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For Ali and Jo, great friends and fellow warriors




Prologue


I tell a lie – it’s the wrong lie.


I choose it without thinking about the consequences. And I get much more than I bargained for. 


Serves me right?


You be the judge.




Chapter One


It begins with a phone call from the headmaster’s secretary. ‘Mr Wiseman would like a word.’


‘Did he mention a time?’ Anna asks, phone in one hand, bloody gauze swab in the other.


‘Immediately,’ she tells her. ‘That’s what he said. Ask Sister Pierce to come and see me at once.’ 


‘Okay.’ Anna glances at the boy on the examination bed: Angus Rutherford, sent up from the pitches after colliding with a classmate. ‘I’ll finish up here and come straight across.’ She returns the phone to its cradle and takes a closer look at the cut on Angus’s head. She feels around the wound and pulls the skin together before holding the edges in place with wound closures that are almost immediately soaked in blood. ‘This needs to be stitched.’


‘Will I have to go to hospital?’ Angus asks. He is a gentle boy who becomes a tiger when he plays sport; it’s not the first time Anna has had to patch him up.


‘I’m afraid so.’ She wraps a dressing bandage around his head from the base of his skull to just above his eyes. ‘Tell me if it’s too tight.’ 


‘Will I be able to play on Saturday?’


‘No contact for at least three weeks, possibly more.’


His whole body slumps. ‘Sir will go nuts.’


Anna soaks a cloth in hot water and wipes away the blood drying in patches on his cheek. ‘It’s just one of those things, Angus,’ she says. ‘Happens to all the best players.’ She removes her gloves and drops them into the bin. ‘I know it’s upsetting but at least you don’t have a serious concussion or you could be out for the whole season.’ She helps him off the surgery bed. ‘Have a seat in the waiting room and I’ll ask Nurse Whitlock to organise your trip to hospital.’


He hobbles towards the door, his hand resting protectively on the head bandage. He’s almost over the threshold when he looks back and says, ‘Thank you, Sister Pierce.’


‘You’re welcome.’ She smiles, feels it fix on her face as she breathes in. She holds the air in her lungs for a few seconds and allows herself to think about why the head wants to see her. She’s known Owen Wiseman for almost two decades. They sing in the same choir and have children of similar ages, but she rarely speaks to him about work. Owen normally stays out of the day-to-day running of the school. He’s more concerned with pupil numbers and budgets, governors meetings and child safeguarding.


It must be something serious otherwise he would catch her when their paths crossed in the corridor or at choir practice.


She goes to find Geraldine Whitlock, who is standing in front of the whiteboard in the office planning the HPV vaccination schedule. Her list of names is written in small, neat handwriting with arrows and asterisks in contrasting colours; woe betide anyone who messes with her system.


Anna tells her about Angus, and then, ‘Owen’s asked to see me. Hopefully I won’t be long.’ 


Geraldine gives an audible sigh. She’s close to retirement and by her own admission has had enough of increasingly demanding parents and antisocial shift work. 


‘I’ll be back as soon as I can,’ Anna says.


Geraldine nods acceptance and Anna leaves her to it, knowing full well that if any children do appear they won’t linger if they see Nurse Whitlock’s on duty. Short shrift is her prescription for most things.


Anna shields her eyes as she comes out into the late September sunshine. The sky is a wispy blend of blue and white, and a welcome breeze blows up from the coast. The medical centre sits at the western edge of the school campus, close to the playing fields and the boarding houses, and more than one hundred metres from the clutch of buildings that make up the main school. She walks up the hill, passes the pre-prep and nursery on her left, and the chapel on her right, the latter a grand building, more cathedral than chapel.


The head’s study is on the far side of the lower quad, in the main building, which was originally a twelfth-century monastery. She takes a short cut through a concealed door off the quad into the oak-panelled hall then up the stairs to the waiting area outside his office. His secretary glances up at her but doesn’t smile. Anna doesn’t take it personally; she rarely smiles. ‘He’s on a call with one of the governors,’ she says. ‘Have a seat. He shouldn’t be long.’ 


Anna sits on the plush sofa opposite the window. ‘Do you know why he wants to see me?’ she asks.


‘He requested the minutes from the pastoral care meeting,’ his secretary tells her. ‘Might be something to do with that.’


‘Right.’ 


Thursdays always begin with the pastoral care meeting, three of them gathered in the deputy head’s study: Anna, Lynn Sykes, head of pastoral care, and Peter Williams, the deputy headmaster. That morning they discussed the children they were concerned about – a bereaved child in Year Five, a child who was suspended after he was caught smoking, another child, and another, until ‘Victoria Carmichael,’ Peter said, looking at Lynn. ‘You wanted to flag her up?’


‘She’s made a poor start to this term. We’re only a few weeks in and she’s already been in trouble half a dozen times or more. Last week she was in Saturday detention but almost immediately afterwards was caught stealing another girl’s make-up.’ 


Lynn and Peter discussed her lack of focus and questioned whether her home life had worsened but Anna didn’t comment. She should have, she realises as she sits outside the head’s office, because she has a feeling that this is the reason she’s been called in. She’s also worried about Victoria – Tori as she’s mostly called – but she didn’t add to her colleagues’ comments because she felt enough was said and, anyway, her concern has been minuted on many previous occasions. 


Now she’s wondering whether she has made an error of judgement. 


The door opens and Owen glances out. ‘Anna.’ He waves her inside his study and towards a seat. ‘Thank you for coming across.’


‘No problem.’ She sits down in front of his desk and watches as he removes his jacket before taking his seat opposite her. She thinks he might mention the piece they’re singing for choir this term – Bach’s Mass in B minor, an ambitious piece that’s challenging all their voices – or the fact that both their sons are in their first year at the University of Glasgow studying engineering.


He doesn’t. ‘I’ll get straight to the point.’ He rests his elbows on the desk. ‘It’s about Victoria Carmichael.’ 


He pauses and Anna senses him trying to read her expression. Anxious about what’s to follow, she says, ‘I did wonder if she was the reason you’d asked to see me. I know I didn’t raise any concerns at the meeting this morning. I should have,’ she acknowledges. ‘But I felt Lynn and Peter were thorough in what they said.’


‘What should you have raised?’ he asks, his tone interested. 


‘Well … I’m also concerned about Tori. She’s been difficult with me lately, didn’t show up for our mentor’s meeting last week, was ten minutes late for my SRE lesson.’ She rocks forward in her seat. ‘And she’s been visiting the medical centre more than she normally would. She was upset yesterday afternoon when I wouldn’t put her off swimming.’ She feels a tremor begin in her thighs and she crosses her legs to smother it. ‘She is okay, isn’t she? She hasn’t hurt herself or anything? Please tell me she hasn’t?’ 


Owen understands where her thoughts are headed. ‘No, no.’ He shakes his head. ‘She’s not hurt herself. That’s not why you’re here.’


Anna lets out a sigh of relief. ‘Thank God! I was beginning to really worry.’ She’s spent her whole career caring for children and it would be her worst nightmare if anything were to happen to one of them. ‘Thank God,’ she repeats, shaking her head against the horror of it.


‘So she visited the medical centre when you were on duty yesterday?’


‘Yes.’


‘Did you write an account of her visit?’


‘I did. As I do with every child who steps through the door.’


He pushes his laptop across the desk towards her. ‘Could you show me the entry, please?’


She logs herself onto the system and quickly accesses the medical files, an area closed to all staff members apart from the four registered nurses. She clicks on Victoria’s file and then on the last entry: 24-09-19, 14.35. She turns the screen round so that Owen is able to see it. ‘There’s nothing confidential in this entry,’ she says. 


He reads aloud: ‘Victoria wanted to be excused from swimming. I asked her why and she said, “Because I can’t be arsed.” I explained that this wasn’t a valid reason, that she was timetabled for swimming club and that with a positive attitude she might even enjoy it. She then told me it irritated her eczema. (She has never been diagnosed with eczema.) I asked her if she wanted to show me her skin but she told me it was none of my business. I suggested she speak with Mr Groom re swimming, as she had in fact signed up for the club. She told me she didn’t like him. I asked her if she wanted me to speak to him and she said no. I then asked her if there was anything else I could help her with and she said, “There’s no point. You’re as much use as a chocolate fireguard.” She left the surgery. I will catch up with her at supper to make sure she’s in a better frame of mind. Anna Pierce.’ He glances up from the screen. ‘Did you catch up with her at supper?’


‘I saw her but didn’t speak to her. She was sitting with Pippa, Hester and Isobel.’ 


Tori barely ate anything at supper. The email from her dad was burning a hole in her pocket. She glanced around the room, her eyes searching for Sister Pierce, but she couldn’t see her. And there was no one else for her to talk to. The girls were making it obvious they didn’t want her around. ‘You need to stop stealing,’ Isobel told her. ‘How many chances do we have to give you?’


‘I didn’t steal your make-up, Hester,’ she said.


The three girls looked at one another, eyes rolling, faces hardening.


‘And she didn’t visit you again later that evening?’


‘Not exactly.’ Anna explained she was busy after supper because the mother of one of the junior girls had come to her for advice. Her daughter was off sick but she had bundled her into the car when she came to pick up her son. A day child, so strictly speaking not Anna’s responsibility, but she had a raging fever and the beginnings of a rash. Anna took one look at her and immediately called an ambulance. ‘While I was on the phone, Tori was in the waiting room but she could see I was busy. We didn’t speak.’


Owen sits back in his seat and gives an audible sigh. ‘Anna, there’s no easy way to say this.’ He clears his throat, clearly reluctant to voice the words. ‘Victoria has accused you of assault.’ 




Chapter Two


Anna’s mouth falls open; the blood drains from her cheeks. 


‘She told me that she came to see you yesterday evening, sometime after supper,’ Owen continues. ‘And that’s when you hit her.’ 


Anna shivers. ‘I – I didn’t!’ Her eyes are filling now. She blinks away the tears, embarrassed and confused. ‘I don’t …’ White noise echoes inside her skull; her whole body is quaking, shaking. She stares down at her feet, tapping on the wooden floor as if being directed by a crazed puppeteer. ‘I …’ She crosses and re-crosses her legs, uses her hands to press down hard on her thighs. ‘I – I didn’t.’ 


‘I’m sorry, Anna.’ His expression is sympathetic. ‘I can see this has come as a shock to you.’


Anna suppresses the urge to shout out – A shock? A shock? You think? She gets quickly to her feet and walks across to the window, clutches the sill with both hands. S2 boys push and shove their way out of the door directly below her and run across the gravel to reach the newly mown grass, the crunch of their boots sending gravel sparks up from their heels. Her eyes follow them as they race towards the regiment of beech trees that underline the school’s perimeter. And then they begin to throw rugby balls backward and forward between pairs.


Although her eyes are watching, she doesn’t see them. Her attention is taken up with the battle inside her. She is trembling, her teeth chatter, her limbs pulse. An electrical live-wire courses through her from the crown of her head to the soles of her feet. She wants to run, out of the room, through the woods, back to her house, seek the warmth of the familiar, the comfort of home, because an accusation like this is serious. Colleagues have lost their jobs for less.


Breathe.


Just breathe.


She turns back to Owen. ‘What did she say exactly?’


He holds her eyes. ‘She said that you were angry with her and that you raised your hand—’


‘I was angry?’ She’s frowning. She blinks several times. ‘About what? When am I ever angry?’ 


‘I asked her what had made you angry but she wouldn’t tell me.’ 


‘That’s because it’s a bare-faced lie!’


‘I understand your frustration, Anna.’ He sighs. ‘But as you know, we have to take all allegations of assault seriously.’ 


Owen is not only the head teacher but also the safeguarding lead and while he is legally required to remain impartial, his eyes are kind and it allows Anna to relax. Just a little. ‘Have you informed …’ She falters. 


‘I have informed social services,’ he confirms.


‘What will …?’


‘The allegation will most likely be handed over to the police.’


‘Will I be charged?’ she asks, her voice barely audible.


‘I don’t know.’


‘And in the meantime?’ A rising panic empties into her throat. Panic tinged with hysteria because God knows she’s done everything she can for this girl. Everything. And to say that she hit her? ‘I’ve never hit a child,’ she tells Owen. ‘I’ve never slapped a child. Or pushed a child. I’ve barely even shouted at a child, and that includes my own. Even Noah, who was very naughty at times and would climb on everything, raid the fridge, went through a phase of hiding his grandad’s glasses. He thought it was funny. And sometimes—’ She stops, stares up at the ceiling: at the chandelier that was gifted by parents after their four children achieved better grades than they thought they would, spent their years at Bishopglen happy and loved. Yes, loved. Because it would be impossible in a job like hers not to grow fond of children, not to go the extra mile, not to support them through the ups and downs of their child and teenage years and be proud when they left the school confident in themselves and their abilities. ‘More than twenty years,’ Anna says. ‘And to my knowledge not one complaint has been raised against me.’ Owen affirms this with a nod of his head. ‘And Tori?’ She frowns, disbelieving. ‘How? Why?’


‘I really don’t know, Anna.’ 


They both leave unsaid the fact that Victoria Carmichael has been in trouble on and off since she arrived at the school. She is on a full scholarship, and while she is academically gifted, she has struggled socially, despite all the supportive measures that have been put in place.


‘Fuck.’ Anna swears under her breath. ‘I should have seen something like this coming. And I should have spoken up at the meeting this morning.’ 


‘It wouldn’t have changed anything.’


‘I know but …’ She shakes her head against her own stupidity. ‘I’ve been barking up the wrong tree. She’s been really down this term and I was worried that she might begin self-harming. I spoke to Sadie about it last week.’ Sadie Taymere is the senior girls’ housemistress and six evenings a week she chivvies them into bed. ‘I thought Tori was more likely to harm herself than lash out at anyone else.’ Anna swallows the lump in her throat. ‘Lash out against me.’


‘Did you write an account of your conversation with Sadie?’


‘Yes.’ Anna knows the importance of a paper trail: If it’s not written down then it didn’t happen. She has this notice pinned up inside the surgery cupboard, an unequivocal reminder to all the nursing staff. ‘Sadie felt that Tori was quieter than normal, more likely to take refuge in her room than spend time in the common room. But there was nothing she could put her finger on.’


‘Could we make a guess as to what might be worrying her?’


‘Her parents’ divorce is one of the most acrimonious I’ve come across and Tori is stuck in the middle. She hasn’t seen her dad for a while now.’ Anna pauses to remember a recent mentor’s meeting with Tori. 


‘My dad’s related to the royal family,’ Tori said to Anna. ‘You wouldn’t think it. Although the royal family are really messed up so maybe you would think it. That’s why I’m called Victoria. I mean, we’re several cousins removed and not rich or anything.’ She stopped to take a breath. ‘I just wish he would come and see me when he says he will.’ She stared up at the ceiling, blinking back tears. ‘He’s living with another woman now.’ She bit her lip. ‘And she has a daughter.’ 


Anna leaned forward to hold Tori’s hands. ‘Your dad loves you, Tori. I’m sure of that.’ Tori’s eyes met hers, wanting to believe. ‘How about you send him a letter or an email explaining how you feel?’


‘Maybe,’ she said, unconvinced.


‘We can work on it together if you like,’ Anna said. 


Anna knows how this marriage breakdown story goes: it begins with arguments, recriminations and disappointments. Then the father leaves the mother and daughter to set up home elsewhere. The weekend visits lapse because it takes willingness and effort to keep them going. The dad meets a woman. He moves in with the woman. The woman has a daughter the same age. The man’s own daughter, his flesh and blood, is replaced. 


Tori’s vulnerabilities had once been Anna’s and she hasn’t had to work hard to imagine Tori’s home life. She guesses that’s why Tori chose her as a mentor. Although Anna had never told Tori about her own upbringing, in Anna’s experience, recognising someone who ‘gets’ you is an instinctive pull. 


Owen is talking and Anna tries to focus on what he’s saying. She hears him tell her that he has sent Tori home and that Anna will also need to stay at home until the police have reported back to him. He wants her to know that she has his support, that there is no presumption of guilt, but that the system, for obvious reasons, must believe the child. He will speak to the other nurses and ensure that in her absence the medical centre is run to the same high standards. ‘Rest assured that this matter is confidential. I won’t be referring to it in staff briefings. You will be taking a leave of absence for reasons that need not be disclosed.’


But Tori, Anna thinks. Will she tell the other girls? If so, it will be round the senior girls, the whole school, in no time. Isobel will be one of the first to hear about it. How will she cope with her mum off work because she is under investigation for child abuse?


‘I suggest you collect your things,’ Owen says quietly. 


‘I can’t finish my shift?’ she asks. ‘One of the boys hurt himself earlier today and is on his way to hospital. I’d like to follow through on his care.’


‘Geraldine is also on duty, isn’t she?’ Owen says. 


Anna nods. ‘Yes, but—’


‘I’ll speak to her,’ Owen says. ‘Please don’t worry about the medical centre. I will make it my business to keep a close eye.’


‘It’s my department, Owen,’ she says. ‘Mine. It doesn’t run itself. Geraldine is counting down the days to her retirement; Ali and Sheila have young families. It’s not fair to load responsibility onto their shoulders.’


‘If necessary I’ll contact a nursing agency.’ He stands up. ‘But let’s not get ahead of ourselves. This could all be wrapped up in double-quick time. When Victoria has a moment to reflect …?’ He raises both hands, palms upwards. ‘Who knows?’ He walks Anna to the door. ‘You know how much I respect you, Anna,’ he says, his eyes catching hers. She sees focus and strength and something else – a look that speaks of their friendship. Twenty years of knowing each other, thousands of days and a wealth of experience to draw upon. ‘Hang on in there.’ 




Chapter Three


Her legs don’t belong to her. Her feet move automatically but awkwardly as if there is resistance from the stair carpet, the wooden floorboards in the main hall, the tarmacked road outside. Her feet keep moving and her body stays upright as she retraces her steps back to the medical centre. She smiles distractedly at the wriggly, giggly line of pre-preppers who are leaving for the day. One of the mothers stops Anna with a hand to her elbow. ‘Sister Pierce! Phoebe was telling me that you did a teeth-cleaning session with them yesterday. She was very quick to correct me last night when we didn’t clean them well enough.’


‘That’s great.’ Anna stares down at Phoebe, who is jumping from one foot to the other, a lolly wedged in the corner of her mouth.


‘It’s sugar-free,’ her mother blurts out quickly, sensing Anna’s thoughts.


Sensing them wrongly, as it happens, because Anna isn’t thinking anything of the sort. Her mind is frozen in a loop of disbelief. What the hell has just taken place? Could she really have been suspended for suspected child abuse? Really? Really?


She continues walking, keeping her head down as she listens to her mind race: What has Tori said? What flight of twisted imagination has taken possession of her? Will she be believed? Could Anna lose her job over this? 


Thankfully there are no children in the waiting area. She almost pushes open the door to the office but at the last second she hears Geraldine on the phone. ‘Yes, Mr Wiseman.’ A pause. A sigh. Another sigh. And then a reluctant admission. ‘I think I’ll be able to cover that shift.’


Anna moves away from the office and into the surgery. She needs time out, to close her eyes for a minute, and hope that when she opens them again this will all have been a dream. She goes to collapse onto the examination couch but sees it’s already taken – Lynn has her feet up, backrest raised, and is reading a magazine. 


‘There you are!’ She smiles. ‘I’m hanging around because I’m taking Lois for a dental appointment but she’s not ready yet and I’m damned if I’m going to wait outside the classroom for Madame Courtois to tell me that she’s not working hard enough at her French.’ She tosses the magazine to one side. ‘My other option was to wait in the car but Julia Raeburn was heading my way and she had that look on her face. I expect she’s canvassing for a teacher to be fired or caviar for the children’s supper.’ Her eyes narrow as she focuses on Anna. ‘Are you okay?’ Her expression softens. ‘You’re very pale.’ 


Anna is unable to reply. She stands, mute and vulnerable, her chin dropping towards her chest.


Lynn jumps up and leads Anna by the shoulders. ‘Easy does it,’ she says. ‘Lie back on the couch.’ 


John always describes Lynn as a law unto herself but as Anna closes her eyes she knows that there is no one else she’d rather have bumped into. Like Anna, she has dual roles in the school, both as a parent and an employee, part-time in her case. She’s fearless, funny and entirely focused when she needs to be. She’s Anna’s closest colleague and best friend.


‘Take this.’ She passes Anna a glass of water. ‘Sip it slowly. It might make you feel better.’


Anna drinks tentatively, feels the dizzy sickness in her head begin to clear and is close to confiding in Lynn when there’s a knock on the door. 


Geraldine’s head appears. ‘Mr Wiseman’s just been on the phone.’ She sighs. ‘Now I have to go and see him.’ She glances at Anna and then away again as if she doesn’t like what she sees. ‘He tells me you’re going home.’ She sniffs. ‘I’ll take the walkie-talkie with me in case you leave before I get back.’ She pulls her head away. ‘I hope it’s nothing serious,’ she adds, her concern a reluctant afterthought.


‘How that woman is a nurse,’ Lynn grinds out, ‘is a mystery to all of us. I have more compassion in my little finger than she has in her whole body.’


‘She’s been whittled away by the years,’ Anna says, before adding slowly, ‘And … she doesn’t know what’s going on with me.’


‘Has something happened?’ Lynn asks. Her tone is gentle and Anna’s eyes fill for the second time. ‘Is it Noah? Isobel? John?’


‘No.’ Anna reaches for a box of tissues, grabs a handful and holds them against her eyes, pressing hard enough to break up the darkness with starry lights and flashes of colour.


‘Are you ill, sweetheart?’ Lynn strokes her hair. ‘Are you able to talk about it?’


Anna removes the tissues from in front of her face and stares at her friend. ‘I’ve been accused of hitting a child,’ she says flatly. ‘I’ve been suspended pending an investigation.’


The look on Lynn’s face is one that Anna recognises from her own reaction – disbelief, confusion and anger all rolled into one. ‘What the fuck?’


‘I didn’t do it.’ 


‘Of course you didn’t do it! That goes without saying! Literally, Anna. Li-ter-ally,’ she enunciates, then blinks rapidly before adding, ‘What child?’ 


‘Tori Carmichael.’


Lynn’s jaw drops open. ‘The little bitch! Is there anyone in this school who doesn’t know how much she lies? How can they be taking anything she says seriously?’


‘Because they have to.’ Anna sighs. 


‘Who spoke to you?’


‘Owen.’


‘Well, he’s not living up to his name, is he?’ She folds her arms. ‘There’s nothing wise about suspending you.’


Anna gives a weak smile. ‘Child safeguarding comes first, Lynn, you know that.’ She swings her legs off the bed. ‘I have to leave the premises.’


‘You live here!’


‘I’m allowed on the grounds, just as long as I stay away from the school buildings and the boarding areas.’


‘This is ludicrous! You’re the last person who should be accused of something like this.’


Anna laughs. It’s short and mirthless. 


‘Anna? Really!’ Lynn shakes her shoulders. ‘Don’t let this get to you. You’ve done nothing wrong.’


‘I know.’ She nods. ‘I know that but … Her accusation has been reported to social services, and if the police aren’t already involved, they will be soon. And then …’ She bites her lip. ‘For people who don’t know her, she’s very convincing.’


‘Okay,’ Lynn acknowledges. ‘I get that. But the police aren’t idiots. They’ll question girls like her all the time. What’s the story she’s telling? Can you easily dispute it?’


‘I’m not sure. I saw her at about half past two yesterday. She wanted to get off swimming, without good reason. I said no and she was rude to me. She flounced off in a bit of a mood but that’s nothing new. She told Owen that she came to see me again after supper and that was when I hit her.’


‘And did she come again?’ 


‘She did. But I was busy calling an ambulance and she left before I was free,’ Anna says. ‘And I regret not mentioning her at the pastoral care meeting this morning but …’


‘I said enough for both of us.’


Anna shrugs. ‘I should have said something … We all know what she’s like – up and down, sometimes moody, sometimes biddable. I spoke to Sadie last week and she said she was quieter than normal but …’ She sighs. Anna knows it’s childish but she feels hurt by Tori’s accusation. Anna’s guidance teacher at school was her go-to person in the same way Anna has been for Tori. Anna would never have done anything to hurt her. ‘I don’t know why she would do this to me,’ Anna says.


‘Teenage girls are all fear and spite,’ Lynn replies. ‘They can’t help but be bitchy madams, and I know it must feel personal—’


‘That’s because it is personal.’


‘She wants to hurt someone and she’s chosen you in the same way that most teenagers hurt their own parents,’ Lynn suggests. She throws out her arms. ‘I expect it’s because she’s jealous.’


‘Why would she be jealous?’


‘Because you have it all! Noah and Isobel are great kids. You and John are great parents. Your home life could make someone like Tori very envious.’


Tori had been at Bishopglen less than two months when she joined the newsletter committee and Isobel invited her home. They sat upstairs in her bedroom going through drawings from the Junior School Design-a-Christmas-Card competition. Tori chose three and put them forward, explaining why she thought they were the best.


‘No offence, Tori,’ Pippa said. ‘But you’re still fairly new to the school.’ She whipped one of the drawings out of her hand. ‘We can’t choose Lois’s drawing. She’s my sister. It’ll look like nepotism.’


‘And that boy won a competition last year,’ Isobel said, taking another drawing out of her hand. ‘We try not to pick the same children all the time.’


‘Not this one either,’ Hester Wiseman said. She smiled as she took the final drawing from her hand. ‘Sorry.’ 


‘Why not?’ Tori asked.


‘Because … well. This bit here.’ She pointed to the middle of the drawing where one of the donkey’s ears was pointing upwards. ‘It looks like a cock.’


Hilarious.


Not.


Tori left them to their laughter and went to the loo. Then she went downstairs. The washing machine was hammering away in the utility room so they didn’t hear her come into the kitchen. Mr Pierce was sitting at the table marking papers. Sister Pierce was on the floor surrounded by photos. Tori sat on the chair in the recess beside the Aga and watched them. She knew she was behaving in a creepy way but she couldn’t help herself. The scene held her attention, grabbing her focus like a powerful magnet. Peace and harmony, homeliness and comfort – Tori couldn’t remember ever witnessing this level of accord between her own parents. It made her chest ache.


A couple of minutes went by before Sister Pierce spotted her. ‘Tori!’ She jumped. ‘I didn’t see you there!’ 


Mr Pierce looked up and smiled. ‘Fed up with the girls’ chat?’


‘Sorry. I didn’t want to interrupt you.’


‘I don’t know why I’m bothering with this.’ Sister Pierce stood up, stretched out her knees. ‘I make albums for Noah and Isobel but everything’s online now, isn’t it?’ She opened the cupboard, brought flour and sugar out on the work surface. ‘Fancy helping me make some scones?’


Tori smiled. ‘I’d love to,’ she said. 


I should be her daughter, not Isobel, she thought.


How would Anna describe her family life? Definitely not perfect. They have their arguments and they’re perennially hard up. But then Lynn has a point: to someone like Tori, their lives are blessed. 


‘Shall I see whether I can get anything out of Lois?’ Lynn says. ‘She loves spying on Pippa so she usually knows what the senior girls are up to.’


‘Let’s just keep it between the two of us for now,’ Anna replies. ‘With any luck Tori will come to her senses and the nightmare will be over before it really begins.’


‘Okay.’ Lynn nods. ‘I won’t tell a soul. Well, only Matt.’ She hugs Anna tight. ‘Courage, mon brave. You’ll get through this.’


Lynn leaves to take Lois to the dentist and Anna hangs back to make sure the medical centre is left tidy. She goes through each of the rooms, checking the cupboards that should be locked are locked. She stacks the resuscitation models, still on the floor from her first-aid lesson that morning, neatly in the corner of the teaching room. Boys’ and girls’ sick bays lie at either end of the building and both are empty. (Give it another couple of weeks and that will change.) In the circular waiting area close to the front door, she plumps up the cushions and tidies the information section, where health promotion leaflets are spread across the table.


She leaves before Geraldine returns, making sure one of the walkie-talkies is in its cradle should a child be looking for attention. Owen didn’t tell her that she should hand in her keys. So she doesn’t. She slips them into her uniform pocket and heads home.




Chapter Four


It was in the 1920s that the monastery became a boarding school and every decade since, buildings have been added on: classroom blocks and staff houses, a fully equipped gym and swimming pool, a state-of-the-art science centre with a telescope and a charging point for electric cars. And, most recently, a recording studio has been grafted onto the refurbished music block.


There are almost thirty staff flats and houses spread across the extensive grounds, most of them in clusters. Not all members of staff are given accommodation; Anna is one of the lucky ones, and she lives with her family in the middle cottage of a row of three. The deputy Peter Williams and his young family are on one side. Geraldine and her husband, who is head of maintenance, are on the other.


During the cold, dark months Anna drives up the hill to work but in the fine weather she takes a short cut through the woods at the rear of the school. It’s a five-minute walk along a man-made track that’s narrow and twisty but well enough trodden for it to be easy to follow. As she walks she stares down at the earth to avoid tripping over knotted tree roots or fallen branches. A blessing, because focusing on her feet makes it easier not to think too much.


When she arrives home her husband John is in the kitchen making tea. She stands in the shadow of the doorway and watches him, reassured by the normality. He is listening to a quiz on Radio 4, shouting out the answers and then laughing when he gets them wrong. He’s a noisy, messy cook. Steam rises from two pots, the frying pan spits and crackles. Finally she steps into the room and he catches the movement from the corner of his eye, swivels round to greet her.


‘I thought you were working another double shift?’ He doesn’t wait for an answer but leans in for a kiss, which she returns, and then she links her hands around his waist, seeking the comfort of a long-lasting hug. ‘You all right?’


‘No, I’m not.’ She rushes to unburden herself. ‘I’ve had a shit day, John. The shittiest of shitty days.’ Tears gather again. ‘Unbelievable, in fact.’


‘What happened?’ John’s expression is immediately concerned. ‘Tell me.’


‘I was called into—’ She hears something drop onto the floor upstairs and jerks her head back to listen. ‘Who’s home? Is it Noah?’


‘Isobel,’ John says, pulling her close again. ‘She’s lost a textbook and is having one of her mini-crises.’


Anna hadn’t expected this. Isobel is the head of S5, a full boarder with responsibility for the younger girls in her house. She rarely comes home during the week. 


‘So what happened?’ John strokes her back. 


‘It can wait.’ She forces a smile. 


There’s a particularly loud spit from the frying pan. John crosses the floor and tosses the contents up into the air with a cheffy confidence. ‘I can delay tea.’ He glances back at her. ‘We could go for a walk?’


‘It’s okay.’ She lifts a dishtowel off the back of a chair. ‘It can wait.’


‘You’re sure?’


She nods.


‘And Noah’s on his way back,’ John says. ‘He’ll be here in time for tea.’


‘What? He’s only been gone two weeks!’


‘Probably wants you to do his washing.’ 


‘I expect you’re right.’ God knows she loves her kids but she needs to get John on his own if she’s to tell him about today. Anna doesn’t want Noah and Isobel to know, not yet, not until she’s got over the shock herself and she can tell them without crying. But now she’ll have to sit through a family meal pretending all is well.


John uses a fork to stab a nugget of chicken. ‘Taste this.’ He holds it out to her. ‘I used the spice mix Lynn recommended.’


Anna takes the fork in her hand and blows on the meat before she bites into it, tearing the chicken piece in half and passing the other half back to her husband. ‘It’s good,’ she says.


‘Better or worse than the usual recipe?’


‘Better.’


There’s a clattering down the stairs and Isobel flounces into the kitchen, her steps heavy with significance. ‘RIP my future career.’ She throws herself down on the comfy chair beside the Aga. ‘I’ve lost my physics textbook. It’ll send Mr Frank into a rage. He’ll never give me another one and we’re not allowed to share.’


‘Did you write your name inside?’ Anna asks.


‘Of course.’ She widens her eyes, her eyelashes extra long and black with mascara. ‘And I wrote it on the spine too.’


‘There’s probably one in the school library,’ her dad tells her. ‘You could borrow that until your own one turns up.’


‘Mum, can you look in the library for me tomorrow?’ Her tone is pleading. ‘At morning break we have to make a decision on the layout for the newsletter. Then straight after lunch I need to start my biology project or else I’ll never get it all done.’


‘Don’t be encouraging your mum to do your dirty work.’ John takes the dishtowel that Anna has folded into a tight, compact square and flicks it in Isobel’s direction. ‘You staying for tea?’


‘Mum?’


‘I’ll help you look for it.’ She’s wearing more make-up than she normally does, Anna notices. Sixteen going on seventeen and with all the relationship ups and downs ahead of her. ‘It might be under all the clutter in the front porch.’


‘But if we don’t find it?’ she whines.


‘You staying for tea or not?’ her dad repeats.


‘Is it chicken?’


‘It’s my improved sweet and sour chicken, green beans and sticky rice,’ he says with another flourish of the towel.


‘Have you put pineapple in the sauce?’


‘I have.’


‘Why?’ She makes a face. ‘You know I hate pineapple! God!’ She throws her head back. ‘Why is everything going wrong?’


Anna turns away, hiding a sigh. She’s not sure she can take this level of drama. Not now. Not this evening. In school, Isobel is mature and helpful but sometimes when she’s home she becomes a moany, woe-is-me teenager, and the last few months she’s been even more emotional than normal. 


‘You can pick the pineapple chunks out of yours,’ John tells her.


‘I’ll still be able to taste it! The juice leaks out into the sauce!’


‘I’m going to have a quick shower,’ Anna says, leaving the cajoling to John. ‘I won’t be long.’


She climbs the stairs, checking her mobile before she undresses because Tori might have already withdrawn her accusation and then there’ll be no need to tell John. The first thing she sees is a message from the junior boys’ houseparent telling her that Angus Rutherford has had his head stitched and has called his mum, who sends her thanks for caring for him. There are no messages from Owen. And no missed calls. And when she logs onto her school emails, she finds half a dozen routine messages from parents but nothing from Owen. 


By the time she gets downstairs again Noah has arrived and is sitting at the table, beer in hand. ‘I didn’t expect to see you today, love.’ She kisses the top of his head. ‘You doing okay?’


‘Fine, yeah.’ Green eyes smile up at her. ‘It’s just a flying visit. Ed was coming home for the night so I thought I might as well cadge a lift.’


‘Ed Wiseman?’ Isobel asks. Noah doesn’t reply. ‘I’ll take that as a yes.’


The cat is on her knee, turning circles before he settles himself. ‘Don’t let Monty’s claws pull at the threads in your skirt,’ Anna says to her, her hand resting on Noah’s shoulder.


Isobel chooses not to hear. ‘Pippa’s got a thing for Wiseman.’ She wrestles her mobile out of her skirt pocket, twisting her body sideways, at pains not to disturb the cat. ‘I’ll tell her he’s back.’


Anna walks across to her daughter, lifts Monty off her knee – ‘He wasn’t pulling at my skirt!’ – and plonks him down next to the cat flap. He sits in front of it contemplating his next move and Anna joins Noah at the table. ‘So tell us all about uni,’ she says, determinedly bright. ‘Did you have try-outs for the rugby team?’


Noah starts talking and, although Tori’s accusation is a solid weight on Anna’s chest, she’s able to enjoy moments of forgetting as he brings them up to date with everything that’s been happening. The main event is that he’s in the first team for rugby. He scored a try in his first match but, before that, he had his initiation ceremony, which involved increasingly embarrassing dares punctuated with copious amounts of alcohol, a black bin bag taped around his neck so that, ‘I could have a tactical chunder into the bag.’


‘You put your fingers down your throat?’ Isobel asks, eyes wide.


‘My stomach was so full of lager it didn’t take much to make me sick.’


‘Yuck!’ She recoils. ‘You’re disgusting!’


Anna doesn’t comment. She has a repertoire of what Isobel and Noah refer to as her ‘voice of doom’ tales and they are familiar with all of them. They include young people who have choked and died on their own vomit, been permanently paralysed from diving into water that was too shallow, and getting HIV the first time they have unprotected sex. Each of the stories is not only true but also unexaggerated. 


‘Not like it was in our day, Anna, eh?’ John says. ‘We were too skint to buy booze.’


Anna never had a ‘day’ at university. She met John when she was training to be a nurse and he was a second-year chemistry student. ‘No credit cards. No overdrafts,’ Anna affirms. ‘Cornflakes for tea more often than not.’


John smiles across at her and she feels her heart skip. Still, after all these years. That’s something, isn’t it? Not to be scoffed at, not to be squandered. She’s about to reach for his hand, just to feel the warmth of his skin, make contact with the man who is both lover and friend, husband and co-parent, when Isobel speaks. 


‘Changing the subject,’ she says, tipping the remains of her meal into the bin – chunks of pineapple and pieces of chicken that didn’t pass her scrutiny – ‘I was asked to show a family round today. They seemed really nice. I think they’ll sign up.’ She helps herself to a yoghurt from the fridge. ‘When I was taking them through the main hall, I saw you coming out of Mr Wiseman’s office, Mum.’ 


Anna hadn’t noticed her daughter but then she was too shocked to notice anything very much, and now she feels anxiety descend like a fog.


‘You looked a bit upset,’ Isobel says. She screws up her nose. ‘Like you’d been crying.’


All three pairs of eyes are suddenly focused on Anna. ‘He wanted to speak to me about one of the children,’ she says, a slight tremor in her voice.


‘Called to the headmaster’s office?’ John says. ‘That’s unusual, isn’t it?’


His sideways glance has bite to it and Anna flinches. Has he forgotten what she’d said about having a bad day? Can’t he put two and two together? Work out that whatever happened in Owen’s office is the reason she’s upset? 


John doesn’t like Owen but that’s old news. Years ago he described him as an arrogant twat and he persists in saying he hasn’t had any reason to change his opinion despite the fact that Owen was key in the decision-making that promoted Anna to senior nurse, gave her a significant wage rise, and offered their whole family rent-free accommodation, not to mention the reduced school fees. 


‘So what did he want, Mum?’ Isobel says.


The chicken turns in Anna’s stomach and when she swallows, the acid taste of vomit burns her throat. Suddenly her reticence feels misplaced. Far worse for Isobel to hear about it from one of her school friends, or Ed Wiseman to get hold of the news and break it to Noah when they’re driving back to university.


She takes a drink of water and looks at her family. ‘I won’t be going into work tomorrow. I’ve been accused of hitting a child and will need to stay at home pending an investigation.’


Silence. 


Anna doesn’t breathe as she waits for one of them to react.


Isobel breaks the silence with a shrill, prolonged laugh. ‘What the hell, Mum? That’s not even funny! It happens to people, you know. There was that gap student in Edinburgh who was accused of punching one of the sixth-form boys.’ She takes a spoonful of yoghurt and keeps talking through the gloop in her mouth. ‘Turned out he hadn’t done it. The boy just didn’t like him. He still lost his job, though.’


John is completely still, staring at Anna. Just staring.


‘Mum?’ Noah says, trying to read her expression. ‘You are joking, aren’t you?’


‘I’m not joking,’ she says flatly. ‘I have been accused of hitting a child.’


Isobel’s mouth falls open. John slumps back in his seat. Noah is frowning as if he’s trying to decipher what the words mean because they are strung together in an order that makes no sense when they are applied to his mum. Three or four seconds tick by. They are no ordinary seconds. They lengthen and expand, enough time for the air to saturate with tension. Anna digs her fingernails into the palm of her hand. The wait is excruciating. It reminds her of the time her dad told her he was leaving her mum, his words weighing as heavy as the barrel of a loaded gun.


It’s Noah who speaks first. ‘Who accused you?’ His head is moving from side to side with tiny, disbelieving shakes. ‘Why? Why would they say that? Why are they lying?’


‘I don’t know.’ Anna takes a hurried breath and reaches for her daughter’s hand. ‘Isobel, don’t worry about school. As far as the staff are concerned I’m on leave for an undisclosed reason.’


‘What year are they in? Is it my year? Is it a girl or a boy?’ She wrenches her hand away from Anna’s. ‘Oh my God! Does everyone know?’ she shrieks. ‘What’s going to happen? Will you have to leave the school? Will I have to leave the school?’ She runs out of breath and then she starts crying, loud, gulping tears. John reaches across to hold her and she falls against his shoulder, wailing into his shirt.


Anna stands up, pushing back her chair so roughly that it crashes to the ground behind her. There’s a loud meow from Monty before he finally makes up his mind to bolt through the cat flap. Anna leaves the room and Noah follows her. 


‘Mum!’ She’s almost in her bedroom when he catches up with her. ‘Mum! Wait!’ He puts his arms around her. ‘You must be really upset. I’m so sorry.’ He’s rubbing her back. ‘Who is this kid? What are you supposed to have done?’
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