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PROLOGUE

Gerry Lake looked like a bird with a broken wing—something small and green and feathered, lying there in the middle of the lawn—a budgerigar. One of her knees was bent, the back of her hand cast across her brow in the closing moment of a routine. Very dramatic. Typical Gerry. Her tights were ripped, her plumes ruffled, sequins scattered, her ice skates landed beside her on the grass.

The younger years thought it was part of our dares. A joke. A prank.

“Marvellous,” they called out, clapping.

They hung out of dorm windows in pyjamas and smoked, waiting for the punch line.

After a while we crawled from our various hiding places: the bushes, the boiler house, the ha-ha, the groundskeeper’s shed, the vestry, the orchard, the gym. Cloaked and hooded, as tradition dictated, our dresses slashed at the seam, barefoot.

We formed a circle around Gerry like a coven.

Gerry was in her leotard, of course, her ponytail still rolled in its neatly gelled bun. Hand across her forehead in that pantomime pose. Woe is me! Playing dead. By then we were sick of the endless tantrums and sulking, her door-slamming histrionics, the crying wolf.

No one thought to call an ambulance or alert our housemistress.

In our defense, there wasn’t a drop of blood.

“Very funny, Geraldine,” we said, arms crossed beneath our cloaks, our voices high and clipped.

We looked at her doll-like limbs, her tiny feet and small nose, flicking up at the end like a ski jump. The blue and gold glitter she wore in the rink, smudged down each cheek. Damp confetti. Instead of the sullen pout we’d come to expect from Gerry, her mouth was an open hole. She stared up at her window, uncharacteristically quiet. A budgie who’d flown into glass. Near her skates was a hairpin, a good luck charm she wore during competitions, a forget-me-not sprig made from fake sapphires, cheap and gaudy, snapped in half.

Later, when Gerry was front-page news, journalists hiding in all the bushes, some of us speculated she’d done it on purpose. Out of spite. To spoil our fun. All that time on the ice had given her a thirst for the spotlight. It was just like Gerry to cause a scene. She was an attention seeker, a spoilt brat, prone to telling tales. Gerry’s nickname back then, one of many, was the Poison Dwarf.

We rolled our eyes, yawned loudly.

Feathers fluttered in the breeze.

Some of us noticed, for the first time, the clump of ivy in her fist.

The unusual bend to one knee.

The dark circle that had surfaced between her thighs like ink on our blotters, creeping slowly across her leotard gusset.

“For goodness’ sake. Get up,” we said, less confident now.

We nudged her with bare feet. Giggled self-consciously.

“Gerry?”

Our cloaks—thick black wool—were suddenly heavy. Our torn summer dresses, tattered and thin. Toes numb with cold. Our brown lace-ups, strung from the weeping cedar, twisted in the wind, clacking their heels. Strange what one remembers, even now, after all this time. Our housemistress, for example, careening across the lawn, bellowing like a cow. The blue flashing lights, the backboard, the neck brace. The handful of hostile locals already standing watch by the gate. The way, sheepishly, we picked up Gerry’s broken hairpin from the grass and hovered near the stretcher, despite the obvious annoyance of the paramedics, one of them a man in a turban, who stared frostily at our shredded uniforms, the cloaks, the hoods. How, as they wheeled her away, a cortege of us filed behind the stretcher carrying her good luck charm. Some of the small gold leaves were bent, a gem lost during the fall.

“Here,” we said.

Gerry’s hands and shoulders were strapped to a board, her chin jutting up above a thick white cervical collar, a chorister’s ruff, beatific looking, completely quiet.

How her body stiffened.

Her nostrils flared.

“All right, girls, that’s enough.”

We shuffled back, still holding the pin.

And finally, our last memory of Gerry Lake, so unlike the pictures in the Sunday papers—Gerry beaming on the ice, hugging a trophy, a plastic doll with a beauty pageant smile—our last glimpse as the ambulance doors swung shut. Her fists crumpled into small white balls, her face distorted, lips pulled tight, exposing the fangs she normally tried to hide.




1

I am Divine.

My mother was Divine and her mother before that, which isn’t uncommon. Though that was at a time when being Divine meant something; it had cachet, as my mother still likes to brag; it opened doors, got you places. Though it’s hard to see specifically where being Divine ever got her, other than married. Perhaps I’m missing the point.

I haven’t spoken to another Divine for fourteen years, maybe more, despite there being ample online opportunities these days to reconnect with my former peers should I so wish. I don’t. Every Christmas and Easter I fly back to England to visit my mother, who, in her sixties now, keeps backdated copies of our Old Girls’ newsletter for me in her downstairs loo, next to Country Living. Births, deaths, marriages, the rare athletic achievement, horses for sale, and, of course, reunions. Endless reunions. Not one of which I have attended. Until, as a newlywed, I take my husband on an impromptu detour from our honeymoon destination, veering off the dual carriageway so unexpectedly at the road sign that he thinks for a heart-stopping moment I might have morning sickness.

“Just to have a look,” I say. “It won’t take long.”

A trip down memory lane, then we’ll be on our way.

I crawl our rental car round the Oxfordshire town, circling closer to where I remember my former school once stood, folding forward over the steering wheel, trying to get my bearings. This is harder than I think it will be. Nothing is as I remember it. Most of the grounds have been flattened. The gym is gone, the maths block, the redbrick science labs, everything except those buildings deemed to hold significant historic value—the Old Hall and a couple of boarding houses, subdivided into flats for young professionals. I park outside the chapel, which is now, by the looks of things, a private dental practice. My husband of two days is bemused. Keen to get some miles under our belt on the long drive to Scotland, he hadn’t factored this pit stop into his calculations.

“This is it?”

“Give me half an hour,” I say, squeezing his hand.

I point him in the direction of the White Horse. When he is gone, I walk into the dentist’s, slipping past a young receptionist into the sanctuary-cum-waiting room, repainted a minty orthodontic green. I sit for some time listening to the ominous clinks and skirls and high metallic whines of the hygienist at work. Along the nave, cubicles have been fashioned from low movable walls decorated with huge toothy faces of smiling children. The wooden bench I am sitting on looks like, perhaps even is, the exact pew that the robed altar servers slumped on during our Sunday service, obscured by puffs of incense. The organ pipes are still in situ, way back up in the balcony behind the choir stalls, which seem quite small, barely room for a handful of girls. On the immovable stone pulpit where Fat Fran, my headmistress of six years, made her daily proclamations, a series of dental brochures, women’s magazines, food and lifestyle glossies have been stacked, some of which, at one time or another over my career, I have contributed to. I rest my head against stone and look up at the arched ceiling. It is very surreal, the dental nurses padding in and out of the vestry in their soft-soled shoes like nuns. Everything so familiar yet nothing quite as it was.

Behind my head is a sequence of very narrow and long stained-glass windows reaching all the way to the beams. What shocks me as I sit there is that—unless I actually sit up and twist my neck to look—I can’t remember what they depict, not even if you put a gun to my head. I spent the entirety of my adolescence facing those windows, staring at them every single morning for close to five years, Saturdays excepted, and don’t remember a single detail, not one saint or disciple or even the big man himself, which only goes to show the astonishing depths of teenage self-obsession. Or maybe, more accurately, it says something about me back then. Or my memory of my school days, selective at best.

As I am sitting on the pew a patient comes out of a booth, her jaw clamped down on wadding, her hand holding her cheek. Unsteady on her high heels, dazed, she is guided to a spot next to me. A dental assistant goes to retrieve something important, a prescription perhaps, and the patient’s eyes roam around the arched ceiling and the fluted ironwork. It is an unnerving setting for a dental practice—the angels and the pulpit and stained glass—perhaps she thinks she is hallucinating. Blood catenates slowly from her empty socket down the gauze in her hand. We are probably the same age. She could have been a King Edmund. She stares vacantly at the neon exit sign as if she is waiting to be collected. Above the vestry door is the Divine school motto carved into a rectangle of wood.

MEMOR AMICI

Remember friends.

“Ha,” I snort out loud.

The patient slowly turns towards me, medicated, her hand still firmly pressed against her cheek. She blinks.

I try to swallow it down, doubling over, in the grip of the kind of stifled laughter that catches you off guard, leaping up your throat during sombre moments: funerals, sermons, your fiancé’s art exhibition.

My shoulders shake and the pew judders. The patient stands up suddenly, her handbag falling to the floor, its contents spilling.

“Shit, I’m terribly sorry.” I see her lipstick rolling towards the lectern. “Sorry, sorry.”

I put a fist to my chest and thump it. Swallow.

“Sorry.”

I scramble to pick up her bag, holding it out to her.

“This used to be a school,” I blurt, just to say something. “St John the Divine.”

The poor woman’s numbed head nods slightly, as she takes her purse. She looks down at a message illuminated on her phone and then over her shoulder at the door, checking for her lift. I assume she isn’t allowed to drive.

“The private school,” I keep going. “The one that shut down; it was in the papers a long time ago, remember? There was a scandal.”

She stares at my face as if I am slowly coming into focus. Enough years have passed for me not to sound completely Divine. I have lived abroad on and off, my accent is sometimes hard to identify, but still, she looks me up and down and her eyes flash. She knows.

“Yeah,” she says. As she talks her wadding unplugs momentarily, exposing ghoulish bloody gums. “And? My mum worked in the kitchen.” She thumbs behind us in the direction of the old refectory. “Sixteen years scrubbing fucking pans, if you must know.”

The right side of the woman’s lip is drooping; her speech has a drunken slur.

“Bunch of stuck-up fucking toffs.”

She plugs the gauze back in, clamps down on it, waiting to see what I’ll say next. She’s right, of course. But what does she expect me to do, defend my honour, wrestle her to the floor?

I think about my husband, Jürgen, waiting for me in the pub. Jürgen knows how to let moments like this roll over him. He is a pacifist, not someone who can be easily provoked. Despite the fact he’s the artist in our relationship, things that make me flare up with rage don’t bother him at all. When we met I had just come out of a turbulent, itinerant period of life and, exhausted, I suppose you could say that I found his particular brand of considered quietude seductive. That was what I had fallen in love with. Lately I have been trying hard to adopt some of Jürgen’s sangfroid. Plus we are newlyweds. On our honeymoon. I don’t take the bait.

Thankfully a bald man sticks his head around the chapel door, whistles and gestures at the woman with his thumb. She departs, her high heels clicking sharply on the tiled floor, marching down the nave, past the vestry and through the arched door.

MEMOR AMICI

I wait a decent amount of time, hovering on a Communion step, then I leave as well. My husband—that word feels so exotic—is waiting for me outside, hands in his pockets, resting on the hood of the rental car, chewing slowly. I feel a burst of relief to see him standing there, solid looking and straightforward, not in the least Divine. On our first date he rolled up his sleeves at the sight of the leaking pipe in my kitchen, requesting a spanner. He is a pragmatist, a maker of lists.

“All good?” he checks.

I nod. I turn my back and lean against Jürgen’s chest; he loops his arms around my waist, his chin on my head, and I try to put the incident in the chapel behind me. I should never have come back. I’m embarrassed to have brought him here, to have wasted even an hour of our honeymoon on something so inconsequential. A moment of nostalgia, now gone. We gaze up at the stone statue of King Edmund in the centre of the town, close to the bus stop. Five pigeons spar for space on top of his helmet, bobbing and ducking, feather elbows. They flick their shabby grey tails and shit down Edmund’s cloak. An elderly woman tugging a tartan shopping trolley shuffles past us into the market square. Traders hold bananas aloft on hooked fingers, hollering deals. Three old boys in tweed jackets stand outside the bookie's smoking. I am acutely aware of how particularly English all this must seem to him, my husband, an Austrian.

Jürgen pulls a piece of fudge from a paper bag and puts it into my mouth.

“Okay. Big drive. Let’s go.”

He checks the fastenings on his bike that is tethered to the boot of our rental car, and as he tugs the frame tight a bald man driving a red Mazda swerves across the road towards us and stops abruptly, blocking traffic. A window hums down, and the woman from the dentist’s leans across the bald man, actually crawling across his lap, the lower half of her face distorted, stiff with pain.

“Hallo there,” my husband says jovially, squatting slightly, “can we help?”

Austrians, particularly country bumpkins like him, are pathologically nice. I’ve seen him dig a car out of the snow for a stranger and drag each of our neighbour’s bins out every week without a word of thanks.

The woman in the Mazda gives him the finger.

She glares at me, her real target, and pokes her swollen head farther out of the window as if there is something urgent she forgot to tell me back there in the chapel, her tongue fat and lisping.

“Cunth.”

“Ha.” I laugh nervously. “Ha ha ha.”

Then she spits at me, her gob landing at my feet, and they speed off.

So, this is the way it is. Fourteen years and nothing has changed. She is a townie. I am Divine.

“My god,” my husband says, “Sephine, who was that?”

Hands on his hips, he looks up the road after the Mazda.

“Was that some kind of joke, my god?”

“Forget it,” I say, humiliated, “let’s go.”

I give him a gentle shove towards the car in case the banshee decides to come back. I don’t want her to jinx our honeymoon. Two days ago we were exchanging vows at the town hall, grinning at each other like imbeciles, euphoric.

“But I don’t understand; do you know her?”

“No, nothing like that.”

I slip my hands down his hip, taking the keys from his pocket. I unlock the rental car quickly and get behind the wheel. Jürgen sits in the passenger seat, shaking his head.

“Was she from your school then, an old friend?”

I start the car.

“I don’t have any school friends.”

He frowns, as if he’s only just found this out about me. “You don’t? Why not?”

I have friends, of course, but the oldest and truest friendships I have are the ones I forged at university or soon after, when an element of choice was introduced to the selection process. Plus my husband’s friends, such as they are, though generally not their wives for some reason. Thanks to his extreme niceness, genial blue Austrian eyes, his obvious likeability, Jürgen has always been the social one in our relationship. Though these days he’s just as happy to spend an evening at home, working in his studio or tinkering with his bikes. Occasionally we go to a gallery opening or drive visitors around whatever city we are living in, or meet an old editor of mine for brunch. I can count nearly all these friends on one hand. But not one of them is Divine.

“I don’t know,” I tell him with a shrug and turn the key in the ignition. “I just don’t.”

We break the journey in Yorkshire, spending the night in a bed-and-breakfast where we barely leave our four-poster bed. In the morning we scramble into clothes, unwashed, stumbling into the dining room moments before the end of service. The landlady, a stern matronly looking woman, reminiscent of a former housemistress of mine, stands with her hands on her hips, scowling at the clock. We slip sheepishly into our seats, trying not to laugh. Across the room two women, dressed in shorts and walking boots, barely glance up from their maps. A middle-aged man butters his mother’s toast. Next to us an elderly couple smile and raise their glasses of orange juice.

“Congratulations,” the wife says, leaning over and patting Jürgen on the back of his hand.

“Is it that obvious?”

The couple smile knowingly at each other.

Jürgen’s T-shirt is inside out, my hair unkempt. As we brush against each other under the table, there’s a stench between my thighs, musky and sour, like overripe fruit. I cringe, thinking of our attic room, the paper-thin walls and creaking bed frame, and bury my head in Jürgen’s shoulder. The landlady slams a teapot on the table in front of us.

Jürgen asks the couple how long they’ve been married.

“Forever,” the old man groans.

His wife flaps her napkin at him.

“Fifty-four years this September,” she says.

I can feel Jürgen’s fingers as they weave through mine, how his wedding band grates over my knuckles as he squeezes, causing me to wince.

“Any advice?” Jürgen asks.

The elderly pair gather their room key and newspaper and spectacles from the table. The husband gets up and pulls back his wife’s chair so she can stand.

“Be kind,” the wife says.

They nod at us.

“Good luck.”

During checkout Jürgen stops in front of the landlady and kisses me, a hand slipping down the back of my trousers, and then we pack up the car and are back on the road. I begin to think that the unpleasant incident at St John’s is forgotten, that the whole ugly scene is behind us. But then, unexpectedly …

“No school friends,” Jürgen says, sliding his hand up and down my thigh as I join the motorway. “That’s interesting, you know?”

I can see that my new husband finds this baffling. I wish I’d never mentioned the word Divine. He can’t let it alone. He taps one finger against the glass as we cross the border into Scotland, staring out at the uneventful landscape, green fields with yellow pocket handkerchiefs of oilseed rape, culs-de-sac, warehouses and roadside cafés, snack vans parked in service stations. We have another four hours of driving ahead of us to get to Skye, not to mention the ferry.

“Not one?” Jürgen checks, uncharacteristically pushy.

“No.”

“How come?”

The four men that are his best friends all come from the same Salzburg village where he grew up. Andreas, Hansi, Thomas B, Thomas F. Two of them were christened together, they went to the same school, shared their first cigarette in Hansi’s woodshed, stole their grandparents’ schnapps, chased their first girlfriends on Krampusnacht, pretending to be the Christmas devil, masked and growling, nipping their sweethearts’ ankles with leather whips, threatening to carry them to the underworld. They have shed blood together, hunted together, drunk-wept at each other’s weddings, actually staggering around the dance floor like bears. They are his family, closer than his actual brothers (one older, one younger, who I have to remind Jürgen to call on their respective birthdays). He is loyal to the core and would do anything for these four men, including jumping on a plane at the drop of a hat, or loaning them money without any expectation of return. A private annoyance of mine.

“Were you bullied?” Jürgen wants to know as we pull over to fill up with petrol.

“No. I don’t think so.”

“Unpopular then?” He pokes me. “Eine Streberin. How do you say, a geek?”

“No.”

I grip the pump handle, my knuckles blanching.

“So you loved school?”

“Who loves school? It was fine,” I snap, instantly regretting my tone. “I mean, I don’t remember. Can we just drop it?”

Back behind the wheel he curls his hand around the nape of my neck to soothe me, rubbing his thumb up and down below my ear. He has calluses, little circular pads on the base of each finger from cycling that are rough as pumice.

“You don’t know if you liked school or not? You must remember something.”

“Not really,” I say, wriggling out of Jürgen’s grip, flustered, trying to concentrate on the road.

“Try,” he says.

I don’t answer.

Why won’t I talk to him? Is it just that I’m embarrassed? The boarding school education, the implication of wealth and privilege, the Old Girls’ network. When I met Jürgen (a sculptor I was sent to interview for a Sunday supplement, a rising star), he was still sleeping in a tent in his studio, washing in a sink, subsisting on grants and sporadic commissions. A self-made man, the descendant of mountain people, literally peasants—cattle herders and cheese makers—he described to me during the course of that first meeting how he’d paid his way through art school felling trees and slaughtering goats.

Jürgen turns his whole body to face me.

“Seriously, you’re kidding, right? You won’t tell me this?”

Ashamed, I say nothing.

He can see that I’m not going to budge.

This does it. Silently thunderous, Jürgen takes out his guidebook and reads the history of Skye. His stare bores down into one page then the next. We’re not the kind of couple who bicker. I sit behind the wheel, gnawing on the inside of my cheek, trying not to cry.

On the ferry to Armadale we stand apart, his hood up, my scarf wrapped around my head against the spray. He has his camera around his neck but doesn’t take one photo. When we get to the island, there are midges, huge biblical clouds of gnats. We cover our mouths with our T-shirts and run into the croft house we have rented, cornered together inside the tiny kitchen.

“Oh my god,” I say, looking out at the bugs creeping all over the window frame, trying to find a way in. I try to make a joke about it but it falls flat. Jürgen is still furious with me, his new wife, for keeping secrets. He sits with the map spread on the floor, his precious road bike propped up against the wall. I open the bottle of single malt I bought on the mainland. I may have taken a few swigs already on the crossing. Dutch courage.

My throat warm, I place the whisky dead in the middle of his map. Jürgen barely looks up. I take off my clothes—it is our honeymoon, after all—and straddle Loch Hourn. Legs spread shamelessly. Afterwards, we lie on the floor and drink the rest of the bottle, picking midges from each other’s skin.

“Please, Sephine,” Jürgen begs. “Remember something. For me.”

“Why are you so interested all of a sudden?”

“That woman, she hated you. She called you a cunt.”

“So?”

“I want to know. I want to know about you back then.”

“No, you don’t.”

I curl under his armpit, press against his warm ribs.

“Liebchen”—he circles the birthmark on my shoulder—“please.”

I think of the elderly couple at the bed-and-breakfast. Be kind.

“Fine,” I mutter. I believe, or so I tell myself, in the apotropaic power of marriage. That witch hasn’t jinxed us, we are invincible. Golden even. What harm can it do?

“Memor amici,” I begin.

Remember friends.
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We sat, some of us early birds, on the ha-ha, legs dangling above the grass ditch, watching the Peck twins, Dave and Henry, play a so-called friendly game of tennis. It was mid-April or around then. The first day of the summer term, my fifth year at the school. What would turn out to be our last as Divine. A few weeks before the Gerry Lake scandal.

Dave Peck wiped her wristband over her top lip where she was pooling sweat, squatting slightly, shifting from foot to foot in a slow, hypnotic rock, waiting for the serve. Henry, the prettier and leggier of the Peck twins, at least according to my memory, tossed the ball high. She jumped, her racket arm primed, so that it looked for a moment like she was suspended in the air, levitating, truly divine. Then she plummeted down on top of the ball, which her sister somehow managed to return, firing it into the distant corner, just inside the line. Henry frowned and picked up a new ball without saying a word to her twin. The Peck sisters were in the midst of a spat. Henry had spent the Easter holidays giving blow jobs to their private tennis coach in the swimming pool changing hut of their Hampshire house, leaving Dave alone on court to practice with a ball machine.

“What happened to the Moose?” I asked the group.

This was the name we’d given the much-talked-about coach, a former pro, whose real name was something exotic sounding to us, like Moussa. By then the phrase “the Moose” had already morphed amongst Divines into a code word for blow jobs and big dicks, and eventually just dicks in general.

“Monaco,” someone said. “The Moose went to Monaco.”

“Or, like, Abu Dhabi?”

“Au revoir, the Moose.”

“Yeah, no more moose.”

“Brunei,” Henry corrected, taking a break as the sisters switched ends, leaning against the court fence, the flesh on her shoulder squeezing through the mesh of small diamonds so that she looked vaguely upholstered.

“Hi, Joe,” she said to me. “How was Hong Kong?”

My father was a banker; my parents had recently moved for his work.

“It was passable. Sorry about the Moose.”

“Thanks, I mean, I don’t know.” She bounced her racket against her heel. “We’re going to write to each other and stuff, it’ll be cool. I’ll see him at half term.”

The Moose had it made. St John the Divine, a private boarding school, was staffed almost entirely by women, with the exception of Padre, our school chaplain, and a couple of ancient art and maths teachers; the Moose had had zero competition. The chances of us giving out blow jobs during the eighty-four days of that summer term, not counting exeats (weekend leaves) and a half-term holiday, were highly unlikely. Sebastian Moussa was probably thirty-two or -three, drove a convertible, and had a French accent. He was a god. We knew nothing about his life off court. This was preinternet, remember; no one could google anyone. For all we knew he could have been married with six children. The man was an enigma.

I remember that whenever I thought about Sebastian Moussa, who had the muscular knees of a long-distance runner and hard, dark brown thighs, I always started to feel my palms clam up and had to rub them across my school tights before anyone noticed because, at sixteen, I had never actually seen in the flesh or touched, let alone sucked, any moose. In this respect I was somewhat behind my peers. Divines were known for being sexually precocious. I had an extremely vivid imagination but couldn’t for the life of me visualise having a part of someone else, especially not that part, in my mouth, or what I’d do with it once it was there. (In Second Year I was dared by my best friend, Skipper, to suck another Divine’s thumb and, despite still being a resolute thumb sucker myself at that age, remember the repulsive, alien sensation of George Gordon-Warren’s knuckle jammed against my lower teeth, her long nail nipping my roof cavity, so retch-worthy an experience that soon after I gave up the habit. If George’s thumb made me gag, how, I wondered, could I possibly manage a penis?)

Which isn’t to say I was frigid—an accusation we used to toss around back then—or unattractive, not a total disaster at least. True, I didn’t have much in the way of breasts and had something of a mousy, forgettable face, but I had grown my hair long to master the flick, a single swipe of the hand, our signature move, that folded one’s hair into a side quiff. We never tied our hair up back then unless it was for sports and were constantly tossing our heads from one side to another throughout the day. I’m surprised we didn’t get whiplash. I had the same slippery fine hair I have now, which made this style hard to maintain and so I got in the habit of tilting my head to one side, inadvertently giving me a Princess Diana kind of coyness. Not exactly a coquette like Henry Peck, but still, it seemed to appeal to the boys. At least the kind of boarding school boys we knew back then: Harrovians, Etonians, Radleians, Old Stoics. Except that by the Fifth Form the closest I’d come to sex was some cack-handed fumbling through a tuxedo zipper at a school dance. Skipper, one of the most popular girls in our year, a safe bet for head girl, knew this, as did the other Divines and so all this moose talk back then made me feel vaguely fraudulent, as I often did during that period of my life, riddled with insecurity. Still, I continued to smile at Henry Peck that day as if I was in on the moose joke, kicking my legs against the crumbling stone wall of the ha-ha, and changed the subject before Henry returned to the question of my Easter holidays. No moose then, either.

Jürgen lifts his head to interrupt my story.

“Coquette?”

“Jane Eyre was one of our set texts, we were fifteen and sixteen years old, we knew all about coquettes.”

“Okay,” Jürgen concedes. “Go on.”

He lies back down.

“Wait, the Peck twins, where are they now?”

“I don’t know. That’s not important. Are you going to keep on butting in?”

“Nein, nein.”

I cuff him on his thigh.

“Pass me the whisky.”

My husband rests the bottle on my naked hip. It’s obvious the effect my story is having on him—the teenage girls, the uniforms, the long manes of hair.

“Do it.”

“Do what?”

“The flick.”

“The flick? I don’t remember.”

“Ja, you do.”

He leans forward and pulls the clip from my bun.

“Go on. Show me.”

I pretend to scowl but stand up, catching sight of myself in the sitting-room mirror, my naked torso above the fireplace, small white breasts, my nipples mutinous in the cold and hard as bullets. I enjoy looking at my wide, milky coloured bottom, more than a handful, slightly dimpled at the edges. So different from how I was fourteen years ago when I was all edges and bone. I rub my hand across my soft belly. Absorbed by my own flesh. I almost forget Jürgen is waiting.

“So,” he prods, “go on.”

I comb my fingers through my knots, flattening my palm, and I do it. It turns out I haven’t forgotten; in fact I perform it perfectly, my hair cartwheeling over, the apotheosis of the flick. I look at Jürgen as I used to look at those Radley boys, head tilted sideways, draped in gold, Hellenic.

“Güt,” he says.

He kneels before me, cupping my breasts in his hands.

“Do you want to hear this or not?”

“I do,” he rasps, squeezing a nipple, “I do.”

“Jürgen.”

“Keep going. Tell me about the scandal.”




3

A long-standing Divine tradition was to toss our brown leather lace-ups into the branches of a weeping cedar at the front of the school. My grandmother and mother had both done it, as would I a few weeks later in a moment of post-GCSE exam euphoria. On that first day of summer term I watched as a funeral procession of cars came peeling off the road and up the drive, looping round the Circle with this shoe tree in the centre. Cars paused by the entrance while royal blue school trunks with brass buckles and our names painted on the sides were solemnly heaved onto the grass by the long-suffering maintenance staff, grave as pallbearers, then the parents went gliding on in search of a parking spot beside the boarding house.

St John the Divine had a campus of two halves, conjoined twins, linked by a large metal bridge. This bridge, an eyesore of a construction, straddled the two splintered parts of our school grounds like some vast metal stick insect. Built at the behest of concerned parents, its intent was to stop Divines having to cross the road below on foot, putting an end to us playing chicken with townies who had been known to accelerate on sight, honking their horns, cutting so close we could hear the snorts of laughter, the spray of puddle water against our calves. Which says something about the civic sentiment back then. Long before the scandal.

We all loathed the bridge. In winter we clung to the frozen banister, bobsleighing down the near vertical set of steps. In the summer it radiated an unpleasant tarry heat underfoot, hot enough to burn through white plimsoll. That said, the view from the top was the best in the school. Standing in the middle you could see, to the east, pairs of strung shoes, polished as conkers, spinning at the top of the cedar tree in the centre of the Circle and next to that the laundry, sports halls, tennis courts, orchard, and the redbrick boarding houses where we junior years slept—formerly the property of a wealthy Victorian landowner, now renamed after saints, St Gertrude, St Hilda, et cetera. These various buildings were spread across the town, like a tumour, partitioned from disapproving locals by an imposing brick wall.

The Other Side was what we called the remainder of the school and included pretty much everything you could see to the west of the bridge: the chapel, classrooms, science labs, refectory, the headmistress’s office and an oval vestibule known as the Egg (a kind of prechamber of the headmistress’s office, where Fat Fran’s henchwomen liked to congregate in large wingback chairs), and finally, the Sixth Form accommodation, Lower and Upper. These Sixth Form dormitories—two modern-looking brick bungalows, once a retirement home for Divine nuns, long dead, though their chalky odour still lingered—had the benefit of being set back from the road, away from the other buildings. This gave the occupants the illusion of privacy. Something Sixth Formers felt rather superior about.

The life of these Sixth Form girls seemed unimaginably sophisticated to us. Gone were the unflattering Edwardian school uniforms (blue tweed skirts, beige shirts, and ankle-length black wool cloaks in winter, striped cotton tunics in the summer months). Gone were the weekly dorm inspections, the endless monitoring of tuck boxes filled with snacks, and mandatory lights-out. Instead these Sixth Form girls wore their own clothes, lounged around the bungalow during free periods, drove their own cars home at half-term, and—the thing we coveted above all others—slept in private bedrooms, some of them rumoured to be en suite.

Another perk of being a Sixth Former, I remember, was unsupervised and unlimited access to the town, on the strict condition that they travelled in groups of two or more. This was due to the long-running grudge between Divines and townies, who tended to think of us all as a stuck-up, supercilious bunch of trust funders (not unfounded) with a pretentious tradition of calling each other by boys’ names. It didn’t help, of course, that so many of the locals were beholden to the school for their financial security—the allowance money we splurged at their corner shops on sweets and cigarettes and magazines, the minicab fares we racked up to the nearby city, the cinema trips and extravagant birthday cakes ordered from their bakeries. Moreover, the school was one of the few remaining employers that offered locals regular work. Townies scrubbed our floors, cleaned our toilets, painted lines on our tennis courts, washed our underwear, served us our meals and disposed of our scraps. No wonder they loathed us.

A townie could spot a Divine a mile away and vice versa. Shark-eyed girls from the local comprehensive with faces pulled tight by gelled buns, eyes glinting, sucking their teeth at us at the bus stop as we went past. Their grey King Edmund skirts hitched up their thighs, little school ties on elastic, and gold earrings.

“What the fuck you looking at, you posh twat?”

The loathing townies felt for us was visceral. Disgust radiated from these KE girls like white heat. They would spit on our backs the moment we passed, or swarm around us, as in the case of Henry Peck, dragging her behind the White Horse, where they shoved her against redbrick and flicked ash on her head. When I later relayed this incident to my mother, she shrugged and wafted her hand through the air as if it was nothing. This kind of hostility had gone on for as long as she, or any Divine, could remember, over a hundred years or more. There had been some halfhearted efforts over the years by our respective headmistresses to bring about a cease-fire, which came to nothing. Townies hated Divines. End of story.

By early afternoon the Peck twins had given up on their game of tennis and flopped on the grass beside the rest of us, sweating, red faced. We sat on the ha-ha watching the cars as they arrived, the grown-ups giving one another jovial salutes and hand waves and hello theres. They looked excited as puppies while, by contrast, their progeny were slumped in the back seat listening to a Walkman, so really, you had to wonder who all this performance was intended for, mothers leaning in to double kiss each other through lowered windows, fathers braying at one another across the grass. Beneath the shoe tree, girls, two at a time, were tugging the contents of their trunks inside and up to their shared dorms via the long-standing Divine technique of using bedding material as a holdall, twisting the ends of their duvet covers and hoisting the cadaver-like weight over their shoulders. A new bed each term, fourteen different dorms in my time as Divine, I calculated out loud, anything from two to eight girls crammed in one room depending on the year, a total of seventy-two different dorm mates since we’d started at the school.

“Not including Gerry Lake,” Dave said, lifting her head up from the grass and grinning at me.

My stomach lurched as if I’d been shoved hard from behind.

“Bloody hell,” I said, groaning.

The others snorted with laughter.

“Bad luck, Joe,” they said, elbowing me in the ribs. “Nightmare.”

Gerry Lake. The Poison Dwarf. The least popular girl in our year—loudmouthed, crude, famously temperamental. Instead of sharing a room as usual with Skipper and the twins, somehow I was stuck on my own with Gerry. After the dorm list had gone up on the board at the end of the previous term I was stunned, trying to work out why Gerry had chosen me, above all the other Divines, to be her roommate. It made no sense. We had barely exchanged more than a few words in her entire time at the school. A serious ice skater, she spent all her time either training or at competitions. But eventually it became obvious that Gerry was just as horrified as I was by our sudden cohabitation, which must have been the brainchild of my housemistress, Miss Graves, or one of her deputies, thinking we would be good for each other. It wasn’t either of us who wrote our respective names on the dorm request slip, that’s for sure. I discovered much later—in those hazy days after the scandal—that Gerry went to visit Miss Graves’s flat in person to request to be moved. She would have happily picked one of the Chinese or Russian girls, though they understandably kept to themselves. Or Kwamboka Mosupa, the African exchange student, whom everyone liked, even Skipper, who treated Kwamboka—good-natured, smiling shyly, baffled by the attention—as if she was the classroom pet. But for whatever ill-fated reason, the housemistresses ignored Gerry’s pleas. Skipper shared a room with the Peck twins that term, I was stuck with Gerry Lake. They might as well have put me with a townie.

Miserable, I changed the subject.

“Anyone coming for a fag?”

George, the girl whose thumb I had once sucked, leant over and exhaled so I could smell her Tic-Tac and tobacco breath.

“We’ve just been.”

“Sorry, Joe.”

You rarely see teenagers smoking now, not on the streets where I live at least, but Divines were notorious chain smokers. I squinted up at the orchard where we normally smoked, eyes thick with jet lag. I estimated that there were too many parents arriving by then, I’d have to go elsewhere. A father walked past us towards the trees with an arm draped around his daughter, a final mournful lap before he surrendered her to the Divine.

“Chin up, angel,” we heard him say, “not long.”

“Sod it.” I took my time sliding off the ha-ha and into the grass ditch below. “I’m going.”
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“Townies,” Jürgen says slowly to himself after I have finished.

It is as if he is learning a new word. “Townies?”

“Yes.”

He scratches his stubble. I feel, as I often do, chastened by Jürgen’s overwhelming decency. He is the sort of man who can’t tell a lie. He won’t look at my emails if I leave my laptop open, not even a glance, or read a postcard that comes through the letterbox if it isn’t addressed to him. A postcard, for god’s sake. I, on the other hand, have been known to steal his phone when he takes a shower, strumming down his list of made and received calls, looking for signs of ex-girlfriends. I check his unopened email then quickly flag it as unread, flinging it across the bed, ashamed to have given in to my old bad habits, the insecurity and paranoia. Jürgen, on the other hand, finds my jealousy entertaining, endearing even. If I asked him—and I haven’t—he’d delete every one of his exes from his telephone without a second thought. Jürgen isn’t always a saint—of course, he has his shortcomings—but he has an inner moral compass that is finely tuned, the kind of person who leaves notes on car windscreens if he reverses into them. I am hit and run.

“Townies,” my husband repeats.

“Jürgen, stop saying it.”

“It just sounds so funny. You know. Like commoners. Very feudal. What did you call yourself? Divine, walking amongst us mortals?”

My cheeks begin to burn. Jürgen, who has always admired my independence, sees me now in this new light: spoon-fed, entitled, Divine.

“Whose side are you on?” I say defensively, even though I know how silly it is to pick a fight about something so trivial, overreacting about something I haven’t thought about for years.

“What side?” he teases.

“Exactly.”

I scramble about looking for something to cover myself.

“Sephine, it’s a joke.”

I’m drunk. We should never have started this. Jürgen twists his legs around mine to stop me rolling over.

“Sorry, sorry, come here. I was kidding, don’t go. You still haven’t told me what happened to that girl, Gerry Lake.”

Flustered, I tug a checked blanket from the sofa and wrap it around my shoulders. Flailing about, I scramble underneath the chair to retrieve my tobacco, not caring what I look like with my white arse raised in the air, legs spread, unzipped, everything on show. We are married; he can take it or leave it.

“Sephine, stop.”

“I need a smoke,” I say.

I pull the blanket around me like a toga and stick my feet in Jürgen’s enormous cycling shoes as I march outside, aware how clownish I must seem. I sit on top of a picnic bench. It is dark. Inside the croft house I can see a light come on in the tiny kitchen. Jürgen peers out, stooped over, knocking on the window with his knuckle, mouthing platitudes.

“Come inside, mein Gott. Are you crazy? The bugs?”

I pretend to be squinting intently at the waves. It is too dark to see a thing. The blanket is itchy and, to be honest, I had forgotten about the gnats. Still, I stubbornly roll myself a cigarette, and I listen to the waves slapping against each other out there in the night, gulls squabbling. I am drunk enough that the first cigarette is a clumsy, loose effort, it gives me head spins. Not unlike my very first time, crouching in a smoking den with Skipper and the twins, a butt passing from hand to hand round the circle, the whispered secrecy of a séance. This might be what gives me the idea. I hitch up the blanket and inspect the back of the cottage where the property runs alongside a dank mossy wall. There is enough crawl space to sidestep if I hold my cigarette aloft, so I inch along the wall, one hand in the air, clumsily making my way with the cycle shoes on my feet like clogs. There are empty flower containers I trip on, a spade, a cracked shower door and some plastic garden chairs. I wedge myself between a drain and the chairs. It is perfect, just like old times. When I look up, the cottage walls seem to lean towards me amicably.

A light.

There are no
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