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‘It felt as though for many of the characters, passion and rage were simmering below a well-behaved surface and I was holding my breath waiting for them to burst through … startling and moving’
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‘An elegant, gracefully written novel that looks at two very different marriages … 1970s suburban England is brilliantly and expertly described and the incredible pull of the dangerous and the unknown for Jane is alluring and enticing … I loved every page and will recommend this highly’
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‘I hugely enjoyed this novel – a subtle and unexpected take on marriage and the paths we weave through life. A lovely evocation of time and place and a perfectly judged ending’

Joanne Sefton, author of If They Knew

‘A brilliant exploration of love, desire and desperation. I absolutely loved it!’
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‘This book explores the way families can both grow and crumble, how close bonds can last and others wither and how love and loss can truly shape people … Emotional. Compelling. Dazzling’
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Prologue

Monday, 12 November 2001

Julia was teaching her first lesson of the day when the head teacher, a small, birdlike woman with hair that was too long and too yellow for her, came to knock on the glass panel of her classroom door. She looked up and smiled, despite her irritation. Another impromptu inspection dressed up as professional development.

‘Please, come in,’ she said, opening the door wide.

The girls in her class automatically stood up and chorused, ‘Good morning, Mrs Southern.’

‘Good morning, girls,’ Mrs Southern returned with perfect equanimity. ‘Miss Campbell, could I have a word with you outside, please?’

‘Yes, of course,’ Julia said. She put her whiteboard marker down on her desk and followed Mrs Southern out into the hallway. ‘What is it?’ she asked, as soon as the door was closed.

‘We’ve just had an urgent message from your mother. She rang the office a few moments ago.’

‘What’s happened?’

‘We’re not sure. She said she had to speak to you. I’ll finish off your lesson while you go downstairs. She left a number for you to contact her on.’

Preeti, the school secretary, looked up in quiet expectation of Julia. She pointed to a desk in the corner of the room, used by another part-time member of staff. ‘You can use Mrs Lawson’s desk. Dial nine for an outside line.’

‘Where’s the number? Mrs Southern said my mum left a number.’

‘I’ve written it on the pad next to the phone. It’s all over there.’

Julia sat down and lifted the receiver. She did exactly what she’d been told to do, noting as she dialled that it was an unfamiliar mobile number. Her mother answered on the second ring.

‘Julia?’

‘Yes. Are you OK?’

‘It’s Becca. She’s had a dreadful accident.’

‘Where? What happened?’

‘I don’t know all the details. The police came to find us this morning. They say she threw herself from a window.’

‘Fucking hell.’

Preeti looked up from her desk, her nose wrinkling as she sniffed at the ‘fuck’ that lingered in the air.

‘Listen to me. I’m on my way. Andrew’s driving as fast as he can. This is his phone.’

‘On your way? Where are you?’

‘On the M4. We’ve been away. It doesn’t matter. The point is, I need you to go to the hospital and be with your sister until I can get there.’

‘I’m leaving now. What hospital?’

‘Kingston. Phone me on this number when you know anything.’

‘Will do.’

‘Everything OK?’ Preeti asked as soon as Julia put the phone down. She wanted to have something for Mrs Southern.

‘No. I think my sister’s tried to kill herself.’


Part I:
Jane and Leonard

It is given that as man and woman grow together in love and trust, they shall be united with one another in heart, body and mind.

The Marriage Service


Chapter 1

Jane Forster was seventeen when she first became aware of Leonard Campbell. He joined Hinchley Wood School for Girls as a deputy head in September 1974. Jane was one of twelve pupils in a small class of A-level students studying nineteenth-century British history. He was a tall, gentle man with absurdly full lips. His hair had already begun to thin on top, and his left hand was without a wedding ring. The space on his long white finger marked the beginning of an enquiry for Jane. It began with the delicate brown hairs that had sprouted in the empty space, free from precious metal and the cloying fingers of another.

It wasn’t a crush or the start of an infatuation with an older man; it was much simpler than that. Leonard Campbell was her teacher. A new teacher. And he knew a lot. His eyes were small and wet in an expanse of pale, delicate skin.

He wore dark brown suits with shirt collars that sat – sharp and ready – on his lapels. His shoes were polished but well worn: he walked around the classroom as he spoke, distributing dates and reform acts like gifts, and when he walked past Jane, she took a deep breath and sometimes discerned the musky interior of a car and, other times, the scent of manufactured orange air freshener. As he approached her desk, she lowered her eyes to her book in order to glance sideways when he passed and inspect his hands and the watch that poked out of his shirt cuffs. It had a brown leather strap with a gold face. She liked the way it perched comfortably, unobtrusively on the soft hairs that grew as far as his wrist but no further, the watch marking not just the passing of time but the border between the private and public realms of his body.

She wanted to know about him: how often he washed his hair, how closely he trimmed his nails. She knew that she had gone beyond the initial interest her classmates had shown when he first walked into the room and wrote his name on the board, and in her effort to glean more, she decided to listen to what he was saying. She learned about the men and women who had tried – through legislation, literature and demonstrations – to create a more liberal, compassionate society. When they examined the revolutions of 1848, Jane felt her understanding grow and widen in a way that was almost painful. He smiled as he spoke, even when he was on his way back to the blackboard at the front of the room. It was as if he didn’t need to see the faces of his pupils. He was confident that his words – like seeds thrown by a benevolent farmer – would grow and flourish where they fell. She grabbed at the wider reading, quickly noting down any novels or essays he suggested to the class.

In the November of her first term, Leonard noticed the copy of Mary Barton on her desk, her embroidered bookmark resting neatly at the midway point.

‘Are you enjoying it?’ he asked as he paused beside her.

She looked up and found the lump and line of his crotch waiting for her. ‘Er, yes. Yes, sir. I am.’

‘Good.’ His smile disappeared, but he didn’t. She felt his eyes on her as she returned to the questions she was answering in her notebook. The brown curtain of his groin remained in her peripheral vision.

‘Let me know when you finish, Miss Forster.’

‘Sir?’

‘Mary Barton. Let me know when you finish. I have many more recommendations for you.’

‘Yes, sir.’

He began lending her his own copies, bringing them with him to lessons so that he could place them – discreetly – on her desk. In one or two of the volumes he had highlighted certain passages for her attention.

And within this academic generosity Jane was able to peer more closely at the man – her teacher – Leonard Campbell. He looked as though he were squinting as he described Sir Robert Peel, a wealthy factory owner himself, his eyes widening as he outlined the principles of the legislation aimed at curtailing the number of hours young apprentices could work. Jane noticed how he held the middle two fingers of his left hand with his right, lengthening and pulling them straight as he built his argument that slow, progressive reform saved the country from bloody revolution. Jane watched how he handled his own body gently, pulling on his fingers as if for a word, a phrase that would add even greater cadence to his impression of the past, and as he did so, she imagined – for the briefest moment – how those fingers would feel were he to slip them inside her. The thought shocked her own body; she closed her eyes as she felt the rush of arousal drop and burst within her. She experienced it as an urgent need to go to the toilet. To release something that threatened to flow.

‘Miss Forster. Are you OK?’

She opened her eyes. Leonard and the rest of the class were watching her and yet, even in the uncertainty that flooded the room, which could only be broken by her avowal that she was OK, she could not let go of the image of Leonard using his fingers to enter her.

‘May I go to the toilet, please, sir?’

‘Yes, of course.’ Leonard dropped his hands to rest by his side.

If Jane was confused by the new feelings she had for her teacher, she was careful not to show it. Not because she feared being discovered but because she sensed that close study of the period and careful attention to Mr Campbell would unlock more moments like the afternoon with the fingers. She was interested in the interplay between learning and sex, listening to someone and being aroused by them, receiving a piece of their mind and then looking to their body for more, and she pursued it as she would have done any academic task.

The following January, when Leonard introduced the topic of the repeal of the Corn Laws, Jane picked up her pen, ready for careful study. He outlined key dates and principles, how the act split Peel’s Conservative Party, and then he sat down at his desk and, clasping his hands together, rested his chin on his interlaced fingers and asked the class to consider hunger.

‘What does it mean to you, Miss Barrow?’ he asked the girl who sat behind Jane.

Brenda Barrow was a large, confident girl who’d given her virginity away as though it were an old school tie. Her breasts were so immense they simply occupied an area, a zone of maturity that attracted boys and gave the girls pause.

‘It means to go without food.’

‘Very good. And what kind of food could you go without?’

Brenda paused as though Leonard had failed to understand. She smiled down at her breasts and then, with an arched eyebrow, said, ‘There are some things nobody can go without.’

‘Be specific, Miss Barrow. If you were really hungry, what food would you crave?’

She sat up straight. ‘I don’t know.’

‘Oh, come on! There must be something. Think, Barrow!’

‘Sausages.’ The word was out before she could reposition herself.

Leonard unclasped his hands and opened his arms in an attitude of democratic acceptance. ‘Sausages. Anyone else?’

Jane put up her hand.

‘Yes, Miss Forster?’

‘Bread, sir.’

‘Bread!’ He clasped his hands back together and returned his head to its rest. ‘Now tell me, Miss Forster, why bread?’

‘Because it’s the food of the masses, sir. It’s cheap and filling. Factory workers spent a great proportion of their wages on bread in the 1840s.’

‘Very good. And if bread is expensive …?’

‘Then workers apply pressure on employers to raise wages.’

‘Excellent, Miss Forster. So you see, everyone, repeal of the Corn Laws had become an economic necessity. And it was called for by the emerging, newly powerful middle classes, who could see that keeping grain prices artificially high benefited only the land owners.’

Leonard turned to the board and wrote the key dates and names. His right arm was raised and vigorous in its scrawling, lifting his suit jacket just enough to reveal the very top of his thigh. With every head down, reproducing the words on the board, Jane closed her eyes and imagined standing just behind him. Not touching but close enough that when he turned round, his surprise would make him fall back against the blackboard. She thought of the mess it would make of his brown jacket, how – despite his protestations – she wouldn’t move. She’d pull the stick of chalk from his fingers and, leaning across him, her breasts, so much smaller than Brenda’s, finally making contact with his chest, write her own word on the board.


Chapter 2

Jane’s interest continued to grow. She asked for further reading, wrote extra essays and waited around at the end of class with questions she hadn’t thought to ask during the lesson. On a bright Monday morning, Leonard strode into the classroom purposefully and wrote the details of a lecture on at Central Hall, Westminster, the following Saturday, 7 June.

‘It’s not a school-sponsored excursion, as I only found out about it myself a few days ago, but I’ve contacted the event organisers and it seems the material will be uniquely suited to any student examining the rise of liberalism in the nineteenth century.’ He smiled as he lifted his heels and forced his weight forwards. ‘I myself will be on the steps outside the hall at ten a.m. sharp should any of you wish to join me.’ Splaying his fingers open on the desk and deepening the lean, he looked hopefully at the blank faces before him.

Brenda Barrow came to find Jane at lunchtime to ask her if she was going.

‘I’m not sure,’ Jane said. She was sitting alone in the canteen, eating her sandwiches.

‘I am.’

‘You are?’ she asked as Brenda sat down beside her.

‘My mum and dad won’t let me out of the house unless I’m going to the library or to study at someone’s house. They’ll lap this one up.’

‘So you’re not actually going?’

‘Oh, I’m going. Going round to Gary’s house.’

‘Who’s Gary?’

‘Gary Stevens. You don’t know Gary Stevens? He’s Jamie’s brother.’

‘I don’t know Gary or Jamie.’

‘You need to come out with us a bit more. Get yourself a boyfriend.’

‘No, thank you,’ Jane said, shifting her chair a couple of inches to the right.

‘Anyway, if anyone asks, can you tell them I went to the lecture with you?’

‘I’m not sure I’m going.’

‘Of course you are. You fancy him, don’t you?’

‘Who?’

‘Mr Campbell. It’s obvious. You’re always watching him and trying to impress him.’

Jane looked down at her sandwich. The mouthful she’d bitten off when Brenda had appeared was still a mushy ball of cheese, bread and butter at the back of her throat. She felt too exposed to swallow.

‘I’m not getting at you or nothing,’ Brenda said quickly. ‘And I think he likes you. Listen, it’s not difficult. You’ve just got to make more of yourself. You know, a bit of lipstick, a tighter bra.’ She focused her eyes on Jane’s short brown hair. In an attitude of appalling tenderness, she lifted a few strands and let them fall as though Jane’s hair could do nothing but drop back into place.

Jane pulled her hair back, away from Brenda’s grasp, and tried to smooth it down. ‘I’ll say you were with me if anyone asks.’

‘Thanks, Jane. And listen, if you ever need anything – you know, any advice – I’m always here.’

Jane picked up her sandwich and chewed slowly in response.

She was standing on the steps outside the hall at nine thirty the following Saturday morning. She didn’t want to risk being late and missing her opportunity to sit next to Mr Campbell. But as the minutes ticked past, she realised it would only be her waiting for him. He arrived twenty minutes later, wearing dark blue jeans with a brown belt, his face flushed from the brisk walk. His shirt was yellow with small blue spots, which, as he climbed the steps and got closer, she realised were in fact blue daisies. She looked down at his feet, embarrassed and elated that it was just the two of them, and noticed his shoes: the same brown brogues he wore to school every day. They looked strange underneath the flared cover of denim, as though the effort of weekend casual had been too much for his feet.

‘Miss Forster. Good morning!’

‘Good morning.’

‘Is it just the two of us?’

‘I think so.’

‘Let’s give it a few more minutes and then go inside. Did it take you long to get here?’

‘No, not really. My dad gave me a lift to Hinchley Wood and I got the train to Waterloo.’

‘Yes, I did the same. I must have been on the train behind.’

Jane nodded and pulled at her skirt. It had ridden up during the walk from Waterloo. Her new shoes – a pair of heeled Mary Janes with a small buckle nestled under the ankle – had dictated the outfit. She needed to wear tights in order to showcase her ankles, and the dark brown and red woollen skirt was the only one she owned, but now, in the June sunshine, she knew the heavy material had been a mistake.

The silence billowed beyond a few seconds and became harder to fill. Jane looked in her bag for a tissue, and Leonard raised his hand to his forehead in an exaggerated effort to see into the distance.

‘I think we’ll go in, shall we?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Please. It’s a Saturday and we’re not in school. Call me Leonard,’ he smiled.

‘Leonard,’ Jane said, repeating the secret back to him.

Leonard’s slender frame meant his thighs were comfortably contained by his seat, but at intervals during the lecture, he crossed his legs and once or twice she felt the top of his shoe rub gently against the nylon of her tights. She made notes whenever he did, following his handwriting and his thoughts, oblivious to the speaker she’d paid to listen to. At the interval, they went to the café, where Leonard bought tea and sticky buns to take away. They returned to their seats in the almost-empty auditorium and watched people come and go, clean their glasses, rearrange belongings and endlessly seize and relinquish seats. As Jane chewed her bun, she thought of how others might view them, nestled together at the back of the hall. It struck her that the age difference was less obvious because of the way they’d dressed that morning. Jane’s skirt gave her an older, more formal appearance, and Leonard’s jeans and stylish shirt spoke of a desire to appear younger than he actually was. The realisation made Jane more comfortable: she crossed her right leg over her left, angling her body towards him.

‘Have you been to lectures here before?’ Having finally mustered the courage to ask him a question, she’d fired it just as he took a big bite out of his bun. She looked down at her lap. ‘Sorry.’

He swallowed uncomfortably and picked his cup of tea up from the floor. ‘Sometimes,’ he said, taking a gulp of tea and swallowing again. ‘It depends. If it’s something I’m interested in or happen to be teaching, I’ll make an effort to come.’

She wanted to ask him if there was a girlfriend or companion who liked to come along, but as she looked around the deep, wide sphere of the hall, she saw that her interest in him would be too obvious. Like a noisy fart when all is silent and accounted for, she knew they’d never get over it.

‘And you, Miss Forster? What are Saturday mornings usually taken up with?’

‘Oh, I don’t know,’ she said, taking a sip of her tea and trying not to wince. She’d been too embarrassed to ask for sugar and now she was struggling to drink it. ‘I help my mum and dad around the house, read, study, go shopping.’

‘Is it just you at home? Do you have any brothers or sisters?’

‘No, just me.’

‘I see.’ He waited a few seconds before taking another bite of his bun.

‘I had a baby brother,’ she said suddenly to the concert hall. ‘But he died.’

Leonard stopped chewing and turned to her. ‘I’m sorry.’ His mouth was slightly open.

She smiled, dismissive. ‘It was a long time ago. I don’t even remember him. I was very young. My mum found him one morning. He was five weeks old.’ Then, because she’d never told anyone before, because it had always been her parents’ story to tell, she felt the thud of the words, the painful wringing-out of what was true. And the tragedy that had always belonged to them suddenly moved her to tears. She felt the hall contract around them: the seats, the suspended silence closing in on this unlooked-for intimacy.

He pulled a white handkerchief from his pocket and passed it to her without speaking.

‘Thank you.’

‘How upsetting for you.’

‘It’s so strange,’ Jane said, wiping her eyes and breathing in the faux-orange smell she had begun to associate with him. ‘I’ve never told anyone before. It happened such a long time ago, when I was just three.’

Leonard nodded.

‘I actually have no recollection of him. As a live baby, I mean. But my first memory is being passed from knee to knee in a church.’

‘At the funeral?’

‘I think so. And then quiet. So much quiet.’

‘How do you mean?’

‘My mum and dad. It felt like they just stopped talking – my dad especially. Of course, I understand why now, but I felt so confused by it. I wanted to share in the sad thing, but I didn’t understand it enough to make the tears come. My dad just slept a lot – mostly on the sofa during the day. And once or twice …’

‘Go on.’

‘Once or twice – this must have been when I was a bit older, maybe four – I woke up to find him sitting on the floor beside my bed. He was cross-legged, just watching me sleep. And I can see now’ – she blinked and the tears spilled down – ‘I can see now that he was watching me sleep because he didn’t want the same thing to happen to me.’

‘He thought vigilance would stop another tragedy.’

She nodded. ‘So when I think about being a child, being really small … well, I think of silence. My dad asleep, or if not asleep, then not talking but watching. I can’t believe I’m telling you all this.’

‘I’m so sorry.’

‘No, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said anything.’ She tried to hand back his handkerchief.

‘Keep it, please.’

She nodded as she spread the white square on her skirt. It was so thin and insubstantial compared to the thick, warm wool beneath it.

‘Miss Forster, would you like to go for a walk after this? It strikes me we could take a stroll down to St James’s Park and enjoy a little more of this June sunshine.’

Jane looked down at her new shoes. ‘Yes,’ and then, as if something was bothering her, ‘You can call me Jane.’

They walked briskly through the London streets, waiting for the pavement to become grass. In the park, Jane began to touch her hair more often. She tucked it behind her ear as she spoke and used her hands to roll the points she made beyond her body. Leonard also began to relax. He told her how, in his early twenties, he’d endured a brief spell of insomnia. It was in the months after he’d graduated from Oxford, and what began as a general restlessness quickly morphed into an unnatural sensitivity to how sleep came to him each night. The doctor who treated him had recommended waking at five thirty in the morning. He told Jane how the unexpected freedom of having the morning to himself had given him the time to read: history books, novels, political essays, whatever he could get his hands on.

The disclosure, so trustingly given on that path in St James’s Park, made Jane think back to Brenda Barrow’s circumspect observation. Perhaps he did like her.

‘I’d like to read more. To understand more.’

‘And you will. You have your whole life ahead of you.’ And with that reference to her life, how much of it was still unlived compared to his own, his steps slowed.

‘Is something wrong?’

‘Perhaps I could devise a reading list for you to read over the summer. Would that be helpful?’

‘Yes, please.’

And just like that she was his student again.

Jane took more than usual care over her appearance the following Monday morning. She woke up early and ran a bath, attaching a shower hose to the taps in order to rinse her hair properly. In her bedroom, she unwrapped the new mascara she’d bought in Woolworths on her way back from London on Saturday. She held the wand close to her right eye and closed her lashes – so straight and virginal – over the black brush. She blinked rapidly until her vision cleared and she saw the older, more experienced version of her face. Her eyelashes clumped together made her look more serious, more attractive.

Peter Forster was reading the newspaper when she came down to breakfast. He poured her a cup of tea from the pot and stirred in a sugar.

‘There you go. Get that down you.’

‘Thanks. Where’s Mum?’

‘She’s having a wash. Said there was no hot water.’ He raised his eyebrows at Jane.

‘Oh,’ she said, touching her hair.

‘You look very nice today. What have you done to yourself?’

‘Nothing. Just washed my hair, that’s all.’

‘Well, you look lovely.’

‘Thanks.’

She was buttering a slice of toast when her mother came into the kitchen, her hair bound in a towel on top of her head. The elaborate folds and sharp pull of her face made her look like a harsh and unforgiving empress.

‘There was no hot water upstairs.’

‘I know. Dad told me. Sorry.’

‘You don’t usually have a bath in the morning,’ she said, bending her head to look down at her daughter. She pulled at the towel and began drying her thin, wet hair. ‘What’s all this? Make-up?’

‘Eh?’ Peter looked up.

‘Jane’s got mascara on,’ she said to her husband.

‘Mum.’

‘Leave her, Jen.’

‘I’m only saying. You look pretty. You look nice.’

‘Thanks.’

Peter put down his newspaper. ‘Shall I give you a lift to school? I’m going that way this morning.’

‘Yes, please.’

‘After you’ve had your breakfast,’ her mother said, as Jane got up and walked towards the door.

‘I’m not hungry.’

Leonard didn’t seem to notice the effort she’d made that morning, or any of the days that followed. Jane felt that he’d made a decision not to speak to her directly. He avoided all eye contact and stopped placing books on her desk. At the end of June, panicked by the thought of six weeks without him and the promised reading list, Jane decided to wait around after the lesson. It was a carefully orchestrated approach and she saw, from the way Leonard sat back in his chair, that he had been readying himself for this moment.

‘Sir?’

‘Miss Forster. How can I help you?’

‘When we went to the lecture together, you mentioned a reading list for the summer?’

‘Ah yes. I’ve had rather a lot on my plate. Can I give it to you next week, perhaps?’

‘Yes. Thank you.’ But as she walked towards the door, she remembered her new eyelashes. The different – more alluring – girl she now saw in the mirror. She pushed the door shut, and in those few seconds between the door closing and Leonard looking up, she waited for a sign – a softness in the floor, a crack in the wall, something that might attest to the fact that this privacy with her teacher was fragile. And precious. She knew she had to take what she needed before the building fell.

‘Mr Campbell, have I done something wrong?’ She turned to face him, her back against the door.

‘I’m sorry?’

The handle of the door was pressing into her lower back. It forced an s-shaped curve to her spine, one that sent her chin down to meet her rising chest.

‘You haven’t said a word to me since London.’

‘Miss Forster, I hardly think—’

‘Jane.’

‘Excuse me?’

‘You can call me Jane. And you said I could call you Leonard?’ she said, her voice now a whisper.

‘Jane.’ He stood up and walked away from her, towards the large window on the other side of the room. Jane watched his retreating figure, how his jacket lifted and his trousers tightened across his backside as he put his hands in his pockets. ‘It’s inappropriate for you to call me Leonard. In school.’

‘And if we’re not in school? If we met up somewhere else?’

He turned. ‘Is that something you’d like to do?’

‘Yes.’

‘You know what this would mean?’

She kept her eyes trained on his, not in assent or understanding, because in truth she didn’t know what it meant.

The following week, Jane considered repeating the approach, waiting for the classroom to empty before seeking him out, but Leonard was one step ahead of her. As the lesson drew to an end, he said, pointedly, to her, ‘Miss Forster, would you mind staying behind, please? I have those books for you.’

She stood up and packed her bag slowly. When the last of the stragglers disappeared into the hallway, she walked towards his desk.

‘I thought you might enjoy this,’ he said, handing her a copy of Hard Times. ‘Dickens handles the topic of utilitarianism in relation to human happiness.’

‘Utilitarianism. The greatest happiness of the greatest number?’

‘That’s right.’ Leonard smiled at her. ‘A key ideology in the Victorian period.’

‘Thank you.’

‘That’s all right,’ he said, continuing to smile at her. Jane put the book in her bag. ‘Jane. I’ve been meaning to ask, if you’re not busy … Perhaps you are. Do you work?’

‘No, I don’t.’ She was mumbling, her heart pounding as she tried not to notice that he was holding his fingers again.

‘If you’re not busy over the summer holidays, if you wouldn’t perhaps like to meet somewhere? We could discuss the reading and perhaps get to know one another a bit more.’

‘Yes, I’d like that. That would be nice.’

‘Perfect. Well, I’ve taken the liberty of writing my telephone number on the inside cover there. Please feel free to telephone me so we might arrange a time and place.’

‘Yes. OK. Thank you. Leonard.’

She phoned him at the end of July and a week later found herself in the passenger seat of his car, looking at her reflection in the glass as Leonard, with sudden intimacy, reached behind for the back of her headrest, twisting his torso towards her so he could peer out of the back window. She smiled at herself, at how she was cheating the summer. Nobody knew she was out with her teacher, sitting beside him in his car.

‘You’re a very good driver.’

‘Thank you,’ he smiled, as he pulled up the handbrake.

She took his hand and put it on her knee. She felt her heart beat harder as she looked at him, willing him to move it up her skirt.

‘Let me open the door for you,’ he said, pulling his hand away.

The terrace outside the Roebuck pub was busy and all the benches were taken up by locals, who were practised in catching the late-afternoon sun. Jane, unprepared for an order of drinks in a pub, opted for a gin and fizzy orange. She’d seen her mother drink it at Christmas. They took their drinks out to the terrace and stood by the railings, looking down at the sweeping view of the Thames. Leonard sipped his pint of dark ale and became expansive in the warm sunlight. ‘Richmond is a very wealthy pocket of London and you can see why. This view is unparalleled in London.’ He turned to her and smiled.

‘It’s beautiful.’

‘And of course, at the end of Great Expectations, Pip accompanies Estella to a house on Richmond Green, which is just over there,’ he said, pointing away, down the hill.

‘I haven’t read Great Expectations.’

She’d seen bits of the film. A graveyard and a worn-out old woman confined by her house and her shattered dreams. She watched his right hand, the one holding his pint glass, and wondered whether her disavowal should have included a desire to read it, when quietly, and with great precision, he slid his glass across the railing to his left hand and put his right hand over hers. It was wet. She turned her hand round in order to interlace her fingers with his, and together they stayed like that, looking at the view, held back by the railing and all that lay unsaid.

After the second round of drinks, they walked down the hill and into the town centre, where Leonard had booked a table at a small Italian restaurant. He ordered a bottle of red wine and recommended the lasagne. Jane ate and drank what was put in front of her and found it all delicious: the rich bolognese sauce still bubbling in the dish, the red wine in her glass, Leonard across from her talking about performances at the Richmond Theatre he’d particularly enjoyed. She reached her hand across the tablecloth and hoped he’d take it again. She wanted his hand to reaffirm he’d chosen her.

‘Am I the first girl you’ve ever brought here?’

‘My first?’

‘First, you know, girlfriend?’

‘Is that what you are?’

‘No. I don’t know. It was silly. Ignore me.’

‘I hoped we might eventually reach that understanding, but I didn’t want to push you. Jane, this isn’t something I’ve ever done before. With a student.’

‘I know,’ she nodded. ‘I just like you. Very much.’

Leonard drove her home to Hinchley Wood at around eight thirty in the evening. As they neared her road, Jane suggested he drop her off a few houses away.

‘Yes, of course,’ he agreed.

‘I’m not sure how my parents will feel about us spending time together like this.’

‘I understand. It’s a matter of some delicacy,’ he said, turning off the engine.

‘Thank you for a lovely evening.’

‘It’s I who should be thanking you. Should I stay in the car?’

‘Yes, please,’ and in an effort to soften the injunction, she leaned across and kissed his cheek. He bowed his head and smiled.

They continued meeting throughout August, their togetherness becoming more of an established fact between them, if nobody else. When September arrived, Jane resumed the role of pupil in Mr Campbell’s class, but a diminished version, as though she’d become a cardboard cut-out of herself with room for someone – anyone – to put their face through the hole and pretend to be her. She’d already stepped back and away, waiting for Leonard to take her beyond the desks and chalk, the dusty window frames and scarred wood.

When Jane turned eighteen in September, she told her parents she was going out to a party with Brenda Barrow, but Leonard picked her up from Kingston Bus Station and drove her out to Egham, where he’d reserved a table at a fish restaurant. He ordered a bottle of champagne and together they toasted her ascent into adulthood. When he dropped her home, parking the car a few roads away, as had become his habit, Jane leaned across and kissed him on the mouth. She lingered there and, with gentle provocation, licked the inside of his top lip, pulling his mouth more firmly onto her own. He took a deep breath and put his hand on her hip, his thumb pressing – almost pinching – the flesh above the cradle of her pelvis.

She had never handled a man before. She knew they got hard when aroused but had no idea what that looked like. And as she kissed Leonard, she understood that looking was not the thing to do. With her left hand she reached out, as if blind, and as her fingers grazed the hardness, her body suddenly became aware of him as a man like any other. In her urgency, she pressed herself against him, and her fingers, as if responding to a private summons, set about trying to open his fly. She wanted to feel him, to take him in her hand and show him she knew what to do. But as she did so, she felt his face pull back from hers.

‘I’m sorry. I can’t do this.’ His lips were wet from her own. ‘Not yet. It would feel wrong.’

‘It’s OK,’ Jane said, too embarrassed to do anything but face her bit of road. ‘I understand.’

‘It’s not that I don’t want to. It’s just that you’re still so young, and I’m, well …’ He tried to laugh. ‘I’m older than you.’

Jane continued looking ahead. ‘I’m not as young as you think I am.’

‘Please, Jane. I understand what you’re saying. But I think we should take things slowly.’

They approached the business of secrecy at school with absolute efficiency and dedication. Jane told no one, and neither did Leonard. During the October half-term, he accompanied a lower-school trip to the Lake District. Once there, he took the opportunity to write her a letter.

Dear Jane,

We have arrived safely at Borrowdale and plan to set out early tomorrow morning for Wast Water. As I unpack my belongings and prepare for the evening ahead, I find myself thinking of you.

Our time together, both in and out of the classroom, has given me such pleasure and happiness that I hope, in time, we might make our relationship more public and – I’d like to add – accepted.

Jane, I hope you won’t consider it indelicate of me if I refer to our little misunderstanding in the car on your birthday. It wasn’t my intention to cause you any pain. Please understand that I hope for a complete and loving union with you in the future. But while our relationship remains a secret, I just don’t feel it’s right to take things in that direction. Yet. As I said to you in the car, you are still young and we have, I hope, plenty of time together.

I send you my best wishes and look forward to being reunited with you next week.

Love,

Leonard

She read the letter, penned in the same hand as the comments in the margins of her essays, with a thrill that continued to build upon itself, each sentence confirming what she had suspected. That he loved her. She felt pleased that she understood him, that it was because of her such gentle sentiments were expressed.

She put the letter down but then quickly lifted it to read again. The ink was irrefutable. It was there and there again, and his intentions were clear: he wanted to be with her. He would make love to her once her parents knew about them. Jane put the letter back in its envelope and walked downstairs. The lounge door was open; she could see her mother sitting in an armchair, threading hooks into some curtain tape she’d just sewn on. She couldn’t see her father, but as she walked into the lounge, she heard the sound of his drill start up. He was standing on a chair, making a hole above the window for the new curtain rail. She stood in front of her mother, with her back to the window, and shouted, ‘I think you should meet my teacher.’

‘Why?’ Her mother squinted, looking up. ‘Peter! Pete, hang on.’ She waved her hand at her husband’s back. ‘Jane’s trying to say something. What’s going on? What have you done?’

‘Nothing.’

‘So why does she want to see us?’

‘He.’

‘Why does he want to see us?’

‘Because he likes me.’

‘I’m very glad to hear it. Can’t this wait until parents’ evening?’

Peter began drilling again.

‘Dad!’

‘What?’ He turned off the drill but kept the bit in the hole. ‘What is it, Jane?’

‘I want you to meet my teacher.’

‘What’s going on?’

Peter looked back at the hole in the plaster, his finger poised over the trigger as he heard Jane say, quietly and firmly, ‘You need to meet him because we’re together.’

‘What do you mean, together?’ Jennifer said, narrowing her eyes.

‘He’s my boyfriend.’
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