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Chapter One
 
      
 Jackson was melting. Anna played the flame-thrower up and down his body and watched him shrink like a wax model, his head
        disappearing into his neck and his outline sweating away in fat tears. Next she applied the flame, now a Bunsen burner, to his middle and grew a hole in his stomach. His top half fell off.

      
 And she was home.

      
 Putting down her bags of folders and the roll of sugar paper she’d carried up the drive, she opened the front door, then scooped
        everything up again to dump in the hall. Come back to it after dinner.

      
 ‘Hello?’

      
 No reply, but the answerphone was showing two messages. She pressed play and listened as she pulled her cardigan off. The house was stifling.
        Had the heating been on all day?

      
 The moment when you left, said Jamie’s voice, was the second
        between two heartbeats. Beeeeep.

      
 I am the rose beneath the hammer – I am a rose, the rose, I am a rose beneath your
        hammer—

       
      
 She left it playing and went into the kitchen to put the kettle on, sloshing water about needlessly, trying not to think about
        the day.

      
 Jackson had flicked the No Admittance light on and come out from behind the desk – she’d
        known she was in trouble then. She closed the door herself and he’d leaned against the desk as though overwhelmed by the mighty burden of headship.

      
 ‘Anna,’ he said. ‘I know you must be very busy today, setting the rooms up, and unpacking your books—’

      
 She allowed herself a very slight nod.

      
 ‘Yes. Well, I won’t keep you long. So. Year Ten. A difficult year, tricky age, I mean. And one or two colourful characters this
        time round.’

      
 She waited.

      
 ‘And you do a marvellous job with them.’

      
 He let his eyes flick to the window, to the horizon, so as to demonstrate sage consideration.

      
 Prick, Anna was thinking. Sad fat prick.

      
 ‘Because I wouldn’t want you to think we didn’t appreciate you. I know you’re one of the most dedicated members of my
        staff. But I’m sure you can understand, after last term, why I’d want to have a little chat with you. Before we get too busy.’

      
 Still she’d said nothing. Why should she give him any help?

      
 ‘After last term . . .’ Jackson said again, as if the phrase encompassed everything he
        needed to express.

      
 ‘I thought that had been dealt with.’

       
      
 ‘And it has, it has.’ A sort of smile. ‘Absolutely. But you and I know that pastoral tutors – all
        teachers, really – tread a fine line. I do myself. There’s a lot goes on in the privacy of a Head’s office. Sometimes I have very delicate situations to deal with, very delicate. And it’s hard not to become overinvolved, the very
        process of learning can create a certain intimacy—’

      
 ‘I never made him come to my house.’

      
 Jackson held up his hand. ‘This isn’t about Adam Gardiner. As you said, that’s over and done with. It is, isn’t
        it?’

      
 It bloody well is, Anna thought. She managed another nod. If she opened her mouth now, God knows what might come out.

      
 ‘This is more a general chat, just to remind you of what we might call the professional parameters. Because it’s easy to get drawn
        in, especially if you have a caring nature. Some of these children can be, what, manipulative. Teenagers are much more sophisticated these days than we were at that age.’

      
 Anna fixed deliberately on the wall clock next to his head. He turned to see what she was looking at.

      
 ‘Sorry,’ she said, not sorry at all, ‘I have a departmental meeting at twelve.’

      
 Jackson detached himself from the desk and came forward. For one awful moment she’d thought he was going to touch her.

      
 ‘We’ve decided to give you a break from being a form tutor this year,’ he said. ‘Less work for you. Three nice easy
        terms, no pastoral reports or meetings to attend. You can concentrate entirely on your lessons. There.’

       
      
 He walked past her and opened the door wide.

      
 I did nothing wrong, she’d wanted to say. But Les was outside, holding a sheaf of papers and looking harassed. So she’d just
        walked out. That was – she checked her watch, 4.30 now – nearly five hours ago. Did other people get this memory loop thing? She opened the freezer, saw the damn pork steaks she’d intended for tea still in there. Jackson’s face
        smiled on.

      
 She brewed two coffees and climbed the stairs, stopping at the airing cupboard to switch the heating off. Even from the first landing she
        could hear Jamie’s Bix Beiderbecke. That meant he’d finished working for the day, if he had ever started.

      
 He was at the desk, anyway.

      
 ‘Hello,’ he said, as if it was a huge surprise to see her.

      
 ‘Coffee.’ Anna held the cup out to him and he rose to take it.

      
 ‘Top girl.’

      
 There were three empty mugs on the windowsill.

      
 ‘Good day? Get much done?’ She leaned in the doorway and scanned the room for evidence of industry. On the computer side, two
        noticeboards, a hand-drawn chart, two calendars, her NUT wall planner; also shelves of box files and two tables covered with wire trays. On the wall opposite the window, a set of plastic drawers for stationery, and a floor-to-ceiling bookcase. Next to
        the door, a bed-settee covered in loose books. More than her life was worth to shift any of them. His systems. She’d read in one of the Sunday supplements about a Paperless Office: imagine.

       
      
 ‘Bits and pieces. Research.’ Jamie lifted one corner of a computer printout.

      
 She’d tried to work in here herself when they first moved in but he said her presence interfered with his creativity. Anna’s
        office area should have been the spare bedroom, but there wasn’t much space and the table was taken up with the dolls’ house. She did her marking in the lounge.

      
 ‘I don’t know how you can work in this temperature. It’s boiling up here.’

      
 ‘Is it?’

      
 ‘Top floor’s always the warmest room in the house. Heat rises.’

      
 ‘You should’ve been a physics teacher.’ He turned to the keyboard and typed something in. ‘Sorry. While I remember.
        Oh, you haven’t wiped the answerphone tape, have you?’

      
 ‘As if.’

      
 ‘I had this fantastic idea while I was out—’

      
 She waited while he typed some more. Bent over the desk he looked such an academic, with his longish grey-blond hair and his open-necked
        shirt. Still attractive at fifty. He clicked on save and closed the screen down.

      
 ‘That’s nailed him. So, sorry, good day at school? Get everything done you wanted?’

      
 Anna sighed. ‘Jackson was a git. As usual.’

      
 ‘Uneasy lies the head that wears a throne. Specifically gittish, or just generally?’

      
 ‘I’ve been sacked from being a form tutor. He tried to sell it as a sabbatical, but basically I’ve been demoted.’

       
      
 ‘Bad luck.’ Jamie arched his eyebrows in sympathy. ‘Less hassle, though.’

      
 ‘That was his line. But I like having a form, it’s nice. Oh, and I’ve got to take Nathan sodding Woods into my GCSE
        set.’

      
 Nathan Woods. Your nemesis, Mel used to say. Anna hadn’t taught the boy for a year, but even so, on nights she couldn’t sleep her
        mind sometimes played a Nathan slideshow: the wide-legged stance; the folded arms; the way he leant against the display boards, crushing paper; his grin. Once Anna had come across Nathan and Les in a corridor when the rest of the school was in assembly.
        Les, normally so cool, had been twitching with fury but Nathan had just looked bored. He was taller than Les; a lot taller than Anna. Jackson avoided him.

      
 ‘Nathan the Bastard? I thought you’d shifted him onto someone else.’

      
 ‘That’s what Mel promised last term. She said Andrew could have him, it was his turn. But Mel’s not there any more, and this
        new head of department, Chrissy—’

      
 ‘The one with the rigid hair?’

      
 ‘Yeah. She’s decided to give Andrew all the A-level Language, so his timetable’s full.’ Nathan taking someone’s
        shoe and throwing it over the wall into the road; that had been in his very first week. Just a joke, Miss. ‘It’s not spectacular disobedience, he never does anything we can chuck him out for. It’s low-level disruption, arrogance,
        continual abrasiveness. And I suspect he’s much worse out of lessons. God only knows what it’s like to be a pupil in his year.’

       
      
 ‘Poor Anna,’ said Jamie.

      
 ‘I can handle him, I’m not worried. But he will be a damn nuisance.’

      
 ‘You’ll show him.’

      
 ‘I wish Mel was still around.’

      
 Mel. Gone all the way to Liverpool.

      
 ‘Give her a ring tonight. She’s probably had just as tough a day. Tougher. It’s all new for her, remember, not just a couple
        of fresh faces in the department and a bunch of Year Sevens who’ll wet themselves if you go boo. Anyway, you like it, really, all the argy-bargy, the pressure. You were like a lost soul over the holidays. Be honest, you couldn’t wait to get
        back to school, could you?’

      
 ‘You forgot to take the chops out again,’ said Anna.

      
 
        
 I am a bad wife, she wrote. A good teacher but a bad
          wife. That is why, despite the brain-numbing meetings, the recycled assemblies, and Jackson, I would rather be here in school and not at home with Jamie.

        
 She paused to enjoy the quiet of the classroom for a few seconds. A few feet away, Nathan had his hand up. Already his shirt collar was
          pulled apart, his bead choker on show. Which was against the rules but not worth the confrontation; not now, with the others so immersed in writing. Anna shook her head at him and put her finger to her lips. To her relief, he only dropped his arm with a
          sigh.

        
 Jamie thinks I am jealous of him, which is ironic. I am bloody angry with him, but not
          jealous.

        
 Nathan was tapping his teeth with his biro, click-click, click-click. She opened her mouth to say something,
          but at the same moment he took the pen away from his face and began scribbling earnestly. Through the wall she could hear a jolly French song, children’s voices dragging behind it.

        
 ‘I want you to write a letter,’ she’d told them. ‘To yourselves. As you’ll be in ten months’ time, at
          the end of the year. Its contents will be completely private, only you will ever read them. You’ll need to move your desks apart, like an exam – no, when I’ve finished speaking – because I don’t want you looking at anyone
          else’s work but your own. And at the end of the twenty minutes you’re going to put what you’ve written into an envelope and seal it up. I’ll then take your letters away and lock them in a cupboard till next July.’

        
 ‘You’re not going to mark them?’ Lin from the front row.

        
 ‘I’m not going to see them at all. What you write will be entirely up to you. Entirely private.’

        
 Glances round the room, smirks.

        
 ‘Entirely honest.’

        
 ‘She’s going to take them in the staffroom and read them out.’ That was Nathan.

        
 ‘No one will see what you write, you have my promise. And I shall do one too, one of my own. I always do.’

        
 Hands had gone up.

        
 ‘How many words do you want? – Mrs Lloyd, can I say about my athletics training? – Is it OK if I use—’

        
 She waved them quiet. ‘I’ll put some questions on the board to start you off. Which you choose to answer is up to you.’
          She wrote quickly across the whiteboard: Who are the most important people in your life right now? Which material possessions do you most care about? What are your goals for
          the months ahead? What is your biggest secret? If you could change one aspect of your life, what would it be? What scares you? Are you looking forward to this year?

        
 ‘Why are we doing it, Mrs Lloyd?’ This was from Lin, so she knew it was a genuine question and not cheek. ‘What’s
          the point in writing to yourself?’

        
 ‘Because you can sometimes learn a lot from looking back, see how much progress you’ve made. A lot can happen in a year, you
          know.’

        
 Lin nodded thoughtfully.

        
 The class settled.

        
 Anna wrote: I want not to be having an affair any more. I want to be a different person. In ten
          months’ time I want to have turned my life right round. Then she took the Tippex and blotted it out, just in case. She felt a bit sick.

        
 Across the room, Nathan smiled to himself. She could see even from here he was drawing a huge cannabis leaf.

      
 
      
 
        
 At the end of the day, with the corridors quiet again, she sat in the staffroom going through the envelopes. You could tell a
          lot just from the outsides. Lin Keane had formally addressed hers, c/o the school, postcode and all. Sally Marsden had drawn a heart-shaped seal with 4 U in the middle. Anna shuffled through to find Nathan’s.
          This envelope is BOOBY-TRAPPED if you try to open it you will get your fingers BLOWN OFF!!!, he’d
          scrawled across the flap. She could make a good guess at the kind of things he’d written about.

         
        
 She put the sheaf of envelopes into a cardboard wallet, labelled it, and slid it to the back of her locker. Somewhere under
          the folders of work was her own letter from last year, which she had not opened because she knew the kind of wishes and promises she’d made, and what had happened to them.

        
 Outside the work annexe in the coffee area she could hear snippets of conversation: Did you get down to St
          Remo in the end? – Yes, Cathy did very well in her exams – I can’t believe Frankie’s started nursery already!

        
 It was like a club, a society that she’d never learned to infiltrate. It wasn’t that she disliked her colleagues, just that a
          lot of the time she couldn’t think of what to say back to all the mumsy twitter. She knew some of the women thought she was cold.

        
 Yes, a little girl, eight pounds four. She’s sending a photo in for the
          board.

        
 Anna went out of the staffroom when people brought babies in.

        
 Chrissy poked her head round the door. ‘Everything OK?’

        
 I should be the one asking that, thought Anna. ‘Fine. And you?’

        
 ‘Getting there!’ Chrissy smiled and rolled her eyes. How did she make her hair go like that? Anna wondered what it would feel
          like to touch that crispy fringe, feel its mesh give under her fingers.

        
 ‘And Nathan? Did he give you any trouble?’

        
 ‘Not a peep.’

        
 Chrissy gave a pleased tut that meant, There, I told you so.

         
        
 But it’s only lesson one, Anna wanted to say. They’re all subdued at the start.

        
 ‘So, first day over with. I hope you’re not going to sit and mark all evening, Anna. Not on the first day back.’

        
 No indeed, thought Anna. I’m off to meet my lover shortly.

        
 ‘Jamie’s busy this evening at his writing group. He has to be out early so it doesn’t matter if I get back
          late.’

        
 ‘Well, don’t overdo it,’ said Chrissy. ‘I won’t be staying tonight.’ She gave a twisted wink, and
          disappeared.

        
 ‘Has he sold any scripts yet?’ asked Les, coming through the door with a box of files. ‘When’s he going to be on TV,
          that’s what I want to know. ITV Drama Premiere, written by Jamie Lloyd. Then we can all boast that we know him.’

        
 ‘He’s trying something experimental,’ said Anna, decorating the pages of Walkabout
          with mini-Post-its. ‘He says television needs more than cops ’n’ docs.’

        
 ‘Get him to write a good comedy. There’s nothing decent on, even after the watershed.’

        
 ‘No.’ She did a quick calculation on the bottom of an Oxford pad. Three weeks, plus homeworks, would get this book read and
          discussed. She paused and looked up. Les was staring at her.

        
 ‘You all right, Anna?’

        
 He seemed to have gone greyer over the summer, and more lined. She’d found out last term that he was only a year older than she
          was.

        
 ‘Fine. Why?’

        
 ‘You look really pale.’

        
 ‘Do I? I’m fine.’ She shrugged. ‘Tired. You know.’

         
        
 ‘God, if you feel like that now, at this stage, you’ll be on your knees by Christmas.’ He shook his head,
          mock-stern, and pushed the files onto a shelf above her head. ‘Take it easy, girl.’

        
 ‘I will.’

        
 She’d told Jamie that she’d be staying late to get all the boards backed and rejig the stock cupboard. Sugar paper lay in
          inviting sheets across the far tables; in her pigeonhole were envelopes full of Scholastic invoices that had to be gone through, and ticked, and filed. Anna pushed her cuff aside to check her watch. Given the choice between meeting Russ and stamping new
          books, Get Set for English would have won hands down.

      
 
      
 
        
 When Anna had decided to have an affair with Russ seven months back, she’d first arranged the rental of a caravan on a
          park outside Chester, then set up a direct debit to pay for it from an account Jamie didn’t even know she had. If any communication ever came from the Halifax, Anna would drop it casually in the bin and call it junk mail, fishing it out later and
          clipping it into the back of a ring binder where she kept her Key Stage 3 worksheets. She’d had an extra copy of the key cut, bought new bedding, and spent some time cleaning the interior of the caravan and going round the windows with sealant.
          Only when she’d finished did she approach Russ.

        
 One of the worst things about the place was the awful decor. She longed to smarten it up, but you don’t personalize a place like that
          because you don’t want to leave clues about. When Anna lay pinned to the bed by Russ, she’d turn her head and let her eyes rest on a bobbly copper ashtray and a crappy shell owl. She always meant to move them,
          always forgot afterwards. ‘Someone must have left these,’ Russ had observed brightly when he first saw them, as though there were any other kind of explanation. She’d put her own curtains up, though; thick brown velvet ones from a
          second-hand shop. Impossible to see through. She’d have liked to hang a good watercolour above the bed.

        
 It was ten minutes’ drive from school, twenty from Russ’s timber yard. Tonight Anna was first there, which gave her time to put
          the kettle on and go round quickly with a duster. Then she sat with the curtains drawn and ate a biscuit, and tried to read The Times that she’d filched from the staffroom.

        
 At last she heard the car engine, silence, door slam, footsteps on gravel. An impatient scrabble at the door. Russ thought she was going to
          have sex with him tonight.

        
 She called, ‘Hi!’ and he turned the handle like a thief, peering in. For God’s sake, she wanted to say.

        
 A smile of relief spread across his wide face. ‘Oh, ’sgood to see you again. Jesus. We’ve got this new bloody
          undermanager, wanting to go through some orders for tomorrow, as if he’s not paid to sort it out on his own.’

        
 She let him embrace her but he must have sensed her stiffness because he faltered and took his arms away.

        
 ‘All right? Hey?’

        
 ‘Not really.’

        
 ‘Oh, hell.’ His alarm was instant and electric. ‘What’s happened? Has someone said
          something? Does Jamie – Ruth—?’

        
 ‘No. Calm down.’

        
 He stepped back and she moved across to sit on the sofa.

        
 ‘What, then? What?’

        
 She’d decided before he came to make it quick. Straight to the point. What else was there to do?

        
 ‘I think we should finish it.’

        
 ‘Finish?’

        
 ‘We need to end our affair.’ Russ always needed things spelt out.

        
 ‘Oh. God. No. No, Anna, no.’

        
 She swivelled away from him and studied the interlocking squares pattern of the cushions. Russ was never a handsome man, but at his best
          he’d had a boyish charm which had been quite attractive. He’d inherited his mother’s flushed and cherubic features while Jamie looked like his father, manly, classical. Russ suffered in hot weather, Jamie stayed cool.

        
 ‘Don’t make it difficult, Russ.’

        
 To her dismay he lunged and dropped to his knees before her, grabbing her hands. From this position she could see how thin the hairs on his
          crown were. He’d be bald in five years.

        
 ‘Anna, love, you can’t just decide to stop like that. This is about both of us. Let’s at least talk it through.
          What’s the matter, what’s changed? Is it something I’ve done? Is it Jamie?’ His eyes bulged. He had not been expecting this.

        
 ‘Nothing’s the matter. It’s time for – we need to wind things up, we’re not
          going anywhere and I’m not happy.’ She nearly added ‘with the deceit’, but that would have been too provoking. She’d been all right with half a year’s worth of deception, he’d say, justifiably. God, what a
          mess.

        
 ‘I was happy. I don’t get what’s going on. You never said anything. What can I
          do?’

        
 Get up, she wanted to say. ‘Nothing.’

        
 ‘You’ve decided?’

        
 ‘Yes.’

        
 He knelt back, sulking. After a moment he said, ‘Don’t you love me?’

        
 She didn’t answer.

        
 ‘I know you never said, but I thought . . . I love you.’

        
 ‘Sorry.’

        
 ‘Shit.’

        
 Russ shifted awkwardly then got to his feet, looked down at her. ‘I still don’t understand. Jamie’s said something,
          hasn’t he?’

        
 ‘No. It’s me. I’m not comfortable doing this any more.’

        
 ‘But—’ He waved his arm around the caravan. ‘All this—?’

        
 Stick a bomb under it as far as I’m concerned, thought Anna. ‘The lease ends on March 1st. I’ll hand back the keys
          then.’

        
 ‘We could have another six months. Please. I know I can talk you round. You need these meetings. You said Jamie’s so cold. What
          about that first time, and after you’d come back from Wales? You cried.’

        
 She shook her head.

         
        
 ‘What about me, Anna? What am I going to do?’

        
 ‘Go home. Love Ruth.’

        
 ‘I can’t. Not that way, you know what she’s like.’

        
 Then go home to your kids and be damn grateful, she thought.

        
 Suddenly he sank down next to her, embracing her hard, kissing her and pushing her back against the cushions. ‘Please.’

        
 For a split second she wondered whether to go with it, just to shut him up. Then she felt nauseous and turned her head away from his wet
          mouth. His erection jutted into the top of her leg.

        
 ‘It won’t do. No. Stop, Russ. There’s no point any more.’

        
 At last he was angry, which was easier. ‘No point? No fucking point?’ He jerked his body
          upright, glared at her, and swept her newspaper off the table onto the floor. Nice one, Russ. That was about as violent as he could manage. And yet, when he stood up and grabbed his coat, she flinched, wondering whether he was going to take two strides
          across the room and hit her. Instead he wrenched the door open, slammed it behind him.

        
 That was that over with, then.

      

 
      
 

 
      
Chapter Two
 
      
 Jamie came in at half nine, which was early for a writers’ group night.

      
 ‘Didn’t anyone want to go for a drink this evening?’

      
 He threw his coat over the newel post, lazily. ‘Nope.

      
 They were all busy.’

      
 ‘What, even Clodagh?’

      
 ‘Clodagh’s on holiday.’

      
 ‘Ah.’

      
 It was safe to tease about Clodagh because she was the wrong side of sixty-five. Clodagh’s crush on Jamie was something to joke about.
        Anna wasn’t so sure about the rest of them, though.

      
 ‘They’re all females in your writing group, are they?’ Russ had asked last time he was round; just that hint of bitterness
        in his voice.

      
 ‘Yeah, I suppose they are.’ But, hey, what can you do? Jamie’s smile said.

      
 ‘Nice for you.’

      
 ‘Anna’s not jealous, are you, love?’

      
 ‘God, no. Too busy to be jealous. Too tired.’

      
 But it was a fact: Jamie ran a weekly writing group in an upstairs room at the Red Lion where he was the only
        man.

      
 Now Anna started to gather her spelling lists together in year order. ‘Successful evening, then? Did the Muse call?’

      
 Jamie poured himself a Jack Daniel’s and reached for the remote before he answered.

      
 ‘The problem with writing is that it can’t be done to order. Half of them – more than half – turned up saying they
        hadn’t done anything this week – dog’s died, mother’s in hospital, unexpected visitors, you know the sort of thing. It’s like when the kids don’t hand in their homework. ’Cept you can’t put my lot in
        detention.’

      
 ‘Some of them would like that. Most of them fancy you.’

      
 ‘So? Half the sixth form fancy you. It’s when you start fancying them back you’ve got problems.’

      
 Anna’s cheeks prickled.

      
 Into her mind flashed a school trip, seven years ago, where the man giving out the lecture tickets had scanned the group and said,
        ‘Isn’t your teacher here with you today?’ Anna had been thirty-five then. Russ had marvelled many times about how young she looked. ‘It’s because you’re so petite,’ he’d said. ‘You’re like a
        girl. It’s only the way you walk makes you look older, and the way you dress.’ It was true she’d had to watch her body language, especially in the early days. When she moved along the corridor she did it briskly. In class she sat up
        straight and serious.

      
 ‘You didn’t get through very much, then?’

      
 Jamie eyed his bourbon, held it up and looked at the fire through it. She could tell he was thinking up lines
        of poetry. Any minute now he’d snatch for the phone pad. But no, he sighed instead and put the glass back on its mat.

      
 ‘The problem is, I’m in no position to criticize. My Muse hasn’t been terrifically busy either, of late.’

      
 Tell me something I don’t know, thought Anna. She secured the papers with a bulldog clip and laid them in a box file. As she closed the
        lid, clicked it into place, she thought how he used to wade through marking too, sit through staff meetings, grumble at every new syllabus. But where Anna was meticulous, Jamie had skimmed, writing undrafted reports on the last evening with the TV on,
        framing his lessons as he walked along the corridor to the classroom. No one had ever complained, either. His easy manner was half his charm.

      
 ‘Did you ever fancy any of your pupils, then?’

      
 He looked up in surprise. ‘Those snotty little kids? Good God, no. Not likely! Bizarre question, Anna.’

      
 ‘Just wondered. With you saying. Evelyn Waugh reckoned that’s the only reason men go into teaching, to ogle young girls. Youth is
        beautiful, isn’t it?’

      
 He made no response except to turn on the TV. Anna dragged her tapestry bag from under the chair and loaded up the files she needed for next
        day. So much churning round inside her. Her head felt swimmy with fatigue.

      
 ‘Hey, you OK?’ Jamie put the remote down and turned in his chair. ‘You’ve gone white.’

      
 What would he say if she told him? I’ve been having an affair with your brother but it’s over now because I
        think he’s got me pregnant. She said, ‘Nathan Wood’s going to be trouble, you know.’

      
 Jamie sat back again. ‘Oh, that little shit. Don’t go worrying about him. Any bother, chuck him out, send him to Les or your
        distinguished leader. Honestly, Anna, it’s not your job to sort his behaviour out. Your role is to deliver the curriculum, and if Nathan Smartarse isn’t fit to take it in, shift him onto the pastoral care team. That’s what they get
        their extra scale-point for. Sod him. I never had any truck with kids like that.’

      
 ‘What, you never had any kids muck about in your class, ever?’

      
 ‘Not what I said. Listen: it doesn’t matter what your teaching style is, some kids are always going to behave like dickheads
        because that’s the way their brains are wired. The trick is not to let it get to you. I never did.’

      
 That she could believe. She’d gone in once, long before they were married, to watch him teach. Terms at Montcliff were shorter than at
        the comp, so she’d been on holiday a whole week by then. She’d called in at the staffroom one break to pick up some videos he was lending her, and he’d said, ‘Don’t go just yet, come and see my Year Nines.’ She’d
        sat at the back like an inspector, and been struck immediately by the difference in his style from her own. He’d perched on the edge of the desk (Anna always sat behind) with his shirt sleeves rolled up and an open body posture. The children
        weren’t always putting their hands up before calling out. Jamie used his arms a lot, dropped slang into his speech. When he saw a child who wasn’t listening he didn’t simply say, as Anna would have, ‘Stephen, can
        you pay attention, please.’ He asked a question he knew the boy wouldn’t be able to answer because he’d missed the information, waited for the audience laugh, then pretended to use a radio for contact:
        ‘Calling planet Brooker. What’s the atmosphere like where you are, Ste?’ The other children liked it. She’d wondered at the time whether she was doing it all wrong.

      
 ‘I’ll bear your advice in mind,’ she said.

      
 
        
 She could not get comfortable in bed. When she lay on her front, it felt as though her internal organs were falling against
          the mattress and squashing together and causing damage. She turned on her back and they lurched again; she kept imagining liver on a butcher’s scales. Across the ceiling slanted a faint bar of light from the gap in the curtains and she watched it
          for a while, her hands on her stomach. Finally she got up, filled a glass with water, and went to sit in the spare room with the dolls’ house.

        
 She’d come across the green and white tin-fronted Triang in an antique shop, and it had been a serious restoration project. It
          wasn’t a toy. Jamie said the house was creepy by moonlight. ‘Like the M. R. James story. You might peep through those latticed windows one night and see a horrible crime committed in miniature.’ Except there was no one inside to be
          murdered. Anna didn’t agree with adding dolls; they destroyed the realism. You were supposed to look in at each room and feel as though the occupants had just left. She peered now into these silent, ordered rooms.

        
 What would Russ be doing at this moment? Could he sleep tonight? In his messy, overcrowded semi that Anna
          always longed to clear and redesign properly, taking up those God-awful carpets and sanding the boards; repainting the sills and finishing the papering in the hall; sweeping all the crap into a skip. That shell owl would have been right at home in Ruth
          and Russ’s house. Of course, kids made a lot of mess. If she had a baby, she’d keep its toys in an antique wooden trunk that could stay on show all the time. But she mustn’t think about the baby, it was important not to think about the
          baby yet. See what happened when you let your mind go sliding? She fought to bring up Russ’s living room again – there were French windows at one end but the curtain rail was coming away from the wall and Russ had never got round to fixing
          it. Ruth was too wet to pick up a drill. So the curtain sagged on one side, the material pooled on the floor, and every so often someone would tread on it or catch their foot and yank it a bit more. ‘One day it’ll fall right out on
          someone’s head,’ Ruth would say, looking meaningfully at Russ. And there was no proper room for a dining table, at least not one that would seat more than four, so often as not they ate off their laps among Tom’s Duplo and
          Bethany’s Bratz and Tasha’s magazines and all the other assorted junk they insisted on piling up. Ruth collected pot pigs, for Christ’s sake. ‘Sometimes I just can’t stand it any longer,’ Russ told Anna when they were
          at the caravan one time. ‘I have to get out. Do you understand?’ Absolutely, Anna said. Sometimes Ruth left the ironing board up for days.

        
 Anna unhooked the front of the dolls’ house and pulled the metal wall open. One of the tiny
          willow-pattern plates had fallen off the dresser and needed righting. She set it back in place and neatened an antimacassar while she was in.

        
 If Russ’s house was hers she’d paint the whole place cream and ban all ornaments. She’d pave the scraggy front garden and
          invest in some decent prints for the hallway, take out the gas fire and scour the reclamation yards for a good Deco surround – but too late, the image was sliding away again to be replaced by a hospital room and a doctor’s voice:
          What I’m saying is, there’s no actual foetus.

        
 She picked up the metal Speedway cooker and pushed its feet into the skin on the back of her hand until she was back in Russ’s world.
          Ruth pregnant; no. Ruth as she was last week, complaining about her weight, slapping her hip as though she could beat some fat off. ‘I need to be Ruth-less!’ she’d quipped, very pleased with the line. ‘No more HobNobs for Mummy.
          Tom, if you see Mummy with the biscuit tin you’ve to shout, “Stop!”, OK?’ Tom watching Scooby Doo, not showing the slightest bit of interest, not even turning round. If Tom ever tried to stop
          Ruth eating she’d probably whack him. No, that wasn’t fair; Ruth wouldn’t hit her children. Just whinge them into submission. ‘How do you keep so slim?’ she’d said to Anna, her gaze moving up and down Anna’s
          body. ‘You’re so lucky.’ The temptation to go, Well, I don’t sit around stuffing my face half the day.

        
 She replaced the cooker, then pushed at the little porcelain sink with the tip of her finger to line it up with the skirting board. Good. The house front swung back round and she clicked it into place. If she put her eye to the bedroom window she could see the tiny nightdress case sitting on the repainted Lloyd Loom chair.

        
 Imagine Ruth naked. Imagine Ruth and Russ naked. No, she didn’t want to think about them together like that. And anyway, he said they
          never did any more. The trouble with Ruth was she’d stopped behaving like a wife, apparently.

        
 What was it going to be like when she met Russ again?

      
 
      
 
        
 They were looking at ‘Anne Hathaway’ by Carol Ann Duffy. Everyone except Nathan had their anthologies open; he
          was colouring the Os on the front of his to make them look like cartoon eyes. Anna went over and, without fuss, without looking at him, flipped his booklet to the right page.

        
 ‘I’m going to read the poem through with you and then I’ll put a question on the board. I want you to write the answer in
          note form, for discussion. You can work on your own or with a partner. OK?’

        
 Their silence she took for assent. Anna cleared her throat and read:

         
          
 
            
 ‘The bed we loved in was a spinning world

            
  of forests, castles, torchlight, clifftops, seas

            
  where we would dive for pearls. My lover’s words

            
  were shooting stars which fell to earth as kisses

            
  on these lips; my body now a softer rhyme

            
  to his, now echo, assonance; his touch

            
 

             
            
  a verb dancing in the centre of a noun.

            
  Some nights, I dreamed he’d written me, the bed

            
  a page beneath his writer’s hands. Romance

            
  and drama played by touch, by scent, by taste.

            
  In the other bed, the best, our guests dozed on,

            
  dribbling their prose. My living laughing love –

            
  I hold him in the casket of my widow’s head

            
  as he held me upon that next best bed.’

          


 
        
 The beauty of the words couldn’t touch her today; she was a thousand miles from this classroom, and unbelievably
          tired, as though someone had tied stones to her limbs and neck. Something flickered at the edge of her memory: she thought she might have dreamed about Nathan. In front of her, the students waited blankly.

        
 ‘So. To begin with.’ She took up the marker and stood by the whiteboard. ‘What do we learn about Anne’s relationship
          with William?’

        
 Sweet Jesus, it came back to her now, this dream that she’d been kissing him, and
          enjoying it. No explanation, no context, except that they’d been on the top of a high building somewhere and she’d been late for a class. No Jamie in the dream, either. She imagined asking Mel, Do you
          ever have erotic dreams about people you detest? and Mel laughing and saying something like, Yeah, all the time, don’t worry about it. She could recall now Nathan’s sleepy hooded eyes and his faint moustache as he’d held her face and
          loomed in. You thanked God at times like this the pupils couldn’t see into your brain.

        
 She sat for a minute watching the class, alert for signs of disengagement. There, Felix’s hand was up, he needed help already, probably hadn’t been listening when she gave out the instructions and where were his coloured lenses that he was supposed to wear? But before she could make a move there was a knock at the door, and when it
          opened, it was Les.

        
 ‘Mrs Lloyd? Sorry to interrupt your lesson. We’ve got a young lady here who’s starting late.’

        
 Anna was out of her seat and moving forwards when the girl stepped in.

        
 ‘Kali Norman.’ Les’s gaze was shifting around as though there was something he should not look at. ‘She’s
          going to be in Mr Maye’s tutor group. And the headmaster said your set for English . . .?’

        
 ‘Thank you, Mr Weston.’

        
 Everyone was staring at this tall girl who stood with her shoulders back and her copper hair spread out over her shirt. I know you from somewhere, thought Anna. Or had she seen that face in a painting? Something struck a chord.

        
 She became aware that they were waiting.

        
 ‘Kali, would you like to come and sit at the front with Lin so you can share her anthology? I’ll sort you out with one of your
          own for next lesson. Do you have something to write with?’

        
 The girl reached into her shoulder bag, held up a tobacco tin and rattled it. Extraordinary, but under her white school blouse she was
          wearing a red bra. Not a standard blouse either, because it was too fitted. It gave her a different shape from the other girls: narrower, more slender. Where the two fabrics touched you could see the actual details of the lace. First day at a new
          school; surely her mother would have said something as she walked out of the house?

        
 Anna motioned to the empty chair and Kali sat. From where she was now, Anna could see the line of natural brown hair colour at her parting,
          before the henna kicked in. Then Kali raised her eyes and Anna unaccountably found herself blushing. At the next desk, Lin tugged at her WWJD wristband and drew her elbows in, even though there was plenty of room.

        
 ‘Felix, is it quick?’

        
 ‘Oh, yeah. What’s assonance again?’

        
 ‘Repeated vowel sounds. If you’re not sure of the line, though, leave it. We’ll be going over the whole poem in ten
          minutes.’

        
 Felix nodded and Anna went to stand by Kali. ‘If you just read the poem for now and listen to what we say in discussion, I can give
          you a homework for copying up the notes.’

        
 ‘’Kay.’

        
 ‘Is it Carly as in the singer, or Kali as in the goddess?’

        
 A smile. ‘The goddess.’

        
 ‘Ah. By the way, we don’t—’ Anna felt her collar digging in as she leant over. ‘—allow nail varnish in
          school. If you could make sure you remove it tonight.’ She spoke lightly to show it wasn’t a telling-off. Kali reached for her tin. ‘Excellent.’

        
 Kali’s plum nails squeezed under the lid. There was a metallic pop and the tin came open to reveal ink cartridges, a set of studs and
          a kohl pencil. Behind Anna, Nathan sniggered over some private joke.

        
 ‘So, you’re sorted?’

         
        
 ‘Yeah. Thanks.’

        
 ‘And I’ll have a chat with you after.’

        
 Nathan made a choking noise and something clattered to the floor.

        
 ‘Do you want me to move you?’ said Anna, over her shoulder.

        
 ‘You said we could work with a partner.’

        
 ‘Yes, work being the operative word. What is the matter? Are you stuck?’

        
 ‘This poem, it’s filthy.’

        
 The boy next to Nathan, Martin Fallow, had his head in his hands and was shaking with laughter.

        
 ‘Go on, Martin,’ he said.

        
 ‘I’m not saying it.’

        
 ‘What?’ Anna turned and straightened up.

        
 ‘’Sabout muff-diving, isn’t it?’

        
 Nathan had lowered his face and slurred the words but they were quite audible. Martin picked up his anthology and held it, like a child
          would, in front of him. She could see by his shoulders he was still laughing.

        
 ‘It’s this line here, about diving for pearls. ’Cause they’re in bed and they’re at it, yeah, and then it says
          he goes pearl-diving. That’s what it means, isn’t it?’

        
 God, thought Anna, this for another two years.

        
 ‘The wonderful thing about poetry,’ she said, looking round for a moment to take in all the class, ‘is that it’s
          open to individual interpretation. So if you can justify yourself in appropriate language, if you can support your point of view in a clear and sensible way, by reference to the text, then an examiner would accept
          your argument. But you would have to express it properly. Maturely.’

        
 ‘So if I use posh words I can put that it’s about—’ Nathan stuck his tongue out as far as it would go and wiggled
          it.

        
 A huge geyser of loathing welled up inside her. She had to fight to keep her hands by her sides and her voice calm. ‘I’m going
          to have to send you out if you don’t modify your behaviour.’

        
 Some of the girls on the front row were whispering, not sure what had been said.

        
 ‘And that means a letter home via the headmaster to explain why you were excluded from a lesson. I take it you’d rather not go
          down that route?’

        
 ‘No, Mrs Lloyd.’

        
 ‘Well, then.’

        
 ‘Sorry, Mrs Lloyd.’

        
 ‘I’ll see you afterwards.’

        
 ‘Yes, Mrs Lloyd.’ Insolence radiated off him.

        
 Quarter of an hour to get through till the bell went.

        
 She walked back to the desk and sat down behind it. Then she pretended to study the poem while she took some deep breaths. After a minute
          she took the board rubber, wiped the question away and began to take their ideas: Anne loved William a lot, yes – she misses her husband now he’s dead – he made their relationship seem magical, good. Nathan sat dumb and Anna acted as
          though he wasn’t in the room. When she glanced at Kali, the girl was watching her with, she thought, something like admiration. But it was hard to tell.

      
 
      
  
        
 ‘The thing was, he was technically right so I didn’t feel I could send him out.’

        
 ‘Hmm?’ Jamie nodded, though his eyes were on the TV listings. ‘You don’t want to put up with any nonsense, Anna.
          Crush him early. I’d have told him to fuck off, little tosser.’

        
 ‘No, you wouldn’t. And he’s not so little.’

        
 Jamie leaned across the sofa as if reaching for a kiss. Instead he picked her red pen from the spine of her open mark book so he could
          circle his favourite programmes. Research, this was. ‘So go on, what did you do, in the end?’

        
 ‘The usual. Talked about needing to approach lessons more seriously now he was a GCSE student, reminded him of the discipline
          procedure, explained what would happen if he did it again. Blah, blah, and he’s rolling his eyes and sighing – I swear if he’d looked at his watch I’d have lost it. Then I tried the upbeat ending, you know. You’ve got
          potential, I know you’re able, sort of thing.’

        
 ‘Oh, yeah. We talk some shite, don’t we? Is he bright?’

        
 ‘Not bright. Clever-clever. He thinks he’s terrifically streetwise.’

        
 ‘I expect he is.’

        
 ‘Yes.’ Those awful hooded eyes. ‘God knows what the new girl thought.’

        
 She wrenched her mind off Nathan and tried to focus on a lesson plan, but her thoughts slid to Kali’s velvet shoulder bag, the wavy
          tinted hair all different shades, that red bra. Those silver bracelets would have to come off because, hell, they couldn’t allow any individualism in the school.

        
 Anna had left Jamie drawing his critical rings and was on her way to make coffee when she heard the letter box snap. Who was posting stuff
          at this time? But when she pulled the door curtain back there was nothing on the carpet. She glanced back to check the living room: no movement there, only a theme tune floating out and then the excited muffle of a voice-over. In another second
          she’d clicked the latch open and was looking out into the night, across the green. And there he was, Russ, standing under the lamp post opposite. Fuck. He waved his hand as though he’d been greeting her in the high street. He had no coat on.
          It looked as if he’d stepped out of his house on a whim.

        
 He came swiftly across the road towards her and it was all she could do not to shut the door in his face.

        
 ‘Don’t, Anna,’ he said as he got near. ‘Wait.’

        
 She hung onto the Yale lock as he pushed a piece of paper at her. She took it out of fright more than anything. ‘Go,’ she
          hissed. ‘Please.’

        
 To her relief he turned and walked back down the street, towards the main road, away.

        
 Trembling, she slid the paper up the sleeve of her jumper like an exam cheat, pushed the door gently to, and sprinted upstairs to the
          bathroom where she could lock herself in. Then she ran to the window to peer out again, but dropped the blind in panic a second later to yank the light off. From darkness she scanned the road below. Nothing. Gone. She sat down on the toilet seat
          and closed her eyes. There was a faint cramping below her stomach.

        
 After a while Anna made herself get up and switch the light back on. Then she turned the taps on full because she wanted nothing so badly as
          to lie in a warm bath.

        
 The letter. She drew it out, blood thumping in her ears, and began to unfold it.

        
 ‘Anna?’

        
 Jamie was knocking at the door, fucking hell. ‘Yeah?’

        
 ‘You having a bath?’

        
 No, I’m climbing Mount Everest. ‘Yes. Why?’

        
 ‘Nothing. I made the coffee.’ A martyred pause. ‘Shall I leave yours outside, then?’

        
 ‘OK.’ . . . kind of beacon in my life
          . . . she read with horror . . . feel I haven’t been given a chance to put things . . .

        
 She stripped off her clothes and laid them across the heated towel rail, then climbed into the water. You weren’t supposed to have the
          bath too hot when you were pregnant.

      
 
      
 
         
          
 
            
 Dear Anna,

            
 Please read this all the way through. I know I should try to give it you at work but I can’t wait
              till tomorrow. You can text me. I’ll be up all night. I’m sorry for panicing in the caravan. (Even in her stressed state Anna winced at the spelling error.) It was a shock. I said I loved you and I know
              that’s not what you want to hear, but now I’ve had a chance to think it over I don’t think I do. That was a mistake. So if you’re feeling frightened off because I’m getting involved then don’t.
              But please please Anna, can’t we carry on as we were? You’ve been a kind of beacon in my life and I don’t want it to stop. All I want to do is talk
              things through with you because I feel I haven’t been given a chance to put things right and I’ll do whatever it takes. Please will you see me just one more time to get things straightened out? I think we owe it to each other to finish it right.

          




 
      
 
        
 I don’t owe you anything, she thought. Not yet, anyway.

        
 She guessed he’d intended to post his note through the letter box, then realized how mad an idea that was and drawn it back. She
          hadn’t thought of Russ as having a reckless side. That certainly had not been in the plan.

        
 If it did all come out, what then? She could imagine too well Ruth’s collapsed face, the stares of the children. Ruth would call her
          something like a cold hard bitch because she secretly thought that anyway. She’d cry a lot and comfort-eat and go round to her parents’ begging sympathy; she spent half her life round there anyway. Anna would be at a stroke the most evil
          woman in history. Russ would run between them, or run away.

        
 Jamie’s reaction she didn’t dare consider.

        
 She mashed Russ’s note in the bathwater and fed it down the plughole in tiny scraps. She had no intention of acknowledging it. If she
          replied, the whole situation would drag on and on. But she couldn’t help checking the street again before she went downstairs.

        
 ‘You didn’t drink your coffee.’ Jamie saw her carrying the full cup to the kitchen. ‘What’s up?’

        
 ‘Nothing. Why should something be up?’

         
        
 He raised one eyebrow. ‘Because you look a bit strange this evening. Spacey. You coming down with something?’

        
 ‘I might have a cold coming on,’ she said.

      

 
      
 

 
      
Chapter Three
 
      
 On Monday the Head called a four o’clock briefing, which was a surprise as well as a damn nuisance. Jackson avoided
        staff meetings where he could. Groups made him nervous. He coped better with private interviews; operating to maximum effectiveness in a face-to-face environment, he’d probably call it. On rare occasions he’d take a lunchtime stroll across
        the playing fields, attempting to engage some of the pupils in banter, flinching from stray footballs. Anna suspected the boys kicked the ball at him deliberately.

      
 She watched his ugly face working now as he waited for his staff to get their coffees and take their seats. One day she might stand up and
        shout, ‘What are you doing in this job?’

      
 Jackson took the dais and stood waiting. The chat continued. He held his chin up in an authoritative pose, but there was still no noticeable
        lull. Then Les, stationed next to him but a step below, tapped his spoon on the side of his mug and the meeting began.

      
 ‘Quick student update,’ announced Jackson. ‘I have some pastoral information that needs to be cascaded, and I wanted us all
        to have the opportunity to feed back on any problems or concerns we might have at this early point in term.’

      
 Anna looked down at the coffee table, tried to read the TES headline upside down.

      
 ‘So firstly, Amy Carter’s mother is out of hospital and is being looked after at home. But it’s palliative care. She’s
        not expected to live more than a couple of months. So, be understanding about homework deadlines, not having the right books, sort of thing. Any concerns, see Amy’s form tutor, Mrs Yates. Yes, it’s very very sad. Very sad.’ He paused to
        show how sad he was. Above him the corner of a laminated Health and Safety poster pinged away from its Blu-tack. ‘Mr Weston?’

      
 ‘Right, yes.’ Les consulted his notes. ‘We have a new pupil this term in upper school, Kali Norman, Year Ten, under Mr Maye.
        Pleasant girl but we do have a bit of a blank where Kali’s history is concerned, don’t we, Headmaster?’ Jackson nodded. ‘She’s been living a nomadic life. Came to us from a comprehensive in Manchester but because she was
        only there half a term they haven’t got any records for her. They never received anything from her previous school—’

      
 ‘Her mother says she was off with glandular fever for several months,’ Jackson broke in. ‘And before that they’d been
        in Ireland. So she’s out of year, in fact. We’ve agreed she can repeat Year Ten even though technically she should be in the class above. But I’ve spoken to the mum and she seems keen, and I think Kali’s able enough. Anyway, our
        Mrs Hislop is pursuing the girl’s school records for me and I’ll let you know when we catch up with them. Or they catch up with us. Ha ha.’

       
      
 ‘However,’ Les went on, ‘what we do need to keep in mind is that Kali’s had a slightly unsettled
        background and we need to be sensitive to that. There was an allegation of abuse – not sexual, physical – against one of her mother’s ex-partners three years ago. By her own admission, mum’s had a lot of boyfriends –
        father’s not on the scene at all – and she feels that Kali can sometimes act in an attention-seeking way. She doesn’t want us to label her daughter from day one, but she does want us to be aware.’

      
 Jackson raised his voice and scanned the room. ‘So that means re-reading the chapter in the staff handbook on appropriate conduct to
        pupils, and, particularly if you’re a male member of staff, taking the usual sensible precautions. Not closing the door if you happen to be in a room on your own with her, that kind of thing. Nothing—’ He held up his hand in a calming
        gesture. ‘Nothing to get worked up about. It’s simply being professional. Modern times, I’m afraid. That’s all.’

      
 There was muttering and shifting round the staffroom. The telephone by the door rang twice, then stopped. Anna looked at her pile of unmarked
        books, then at the clock. Jackson made no sign of getting down off the dais.

      
 ‘So we’re pretty much up to speed there,’ he said loudly. The staff fell silent again. ‘And Mr Maye or Mr Weston or
        myself will keep you informed of latest developments. Now, before we finish, any concerns about other pupils? Form tutors?’

      
 Andrew Maye raised an index finger. ‘I’m not happy about Nathan Woods.’

       
      
 ‘Who is?’ That was Les. Some polite laughter. ‘Sorry; in what sense?’

      
 ‘I’d say he’s come back with even more of an attitude this term. He’s, I don’t know, simmering. You see it in
        registration. He walks in first thing and he’s looking for trouble.’

      
 ‘Has he done anything specific?’

      
 Anna turned to where Chrissy was sitting. You made me have him, she wanted to say, and he’s already tried to disrupt one of my lessons
        with smut. A real head of department would have taken a pupil like that herself. But Chrissy was doodling in her planner and didn’t see Anna’s face.

      
 ‘. . . animosity between him and Justin Coates,’ Andrew was saying, ‘and he winds
        Martin Fallow up. Also, I think what Nathan gets up to outside the classroom is worse than anything we get to see.’

      
 ‘So we’ll all keep our eyes open while we’re on duty,’ – Jackson again – ‘and report anything of
        note. Communication is the key.’

      
 ‘I never have any problem with Woods.’ Tom Maxfield, this; middle-aged idealist, friend to all misfits, twat. ‘I reckon
        it’s because we share a passion for guitars. If you talk to him, I mean really talk to him rather than telling him off, you get so much more back.’

      
 Fuck off, Anna thought. And cut your hair, too.

      
 ‘Thank you for the words of wisdom, Tom,’ said Les.

      
 Jackson waved his hands as the murmuring began again. ‘Well, I’m going to say That’s all folks, and if you have any further
        comments or, yes, I know you’re anxious to get home but, if you have any difficulties, do try and go through the form tutors and use the pastoral care system, see if you can sort things out at ground level
        . . .’

      
 Don’t come bothering me, was what he meant. As soon as he stepped down, Anna scooped her books to her chest and took them through to the
        work area. If Chrissy came over to chat now—

      
 But it was Andrew who pulled up a chair on the opposite side of the table and got his mark lists out, set his coffee down, unwrapped his
        Tracker bar. ‘Wanker,’ he said companionably. Anna glanced up and gave a quick smile. ‘Bloody waste of space. Come the glorious day.’

      
 Les stepped into the doorway. ‘Just be aware that the wanker is still only round the corner,’ he mouthed.

      
 ‘I don’t care,’ said Andrew, but he shut up.

      
 ‘How’s Kali getting on in your English set?’ Les came over and perched on the edge of the desk next to Anna.
        ‘How’ve you found her?’

      
 Anna thought of the bracelets and the tobacco tin and the knowing looks.

      
 ‘Difficult to tell so far. Orally she’s excellent, very incisive. She’s got a piece to hand in tomorrow, so we’ll see
        what the written work’s like.’

      
 ‘But behaviour in class is OK?’

      
 ‘All right at the moment. At least her bra’s white this week.’

      
 Andrew raised his head. ‘You can still see her tattoo, though.’

      
 ‘She’s got a tattoo? I never noticed. Where?’

      
 ‘Upper arm. A bird, about the size of a ten p.’

       
      
 ‘I thought you weren’t allowed tattoos under the age of eighteen. Is it real?’

      
 ‘Who knows. I’m certainly not getting close enough to find out. She strikes me as one of those girls who know they’re
        good-looking, and I don’t trust that type.’

      
 ‘Very wise,’ said Les, grinning. ‘Remember the two-foot rule.’

      
 ‘She’s not our usual clientele, is she?’ Anna put her pen down for a moment to consider. ‘She gives off
        “I’m different” vibes, and it’s not just the way she looks. Or the fact that she’s older.’

      
 ‘Sixteen going on twenty-five,’ said Andrew. ‘And that’s going to mess our GCSE stats up for next year, isn’t
        it? Has it occurred to Jackson?’

      
 ‘What’s her mother do?’

      
 ‘Flits about attaching herself to the nearest wealthy man, I think. It’s the fiancé who’s paying Kali’s fees; he runs
        a big garage or something. It’s a cycle, though, isn’t it: crap parenting, dodgy kids who become crap parents who have dodgy kids.’

      
 ‘Not necessarily,’ Anna began hotly.

      
 ‘Anyway. I’m not going to be left on my own in a room with her, I know that much. I’ve enough on my hands trying not to take
        a swipe at bloody Nathan.’

      
 ‘Neither of them worth ruining a brilliant career over,’ said Les, getting to his feet again. ‘Our litigious society. Let me
        know if you have any problems, though.’

      
 Anna opened her mouth to speak, then shut it. Nathan could have another chance.

      
  
        
 She thought for a moment Russ’s car was parked in the bay opposite the school entrance, and her stomach lurched. But
          when she looked again, it wasn’t the right registration. Still, she was shaken. The trouble was, she didn’t really know Russ at all.

        
 PM was on the radio, wall-to-wall gloom, so she switched to drive
          time and tried to listen to the songs rather than letting her thoughts run.
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