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  Catherine Hope, thirty-nine, sane, and usually too responsible for her own good, lurked in the dense bushes outside Wolsey School for Girls and waited. The school, though in a

  tough area of north-east London, harked back to more glorious days and was in several acres of parkland which, fortunately for Catherine, offered her plenty of cover.




  This must be what it felt like to be a paparazzi, or, to be pedantic (another of Catherine’s faults, her husband said), a paparazzo. And certainly a paparazzo wouldn’t have felt

  disappointed at the range of burgeoning female adolescence streaming out of Wolsey’s gates.




  It may have been the middle of winter, with Christmas only weeks away, but the Wolsey Look consisted of a tiny microskirt barely visible beneath a brown school blazer (surely they ought to be

  wearing winter coats, but what mother these days, grateful that they wore uniform at all, would push her luck on this one), an oversized cardigan, thick brown tights and thumping great shoes.




  The only sign of the academic potential that had parents moving here from miles around just in the hope of getting their daughters into the school, was the backpack each girl carried, bulging

  with two hours of homework, fodder for several bitter parental arguments about whether it should be tackled before going on Facebook.




  Catherine knew she shouldn’t be here – she certainly oughtn’t to be in the bushes – but safely back marking worksheets at the school where she taught, only two

  miles away geographically but several continents in terms of privilege. Her daughter Rachel would kill her if she found out she was here. But really it was Rachel’s fault. Six months before A

  levels, with a university place in the bag provided she got the grades, Rachel had turned into the Daughter from Hell, refusing to do her homework, disappearing without trace at the first

  opportunity, and dressing in clothes that frankly made Miley Cyrus look subtle. Worst of all was the way she treated her mother – with the kind of contempt normally reserved for traffic

  wardens and paedophiles.




  Catherine had had enough. Confrontation had failed. Reason had been laughed at. All that remained was low cunning.




  The pavement was crowded now, mostly with well-heeled mothers who clearly didn’t need to work and the occasional keen father. As usual, the air was thick with parental paranoia that

  someone else’s child might be scrabbling up life’s ladder faster than their own.




  ‘Miranda’s been offered a place at Jesus, Oxford,’ boasted one mother.




  ‘Eleanor turned them down,’ countered the other. ‘Manchester’s the only place they teach archaeology properly, she says. Where’s Miranda going for her gap

  year?’




  Before Catherine discovered the answer to this burning question she made the mistake of leaning forward, thereby impaling herself on the intruder-repelling barbed wire hidden in the ivy. She

  yelped in pain and stumbled out of the bushes, into the astonished gaze of parents, pupils and, worst of all, Rachel’s best friend Stephanie.




  ‘Ah, Mrs Hope.’ Rachel’s form teacher bore down upon her out of the gloaming, apparently oblivious to the unorthodox method of Catherine’s arrival. ‘Just the person

  I wanted to speak to. How are Rachel’s teeth?’




  ‘Her teeth?’ As far as Catherine knew, Rachel’s teeth were one of the few aspects of Rachel that weren’t worrying. Her little brother Ricky was the one with the problem.

  Rachel’s teeth were pearly and perfect as a toothpaste ad.




  ‘Yes,’ the woman pressed on. ‘She left early for her orthodontistry appointment.’




  Catherine swore under her breath. Ricky had an orthodontist’s appointment this afternoon, certainly not Rachel. The little beast.




  ‘As a matter of fact,’ continued her teacher, ‘I’m a trifle worried about Rachel. Such a clever girl but I fear her mind isn’t on her work. No problems at home, are

  there?’ She leaned towards Catherine with all the enthusiasm of a sex therapist who suspects premature ejaculation.




  ‘No, none,’ Catherine said hastily, pushing from her mind the fight over the Bran Flakes that morning and the growing tension between herself and her husband Christopher. Tension

  entirely caused by Rachel. Someone ought to print badges. Teenagers Are Bad For Your Marriage. They’d be a sellout.




  ‘Good.’ The teacher smiled encouragingly. ‘Not long now. Mocks next month. Awful system, I know. Only tests the ones who’re good at exams, I always say. Still,

  Rachel’s always shone then, hasn’t she?’




  With a furtive pat of her leaf-tangled hair Catherine smiled at the other assembled parents. Maybe they hadn’t noticed that she’d been hiding in the bushes after all.




  ‘Excuse me, Mrs Hope.’ It was Stephanie, her daughter’s best friend. The girl’s tone was pious and helpful but her eyes glowed with the anticipation of recounting every

  glorious detail to Rachel as soon as it was humanly possible. ‘But did you know you had a big hole in the back of your skirt?’




  ‘Hi, Mum!’ Ricky rushed up the garden path to meet her, looking delighted with himself. He was almost eleven with floppy brown hair she loved to stroke even though

  he wouldn’t let her if anyone else was looking, a toothy grin and wire-rimmed specs.




  ‘Hello, darling. Where’s Gran?’ Catherine’s posh mother-in-law, Lavinia, had taken him to the orthodontist as a favour. Sometimes asking Lavinia for a favour wasn’t

  worth the price tag. ‘Did you get your brace fitted?’




  ‘She’s gone home. You said you’d be back hours ago. She was going to miss her bridge.’ Ricky opened his mouth to reveal a mouthful of wire known as train tracks.




  ‘Good God, Ricky! Why on earth are they red and white?’




  Ricky grinned. ‘Arsenal colours, der. I said I wouldn’t wear them otherwise.’




  ‘And what did Gran say to that?’ She could imagine her mother-in-law’s expression all too easily. ‘She said she supposed it was better than having the awful sticking-out

  teeth I’ve got at the moment.’




  That was pure Lavinia. Don’t bother reassuring when you can get in a dig instead. Catherine tried to remind herself that Lavinia’s generation were simply different. They believed in

  knocking children down in case they got a big head, not building them up as her generation did.




  Lavinia clearly found her daughter-in-law’s policy of telling her children at every opportunity that they were wonderful eccentric bordering on the harmful. ‘What happens when they

  grow up and the world doesn’t agree with you?’ Lavinia often asked.




  But by then, Catherine hoped, her children would have the confidence not to care what people thought anyway. The only trouble was that Rachel seemed to have rather too much confidence already.

  But then maybe Wallis Simpson’s famous saying applied to this area as well. You couldn’t be too thin, or too rich – or too confident, either.




  Behind her the front door banged and Catherine felt her stomach knit up. Why was it she could manage a class of tough ten-year-olds, including the ones who slipped in a few

  ‘Fuck-Off-Mis-sis-Hopes’ among the more usual ‘Good Mornings’, but not her own daughter? The trouble was that dealing with Rachel you needed the skills of a UN negotiator.

  Catherine would love to lock John Kerry and Vladimir Putin in a room with Rachel and see if they could get her to do her revision any better than Catherine could.




  ‘Hello, Rach, is that you?’ she called.




  She knew it was Rachel. No one else banged the door so hard the windows rattled. They listened to the thump of Rachel’s clumpy boots on the polished boards of the hall from the cosy safety

  of the basement kitchen. She sounded to Catherine like the Tyrannosaurus rex in Ricky’s CD of dinosaur effects. In fact Rachel had quite a lot in common with a teenage T-rex. No doubt they

  both ranged around looking for food, working their way through an entire week’s store of salt-and-vinegar crisps, Quavers, Mini Cheddars and any other high-cholesterol, low-nutrition snack

  they could find, then complained to their mothers that there was never anything nice to eat in the house.




  Finally Rachel appeared at the door, hair fanned out behind her from running, cheeks flushed, eyes glittering with righteous fury. Although Rachel hated to be reminded of it, she and her mother

  were startlingly similar. They both shared the same luxuriant long wavy hair, the colour of a polished conker, and deep brown eyes. ‘Mum . . .’ she paused dramatically, ‘how

  could you? How could you humiliate me in front of the entire school like that? Everyone’s laughing at me.’ She dropped her face into her hands in an epic gesture of tragedy.




  ‘Now look here, young lady.’ (Had she really said that? It sounded pure Lavinia.) ‘You’re the one who has the explaining to do. Telling your school you were at the

  orthodontist. Your teacher’s worried about you. We’re worried about you. Your work’s slipping. You’re not concentrating.’




  ‘Is it surprising when I have a mother who treats me as if I were ten, checking up on me all the time, always wanting to know where I’m going.’ She pulled herself up to her

  full height, which for several years now had been three inches taller than the already-tall Catherine, making it doubly hard for Catherine to squeeze out the smallest drop of respect.

  ‘Steph’s allowed to go wherever she wants. Her parents don’t lurk in bushes or hang round outside parties as if she were a child.’




  Catherine seethed. Nothing would give her more pleasure than being allowed to stay at home, curled up in bed or on the sofa, instead of stuck in a freezing car hanging on endlessly for Rachel to

  appear from some gruesome gathering the other side of London. Rachel’s friends always seemed to live in places beyond the reach of her satnav. It even meant Catherine had to limit herself to

  a single glass of wine, forgoing one of the few consolations of the parent whose child’s social life has long ago overtaken its own.




  ‘You do realize it’s only five months till your whole future’s settled?’




  ‘Six actually. Anyway, who cares about bloody A levels? They aren’t a real test of anything. Wolsey’s just a sausage factory that produces exam results, not interesting

  people.’




  Catherine, having heard this one before, had the good sense to keep her mouth shut.




  ‘A levels!’ Rachel shouted, getting into her stride. ‘That’s all you ever think about. You don’t care about ME, just my exam results! You wouldn’t care if I

  committed suicide under the pressure as long as I got my grades! Anyway, I can catch up at the weekend.’




  ‘No you can’t.’ Catherine waited for the nuclear explosion. ‘We’re going to your gran’s, remember?’




  ‘Oh my God, that’s all I need. A boring weekend at Gran’s with nothing to do except listen to her bang on about bridge and the vicar, with an odd disapproving remark about

  young people’s manners just for variety. Great.’




  Actually, her mother rather agreed, but Christopher had promised Lavinia they’d go and, as Catherine was frequently reminding them all, they had to sometimes do things as a family.




  ‘So that we all have a terrible time, you mean,’ Rachel was prone to comment at times like these, ‘instead of just one of us.’




  Catherine reminded herself of what the books on how to handle your teenager insisted: Remember Who’s The Adult Here.




  She was about to suggest in a quiet and adult way that Rachel could bloody well go to her bedroom if she was going to be so sodding difficult when Rachel picked up her school bag and stalked

  out.




  ‘I’m going to my room,’ she announced haughtily, thereby removing even that small sanction from her mother’s dwindling armoury.




  ‘Round one to Rach, I’d say, Mum,’ piped up Ricky.




  ‘You can watch it or you’ll be the next one to go to your bedroom.’




  ‘But, Mum,’ he pointed out helpfully, ‘I’m the one you’re always stopping from going to his bedroom because I get obsessed with playing video games,

  remember?’




  Catherine sank down at the seventies pine kitchen table and wondered if it was too early for a drink. How had children managed to change – in mere decades – from being seen and not

  heard to completely ruling the roost? It seemed so very unfair. Like the rest of her generation she’d grown up intimidated by the look in her parents’ eyes and now, at nearly forty, she

  was intimidated by the look in her children’s. When was it their turn to have the power?




  She went back to preparing family supper – another institution Catherine tried to cling to so that at least they all spent five minutes a day together. Of course it never worked because

  Rachel’s phone would always ring during supper, and if they told her to put it away till after, she sat in sullen silence refusing a single mouthful, carefully working the conversation round

  to anorexia and how it was clever girls with pushy parents who usually got it.




  By the time Christopher’s key turned in the lock the lasagne was almost ready and Catherine was on to her second glass of white wine. Wine, she mused, was her contemporaries’

  solution to the problem of bolshy children. After several glasses you stopped noticing.




  Christopher kissed her and eyed the bottle. ‘Two glasses? Does that mean it was a good day at school or a bad day at school?’




  Catherine almost confessed her débâcle in the bushes but decided not to. Christopher would probably be livid, take Rachel’s side, and Catherine’s pathetic shadow of

  authority would be at an even lower ebb. You were supposed to put on a united front and support each other in front of the children, as Ricky often reminded them, but Catherine and Christopher

  rarely managed this level of sainthood. Largely, she supposed, because they had such different attitudes about parenting. Catherine believed some limits had to be maintained – a minimal level

  of politeness instead of mere grunts, some visible floorspace in their bedrooms and an occasional attempt at personal hygiene. Christopher thought this overprotective and irrelevant; children ought

  to decide for themselves where the boundaries lay or how would they achieve independence? The result was that ever since Rachel had become a teenager Catherine quite often wanted to kill him.




  ‘I had a wonderful day.’ Catherine banged down her drink. ‘Year Seven have nits, the school was evacuated for a police stake-out, someone pinched the worksheets I spent all

  last night preparing. Oh – and Rachel bunked off school, telling them she was going to the orthodontist.’




  ‘Fairly average, then?’ Christopher reached out a hand to her strained face. ‘Where is she?’




  ‘Upstairs in her bedroom.’




  ‘I’ll go up.’




  Their comfortably scruffy, three-storey terraced house had been fine when the children were little, but in recent years, with one almost-eighteen-year-old and another energetic ten-year-old, it

  was almost bursting at the seams. The rooms, especially on the top floor, were what an estate agent would have described as compact. Even so, Rachel had made the most of hers. Along with the

  posters of boy bands and kittens, she had constructed a tent made of voile over her bed, giving it a harem-like quality unique in suburban north-east London. Rachel had toured thrift shops

  collecting old fabric and cheap bedspreads and cushions in jewel-like colours. The effect made her father think of stepping inside a kaleidoscope. He felt the usual burst of pride at Rachel’s

  talents. She was clever and artistic. But he also acknowledged, because he shared the same qualities, that she could be mulish and stubborn. When she dug her heels in Rachel could be a one-girl

  Resistance movement. Her mother, rational and reasonable herself, expected Rachel to respond to logic. But logic didn’t matter to Rachel. Rachel wanted passion and excitement, to start living

  and to hell with exams if they got in the way of Life: Christopher, although he had a sneaking sympathy, knew he must never admit this to his challenging daughter. The party line was clear. Exams

  were important. Life could come later.




  ‘Hello, noodle.’ He only used this pet name when they were alone together. ‘How’s things?’




  She looked up from her revision and smiled. ‘Fine. Except that Mum keeps nagging me about my work all the time. If I don’t get A grades I’ll feel like a criminal.’




  Christopher sat down on the harem bed. ‘She just thinks education will give you more choices, that’s all.’




  Rachel snapped shut her copy of Virginia Woolf’s To the Lighthouse. ‘I know. I’ve heard the story a hundred times. How her dad died and she couldn’t go to

  university even though she was clever enough, and how I shouldn’t waste my chances. I know all that, I really do. But I just wish she would get off my case. I’m nearly eighteen. Lots of

  girls are married with babies at my age. I just wish she’d stop treating me like a child.’




  Rachel, now out of her school uniform in favour of fake leopardskin shorts, thick black tights and a vast black jumper, certainly didn’t look like a child. It sometimes touched Christopher

  to the core how physically alike the two women in his life were. Ironic given the difference in their personalities, and perhaps hard for both of them for Rachel to be compared with her mother and

  for Catherine to see a youthful, glowing incarnation of herself, imbued with passion instead of caution.




  ‘So why, if everything’s fine, did you bunk off school?’




  Rachel tossed her long hair, neatly side-stepping the question. ‘I bet she didn’t tell you what she did today? She hid in the bushes outside the school like a Peeping Tom. The

  school-keeper said if she’d been a bloke he would have called the police.’




  ‘Rachel, don’t be ridiculous.’




  ‘I’m not. Go and ask her. And, Dad,’ Rachel decided to press home her advantage while her father was still suffering from shock, ‘can I go to Steph’s house when

  I’ve finished my revision?’ She was eager to hear more evidence of her mother’s war crime.




  ‘Fine.’ He realized too late that Catherine might not approve of this weekday concession.




  Downstairs Catherine was trying to prise Ricky away from YouTube to come to the supper table.




  ‘Cath,’ Christopher demanded, ‘is it true?’




  ‘Is what true?’ Catherine busied herself with serving.




  ‘That you were lurking in the bushes outside her school, for God’s sake.’




  ‘She keeps disappearing without saying where she’s going. She refuses to tell me anything. She’s skipping school. How else can I find out?’




  ‘You could try trusting her for a change.’




  ‘Bye, Mum, bye, Dad,’ Rachel called as she breezed through the hall on her way out. ‘I’ve finished my homework.’




  ‘Who said you could go out? We haven’t even had supper yet.’ Catherine hated the hectoring tone that crept into her voice. But what could she do? If she left it to Christopher,

  Rachel would be out every night expressing her individuality till three a.m.




  ‘I’m not hungry. I had a sandwich.’




  Catherine let this go. She didn’t feel strong enough for another battle. ‘Be back by ten, then.’




  ‘I will.’




  After supper Catherine hesitated between the unattractive choice of marking Year Six’s maths and tackling the ironing basket, and, marginally, marking won. She felt exhausted but

  determined to wait up till Rachel got back. Not to check up on her. Or rather not just to check up on her, but because she wanted to have a chat.




  By five to ten the marking and ironing were both done and Catherine longed for bed. Christopher had just gone up. She could tell from his stiff back and refusal to look at her that he was still

  angry.




  At three minutes past ten Rachel appeared, smiling sweetly. ‘Fancy a cup of tea, Mum?’




  Catherine leaped at the idea. An offer like this was about as common as Rachel tidying her bedroom or volunteering a description of her day.




  Rachel clinked peacefully around the kitchen, filling the kettle and taking cups down from the crowded dresser. ‘Are there any biscuits?’




  Catherine pointed at the tin. ‘I bought three packs of Kit-Kats the day before yesterday.’ How naive of her to think they’d last. Only the wrappers remained, abandoned in the

  tin like foil shrouds.




  ‘Look, Rach, I’m sorry about today. If you’d only tell me where you’re going I wouldn’t need to worry. Where were you anyway?’




  ‘Please, Mum, let’s have a cup of tea, not the Spanish Inquisition.’




  Catherine bit back a sharp retort. In Rachel’s eyes having to leave her phone on when she went out was a breach of the Geneva Convention.




  Halfway up the stairs Rachel stopped and hugged her. It lasted only a nanosecond, but was infinitely reassuring.




  ‘I’m only tough for your sake, you know,’ Catherine told her softly. ‘One day you’ll thank me for it.’




  ‘Like the Czechs thanked Hitler for invading their country?’




  Catherine flinched, wondering if Rachel had any idea how contemptuous she sounded.




  It’s only a stage, Catherine repeated to herself like a mantra, I’m sure it’s only a stage.




  Christopher was already asleep on his side of the bed, his back towards her. Usually she would cuddle up to him, either out of comfort or lust or even if things had been difficult at school.

  Whatever her motivation, it usually worked. Curled up together, two against the world, his presence gave her strength. But tonight her anger still burned brightly. It was a cold night with a high,

  almost perfect moon illuminating their bedroom with its liquid white light. For a moment she thought of waking him up and showing him. Once, when they were just married, they had danced round their

  bedroom by moonlight, and found the old lady across the road watching them, smiling. Instead she slipped into the cold bed and shivered. She loved electric blankets but Christopher, brought up

  under Lavinia’s tough regime, couldn’t bear them.




  The words of a Paul Simon song drifted into her mind. It was about two lovers. One wanted to sleep with the window open, the other liked it closed. So they decided to call it quits and part.




  Usually the absurdity of the song made her laugh. But tonight it seemed ominous.
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  ‘Where’s Rachel got to?’




  Christopher had packed the wine and the box of chocolates, dutiful offerings for his mother, into the car already. Lavinia always claimed to have no money for such luxuries although she lived in

  an enviably beautiful cottage, had an open-topped Rover and Mrs Wright in to clean twice a week, and since Christopher had been one of the executors of his father’s will, he knew perfectly

  well she wasn’t short of a few quid. So they all took Lavinia’s economies – melting down candle ends, re-using paper napkins, making one teabag last for three cups – in a

  spirit of indulgent toleration, which infuriated her.




  ‘Rachel promised she was ready ten minutes ago,’ Catherine pointed out. ‘This is a delaying tactic because she doesn’t want to come.’




  Before Catherine could get out of the car and shout for her daughter, Rachel tripped down the front steps wearing black velvet loon pants, platform trainers and a white crop top with the words

  I’M IN REHAB across the chest.




  ‘Rachel,’ squeaked her mother, ‘you can’t go like that. Gran will have a fit. At least change your top.’




  ‘It’s supposed to be a joke, Mum.’




  Catherine caught her husband’s eye and found that he was laughing at her. In spite of herself, she smiled back. ‘OK, OK,’ she conceded, ‘spare me the structural analysis.

  Humour is about the collision of the expected and the unexpected. Tastelessness can be funny. I just hope she doesn’t bump into any Peace People.’




  ‘In Maxted?’ Rachel demanded, getting into the back. ‘They’d probably be shot on sight.’




  In her pretty cottage just outside the small market town of Maxted, Lavinia was getting ready to receive her son and his family. The garden, Lavinia’s great love in life,

  was sparse at this time of year but she had still managed an arrangement of Christmas roses, lichen-covered twigs and ivy which wouldn’t disgrace the ‘artistic’ section of the

  Maxted flower show. In fact, it was so successful that she made a second, larger version for the church. She was on the flower rota this week and the time leading up to Christmas was always tricky.

  Some of the other arrangers succumbed to sticking red glass balls on fir branches or even angel-shaped candles – hopelessly impractical in Lavinia’s view since, apart from their

  tastelessness, lighting them would probably burn the church down. Worst of all, to Lavinia’s exacting standards, were those who resorted to using silk chrysanthemums, a vulgar plant even when

  it was genuine and beyond the pale when fake. Lavinia smiled in anticipation of the praise her arrangement would receive from the more discerning members of the congregation.




  Everything was under control. The lunch keeping warm in the Hostess trolley (kept discreetly in the kitchen since Lavinia suspected that it, like the silk chrysanthemums, was a little on the

  non-U side), dry sherry out, flowers done. Lavinia surveyed the room with satisfaction. She loved this place. She had spent her whole married life here. Despite the depredations of the twentieth

  century, Maxted had kept much of its charm. Colour-washed cottages in ochre, green, pale pink and yellow climbed precariously up its hillsides, cheek by jowl with pale grey, half-timbered houses,

  their upper storeys oversailing the narrow street below. Neat almshouses lined one street, with a guildhall used for trade by the wealthy wool merchants in medieval times. There was even a small

  mill on the outskirts, giving way to watermeadows and the rolling farmland that John Constable had painted so often. ‘I love every stile and stump and lane,’ he’d said three

  hundred years ago. ‘These are the scenes that made me a painter.’ Lavinia’s heart swelled with the same pride and love, but her drawing skills had sadly proved to be rather less

  evident than Constable’s. Determination and perseverance she certainly had in plenty, but her attempts at charming watercolours brought sniggers rather than appreciation. Flower-arranging was

  a little easier.




  ‘Are they here yet?’ her next-door neighbour Eunice called over the mellow brick wall that divided their gardens. Lavinia clucked with irritation. Eunice was hanging out her washing.

  It wasn’t that Lavinia disapproved of washing on lines, in fact she’d often been heard to remark at the weekly village coffee-morning that washing on a line was part of the country

  scene. She couldn’t abide tumble-dried sheets next to her skin, with that horrid smell of synthetic gardenias. But there were rules, unspoken perhaps, but still rules, that decreed washing

  had to be hung out only on weekdays. Of course Eunice, having moved here from a town a mere six years ago, was still learning and would no doubt welcome a little rural wisdom from someone so much

  more experienced, like herself.




  But before she had time to impart this advice, her son’s ancient estate car drew up in the lane opposite.




  ‘Hi, Gran!’ Ricky, who had put on wellingtons over his staggeringly expensive designer tracksuit as a generous concession to country life, bounded over the road, hugged Lavinia and

  disappeared to look for her cat. Ricky and the cat had a long-standing relationship, based on mutual distrust and deep underlying affection. The cat let Ricky get away with liberties provided Ricky

  put up with the occasional claws-out bat on the nose and slipped it Kitty Treats.




  Rachel, next out of the car in her REHAB top and bare midriff, achieved the unprecedented effect of silencing her grandmother completely. ‘Hello, Gran, you’re looking

  lovely.’




  Lavinia, who took care to always co-ordinate her tweed skirts and lambswool (cashmere was too flashy) jerseys in flattering heathery tones, finally recovered her voice. ‘I wish I could say

  the same for you. Aren’t you absolutely freezing?’




  A brief image of her other son Martin’s children flitted into Lavinia’s mind. Lucy and Robin were always so well turned out.




  ‘Hello, Lavinia.’ Catherine kissed her mother-in-law on her powdered cheek, catching the faint tones of Chanel No. 5, a surprising frippery in the otherwise steadfastly practical

  Lavinia. ‘How are you? The garden’s looking marvellous.’




  Lavinia eyed her beadily. The garden wasn’t looking marvellous at all so this had to be an attempt at flattery. Lavinia disliked insincere flattery intensely. ‘Do you think

  so?’ she responded in tones that implied that Catherine must be mad or her judgement affected by living in a scrubby corner of London where no sane person would, in Lavinia’s opinion,

  ever choose to inhabit. ‘How’s school?’




  Catherine knew Lavinia wasn’t really interested in hearing about the hopes and dreams of a lot of snotty-nosed children from London council estates. ‘Fine.’




  Christopher struggled in with the overnight bags. ‘Cath,’ he demanded in that plaintive age-old male cry. ‘Did we have to bring so much stuff for one night. Hello, Ma.

  How are you?’




  ‘Sparkling, thank you.’ Lavinia had the disconcerting habit of always being in the pink of health and had very little sympathy for lesser mortals who succumbed to coughs, flu or

  terminal diseases. ‘Now,’ Lavinia’s voice sank to a whisper as if her son were a heroin dealer instead of a respectable tea importer, ‘did you manage to get me any of that

  lovely Lapsang Souchong you promised?’




  Christopher patted the carrier bag of goodies. ‘In here. Now when’s lunch? I’m starving.’




  ‘In ten minutes. Oh my God, we haven’t got any redcurrant jelly for the lamb.’ Lavinia’s anguished tones conveyed just how life-threatening a matter this was. ‘If

  that stupid Eunice hadn’t hung out her washing . . .’




  Christopher and Catherine exchanged glances, both knowing Lavinia well enough not to suggest that an absence of redcurrant jelly could be overlooked in the great scheme of things.




  ‘Hang on, Gran, I’ll go to the shop,’ Rachel offered diplomatically.




  Lavinia was clearly on the horns of one of life’s dilemmas. If she refused, the meal would, in her eyes, be ruined. On the other hand, if she let Rachel go to the shop then the entire

  street would witness the sight of her granddaughter in that ridiculous top, navel exposed to the elements, the ghastly nose-stud her mother should never have agreed to glinting in the winter

  sun.




  Catherine, sensing her mother-in-law’s difficulty, came up with a compromise. ‘Take my coat, Rach, or you’ll freeze. It’s twice as cold here as it is in

  London.’




  Lavinia ignored this slight on her beloved Maxted and shooed Rachel out of the door. ‘They shut in ten minutes, so get a move on.’




  ‘On a Saturday?’ Rachel was used to a world of shopping malls, credit card booking and all-night Tescos.




  The shop, always known as the ‘village shop’ even though it was technically part of Maxted, was only a few hundred yards away. In order to survive it doubled as a Post Office, card

  shop, newsagent and minimart. Its current owners, a couple who had recently arrived from Purley, had spent all the husband’s redundancy money taking out the plate-glass shop window and

  installing diamond-paned latticework, erecting country pine shelving, putting white lace doilies all along it to achieve a dresser-effect and generally turning it into the kind of Beatrix Potter

  wonderland that no real country person could spend more than five minutes in.




  Rachel speeded up her step, which was tricky given the height of her platform trainers. Outside the shop she was met by the unexpected sight of a young woman holding a dog on a piece of string.

  Neither was of the variety usually spotted in Maxted. The girl had straggly blonde hair, cut short at the back and caught at the front in dreadlocks plaited with cloth. She was pretty in a

  victimish kind of way. The dog wasn’t pretty but made up for it in friendliness. Rachel tried to puzzle out its parentage. Bearded collie, with a touch of whippet, and a sliver of standard

  poodle perhaps. Rachel stroked him, then hurried into the shop. The girl said nothing.




  There were only two people inside. One, a local man, but from the socially uncharted areas of Maxted known as The Leas, sniggeringly referred to by more upmarket residents as The Fleas, where

  the few working-class people of the area lived. He was busy bewailing the latest lottery winner’s declaration that they weren’t going to let it change their lives.




  ‘I’d bloody let it change my life,’ he confided to the new owner. ‘You wouldn’t see me for dust. I’d show those snobs up the road a thing or two, I can tell

  you.’




  The remaining customer was at the far end of the shop filling a wire basket with what looked like a lifetime supply of Jaffa Cakes. The only other thing she noticed was a curtain of dark shining

  hair, not unlike her own in length, but straight while hers was curly. It was unclear if the owner was male or female.




  She busied herself looking for the redcurrant jelly. They had only a gourmet version at an extortionate price, but Rachel knew better than to return to her grandmother’s empty-handed, so

  she took it to the counter.




  The purchaser of the Jaffa Cakes was already there ahead of her. There was no doubt about his gender from this angle. He gestured for her to go before him and Rachel’s heart lurched.




  She was a tall girl and he was only a fraction taller, dressed in black, from a huge black greatcoat to tight black trousers tucked into motorcycle boots. But it was his face that held her gaze

  like a startled rabbit. Dark scowly brows, almost joined together in the middle, giving way to surprisingly blue eyes, which at this moment fixed Rachel with a knowing intensity. Then he smiled.

  ‘After you.’




  ‘Just this, thanks.’ She was grateful to have a reason to look away, in case he could see in her eyes the shocking truth, that he was the first man she’d seen in her life whom

  she truly wanted to go to bed with.




  Once the redcurrant jelly, stowed inside a dinky paper bag, was handed back to her, it was his turn. To Rachel, awestruck by his dark attraction, even his shopping list held fascination.




  ‘This lot, two pints of milk and a packet of Rizlas, thanks.’




  ‘I’m sorry,’ the owner said, banging the till shut. ‘I’m afraid we’re closed.’




  Rachel gasped and waited for the young man to protest or argue. Instead he laughed a warm, good-humoured laugh that held neither surprise nor resentment. The silver eyebrow stud that adorned his

  black brows tinkled gently as he did so. ‘Pity,’ he remarked calmly, ignoring the man’s shuttered face, ‘I could have murdered a Jaffa Cake.’




  Furious on his behalf, Rachel scrabbled in her purse and handed over Lavinia’s change. ‘Here, I’ll buy some.’




  ‘Thanks.’ He calmly opened the packet and offered it to her. ‘Go on, have one. I don’t think our friend here’s feeling hungry.’




  Rachel, who had never liked Jaffa Cakes, took one anyway.




  ‘My name’s Marko, by the way. That’s my dog outside.’ Now the smile was faintly embarrassed. ‘I’m afraid he’s called Polo.’




  ‘Polo?’




  ‘You know, as in Marco Polo.’




  Now it was Rachel’s turn to laugh. Then she remembered the lunch that awaited, redcurrant jellyless, until she returned. By now the lamb might be less than the demanding shade of pink her

  grandmother required. For one mad moment she thought of inviting Marko and Polo and even the girl to join them, but could imagine Lavinia’s reaction all too clearly.




  They were by the door now, with the owner hovering inches behind them. ‘Look,’ Marko insisted to the man, anger finally bubbling up, ‘I don’t sign on, I am not a burden

  to you or the state and I haven’t nicked anything. OK? Sorry about that,’ he said to Rachel once they were on the pavement.




  ‘You’re sorry . . .’ Rachel exploded. ‘That man behaved outrageously. I’ll tell my grandmother never to shop there again.’




  The smile was back. It made Rachel’s backbone feel like the redcurrant jelly she was clutching to her chest. ‘You get used to it. We’re the enemy, you see. The good people of

  Maxted want a bypass in order to preserve their historic heritage, and who could blame them? It’s just that it means driving a six-lane highway through Gosse’s Wood, which just happens

  to be even older than Maxted. So we’re doing our best to stop them.’




  ‘How are you doing that?’




  ‘Climbing trees, digging tunnels, a little bit of harmless sabotage.’




  ‘I can see that would make you unpopular round here.’




  ‘Ah, but then we don’t mind being unpopular, do we, Zo?’ He ignored the blonde girl’s dagger glance. ‘You should come to our little camp and see.’




  Rachel hesitated, eager to seem more sophisticated than she felt.




  ‘Why not drop in next week?’




  ‘That’d be a bit tricky. We’re just visiting my grandmother. I live in London. I’m studying for my A levels.’




  ‘Whenever you’re down then. Where does your grandmother live?’




  ‘The cottage down there at the end of the village.’




  ‘Leave it, Marko,’ said the girl, a shade too quickly. ‘She doesn’t want to come. She’s a nice middle-class girl. Why should she be interested in having to shit in

  the woods when she’s probably got a nice en suite bathroom at home?’




  Rachel wanted to protest that far from having an en suite bathroom they had a horrible turd-coloured one that they all had to crowd into.




  Marko smiled regretfully, his blue eyes opening up vistas of possibility blighted by the fifty miles that would come between them. ‘Another time then. Come on, boy,’ he snapped at

  Polo, ‘back to the fun.’




  Rachel watched them go. Curtains twitched all down the street as they passed.




  They were almost out of sight when Zoe spoke. ‘A schoolgirl, eh? That’d be a first. Even for you.’




  ‘An intelligent schoolgirl.’ He tapped his forehead. ‘We need intelligence if we’re going to win in the end.’




  ‘For some reason,’ Zoe drawled, safely out of Rachel’s earshot, ‘I’m not convinced it’s her brains you’re interested in.’




  ‘Where has that wretched child got to?’ Lavinia was hopping up and down like an agitated budgie. The meat was carved, the wine poured, the vegetables steamed and

  still no sign of the redcurrant jelly. It really was too much.




  They were all about to sit down when Rachel flew in, her eyes shining, and flung her coat down on Lavinia’s dainty sofa. It was amazing how pretty she managed to look even in those awful

  clothes. ‘So sorry, Gran. Here’s the redcurrant jelly. You’re going to have to boycott that shop by the way, the man who runs it is way out of order.’




  ‘Mr Benson? He and his wife are perfectly charming. They work all the hours God gives and they’ve greatly improved the range of foods. With the last people all you could get was

  Mother’s Pride, baked beans and Dairylea cheese, and do you know what I found last week?’ Lavinia waited for them to lean forward in their seats. ‘Bath Oliver biscuits.’




  ‘You didn’t!’ Ricky repeated in hushed tones. His mother kicked him under the table.




  ‘Anyway,’ Rachel ignored her younger brother, ‘he was incredibly rude to these people. He refused to even serve them.’




  ‘Were they Londoners?’ Lavinia’s tone implied that, if so, his behaviour was totally understandable.




  ‘Actually they’re camping in the woods.’




  ‘Scouts, you mean, or Brownies? I can’t see Mr Benson being beastly to a Brownie.’




  ‘Not exactly. They said they were opposing some road scheme.’




  ‘Road protesters?’ yelped Lavinia. ‘Layabouts, you mean. Benefit scroungers. I’m right behind Mr Benson there. They’re the scum of the earth.’




  ‘Gran! How could you. You sound worse than he did. We do live in a democracy, you know. Not a fascist regime.’ Rachel threw down her fork and stalked out.




  ‘How dare she?’ demanded Lavinia. ‘I know a lot more about fascist regimes than she does. I lived through the last war, remember.’




  Christopher wisely failed to remind his mother that she had spent the entire war in the Home Counties, where the nearest thing to a fascist regime was the admissions committee of the local golf

  club. But Lavinia was in full flood. ‘Really, Christopher, you let that child get away with murder. Ever since she was born you’ve run around after her. You’ve let her think

  she’s the centre of the universe and this is the result. The trouble with your generation is that you have the authority of a damp dishrag!’




  Yes, Catherine wanted to shout, because the lot before did such a bloody bad job on us. We didn’t want to put the fear of God into our children. We wanted them to like us and talk to us

  and come out to dinner in Italian restaurants with us.




  The trouble was, though she’d die rather than admit it to her mother-in-law, somewhere along the line her sympathetic, understanding generation had lost control of their offspring

  altogether.




  After the tension of the weekend, Monday morning seemed positively alluring. Catherine walked in to Rosemount Primary via the side entrance, across the asphalt playground. A

  gaggle of little ones rushed up. ‘Good mor-ning, Miss-is Hope,’ chanted Dorene, a sunny West Indian child who always made Catherine want to pick her up and cuddle her. ‘You look

  very nice today, Miss-is Hope.’




  Catherine laughed. As a matter of fact this morning had been such a rush that she hadn’t got round to looking in the mirror yet. ‘Thank you, Dorene, it’s very nice of you to

  say so.’




  ‘Morning, Miss Hope,’ shouted Wesley, a cheeky ten-year-old. ‘We’ve got you for PE today. Miss Wilson’s sick.’ Unprompted, he put his arm round her waist as

  she walked along.




  ‘That’ll be fun. You can show me how to do star-jumps. I can never get those right.’




  ‘No problem.’ He winked reassuringly and dashed off to join his friends. Catherine felt her usual surge of pride at what they’d achieved at Rosemount. Friends who taught at

  better-resourced schools often asked how she stuck it out somewhere so tough. What they didn’t understand was that to kids like these, school was everything. They were like little sponges, so

  eager to learn it touched your heart.




  The staffroom was its usual fug of fan heater, damp jumpers and gossip. Nipping out for a quick fag, Catherine’s friend Anita maintained, was often all that came between your average

  teacher and a nervous breakdown. Today the fug was so thick that the plate-glass window at the end of the room was clouded with condensation. The window overlooked the playground and staff were

  supposed to keep an eye on the pupils playing there. What actually happened was that the pupils kept an eye on the staff, eager to catch someone outside with a Silk Cut and dob to their mum and

  dad, who’d come steaming in to complain about Setting A Bad Example even if they had a sixty-a-day habit themselves.




  The staffroom, the one haven of privacy and peace in the school, wallowed in its customary mess. It was hard to believe it was cleaned every night. By nine a.m. it was always knee-deep in

  takeaway coffee cups, old copies of the Times Educational Supplement, particularly well thumbed in the Jobs Section, discarded Pot Noodle cartons and uncomfortable shoes.




  ‘Who’s doing the Tesco run today?’ demanded Anita. Despite Jamie Oliver, the school food was still so indescribably bad that the staff organized a daily mercy dash to the

  supermarket. ‘I’ll have a chicken pitta, no mayonnaise, and with the calories I’ve saved on the mayo you can get me a Crunchie.’




  The temporary supply teacher, whose go it turned out to be, paled at the complexity of the orders. Only one person never participated, and brought his own neatly packed plastic container –

  the same person who kept his personal stash of ground coffee in the fridge. ‘Have you ever seen those ads in magazines for single-cup coffee makers and wondered what kind of sad bastard would

  buy one?’ Anita often demanded when he was out of the room. ‘Brian Wickes, that’s who. He probably puts a mark on the milk bottle too.’




  Catherine had been at Rosemount for eight years, Brian Wickes for seven, and in all that time he had never ceased to resent her seniority and her friendship with Simon Marshall, the head

  teacher. His way of compensating was to be as authoritarian as possible.




  There was a timid knock at the door and half the staff covered up their phones which were engaged in such activities as online shopping, bill paying, and booking cheap flights to sunny

  destinations one day after the end of term.




  ‘Yes, what is it?’ barked Brian eventually, he disapproved of pupils being allowed anywhere near this inner sanctum.




  A dumpy figure in an unflattering lilac velour tracksuit appeared, eased itself into the room, and gazed around nervously through lenses so thick they looked like an old-fashioned TV screen.

  ‘Excuse me, Mrs Hope, but you said I could take the bell up to assembly.’




  ‘So I did,’ Catherine remembered guiltily. ‘Here it is, Bonnie. I’ll be up in a minute.’




  ‘Her parents must have been blind giving her a name like that,’ Brian smirked, as Bonnie lumbered eagerly off with the bell.




  ‘I forgot to tell you,’ Catherine confided to Anita, refusing to dignify Brian’s remark with a reply. ‘Bonnie’s going to sit the entrance exam for Wolsey,

  Rachel’s school.’




  ‘She’d better swap her genes then,’ Brian remarked. ‘I’ve taught the whole family and changing the TV channel’s too much for most of them.’




  ‘As a matter of fact,’ Catherine snapped, wanting to pour his remaining coffee over his head, ‘Bonnie’s a very bright girl. She’s got a good chance if she prepares

  properly.’




  ‘Like hell,’ Brian mumbled.




  Upstairs, outside the main hall, Bonnie rang the bell to announce the start of assembly. ‘Come on,’ Anita said as she picked up her bag of marking, ‘Simon likes the staff to be

  first in so at least someone sings “All Things Bright and Beautiful” in tune. By the way,’ she dropped her voice to a whisper so that Catherine had to move her ear nearer,

  ‘I’ve got some hot news. Something that affects you.’




  ‘What on earth’s that?’ Catherine had experience of Anita’s secrets.




  ‘Can’t say now.’ She tapped her nose. ‘Meet me in the pub at lunchtime.’




  Catherine itched all morning to know what Anita had to say. She tried her best to concentrate on the block graphs Year Six was making on the topic of How We Got To School. Five-eighths came on

  foot, two more by car, the last lot by bus, and Damon, who always liked to be different, was the one per cent who insisted he came by spaceship.




  Normally Catherine was far too busy to think of going to the pub unless it was somebody’s birthday. Apart from never having time, even less energy, nowadays one glass of wine and

  she’d sleep through Maths For Fun. It was intriguing, though, trying to guess what Anita had to say.




  The morning dragged and by lunchtime Catherine was grateful for the diversion. On the way through the playground she saw a gang of four boys shouting at Bonnie, who was bravely ignoring them and

  attempting to scale up the climbing frame.




  ‘Yeah, yeah, Bonnie’s on it,’ yelled one.




  ‘Yuk! Yuk! Soaked in vomit,’ chipped in another.




  ‘I’ll see you boys later,’ Catherine ordered. Bonnie always seemed to attract this kind of thing. ‘Be outside my class at five to two on the dot. OK?’




  ‘Yes, Mis-sis Hope.’




  The pub was two minutes’ walk from school, adjoining the far end of its playground, another reason why the staff rarely used it. It was surprisingly crowded for a weekday. A row of men of

  varying ages sat at the bar with pints of lager in front of them, gazing up at Sky Sports on large TV screens. But Anita was nowhere to be found.




  Eventually Catherine located her in the small paved garden at the back, sitting at a frosty picnic table and blowing on her hands, which made her fat row of silver bangles jingle festively.




  Catherine watched her friend affectionately, her outlandish haircut, the eccentric clothes. Anita hadn’t changed her look since she was twenty-one. ‘Age is all in the mind,’

  was her watchword. There were times when Catherine might not have stuck it out at Rosemount if it hadn’t been for Anita. The list-making and endless emphasis on ‘learning

  outcomes’ had got so bad recently, as well as all the criticism and the feeling that sometimes you were being blamed for all the ills of society. Anita had always cheered her up and reminded

  her what a good teacher she was, how the kids would remember her all their lives.




  ‘Bloody hell, Anita. It’s arctic out here. Why aren’t you inside?’




  ‘Too fuggy and disgusting.’




  ‘But it’s fuggy and disgusting in the staffroom.’




  ‘Yes, but that’s mostly female fug. This is male.’




  ‘I thought maybe you were going to throw in the sponge at school and join some polar expedition.’




  ‘No.’ Anita offered her a glass of mulled wine. ‘But you might want to when you hear what I’ve got to say.’




  Catherine sat down. It wasn’t like Anita to be so mysterious. ‘Fire away then.’




  ‘It’s about Simon.’ Simon was their charismatic head teacher, a human dynamo who seemed to find twenty-five hours in each day. Catherine and Simon had trained together and it

  had been Simon who’d brought her to Rosemount eight years ago. In those days the school had been so bad no one wanted to come near it. Only the really desperate parents sent their children to

  Rosemount then. But now the school’s reputation had improved dramatically. Only yesterday Catherine had shown round some parents who had attempted subtle bribery to get their child in

  to the school instead of pulling out all the stops to get them out of it. It had been a wonderful moment.




  ‘What about Simon?’




  ‘The rumour is, he’s leaving.’




  Catherine felt as if she’d been kicked. Not so much because Simon was leaving, heads did leave after the length of time he’d already stayed, but because he hadn’t told her. She

  and Simon were mates. They came from a similar background and shared their ideals. That was how he’d talked her into coming here when in career terms she might have done better for herself.

  ‘Go and teach in a nice middle-class school if you want,’ he’d wooed, ‘you’ll have an easier life. But you won’t make so much difference. These are the kids

  whose lives you’ll change.’




  She’d believed him and she’d never regretted it – even when friends who taught in private schools boasted of their long holidays and polite, well-behaved pupils. There had been

  a time, back at college, when Simon had wanted them to be lovers. ‘We’re already best friends,’ he argued with all his considerable charm, ‘why stop there?’

  She’d been tempted, too. Who wouldn’t be? Then, unexpectedly, she’d met Christopher.




  ‘Where is he supposed to be going?’ Catherine asked finally.




  ‘To a “school in crisis” – as if they all aren’t. But you haven’t heard the worst bit. Who they say is going to be taking over as Acting Head.’




  Catherine was only half listening. She was thinking how different Rosemount would be without Simon to share things with. The thought of his departure was even more painful than she’d

  expected.




  ‘Only Brian Wickes, that’s bloody well who,’ Anita whispered.




  ‘They wouldn’t, would they?’




  ‘The Chair of Governors likes his ideas on discipline apparently. Detentions, exclusions, expulsions. Probably beheading’ll be back on the agenda.’




  ‘So what’s the status of this rumour, then?’




  Anita patted her friend lightly on the cheek. ‘Pretty rock solid. Jane Jones saw Brian writing a memo in the computer room and he deleted it when she went in.’




  ‘Oh, really, ’ Nita. It could have been anything.’




  ‘Yep. Except the file name was ROSEMOUNT HEADSHIP.’




  If Catherine needed any confirmation she had it when she found Simon standing outside her classroom on her return.




  ‘Have you got a moment?’ he asked.




  She indicated the boys waiting to see her for teasing Bonnie. ‘Come to my office in half an hour,’ he instructed. They scuttled off looking nervous and penitent, without even making

  a smart remark to impress their friends.




  Catherine knew at once the rumour was more than gossip. Simon was wearing one of his youthful blue denim shirts, the kind that made him look more like a rugged male model instead of a head

  teacher, but there was a defensive set to his shoulders. His eyes had the sympathetic look reserved for seeing parents whose child was falling behind.




  ‘It’s true then,’ Catherine challenged, not waiting to hear his explanation.




  ‘I’m afraid it is. Look, Cath, I argued as strongly as I could for you instead of Brian. You’d be far more effective. But it’s Birch ’em Brian they want.’




  Catherine turned to the board and furiously began to inscribe a punctuation passage for Year Six’s next lesson. Someone had forgotten to put the guinea pig away and it suddenly darted

  across the floor; Catherine lunged for it, scooped it up and dumped it in Simon’s astonished grasp. ‘Here’s another rodent for you.’




  ‘Is everything OK, Cath, I mean otherwise?’




  ‘Everything’s going swimmingly, thank you. Rachel is studying for an A level in teenage rebellion – the only A level she is studying for – and treats me with total

  contempt, that is when she notices me at all. Christopher just indulges her and his mother thinks it’s all my fault because I’ve tried to understand her instead of locking her in her

  bedroom. And now I’m going to have to answer to Brian bloody Wickes.’




  ‘Poor Cath. You’ll cope with Brian. He has his good points, you know. His last school was very sad to lose him. One good thing about my leaving,’ he put the guinea pig down and

  took both of her hands in his, ‘we won’t be colleagues any longer.’




  ‘And what’s so good about that?’




  ‘We might be able to be something more.’ He touched her cheek with a gentle finger. ‘You don’t know how hard it’s been to hide how I still feel about you. If only

  you hadn’t met Chris . . .’ his voice trailed off softly.




  Catherine could hardly believe what she was hearing. Even if he did still feel something for her, the insensitivity of telling her now, as if it were some consolation prize for her

  disappointment, was mindblowing. At some other time she might have been both touched and flattered, but to announce it under these circumstances felt like being propositioned at a funeral. And what

  about Christopher in all this? ‘For God’s sake, Simon, you can’t promote someone over my head and then make a pass at me. Just fuck off, will you!’
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