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I look. I can’t stop looking. That’s the deal, isn’t it? We all know that’s how it works. If someone wants to be seen – and oh, how they want to be seen – then someone has to watch. The pageant needs its audience, and that’s where I come in. Rapt, attentive, free to draw my own conclusions. I wonder if they ever think about that.

I wonder if they understand they are nothing without me.





We are nearly there. Jean turns right at the fingerpost and follows the road through the village, and though some of it is new – the antique shop, the deli with its humbug awning – most of it is horribly, shamingly familiar, a reminder that I’ll never escape this place, no matter what I tell myself. War memorial, flint church, the half-timbered pub we never went to because it was popular with staff, and then Miss Balfour’s redbrick villa, and the bursar’s house, and somehow I miss the drive leading to the ugly bungalow where I occasionally babysat for the Waxham children. The foaming hedgerows rise up and fall away, streaming behind us like a wake, an illusion that makes me feel slightly seasick. Jean is telling me about pulling a muscle during a recent walking holiday in the Abruzzo, describing in some detail her physio routine of stretches and rotations.

I nod and murmur and press my palms on my skirt, and there’s the blue sign and the gate dragged open to the verge. Jean taps the indicator. ‘Here we are,’ she says, hauling at the wheel. ‘Goodness – what on earth is that?’

‘It’s the new art department,’ I say, humiliated that I know this, because really, I shouldn’t study the old pupils’ Bulletin, which is essentially a termly begging letter: I have better things to do with my time, and I certainly have better things to do with my money. ‘I think it won a RIBA award.’

A boy in a Ramones T-shirt, the sort of vintage shirt also popular in our day, steps out of the shade of the Humanities Building and comes towards the car. His mouth moves. Amazing teeth. I roll down my window: ‘We’re here for the—’

‘Keep going – loads more space by the music school, if you need it, but you should be fine,’ he says, and his beautiful eyes are full of pity.

Jean noses the car into the shade of an oak and we sit there for a moment, gazing at the Jacob sheep on the other side of the fence. An old Nissan crawls into the space next to us. I don’t recognise the occupants. Two elderly women – well, older than us, at any rate. Jean starts digging around in her bag. ‘Oh, you will think I’m terribly rude – I’ve been gabbling away,’ she says, applying ChapStick. ‘So much to catch up on. How is Elizabeth? And Robert? Everyone well?’

‘Elizabeth is fine. Yes, Robin, he’s fine too.’ Then, quite hesitantly, because in her birthday cards and January phone calls she has never mentioned a partner, I say, ‘And you, is there …?’

‘There is not,’ she says, without rancour or discomfort, and reaches for the door handle. We get out and fuss around with litter and bags, and finally we can’t put it off any longer so we join the thin procession snaking past the Wye Building over the Meadow towards the New Hall, which is, of course, quite old. The sun has come out, filling the grass and the turning leaves with a golden light, a light I remember from those other Septembers, and the groups of boarders lazing in the Meadow are illuminated too: their hair and bare legs, their wrists strung with twine bracelets, which remind me of the Donne poem I surely encountered here. They lean on each other, chatting, oblivious to us. Carrying over some distance, there’s the crack and whoop of a six.

A charming path has been mown through the long grass, and we follow it. Jean continues to express thoughts as they occur, much as she did on the short drive from the station. I don’t know her well enough to be sure if this is nerves or her default setting, but her voice is loud and clear. Some girls glance in our direction and then carefully turn away, as if they daren’t look at us or each other, though I can’t be sure if this is out of amusement, or horror, or a sort of delicacy. We must seem sad wraiths to them, I suppose: awkward visitors from the past, claiming some kind of ungainly kinship; or perhaps emissaries from a dread future from which all the things that make life worthwhile – youth, fun, possibility – have been stripped away. No wonder they avert their eyes.

Everything is of interest to Jean: the planting scheme around the library steps, the monstrous science extension, the renovation of the clock tower. Something seems to be suspended from the clock tower: a length of shiny pink material, which twists a little, catching the breeze. Jean reminds me that the night before our final Founders’ Day a dressmaker’s dummy was stolen from the textile studio, zipped into Mr Trickett’s red anorak, and winched up there on a noose.

‘Isn’t that Verity Spackman?’ Jean says, and I have a momentary flash of a forceful girl in a brown kilt, someone I would hide from after history, for fear of getting stuck with her for lunch. Thanks to the Bulletin and social media, I know Verity Spackman is now something significant at Google, a runner of half-marathons, a cold-water swimmer and the mother of three high-achievers. ‘And look, look, there’s Dribbler!’

Dribbler has turned into a mild-looking person in a button-down shirt and hiking trainers, treading a cigarette butt into the cobbles. What was Dribbler’s real name? Duncan? Martin? Martin Duncan? I do remember that Dribbler liked heavy metal and was known to keep an airgun hidden in his study in the science block. From time to time he would crack the window and take aim at the little boys making their way to games, so they cried out and raced for cover, clapping hands to their arms or thighs. Dribbler became Dribbler after the Tybalt–Mercutio fight scene got out of hand in Miss Capstick’s drama workshop. I remember the tittering as he lurched to his feet and staggered around, a shoelace of drool swinging from his jaw as he mumbled for Mummy. They – we – never forgot that Mummy.

We step off the Meadow into the small crowd outside the New Hall. Jean darts ahead, waving, seizing people and kissing them, as if this is terrific fun, such a lark, while I trail behind, a smile stuck to my teeth. We’ve all changed, lost hair or put on weight, gained crows’ feet and what we believe to be stylish eyewear, and yet even in this quick instant I recognise the tics and mannerisms of those long-lost adolescents, last seen a lifetime ago, before the realities of life obliterated us or showed us who we really were. Someone in an olive moleskin jacket moves aside to let us pass. His back is turned but I know those shoulders, that neck, those ears. It comes at me with sudden force, a sentimental assault, and just for a moment every sensible thought is knocked out of me. Just for a moment I am overwhelmed, as I always was; overwhelmed by fear or longing, a combination of both.

Absurd. Of course, I am now far older than he was then. I inch past, careful not to touch him, focusing on Jean, who has now reached the steps. A yawning girl is handing out printed sheets. There’s a photograph of Mr Power (we called him Talc, because his first name was Malcolm) on the front: ruddy and jovial, slightly sweaty, as if recently returned from one of his favourite activities – bowling an over, perhaps, or hunting down smokers in the Witch Wood.

The New Hall is already quite full, and I maintain a lively and amused expression as we enter it, though I’m now in the grip of another powerful nostalgia, an echo of the suspense that always came when you went in for Drones, when you prayed that someone had saved you a seat, because if they hadn’t you’d have to walk to the front, searching for a space, and people might start calling out remarks about your weird hair, or the fact that no one ever fancied you.

The benches still fill up from the rear but there is no cat-calling today, just a few smiles, a nod or two, some civilised finger-waving. We sidle along a pew beneath one of the stained-glass windows and, when seated, I study the handout, waiting for the absurd adolescent percussion to slow a little. Breathe, I remind myself. Breathe. This is crazy.

I didn’t really get much of a look at him and yet somehow he made an impression: the same, yet different, like the rest of us. He was only ten years older than us, in his late twenties back then. Early thirties at the most. Retirement now in his sights.

Sitting here, bathed in the light of the stained glass – an eerie light, long-forgotten and yet immediately familiar – time seems to bunch and wrinkle, as if drawn together by a clumsy seamstress, and it’s thrilling, and also a torment, to find myself in proximity to that faraway self and all her violent desires.

The noise in the New Hall dies away as Mrs Power is shown to her seat, and then the newish head, a woman in a magenta shirt-dress and statement necklace, rises and welcomes us all, reminding us of the Howard ethos, the enduring values of endeavour and fellowship, and of Malcolm Power’s tireless commitment to those principles in the classroom and on the playing field; and how, well into his nineties, he remained an enthusiastically forthright presence both on the touchline and in governors’ meetings. Amusement ripples through the room.

A tenor, a newish leaver, sings ‘Silent Noon’. A girl reads some Edward Thomas. In an affectionate tribute, the current head of history describes being interviewed for a junior post twenty years ago, on an afternoon when Talc couldn’t quite bring himself to switch off Test Match Special. A Power granddaughter plays the Allegro from Bach’s Sonata in E Minor on the flute. An Old Boy in a senior role at the Financial Times describes Talc getting so worked up about the Ashes that after an away match he piloted the school minibus into a ditch.

Shifting on the hard benches, we think about the chasm between then and now, all the things the chasm contains.

Now the chamber choir shuffles forward to sing us out. Yes, there he is, materialising over the heads in front of me, taking up position with his back – just the faintest glimmer of a bald patch – to the audience. Lifting his hands, he waits, index fingers raised; and it seems to me he occupies the space between this pair of inverted commas as if he is indeed the point, the whole point. He is entirely at ease in the charged air, as he always was; and though I cannot see it, I remember his expression – eyebrows raised, teeth bared – as he prepared to bring us in.

In the hush, I feel the pressure of the old Drones nightmare, as forceful and dangerous as steam. For a moment it seems I may be swept away by the nightmare’s recurring protocol, familiar for many decades: I will get to my feet, here in the New Hall, here in this pink and green light, and I will open my mouth and speak into the silence, and everyone will turn to look at me. And when this happens I will realise that I am not wearing any clothes, and a shudder of astonishment and revulsion and glee will spill through the room. And then the laughter.

The music starts. It’s an acapella version of ‘Blackbird’. The sound soars towards the rafters, clear and true. There’s the horrifying smart of tears. Jean leans close and whispers, ‘Look – Waxham.’

I blink and make a little gesture – is it? – while the teenagers sing about suffering and patience and release.

It’s important to feign ignorance. People would be uncomfortable if I seemed too familiar with the details of their lives, so I stand in the buttery, the air humid with the exhalations of tea urns, and pretend I know nothing. ‘Really?’ I say, and ‘Congratulations!’ and ‘You have been busy!’ although, thanks to social media and the Bulletin, I am up to speed on most of it: the careers, the marriages and children, even the dogs and holidays and kitchen extensions, and (this is just starting to happen where the men are concerned) the next round of weddings and babies. On a day like this, I keep my powder dry.

It’s no hardship. I am used to asking the questions. Curiosity is sanctuary, camouflage, an open sesame. You ask, and their cheeks flush with the excitement and pleasure of talking about themselves. Even if you already know the answers, or have little interest in them, questions unlock other useful things: good will, breathing space, possibly a little power.

Standing here – burning, ludicrously, with the knowledge that Waxham is over there, a scone’s throw away, with his Tattersall shirt and impressively rumpled hair – I am aware that most people can’t immediately place me. Everyone remembers Jean (who was always a singular character in our year, much mocked for her old-lady name and her unselfconscious diligence in the library) but they turn to me with a blank polite expression.

I learned I was being sent to Howard on the eve of the autumn term. My father was dispatched to the Toronto office at very short notice, and boarding fees were part of the package, so without warning I was removed from my old life (my best friend Nell, a bedroom to myself, a sense of being cared for) and dropped into strange territory where everyone but me knew the rules. It felt as if I never quite overcame that disadvantage.

Howard had two big points in its favour: proximity to the airport, and a spare place. As term started, it became apparent I was one of only a handful of new arrivals. The school was climbing out of one of its sporadic scandals (the expulsion of several sixth formers who’d been supplying the pupil body with the help of a dealer in Westbourne Grove), an episode that was of interest to the red-tops because minor royals with artistic leanings sent their children there, and also rock stars who turned up to Founders’ Day in helicopters and fur coats. (Later, I understood that the parents who stuck with Howard at this moment probably did so because they were simply too busy with their own crazy shit. Or perhaps, like my parents, they didn’t read the tabloids.)

My Howard career was not particularly distinguished. My ambition, socially, was to fly under the radar, and clearly I did a good job because Dribbler confuses me with Clare Snape, and Alexia Freemantle, with whom I shared a study, assumes we were in different years. But Verity Spackman spots me across the room and starts to zig-zag through the crowd, semaphoring energetically. I’ll admit I’m a little flattered. ‘Ruth! I always wondered what happened to you,’ she says, and I remember all the small easy betrayals, the times I hid in the drying room rather than walk down to Crowfield with her on Saturday afternoon, or shuffled my chair sideways so there was no space for her to squeeze in beside me at breakfast. She’s a handsome woman now. Great hair, skilful make-up, a structured jacket that might well be vintage Westwood. Yes, I say, I am on Facebook, but I am not very good at it.

We begin on common ground: with Talc, who inspired Verity to read history (Cambridge – she can’t resist reminding me, as a matter of urgency).

I say I wasn’t planning to come today but Jean Pugh got in touch, quite out of the blue, and I thought: why not? So kind of her to pick me up from the station. I mention I feel a bit of a fraud being here; history wasn’t my strong suit and I found Talc rather terrifying. ‘Oh, that’s right, you did modern languages,’ Verity says, startling me by remembering. Now we must summarise our professional achievements over the last few decades. Necessarily broad-brush. I put a positive spin on mine and, courteously, she downplays hers. As I over-egg the literary aspect, I experience a queasy shame, but of course she would glaze over if I started talking about the bread-and-butter stuff, the legal and marketing translations that pay the bills.

There’s a little awkward pause as we wonder whether to get more personal and it seems we decide against, because Verity remarks on how warm it is and asks if I remember the blistering day after exams when Dribbler’s friends threw him into the Humanities fishpond and he lolled there in the shallows, basking among the bullrushes, until Mr Waxham made him climb out.

‘Rather unnerving to see Waxham again,’ Verity says, lowering her voice. ‘Can’t believe he’s still here!’

‘Who? Oh, yes!’ I say, and then I feel the need to add, ‘I never really saw the point.’

‘Then you were the only one,’ she says, waving away fruitcake. Now she looks back on it, she thinks it was a group hysteria, like The Crucible – wasn’t that one of our set texts? All the boys were so hopeless, and then Waxham arrived, and suddenly we were all joining the choir or taking up the clarinet. ‘He got off on all the attention, and who can blame him? Stuck down a lane in the middle of nowhere, and here’s this ready-made fan club. And of course, though we couldn’t see it ourselves at the time, we were all absolutely gorgeous. He must have felt like Simon Le Bon.’

I smile and nod, perhaps a little embarrassed for her. It occurs to me that Waxham is the only thing we all have in common.

Someone jostles past, murmuring apologies as tea slops into my saucer. Verity bends close again, caught up in the old melodrama. God help her, he’s still kind of hot. Years of conditioning at an impressionable age, well, you can’t just shake it off. ‘You must remember the last Founders’ Day concert when Clare Snape bodged her cello solo and Sookie Utley fainted halfway through Carmina Burana, and Waxham carried her out, and the look on her face … it was like that scene in An Officer and a Gentleman. Sookie’s here, actually. Have you spoken to her?’

‘Sookie? No.’ I never spoke to her then; I won’t start now. A series of Instagram images come to mind: dim sum in Kowloon; infinity pools crammed with fruit inflatables; the curtain at the Royal Opera House (#datenight).

‘Just the same.’ She doesn’t roll her eyes; she doesn’t have to. An elderly lady drifts past us, borne on the social current, and Verity intercepts her, perhaps relieved to have someone new to talk to. The old Classics teacher, Miss Balfour, famous for scorn and favouritism, is now soft, shrunken and colourless, as if she has been put through a boil wash. It’s evident she can’t remember either of us. Vague pleasant noises are made in response to Verity’s chatter, but Miss Balfour’s attention is on her jam tart. A crumb of pastry comes to rest on her bosom.

According to the clock over the serving hatch, it’s nearly four. There’s a train in half an hour. I look for Jean, wondering if she’s ready to leave, but she’s refilling at the urns, deep in conversation with one of the governors.

It comes to me as the second hand crawls over the numerals: I do not have to stay. There’s no obligation to linger in this stuffy room, its panelling covered with the names of pupils who once distinguished themselves at cricket or debating. No one will notice or care if I edge away and dart down the changing-room steps, following the old path that surely still runs past the football pitch and tennis courts, through various fields, across a footbridge, into town. At Station Parade I could stop at the little off-licence for a chilled tin of ready-mix G & T, and when the train comes I could slip into a window seat and watch the town vanish, the streets giving way to woods and soft hills, yellowing meadows edged with thick margins of shadow; and, from time to time, the sudden adrenalin spike of a spire. It was a shock to me earlier today, the prettiness of the journey. But back then, we didn’t notice the scenery. If we looked at the windows, it was to see our reflections.

All these people, the Jeans and Dribblers and Veritys and Miss Balfours: what are they to me, anyway? Who was I, when I was here? For a moment, I force myself to remember how it felt, to take a tray and run it along a rail, pointing at things you thought you might be able to eat, and to carry it through to a table set with bowls of ketchup and clumped white sugar. You lived in fear, entering the dining hall, of dropping your tray. If you dropped your tray, everyone screamed and clapped and chanted your name, as if this was fine entertainment.

So I will leave, because this time I can. No need to interrupt Jean; I’ll send her a text once I’m out, saying I’m making my own way back to the station. Now I offer my farewells to Verity and Miss Balfour, murmuring and smiling, and then I begin to press through the scrum towards the exit, anticipating the relief of escape. A pale face turns and I glimpse the ghost of Clare Snape. Curiosity flares and is doused by expediency, because the clock is ticking and the door is within reach. So I push on, as if I haven’t recognised her.

Someone puts a hand on my arm. ‘Wait, wait,’ Sookie Utley says, narrowing her eyes. ‘Don’t tell me, don’t tell me, it’s on the tip of my tongue.’ She closes her eyes for a moment, then opens them with a snap. ‘Ah – it’s gone.’

‘Ruth,’ I say. ‘Ruth Saving. We were in the same French class?’ I realise I haven’t even pretended not to know who she is.

‘I know that,’ she says. ‘Ruth Saving. Yes – of course.’ Still that half-croak catch in her voice, the hint of fluff on the ‘s’. Thaving. Yeth of courth. Her hand stays on my sleeve, and this is charming and also quite the opposite. All those years ago, an approach like this would have sounded a warning. It would have signified the risk of some offhand humiliation. I was wary of people like Sookie Utley.

Sookie says, ‘You used to lend me your essays, you had beautiful handwriting,’ and this – that she does have a sense of who I am after all; also, I was always proud of my handwriting – is unexpected and somehow affecting. Sookie Utley sidling up to my desk in the library, yawning, smelling of Marlboro reds and Rive Gauche, asking to borrow my notes on Le Grand Meaulnes as if bestowing a tremendous favour. Of course, I was craven and flattered, as she expected me to be; and the essays, when they were eventually returned, were the worse for wear, warped and stained with Venn diagrams left by cans of Coke and mugs of instant coffee.

I’m so flustered that when a tray of iced buns is presented to us I take one. ‘Oh, no – not for me, thanks,’ says Sookie, so I experience shame and find myself making some excuse or other, saying – lying – that I missed lunch. Sookie asks if I’ve stayed in touch with lots of people. ‘Not many. One or two,’ I say, swallowing a dry mouthful of bun. I would like to lick my fingers. ‘What about you?’

Hardly anyone. She tells me she’s just back in the country after several years in Hong Kong, they’ve spent most of their married life abroad so she’s completely out of the loop. That’s why she came today; she thought it would be fun to catch up with the old crowd. It’s a pity more people didn’t turn up, isn’t it? There seemed to be quite a lot of interest, she even set up a WhatsApp group, but everyone dropped out at the last moment. Jess Carmichael, for example – do I remember Jess? (Indeed I do: kleptomania and an eating disorder.)

Sookie gives me the scoop on Jess’s business empire, which began with a yoga class in Balham and now encompasses mindfulness festivals, forest bathing, organic skincare and a wellbeing podcast in which she chats to shamans and raw-food gurus. Jess was really looking forward to today but one of the twins came down with suspected measles – because of course Jess is anti-vax. Poor Jess, she’s really pissed off.

‘I’m sure she’s focusing on the out breath,’ I murmur and Sookie glances at me, and then she laughs, and her laugh still sounds as if it is taking her by surprise, and I bask in the warmth of it, the whole room made curious about the amusing thing I must have said.

She asks what I do, and I tell her, and when I bounce the question back she doesn’t pretend, she wistfully tells me what I already know, which is that she used to write health and beauty features, and for a while was the deputy editor on a mid-market weekend supplement, but gave it up when they went to Kuala Lumpur. She was doing OK freelancing – she had a column, The Expat Files, which she kept up for a bit after Ava and Finn came along. But now everything has changed. All her contacts have disappeared and most of the magazines she worked for have gone under. So she’s looking for a new direction. She did a blog for a while, first in Kuala Lumpur and then in Shanghai, a sort of insiders’ guide, spas and bars, but it ran out of steam. People keep telling her she should be TikTok-ing or podcasting or setting up a Substack, midlife mojo inspo, that kind of thing, but to be honest she has quite a lot on her plate at the moment, trying to find somewhere for them to live. Just for a moment I glimpse her panic, the sense that she’s in freefall, and then she leans in close and says, sounding rather shocked at herself but powerless, too, as if it’s out of her hands, ‘I don’t know what’s come over me, I haven’t smoked for years, but I would absolutely kill for a cigarette.’

‘It’s being back here, it’s a time portal,’ I say, and I can see that lands, she feels the same. So I tell her I saw Dribbler smoking outside. ‘Oh, thank God for Dribbler – some things never change,’ she says, and as I search for him in the crowd my eyes pass over Waxham in conversation with Verity, who is dimpling and arranging her hair with a little shake, and Jean, who has spotted us and is beginning to press through the crush, eager for the reunion with Sookie Utley. Where the fuck is Dribbler? ‘Ah – there he is, just behind you,’ I say. ‘I’m sure he won’t mind.’

‘He smoked enough of mine back in the day,’ says Sookie, and then she asks, almost shyly, if I’ll keep her company, ‘for old time’s sake,’ as if this was how it used to be: the two of us arm in arm, strolling up to the Witch Wood or behind the Bakehouse, our heads bumping as we bent to dip stale Silk Cuts into a tiny flame.

Sure, I say. Why not.

Dribbler gives Sookie two cigarettes and then – in an archaic gesture of chivalry – he tears off one of the matchbox strikes and hands that over, along with some matches. I think he’d like to be asked to join us, but it doesn’t occur to Sookie. I can’t say I mind. Maybe I want her all to myself.

There’s nothing to stop her. She could light up anywhere she wanted: on the Meadow, on the library steps, in the courtyard in front of the head’s office. We certainly don’t have to go all the way up to the Witch Wood but she says she wants to, for sentimental reasons.

It always felt as if the woods were miles away, quite beyond the normal orbit of the school, but in fact they’re barely any distance at all, at the end of the track that leads past the Bakehouse and the Old Piggery pottery studio. So close, in fact, that at break time staff must have been able to see, and smell, the smoke billowing from the treeline.

Afternoon sunshine falls across the bare churned field like syrup, birds clacking into the air as we climb the stile. A few steps into the wood and it’s cool and dim, very still, so the noise of dry sticks snapping underfoot sounds monumental.

We come to a little clearing, which Sookie remembers as a popular snogging spot. I refuse the other cigarette. ‘Suit yourself,’ she says, striking one of Dribbler’s matches. She inhales and, on the out breath, steadies herself on a low branch: ‘Woo. Bit of a head rush.’ She hasn’t really smoked since university. It was always the subterfuge and adrenalin that she was hooked on – the possibility that at any minute a chemistry teacher might erupt from the bushes – rather than the nicotine itself. With the excitement removed from the equation, with no sanction (ill health seemed so remote to us then, far less likely than nuclear Armageddon), cigarettes lost their appeal.

Sookie stands in the clearing, smoking and chattering about herself, and her certainty that I will listen is, I will admit, a tiny bit disappointing. I could be anyone, really. She just wants an audience. I look at her (the successful audacity of that sleeveless top, her legs in expensive jeans still bandy and just a smidgeon too short) and I think, you miss the excitement, don’t you? You felt so alive here. She takes another drag, shudders and drops the cigarette underfoot, saying, ugh, revolting, filthy habit, what was I thinking?

The sentinel lines stretch away beneath the canopy, creating a space that is both grand and intimate. Sookie falls silent, and for some reason I assume she is having a sad thought, but then she asks if I remember the flashers. ‘God, this place was absolutely crawling with them! Jumping out of bushes, waving it around.’ Flashers were simply part of life back then, weren’t they – like TOTP every Thursday in the TV Room, and bus conductors, and punks on the King’s Road.

She remembers one flasher in particular: blue anorak, side parting, natty little ’tache. She and Jess called him ‘the dentist’. He wasn’t frightening – just ridiculous, tiresome, disgusting. People, men, are so peculiar. She and Jess whistled the ‘Finger of Fudge’ jingle whenever they saw him through the trees. It didn’t seem to put him off.

One Saturday afternoon when she and Jess went down to Crowfield for tea at the Cartwheel and to stock up on trash mags and face masks, they saw him coming out of WH Smith’s with a lady in a headscarf. When he spotted them he steered his wife into the shopping precinct, so they followed, just for a laugh. They could see his panic as he rushed ahead, monitoring their reflections in the shop windows. ‘I don’t know why we followed them, I don’t know what we were planning to do. They went into the Safeway car park and they got in a car and sped away. I flicked him a vee as he drove past and I could see his wife was appalled, dreadful girls, that awful place, and Jess made a note of the number plate, very Cagney & Lacey, but we didn’t report him or anything. Seemed to do the trick, though. We never saw him again after that.’ She shivers. ‘I’d almost forgotten. Disturbing, really. I would freak if something like that happened to Ava. And yet at the time it was just a bit of a joke.’

My phone pulses: a call from Jean. I shut it off, slide it back into my pocket, ask another question. Both of her children are away, boarding; oh no, this place was never really a consideration, a bit too free-form, too boho for Murray. He was sent somewhere more traditional, and that’s what he wanted for them: uniforms, rules, single sex (‘thingle thexth’) – a system. He thinks it’s safer.

Of course it took a while for the kids to ‘bed in’. It’s never easy at the beginning. Oh, it was agony for Sookie to let them go. Absolute torture. But there wasn’t a choice, given all the travelling, the chopping and changing. The kids had had enough of making friends and then having to say goodbye and starting all over again. They both asked to go! Very much their idea. And thankfully they’re both thriving at their respective schools now: the continuity, the activities and facilities, the friends on tap 24/7. Ava’s passionate about drama and art, and Finn’s sporty, competitive, such a boy – on all the teams. They totally know how to deal with boys there, they basically treat them like dogs, big helpings and loads of exercise, they really wear them out. Finn’s terribly happy. They both are! So happy, in fact, that neither of them show any interest in switching, even though Sookie is back in London now with all these excellent day schools on the doorstep, while Murray wraps things up in Hong
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