure in people with money.


On the other hand, there was no doubt about it. Downey’s emphasis on all-round education in its most traditional sense – the rounding of an individual – was showing in its results, against schools whose exam sausage-machines did nothing but cram information as tightly as possible into stressed, overburdened children with nothing on their minds except getting a sports car for five starred A-grade passes. It looked, in the rankings, like they were slipping.


Veronica despised this push for results as reflections on parents often too busy to broaden their children’s horizons themselves. She felt it too often led to drop-outs and breakdowns at universities that encouraged self-directed learning, misery and bad behaviour in adolescents. However school tables were school tables, and she couldn’t deny that they made a difference to what, in the end, however traditional, garlanded or revered, was still a business.


‘Thank you, Evelyn,’ she said. ‘Another busy year.’


Miss Prenderghast smiled.


‘We wouldn’t have it any other way, Dr Deveral.’


The queue for taxis at the station was a mile long.


‘Don’t zey know we are teachers?’ said Claire crossly, looking around for her friendly guard.


‘I know, and I really want to check out the parents before they leave,’ said Maggie worriedly. She wanted to meet the parents of the girls in her guidance class, now going into Middle School Two, just in case any issues she needed to be aware of had arisen over the long vac.


‘Brr,’ said Claire. ‘I never want to see the parents. All they want to tell me is of their villa in the Dordogne and how their child ees French genius and can I spend all my time with thees French genius. An you know,’ she added sagely, ‘she is not genius.’


As she talked, a silver Audi drew up and honked loudly. Maggie raised her head warily – normally cars honking at her belonged to teenage boys, out too late from her old school in Glasgow. Instead, a nicely coiffed blonde head stuck out of the car window.


‘Maggie? Is that you?’


It took Maggie a second to recognise her. When she did, her heart skipped a beat. It was Miranda.


Miranda had been David’s fiancée, although to Maggie they’d never seemed very well suited – although she knew her own feelings for the English teacher might have coloured this view. They had broken up in the summertime. Maggie had wondered if it might have had something to do with her, but it couldn’t have done, surely. She hoped Miranda didn’t think so. She couldn’t help remembering David’s face, at the end of last year, when he’d asked her to go on holiday with him. She’d done the right thing staying with Stan, though, of course she had. She hoped Miranda was OK.


‘Uh, hi there!’ she said, leaning down to the window. ‘How are you?’


‘Fine, fine,’ said Miranda.


Oh well, she couldn’t suspect anything then.


‘On your way to school?’ asked Miranda. ‘Want a lift?’


Maggie shrugged. It would be useful. ‘Can you take my friend Claire, too?’


‘Sure!’


Miranda signalled and pulled over, and the women put their suitcases into the immaculately tidy boot. Maggie sat in front, still feeling nervous, even though technically she and David had never done anything wrong.


‘Thanks for that, the queue is terrible.’


Miranda carefully pulled away. ‘Yes, well, I’m going that way . . .’


She let her voice trail away as she looked out of the window. Maggie stole a glance at her. The antique ring on her fourth finger had gone.


They spoke in pleasantries until they had left the bustle of Truro behind and were heading out towards the countryside. Maggie, once again, after the tower blocks and heavy sandstone of Glasgow, appreciated its gentle beauty. Claire appeared to have gone to sleep.


‘Maggie,’ said Miranda finally, in a different tone.


Maggie felt her stomach lurch. Maybe Miranda did suspect something after all! Maggie told herself again she had nothing to feel guilty for, neither of them did . . . but as the nuns used to tell her at Holy Cross, there was sin in thought as well as deed.


‘Uh, yes?’


‘Have you . . . have you heard from David at all?’ Miranda bit her lip. She looked pale; Maggie doubted she was used to asking for help.


Maggie shook her head. ‘No, not at all. Didn’t he go to Italy?’


‘Yes, that’s right, he said . . .’


Miranda signalled off on to the narrow country road and gave a half-hiccupy laugh.


‘He is just so damn infuriating, you know?’


Maggie grimaced sympathetically.


‘You know, he suggested maybe taking a break for a bit – we’ve been engaged for like a million years, we’re obviously never going to bloody get round to it . . . And then, well, it just all came pouring out. I mean, it’s OK for you, you guys are all teachers, so obviously it doesn’t matter so much. But, you know, I’d just like a nice home, and someone with a bit of go-getting, you know? Some ideas and a bit of the get-ahead spirit. I mean, I work bloody hard, and I come home and there he is, nose buried in a book or messing about with that damn dog. I mean, is a bit of consideration too much to ask?’ Her hands were gripping the steering wheel as her voice went higher.


‘I don’t want to work seventy hours a week when I have a baby, or live in some shitty rented flat all my life! I don’t want to put everything I do to waste, just so he can get on with his precious boys! You can’t believe the looks I get at the business group when I tell them he’s a teacher. It’s like that stupid old joke, you know? “Failed at everything? Try teaching.”’


Miranda got a hold of herself and gave a short laugh. ‘Sorry. I’ve just given you the same rant I gave him. And I know you’re teachers too – sorry. I don’t think you’ve failed at all, of course not.’


Maggie wasn’t too sure about that.


But she could understand, a little, she supposed, Miranda’s frustration. No doubt all her friends had blow-dried hair and nice manicures and husbands who worked in big cities for big pay cheques. She could see the attractions of an easy life. Though why it would make you throw over someone like David she could not comprehend.


‘So . . . what’s on your mind?’ she asked tentatively.


‘Well, he’s annoying and distracted and always obsessing over something stupid and he never bloody stops talking. But . . . I don’t know. I miss him. I’m not getting any younger. And the physical side is, well, it’s kind of amazing. I just wish I knew what to do.’


Maggie very much did not want to hear about the physical side of things. Lifting her gaze, she felt her heart expand as, for the first time in two months, the four turrets of Downey House came into view. The car crunched expensive gravel under its smooth tyres.
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