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Chapter 1


Getting There





He wiped a splatter of sweat from his forehead and glasses. He was hot, late and lost. He tried again to relate the map in his hand to the surrounding countryside, shifting it about urgently. No chance. Whatever angle he chose failed to match to what was around him. Cursing, he hurled the map into a nearby field.


Not by habit punctual, Tim knew that on this occasion he had to make it on time. He had good reason. He had been trying to get a job in higher education for almost ten years. Averaging roughly one rejection a year, morale and belief were beginning to dip… But this was his best chance yet. The job description played to his strengths; he could almost have written it himself. Unusually at university level this job required teaching experience in psychology and sociology, the subjects he had been teaching to senior high school students.


Time was running out; he was thirty-eight years old and part-time tutoring with the Open University was his only higher education teaching experience. This was his first interview in nearly two years and his chances of getting a full-time job as a junior lecturer were fast disappearing. He was already too old for ‘new blood appointments’. This one he had to get. The alternative was to reconcile himself to a career in school teaching: worthy, maybe, but as he was beginning to discover, dull. He had drifted into school teaching after a succession of bit jobs and it now threatened to turn into a life-sentence. A separation from his partner, the maintenance of his daughter, and his own rising life-style expectations meant that a return to the semi-bohemian lifestyle of his twenties was no longer realistic. Besides, as he reluctantly acknowledged, he was beginning to feel just a bit older.


He looked around for help, few people were about. Wash University was a couple of miles outside of Wash City, but where exactly? He began to curse himself for not taking a taxi from the station, indulging an idiot notion that a brisk walk would sharpen him up for the challenge ahead. The bright countryside around him seemed to mock his frustration. Suddenly he spotted what looked like a student passing on a bicycle. He flagged the helmeted androgyne down. The cyclist, a young woman braking suddenly, almost cannoned into him. For a moment she looked annoyed but replied helpfully enough to Tim’s enquiry.


‘No problem. Cross the roundabout, carry straight on along the big hedge and you’ll come to a large ornamental gate on your left, go through and it’s a couple of hundred yards to the main university admin centre. It used to be a country house but it’s been modernised now. You can’t miss it. You ok?’ She added as Tim spluttered his thanks.


‘I’m fine now,’ he said. ‘I was just a bit lost.’


‘I can see. Don’t worry. It’s easy from here. Follow those instructions and you can’t go wrong. Straight and then left.’ She smiled, re-engaged the stirrups and swiftly moved off.


Tim watched her lycra clad rump rotate into the distance, too stressed to register even routine appreciation. He set off to follow her directions. It was already past two o’clock, the time he was expected to arrive. He broke into a jog, gasping in relief as he reached a large wrought-iron gate. To one side was a notice board, the college’s name emblazoned above a list of sponsors, mainly large corporations, their names almost as prominently displayed. He quickened his pace as he turned into the drive, barely noticing the parkland on either side, still substantial despite chunks being sold off to private developers. Following the drive through a cluster of trees he arrived within fifty yards or so of a complex of older and newer buildings. The drive morphed into a circular strip with an ornamental fountain in the middle, providing a one-way loop for traffic. A more recently built road, angled off to the left sign-posted to a car park and teaching area.


Tim slowed as he approached the buildings. A gust of wind lifted a tiny spray of water from the fountain, splashing it coolly onto his face. ‘Good omen,’ he thought, as he reached inside his jacket pocket for his tie. He fastened the top button of his shirt, knotting the tie round his neck. It felt uncomfortable, tight and obdurately off centre; it would have to do. He regretted not buying a fashionable kipper tie instead of exhuming his old bootlace one. Knackered from his shuffle-sprint from the station, he felt like a sack of spanners tied with a piece of string. For a second he contemplated ducking his face into the fountain to clear the sweat and flatten his hair. Common sense prevailed and he hurried towards the main building.


Several students were hanging around on the front steps, some of them smoking. Still breathing heavily he was caught in the acrid fumes. His allergy to cigarette smoke flared into a sharp sneezing fit, his mucus membranes instantly pricking and swelling. According to his doctor the allergy was psychosomatic. Just now that diagnosis seemed perverse, though he knew the mere sight of someone lighting up could trigger an instant reaction. Wheezing and dishevelled he leant against one of the columns that flanked the steps. This was not how he had intended to arrive. The students eyed him with mild interest.


‘You alright, then?’ A tall Asian young man asked.


‘Yeah …well … err … no … I’m a bit late for an appointment. Can you direct me to Reception?’


‘Sure. Go up these steps and it’s pretty much in front of you. You can’t miss it. Maybe you should take a breather before you go inside?’


‘No … No … That’s ok. Maybe after I’ve registered at Reception.’


‘You here for the Social Science job then? I think I saw a couple of other candidates arrive about half-an-hour ago.’


Tim gasped his thanks. He stumbled up the steps with all the poise of Jarvis Cocker on ice. Clattering his way through a pair of period doors, he found himself in a large hall. The angular Georgian elegance of the room and its cool pale blue and white décor had a calming effect. He reminded himself of his determination not to let the tension get to him. Nothing definitively awful had happened so far; he had not even met the interview panel yet. He looked around for Reception. It was neatly signed directly in front of him, sitting between two wings of a double stairway leading to a balcony that in turn accessed the building’s first floor. He wiped his face with the back of his tie and smoothed down his jacket. Adopting a composed and purposeful demeanour he approached Reception and knocked firmly on the door. Off-balance, he found himself lurching towards a startled receptionist. The door had been slightly open. ‘Sorry …’ he began.


Startled, the receptionist, a severe looking woman swiftly reasserted her professional poise.


‘Oh … You must be Mr. Connor,’ she said, quickly correcting herself, ‘I do apologise, I mean Dr. Connor. We’ve been expecting you.’


‘Yes, I’m here for …’


She scrutinised him more closely adding ‘If you want to use it there’s a gentleman’s comfort room under the left-side stair way.’ Tim decided to remain uncomfortable rather than risk further delay. Funny word – comfort room – one of the odder American euphemisms.


The receptionist’s directions took him to the first floor balcony and from there into a large room at the back of the building. Its solid but worn furniture was more early twentieth than eighteenth century, failing to match the impressive Georgian interior. It was only on a second scan of the room that he noticed an Asian woman sitting on a high-backed, heavily upholstered couch towards the end of the room. She looked about thirty, perhaps slightly younger.


He blinked in surprise. From his extensive experience of the job circuit he assumed there would be two or three other candidates waiting for interview. On a bad day, and he’d had a few, even more. Buoyed at the prospect of this depleted opposition, he approached the young woman.


‘Hi, my name’s Tim Connor. You must be one of the other candidates.’


‘Oh, hi, that’s right. I’m Aisha Khan. ‘Nice to meet you. I’m glad you’ve made it. Are you ok? I think they’ve almost given up on you. They seem quite concerned.’


‘I’m fine, just had a few problems getting here.’ Tim looked around the room again. ‘So you, me and whoever’s being interviewed now are the only candidates?’


‘Yes, I’m pretty sure. Two of the short-listed candidates have withdrawn. They’ve got jobs elsewhere apparently. There are only three of us now. The other candidate is Barry Hobsbawn, you know? The social psychologist. He’s written something on the psychology of racism. He’s in there now.’ She gestured towards a dark panelled door some yards adjacent to the couch.


This information revived Tim. Two withdrawals seriously improved his chances of getting the job. One in three from one in five was a massive shift in the odds. He eased into an armchair opposite the couch. He’d briefly considered sitting next to Aisha Khan but quickly decided against. Better to keep a civil distance from a competitor. And getting too near her might well distract his focus. She shone with a well-groomed but unaffected beauty: cascading jetblack hair and long glossy legs bare to above the knees. Glancing into her face he found that her eyes were not dark brown as he expected but almost hazel. She returned his gaze with a look of unapologetic intelligence. His optimism dimmed again. He sensed serious competition. Professional qualifications aside, she was way ahead in the personal presentation department. He felt a tremor of paranoia, not for the first time wondering why he persisted in believing that by looking downbeat he was somehow showcasing his integrity. There’s not a snowflake in hell’s chance I’ll get this job if the men on the panel fudge the rules of gender impartiality.


Even if the panel avoided a Sharon Stone moment, the clause in the job advertisement that women and minority ethnic candidates would be preferred (other relevant matters being equal) could leave him adrift.


His mood dropped another notch as he suddenly remembered why Barry Hobsbawn’s name had seemed vaguely familiar. He was the author of a recent, well-reviewed book on ethnic relations. One chance in three or not, he would still need a ton of luck to get past Hobsbawn. He looked again at Aisha. Sat just a few feet away he found it difficult completely to disengage from her. His over-sensitised hooter swam in a haze of subtle perfume that inconveniently threatened to fire his imagination as well as precipitate another sneezing fit. Determined to keep his focus he was about to make an attempt at polite conversation when Aisha remarked, ‘Your nose looks rather red. Would you like to borrow a lightly medicated tissue? I have some Vaseline as well if you think it would help.’


The panelled door abruptly opened, sparing Tim the need to reply. Two men emerged. He assumed the younger one was Barry Hobsbawn. The other, exuding executive poise, Tim guessed was Howard Swankie, Dean of the Faculty of Social Science. He moved quickly towards Tim, his hand outstretched. ‘Ah, you’re here. I’m glad you’ve made it. Transport from the station can be a bit tricky. Even taxis are not always readily available at this time of day. I’m Howard Swankie, Dean of the Faculty of Social Science. I’m chairing the panel today. This is Dr. Hobsbawn,’ he briefly laid a hand on Hobsbawn’s shoulder, a little patronisingly Tim thought.


‘Anyway, welcome. There’s an automatic drinks machine on the ground floor should you need it. That’s where the loo is too. You’ve got twenty minutes to half an hour before we call you in.’


Swankie turned to Aisha Khan.


‘And no doubt you’ve already introduced yourselves,’ he said, smiling at Aisha a little too enthusiastically for Tim’s comfort. Fucking done deal, he cursed to himself.


‘Ms Khan, I take it you’re ready for the next interview as we agreed?’ Turning back to Tim he added, ‘And then it’s you Dr. Connor.’


Aisha Khan followed the Dean leaving Tim with a drained looking Barry Hobsbawn who wearily lowered himself onto the couch. At this point Tim usually pumped a rival candidate for information on the interview set-up but Hobsbawn started talking first.


‘Shit! That was a nightmare. Easily the worst interview I’ve ever had. I completely lost it.’ He ran his fingers through his hair. ‘I’ve absolutely fucking blown it.’


Tim looked studiously sympathetic. ‘It was that bad, was it? Maybe it wasn’t as awful as you thought? What do you think went wrong? Are they asking really tough questions?’ Maybe he could nudge Hobsbawn into spilling some useful information.


‘No, well yes… I can’t really remember. It was me. My head was swimming. I don’t usually panic. Not to that extent. I’ve seriously blown it,’ he repeated.


Tim was well aware that candidates often understate their performance immediately after interview: a superstitious avoidance of hubris. But Hobsbawn’s angst seemed real enough. Tim’s response was mixed. He certainly didn’t want a tough interview. But if Hobsbawn really had blown it, then his own chances had soared to a tantalising fifty-fifty, always assuming that Wash did decide to appoint. But Aisha Khan was still in contention. Short of her having an unexpected seizure, she was almost certain to get the job. There seemed no other outcome.


He wondered vaguely if he should try a vote-winning, politically correct pitch hinting that he was gay. He rejected this on the ethically and factually sound grounds that he wasn’t gay. Probably best to play it straight and be himself, whatever that was. Looking at the disconsolate Hobsbawn, he felt a pang of sympathy. He knew well that totally trashed feeling in the wake of a catastrophic interview. ‘I’m sorry you had such a tough time of it. But you can’t always tell what impression you’ve made. You might have done better than you think.’ He sounded blandly unconvincing even to himself.


Reverting to the hard win-lose dynamics of the situation he probed again for information, trying to keep the optimism out of his voice. ‘Are you sure it was that bad?’


‘Believe me, there’s no way back from that. I blanked out on my specialist area. And then the Dean threw me a question about some Eastern European theorist whose name was completely unfamiliar to me. It sounded something like ‘Scissors’. He probably came across him in Sunday supplement. I’m ditched as far as this job is concerned.’


Tim pumped Hobsbawn once more. ‘Was it only Professor Swankie that was difficult? What were the rest of the panel like?’


Hobsbawn shot a quick glance at Tim as though only just connecting with him. Why should he help out a competitor? Fuck it! He’d nothing to lose now.


‘Henry Jones, the subject leader was ok. In fact he tried to be supportive until I got hopelessly enmeshed in intellectual spaghetti-land. There are a couple of women academics on the panel that kept banging on about teaching methods. That’s not my thing. I didn’t go down well with them at all. They seemed to think that using a sheet of A4 as the only aid for my presentation was a bit feeble for a media specialist. The external, Fred Cohen was friendly enough but he went for the light touch. He left most of the heavy questioning to the others.’


He paused weary and disconsolate. ‘Look I’m frazzled. I don’t know whether they intend to let us know the outcome while we’re here but I’m not hanging around. They can give me the bad news by phone. In fact I might as well withdraw – more dignified than being dumped.’


He got to his feet. ‘Anyway, best of luck to you. Watch out for those two women.’ He left the room, his stiff leather interview shoes squeaking plaintively on the hard, stone floor.


‘Best of luck,’ Tim called after him. He checked his watch. He had about ten minutes to figure out how to use Hobsbawn’s information.


Teaching methods? This was an area where academics were often at their most opinionated and dogmatic. Whatever he said was likely to offend someone. But maybe his experience with the sixteen to eighteen year olds could be made to count. His strategies for keeping mid-teenagers engaged or at least occupied for two-hour sessions might translate well into higher education, now that it was almost fully comprehensive. What were the buzz words and ideas? There were plenty of them: student centred education, resources based learning, individualised learning. Tim had tinkered with all these approaches but what he most enjoyed was face to face interaction with the students, trying to spark and respond to curiosity. He knew this could sound old-fashioned; not the image he wanted to create, but perhaps he could put his own views as an add-on after he’d spouted all the ‘best practice’ patter? Risky. It was the techno rather than the humanistic line that usually went down well these days. The education mechanics were taking over. He decided he would cover both angles, appealing to the nuts and bolts lobby but also defending divergent and critical thinking. Should he risk a joke referring to his ‘default survival kit of read, summarise and discuss among your-selves?’ Forget it! Don’t go there.


The tension was getting to him. His dismal interview track record nagged at his self-belief. Usually laid-back and self-confident, despite his gangly clumsiness, he was becoming neurotic about this pesky blockage to his life’s progress. Yet the fact that he was still called to interview meant that he remained a serious contender. What was he doing wrong? Did he talk too much as one interviewer had unhelpfully implied in the middle of an interview? Or too little? Did he freeze up, sounding wooden and boring? Or, did his attempts at originality come across as too adventurous, even wild? Maybe he just tried too hard. Whatever the answer to the riddle of selection he needed to find it now. An unlikely combination of circumstances had thrown up a real chance, probably a last chance. He’d better take it. He felt momentarily exhausted. He hadn’t slept much the previous night. Then the chaotic journey: what a buffoon to try to walk from the station. A band of tension gripped across his temples. He hooked his glasses over his knee and pressed the heels of his hands against his eyes; sweet oblivion!


The sudden click of a door returned him to the moment. Aisha Khan emerged alone. She smiled at him. Tim smiled back, a blank goggle.


‘How did it go?’ he found himself asking.


‘Not bad, well ok, better than I expected,’ she replied hesitantly, reluctant to sound too optimistic.


‘Well, oh, good.’ He half meant it. It was not easy to wish ill luck on this lovely woman, even if her success was to be at his expense. ‘So you think you might have got…’ He stopped mid-sentence as the door clicked open again. It was Howard Swankie.


‘Dr Connor, we’re ready for you now.’ Without waiting for a response he turned to Aisha Khan and said, ‘Don’t forget to pick up your expenses claim form, Ms. Khan. You can get it from Reception.’ With what Tim interpreted as a meaningful smile, he added ‘You’ll be hearing from us very shortly.’


Tim got up and walked towards the oak door of the interview room. It was at this point at previous interviews that his brain fled to a remote part of his cranium where it lodged irretrievably until the ordeal was over. He breathed deeply, determined to remain if not calm at least coherent. Swankie held the door open for him. As he entered the room he got a whiff of expensive eau-de-toilette. With a gargantuan effort he managed not to sneeze.




 





Aisha Khan skipped down the stone stairs two steps at a time, almost losing her balance as she arrived in the Reception Hall. She felt disoriented from the intensity of the interview but high with relief and optimism. The Dean had gone out of his way to sound encouraging, congratulating her on her ‘exceptional performance’ and expressing ‘the hope and indeed the expectation’ that she would accept the job if offered. He added that ‘of course the interview process had to be completed’ but he was confident that he would be able to phone her with firm news within the next couple of hours. They agreed he would use her mobile rather than terrestrial number.


But suppose she was wrong. Her limbs turned heavy as a wave of anxiety surged through her. So much depended on her getting this post. It could give her an escape from domestic work and boring filler jobs. And Wash University was barely fifteen minutes drive from the house. It was ideal but … She reminded herself there were other candidates – probably with decent publications. Had she read more into the Dean’s parting remarks than he intended?


She hesitated for a moment in the entrance hall. It was pointless to fill in a claims form for the price of a four-mile journey. She decided to take a walk before returning to the city to collect her son Ali from nursery. In a phrase of her mother’s she realised that she also needed ‘to collect’ herself. Once outside, the fresh air had a sobering effect. She had not seriously expected to get this job or perhaps even to get as far as an interview. Sure she wanted a decent career but initially this application had been little more than a gesture of intent – as much to her sceptical husband Waqar as to herself. Now she was slightly fazed at the stark immediacy of a previously distant goal. ‘Be careful what you wish for,’ she spontaneously mouthed the cliché.


Did she really want all this? To teach? To write? For it to be assumed that she was ambitious? To compete with smart, confident types who never questioned their motives? What might be the effect on her family life? On her friends? It was seven years since she had started her part-time degree in Social Science. She had gone on to complete an M.A. in Ethnicity and Gender Studies. Part of her dissertation was to be published as a chapter in a collection on the experiences of third generation Muslim women. Write about ourselves – that’s what we feminists do, she mused. And if we’re Muslim we write about our Muslim selves. The interview panel had been impressed with her plans to develop her research. She would increase her research sample from ten to sixty Muslim women and stratify into three distinct age groups. There might even be a book in it.


Yes, this was what she wanted. And so much the better if it came more quickly and easily than she had expected. But Waqar was a problem. He was ambivalent at best. He had not been keen for her to do the part-time degree, arguing that a better way to fill her time would be to manage one of his restaurants. She doubted whether he was really serious, even about this suggestion and in any case it had little appeal for her. But his concerns about her taking on a full-time academic job became stronger as the possibility became more realistic: it would take up too much time, they had a young physically handicapped child, he needed her support with clients as his business continued to expand, they didn’t need the money. She had quietened him by insisting that the chances of her getting an academic job were remote, especially as she would only take one within a thirty-mile radius of Wash.


Ten Years ago she would have organised her life according to Waqar’s wishes. She was twenty-two when they married, fifteen years younger than him, impressed by his vitality and apparently effortless material success. A princess in her own home; becoming the richly indulged wife of the besotted Waqar had involved minimal transition. He loved to show her off, although the trophy wife phase satisfied neither of them for more than a few years. In the longer term what he wanted and expected from her was a ‘good wife and mother.’ He conceded that when the time was ripe she might develop a career of some kind, but it was not a matter he gave much consideration.


He was still a dominant figure but she had changed. She was now almost as old as Waqar was when they married and by now she had accumulated her own experiences. She quickly concluded that trophy status offered diminishing returns, but the seismic shift came when she realised that being a wife and mother might not be enough for her either. Yes, crucial to her identity but not the whole of it. And yet it was the experience of motherhood that first jolted Aisha out of her naïve youthful narcissism. They had found having children difficult. The doctors were unable to discover why. Their one child had been born prematurely at seven months and had suffered bleeding from the brain. Now four years old, Ali’s left side weakness showed in a pronounced limp and a limited ability to grip with his left hand. Mercifully his language development had not been affected and his basic cognition seemed to be intact. Aisha had lived every moment of his perilous and often painful existence. The early discovery of the extent of his physical weakness had been an agony but the gradual evidence of his lively brain and personality, her greatest joy. But if she was always to put herself second to Ali, she knew that it would be better for everybody, including Ali, if she also had a life outside the home. Yes, she wanted this job alright.


Lost in her thoughts, Aisha abruptly realised she had also lost her way. She had wandered well beyond the campus boundary onto a lower stretch of land. Turning round she was unable even to spot the university. Getting back to a higher point, she looked towards the City. The view was unfamiliar, but Wash despite its city status, was no bigger than a medium size town and she could just make out her own neighbourhood. Why not walk the remainder of the way home? As she set off her mobile burred lightly against her thigh. Her hand trembling, she took the phone from her pocket.



















Chapter 2


The Interview





Members of the interview panel were sat on the far side of a long polished wooden table. Tim took the lone chair opposite them. His head was buzzing but he felt slightly more focused now the action was about to begin. He made an effort to remember the names of the panel members as the Dean introduced them. It was unlikely he would forget Swankie’s, but recalling the latter’s reputation for vanity he decided to give both his titles of ‘Professor’ and ‘Dean’ a good airing.


On the extreme left of the panel sat Henry Jones, Head of the Social Science Department. Sociology was the largest subject but recently a degree in psychology had been set up in response to growing demand. Jones himself was a sociologist. Tim had already talked with him on the phone so remembering his name should not be a problem. He had been mildly concerned that he had never heard of Henry Jones before applying for this job. On asking around it turned out that Jones had published little, despite his relatively senior position. Now in his early sixties, he had been a youthful high flyer, getting a first class degree at the London School of Economics and going on to do research at the same institution. Although he had completed his doctorate he had never published anything from it. Eventually he had found a job at Wash College of Arts and Technology where he had acquired the reputation of something of a sociological savant and a brilliant if erratic lecturer, very much in the old discursive style. When WCAT amalgamated with a local college of higher education Jones found himself leading a small sociology team within a sprawling Faculty of Social Science and Humanities. Chance, the Buggins principle and a slightly higher salary had trumped his disinclination to take on any managerial work, however modest. If Tim got this job, Henry Jones would be his immediate boss. He quickly took in Jones’ long thinning hair, thick glasses and purple mottled nose, prominent against the light raspberry colour of his face. A drinker. Tim was not too displeased, preferring characters to careerists.


Next to Jones was someone Tim did not immediately recognise. It turned out to be Fred Cohen, who had written widely on youth and crime. Cohen was of the same generation as Jones, but much better known. Some of his interests overlapped with Tim’s and he might be a potential supporter. Cohen, in all denim with matching blue shades, looked even more of a sixties throwback than Jones. What was left of his hair was dyed an aggressive shade of bright chestnut, set off with highlights of sunset orange. He gave Tim an encouraging smile as Swankie did the introductions. It occurred to Tim that if he could win over either Cohen or Jones, the other might sway in his direction too.


If Cohen and Jones were a possible mini-bloc vote for him, the two women sitting to the right of Swankie looked set solid against. Or so he imagined. Physically they contrasted sharply. The one sat closest to Swankie, though perhaps deliberately not that close, was the older by a good fifteen or twenty years and by far the larger. Her tent-like dress increased the impression of volume. Her eyes and complexion were dark and her grey-flecked, curly copperish hair shot out almost at right angles but was oddly flat on top. A touch ethnic Tim thought, maybe Eastern European, or perhaps Celtic. Her expression on being introduced to Tim was not exactly a scowl but it was certainly not a smile of welcome either. The other woman was equally striking, although in a quite dissimilar way. She was wearing a sharply tailored, slim-fit, dark blue suit and had pulled her thick blond hair tightly away from her face. She barely acknowledged Tim as she was introduced to him, seemingly preoccupied with the papers in front of her.


Swankie introduced the older women first. ‘This is Ms. Rachel Steir, a senior member of the department.’


Rachel Steir’s brow corrugated in annoyance. ‘Dr. Steir, please, Professor Swankie. It took me eight years to earn my doctorate so I think I will insist on the title if you don’t mind. Good afternoon Dr. Connor,’ she added attempting a softer tone.


‘I do apologise, Dr Steir,’ Swankie gave exaggerated emphasis to her title. ‘Dr Steir,’ he repeated before continuing smoothly.


‘And this is Ms. Erica Botham, at least I think Ms. is her correct title unless she’s also been a recent recipient of a doctorate.’ He smirked, appreciating his own sarcasm.


‘No, that’s correct,’ she replied brusquely, un-amused.


‘Good, glad I got that right,’ said Swankie.


Having then introduced Henry Jones and Fred Cohen, he continued briskly. ‘Now that the introductions are over we’ll move onto the main business. I believe you have a brief presentation for us, Dr Connor.’


Tim’s topic was ‘masculinity’ or ‘masculinities’ as social scientists usually refer to it, recognising that there is no single form of ‘masculine’ behaviour. This was not his main area of research, that was youth as a period of psychological and social transition. He had chosen to talk about masculinity, anticipating that it would interest a mixed gender panel. Glancing at the two women, both keenly poised to decide his fate, he wondered if he should have opted for a safer topic.


He had time for a second fleeting regret before beginning his presentation: his choice to use overheads rather than PowerPoint. He attempted to pass this off with a nonchalant opening quip. ‘Err … well … they say that if you want to avoid being up-staged don’t work with animals, children or PowerPoint. So I won’t.’ He paused briefly to allow for tension-breaking laughter. A chill silence rippled across the room. He looked up quickly to see a row of puzzled expressions. Not a great start.


The pressure was on to make sure that the rest of the presentation went well. In an attempt to get the two women on side he was careful not to over-egg his main argument that in certain ways gender relations are as difficult for men as for women, especially for young men. He acknowledged that young men are generally far more violent than young women but pointed out that most of their public violence is directed against each other. A sizeable minority spend much of their time knocking each other about and otherwise winding each other up in an edgy friendly-competitive but combustible kind of way. Smiling wryly he suggested that if this was patriarchy, it is almost as damaging to the budding patriarchs as to women.


Glancing up from his noddy-sheet he noticed that the two women were not smiling with him. He decided to dispense with any further attempts at humour. Hastily moving on, he stressed that the violence of young men, particularly in domestic and relationship contexts, is disastrous for young women, not only because of the reality and threat of physical damage but because it controls and traps them. He added that over the life course, patriarchy can systematically oppress and block the opportunities of women of any age. Dr. Steir nodded wary assent. Tim sensed that despite his genuinely felt arguments he was creating an impression of insincerity. He was never at his most convincing when mouthing what he dubbed ‘political correctitudes’ even when he agreed with them. There was something in his character and appearance that didn’t square with conformity, any kind of conformity.


Erica Botham leaned forward eagerly, about to ask him a question.


Swankie cut in before she could get started. ‘Right perhaps we’ll come back later to Dr. Connor’s… em…’ his hesitation seemed contrived, ‘interesting if challenging arguments.’ He paused, holding centre stage for a moment before turning to Henry Jones. Henry, will you kick off the next part of the interview?’


It soon became clear that Jones intended to give Tim an easy ride, going out of his way to feed him questions on topics Tim was likely to be well informed about. A dolly question on the iconoclastic nineteen sixties American sociologist Charles Wright Mills enabled him to showboat from his Master’s thesis that dealt with Mills’ influence on the American New Left of the nineteen sixties. Playing the interview game, he also took the opportunity to make reference to his recently published journal article – his second so far - arguing that Mills’ work was still relevant in 2010. Mills’ rebellious and confrontational style was not to the taste of all his professional colleagues neither then nor now. He guessed that Swankie was likely to be in the anti-Mills camp. Without doing a disservice to Mills’ ideas, Tim made sure his account of Mills’ damning analysis of the ‘American power elite’ was not uncritical. However he concluded by suggesting that a similar analysis to Mills’ might be applicable to the rich and powerful contemporary global elite. Henry Jones nodded agreement. Howard Swankie listened with close but inscrutable attention.


Tim’s tension eased and his head cleared as he talked about his favourite social scientist. Fred Cohen seemed genuinely interested and picked up the thread of questioning from Henry Jones.


‘So what do you think is the main similarity between the America power elite of the sixties and seventies and today’s global elite?’


Tim paused for a second. Cohen was probably trying to be helpful but was leading him into controversial territory. Out of the corner of his eye he saw Swankie lean forward, anticipating his response. Swankie’s patrician manner, bordering on arrogance, suggested to Tim that he might be some kind of an elitist himself. Tim’s gut response to Cohen’s question was that both the American post-war elite and today’s global elite were ‘greedy’ and ‘selfish’. He was not going to say otherwise, but he could use other language.


‘The main similarity is that both elites exercise power in their own interest at the expense of the public good, the contemporary global elite especially. For instance in Britain and the United States inequality is greater than at any time since the nineteen thirties. And the richer people are, the faster they are getting even richer. It’s a combination of technological and financial control that …’


‘Have you any criticism to make of Mills’ ideas,’ Swankie interrupted, adding sarcastically ‘or is the great man beyond criticism? Remember, he was regarded as ‘the big daddy’ of the nineteen sixties New Left and that ended in a mess, partly a violent mess, in the early seventies.’


Swankie regarded himself as a progressive reformer, committed to working within the system to improve it along with his own prospects. He was an enthusiast for what he termed ‘techno-administrative led’ change. He believed violent political action within a democracy was illegitimate, tending at worst to what he referred to as ‘left Fascism.’ Tim sensed that Swankie was more interested in flushing out where he, rather than Mills stood on these matters. His response was careful but uncompromising. He stated his agreement with Mills that there were circumstances in which violence could be justifiable as a means to change. He gave a few examples from British history and from the developing world where violent regime change appeared justified. Swankie looked thoughtfully at Tim.


Trying to get on a roll, Tim moved quickly on to pick out a put-down that Swankie had slipped into his question. ‘And no, I don’t think academic hero worship is very helpful. In fact it can mislead. Actually that was one of the worst things about the sixties; the tendency to generate cultural idols. It’s got even worse now with the cult of celebrity. At least then there was sometimes a relationship between heroes and causes. Some popular heroes were also meaningful role models, like Martin Luther King but also a boxer like Muhammad Ali or a musician like John Lennon. They didn’t merely articulate their principles, they acted on them. Today there is little meaningful link between the celebs and their followers. The celeb’s lifestyle is disassociated from most young people’s lives … irrelevant … It has little or no positive role model value at all. The celebs distract young people from the good and useful things they might do. It’s often little more than mutual cultural masturbation. Pointless.’


He stopped, immediately he realised some of the panel might find his ‘masturbation’ analogy inappropriate if not offensive. He could be talking himself out of a job.


Swankie shot a concerned glance in the direction of the two women. Both looked less concerned than Swankie himself. ‘Hmm … perhaps I can move us on. Dr Steir, I think you wanted to ask Dr. Connor a couple of questions about teaching methods?’


‘Yes, indeed, Professor Swankie, moving on seems a good idea. Dr. Connor, you’re no doubt aware that in an institution such as ours teaching has become an even more important yet difficult task than in the past. What can you bring us from your extensive experience with younger students?’


She paused for a moment, moving her head rapidly up and down in apparent approval of her own question, her hair gyrating like a giant tomato plant caught in a crosswind.  ‘By the way I was surprised that you didn’t use PowerPoint for your presentation, it makes things easier for both the audience and the presenter.’


Tim had anticipated a tricky ride from Dr. Steir, but this was decidedly hostile. For a moment his concentration faltered and he flannelled to buy time. ‘I wouldn’t presume to tell colleagues here how to teach if I were appointed. I’m sure most of them have developed their own methods. Of course, these days there’s an expectation colleagues will exchange ideas, and I’m sure I’d be part of that.’


Regaining momentum he gave a routine run-through of his use of a variety teaching techniques and resources, concluding with a more subjective note. ‘What I try to do is to keep a working dialogue going with all students or as many as possible. There are many ways of doing that. Face-to-face is usually best but I use whatever means seems appropriate to the student or students in question.’ Again he had the odd sensation that although his comments were sincere, they felt strained and even false. Momentarily distracted by this thought he barely noticed the Dean bringing Erica Botham in.


Her tone was prickly and challenging. ‘Dr Connor, that all sounds quite plausible but I’d like to return to the issue of gender, have you considered that teaching itself might be a gendered activity? And, if so, how do you respond to that?’


So far Erica Botham had been up-staged by her more substantial and (Tim assumed) senior colleague. He focused fully on her for the first time. Despite her attempt to adopt an impersonal, business-like persona, he found it impossible not to notice she was startlingly beautiful. This was a Bridgitte Bardot, an Ana Ivanovich moment. The film or the game of tennis becomes subsidiary even irrelevant in the face of the overwhelming beauty of the performer. Despite himself, what gripped him about Erica Botham was not her question but Erica Botham herself. It got worse. From a remote part of his over-stimulated mind sprang an image of her dancing in a swirl of diaphanous veils with no under-cover back up. He was in severe danger of becoming terminally distracted. Mercifully his instinct for survival asserted itself and he managed a shot at answering what he thought might be her question. He battled on as the surreal image lingered. ‘A gendered activity? Of course. Most activities are. I aim for a balance of involvement from both sexes. I mean all genders,’ he said, swiftly rephrasing to avoid any offence to the two women who he suddenly and for no apparent reason intuited might be lesbians.


Unconvinced by this piece of bland twaddle, Erica Botham was poised to launch a follow-up question when Howard Swankie interrupted.


‘Thank you Ms. Botham, I think Dr Connor has given us a pretty good impression of where he’s coming from as far as gender is concerned.’ He paused for a moment, fixing Tim with a searching expression.


‘As Chair I want to ask him just one question arising from his earlier comments on political violence. Dr. Connor do you have a view about the use of political violence in mature democracies? When it might be legitimate I mean. I wasn’t quite clear from your earlier comments what your own view is?’


Stinking fish! He’s still trying to catch me out. Best keep playing it straight.


‘I don’t think political violence is justified in a functioning democracy … By which I mean a society where there is substantial freedom of expression. In various forms of autocracy, it might well be justified.’


‘What about non-violent civil disobedience? Is that ever justified?


‘Again it depends on the regime and the nature and extent of the grievances and repression. I see it as a last resort in democracies but more often justifiable in autocracies. Of course, the protester would have to take …’


‘The consequences …’ Swankie finished the sentence, sounding slightly relieved, Tim thought.


He knew he needed Swankie’s vote but wasn’t prepared to hang his arse out for it. He assumed the women were a no-no, if not from the start, certainly by now. He had some rapport with the other two men but not much with Swankie. Maybe this was the moment to tilt for his support by showing he could compromise.


‘I’m no brick-thrower, never have been. People have a responsibility as well as a right to negotiate and compromise.’ Keen to secure his integrity he added ‘but I do think individuals and groups also have a right to protest and, of course to self-defence if they are the victims rather than the perpetrators of violence.’


Swankie leant forward again, resting his chin heavily on his right fist. He gave Tim a long look, almost as if for the first time he was taking the idea of appointing him seriously.


‘These are important questions and obviously we could all spend a long time on them. However, I think we’ve covered sufficient ground.’


He leaned back, opening his arms in a concluding gesture, as he addressed Tim directly. ‘We hope to come to a decision within the next half-hour. You’re quite welcome to wait outside if you wish and we’ll let you know the outcome shortly or, if you prefer, Dr. Jones can call you later at home. That’s something I would usually do but I have another pressing engagement late this afternoon.’


Tim preferred to learn his fate sooner rather than later. Waiting for the phone to ring with the result of a job interview was mini-torture undiminished by familiarity. And the moment of rejection never got any better. ‘I’ll wait, if that’s ok.’ He got up, still stiff with tension.


As he turned to leave, Henry Jones went to open the door for him.


‘That’s fine. Please, don’t bother.’


‘It’s no bother.’


Tim caught a whiff of alcohol as he passed Jones. And was that a wink or an involuntary tick? ‘Maybe he knows something I don’t,’ he thought optimistically. ‘Or, maybe he’s just pissed.’


Back in the anteroom he slumped onto the couch. No point sitting there for half-an-hour. He got up and walked over to the floor-to-ceiling Georgian windows. Beyond the new building blocks the countryside rolled fresh and green. His head cleared. As he relaxed, his biological needs temporarily parked, reasserted themselves.


I need to hit the pot. And get a cup of tea and a bun. He checked his watch. He had twenty minutes max, just about enough time.




 





Once back in the anteroom pessimism had set in. Aisha Khan seemed a virtual shoo-in, a perfect identikit fit for this job, whereas his own best pitch of ‘rising young star’ was well into its twilight. Not that he believed the job was a ‘PC’ fix – Aisha Khan didn’t give the impression of needing unfair help.


His glum train of thought was broken by the sound of the interview room door opening. He looked up anxiously. Swankie was walking briskly towards him, his hand outstretched. ‘Congratulations Connor, I’m glad to be able to offer you the post. I take it that you still intend to accept.’


Tim was momentarily disoriented by the Dean’s words: life-changing for him. He barely remembered the shake-hands-firmly-to-show-what-a-strong-character-you-are rule as his big, clammy hand closed round Swankie’s soft, manicured one. He confirmed his acceptance with a grateful croak.


‘Excellent. You’ll receive a formal offer in the post during the next few days. Shortly after that Henry Jones will be in touch with you to discuss academic matters. Feel free to contact me if …’ he checked himself, glancing quickly at his watch. ‘So congratulations. You know where to pick up your expenses claim form.’ With another swift handshake, he hurried off.


Tim’s return journey to the station was a good deal pleasanter than his journey out. At this point he couldn’t give a flying fuck how or why he’d got the job. So what if it was too late for them to re-advertise the post? At least he hadn’t blown his interview. It must have been a 3-2 win for the boys he thought. Thank God he had managed to keep Swankie on side despite their lack of rapport. However it had come about, he was through the door. He felt a stab of concern for Aisha Khan, although he was sure she would get an academic job without the kind of the long wait he had experienced.


He celebrated by ordering a taxi back into town. After a mini pub-crawl he searched out a café where he could indulge in his favourite cream-tea. He wolfed down a plate of scones heavily stacked with cream and black current jam. A second quickly followed, the third he took his time over, savouring the moment. On the way to the station he stopped to knock back a couple of pints.


He spent much of the return journey in the train’s tiny tin-box lavatory, his euphoria surfing waves of nausea and tsunamis of vomit. Not for a moment did he think it wasn’t worth it!




 





Aisha Khan pressed the engage symbol on her mobile. For a few nervous moments she heard only the crackle of static. Swankie’s cultured voice, straining to connect, broke through. ‘Hello, am I speaking to Ms. Khan?’


‘Yes, is that Professor Swankie?’


‘Good, Swankie here. I’m delighted to be able to offer you a post as a lecturer in the Social Science Department. Can I take it that you accept?’


‘Yes, of course, I’m so delighted. Thank you. I hadn’t quite expected it.’


‘You underestimate yourself. You interviewed exceptionally well. Every member of the panel was most impressed.’


The post-successful-interview phone call is not an equal exchange. Abject gratitude can plunge the newly anointed into spluttering incoherence. Having again expressed her delight, Aisha left it to Swankie to make the running.


‘You’ll shortly receive a formal offer including information about your salary. You’re fortunate to live locally already – that will save you a lot of trouble, either moving house or commuting.’


‘Yes, it’s amazingly convenient to get the job I want so close to home.’


‘Oh, I should say that in fact we made two appointments today. Dr. Connor is the other successful candidate although …’


‘I’m glad,’ she interjected. ‘… he really seemed to want the job.’


‘Yes. A second post became vacant after a colleague in the faculty received a late job offer – a promotion to another institution. So we’re making a double-appointment. I expect Dr. Jones will want you to come in together at some point. But is there anything you want to ask me?’


Aisha was sure there was but her mind registered a complete blank. ‘Not … not just at the moment, thanks.’


‘Well, given that you live so close by, do come in and see me some time before you start if there is anything you want to discuss. You can make an appointment through my secretary.’


‘Thank you, that’s very helpful.’


‘Not at all. I’m sure you’ll find everyone will be very supportive. We realise this is a big change in your life.’


Swankie continued on another tack. ‘Oh, and, yes, the social scientists along with the rest of the faculty will be having a get-together, a party, just before term begins. You’ll get an invitation to that.’


‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘I’ll really look forward to meeting other colleagues.’


‘Well, congratulations again. As I said, feel free to get in touch with Henry Jones or myself if you have any queries. You’re sure there’s nothing you want to ask now?’


‘No, I don’t think so. Thank you.’


‘Goodbye for now then.’


‘Goodbye.’


‘Yeeeeeeeeeeeees,’ Aisha shouted as she triple-pirouetted across the grass, brown legs flashing as her pleated skirt whirled waist high.


‘Yeeeeeeeeeeeees… Ahhhhhhhhhhhhhh,’ jubilation turned to panic as she tumbled into a nest of nettles.


Brought back to earth she carefully extricated herself.


Who should she share her news with first? With Waqar? Not yet. Best start with Caroline, her best friend and owner of the small pre-school play group that Ali attended. Caroline would share her delight. Caroline had supported her all the way.


Her mobile was still on. She brought up and pressed Caroline’s number.


‘Caroline, hi. Guess what!’


‘What? Tell me. Did you get the job? You didn’t.’


‘Guess.’


‘You did!’


‘Yeah … I’ve just had a phone call offering it me. I turned it down of course.’


‘You’re joking.’


‘You bet I’m joking.’


‘Whowee… Well done, What a genius! Come over. We must celebrate. I’ll buy us something special at that new place in Cathedral Square. You know the one. We went there a couple of weeks ago. I’ll bring Ali with me, it’ll save you having to pick him up. Most of the other kids have already gone home by now. Look, I’ll finish up quickly and see you in about forty-five minutes. Is that good for you?’


‘That’s great, no problem. See you then.’


Aisha made her way back to the road and decided to call Waqar.’


‘Waqar, Darling.’


‘Aisha, petal-dust! How did it go? Have I finally lost my wife to the world of education or are you still all mine?’


‘I’m still all yours but …’ she hesitated slightly. ‘Yep, I got the job.’


‘Fantastic, my brilliant baby.’ Aisha could catch no sign of ambivalence in Waqar’s voice. Maybe he was on side, after all. He continued to effuse.


‘Look, I’ll get home early tonight. Seven to seven thirty. We need to talk … to celebrate. Make sure Ali is in bed. I’ll bring in something from one of the restaurants so you don’t have to cook…one of your favourites…’


There was a brief pause before he continued in his more familiar, busy man tone.


‘Listen, I have to go now. It looks like there’s been some embezzlement at one of the restaurants and I want to crack it without involving the police. Unfortunately it’s happened at one of our London places. That’s where I am now. Um… I guess seven thirty will be a bit tight, maybe eight o’ clock? Anyway, well done, darling. I’ll phone when I’m on my way back. We’ll talk later. Bye for now then.’


‘Bye, Waqar see you soon, miss you.’ ‘Soon’ was more in hope than expectation.


Typical Waqar; always up to his eyeballs in his own concerns. Softening she decided that maybe she was being unfair. In his own way he cared. Still on a high, she left unacknowledged the whisper of worry about the way their relationship was going.


Caroline and Ali and Caroline’s child Danny were already in Cathedral Square when she arrived. She saw them before they saw her. They were punting an inflated multicoloured ball between them. She paused briefly to watch. Ali doggedly ignoring the drag of his leg brace was just managing to keep up with the others. For a moment he stumbled. Danny rushed to steady him. Caroline moved over, smothering the two four year olds in a giant hug. Sweet Caroline more like a sister than a friend; better than a sister, because there was no sibling or any other kind of rivalry between them.


Caroline was a British-African who still had family in Northern Nigeria and like Aisha, a Muslim. They had met on an Access course some years ago and remained friends since. Aisha had supported Caroline through a fraught marriage and divorce, since when they had become close confidants. Caroline’s energy and optimism in opening a pre-school play group had been part of Aisha’s inspiration to pursue a career herself. She was glad to be sharing this moment with her.


‘Hi, you guys,’ she announced herself.


‘Aisha!’


‘Mummy!’


The three of them rushed over, almost bundling her to the floor as they bounced into her.


‘Your mum’s a hero, a star, Ali,’ shouted Caroline.


‘I know! Will you buy us an ice cream Mum? Caroline said we had to wait for you.’


They found a table and began their small celebration. The boys were not quite sure why it was a double helpings day but weren’t asking questions. Aisha and Caroline enjoyed a rare bottle of champagne, quashing their residual religious scruples.


‘I’m sure Allah will understand,’ suggested Caroline.


‘I think so,’ replied Aisha who in any case indulged from time to time.


If life wasn’t quite perfect it had definitely taken a leap in the perfect direction.



















Chapter 3


Goodbye, Hello





Once he had recovered from his hangover Tim enjoyed his remaining time at Peyton College. The perennial schadenfreude of some of his colleagues at his struggle to break into higher education evaporated as they adopted the new wisdom that really he was better suited to that sector. Most were pleased for him and most of the few who weren’t pretended to be. In an increasingly competitive and stressful working environment, he was not universally loved but he had made few real enemies.


Some mild speculation hung on about why he had found it so difficult to crack higher education. He was better qualified and published than many successful candidates, although the increasing flood of youthful PhDs onto the job market raised the entry bar year by year. His own opinion was that the problem was mainly an image one: he was too easily labelled as ‘potentially troublesome’ at a time when university managers were increasingly wary of trouble. This was not merely a defensive response on his part; his handful of published writings were radical. Out of conviction but also for clarity, he had stated even in his first publication, an introductory psychology textbook, that his beliefs were libertarian and progressive. This was not likely to improve his career prospects. At a time of financial cuts, universities were more likely to appoint staff that would generate income, typically by winning research grants than someone who believed in democratic reform, inclusive of the higher education system. There was no necessary conspiracy about it. There was no need for one. The new finance-driven culture was soon embedded as ‘common sense’. The pressure was to make safe and manageable appointments. Nobody would apply those adjectives to him. Even an open testimonial from a former tutor did no better than describe him as ‘a risk, although possibly a risk worth taking.’


Despite his strong self-belief, serial rejection sparked occasional paranoia. He began to wonder if even his physical appearance counted against him. At a big-boned, slightly cumbersome six-foot three he looked and moved more like a building site worker than an academic. His interview outfits rarely met expectations that were becoming more standardised as higher education succumbed to the corporate ethos. At eighteen he had reluctantly acquired a suit for his university selection interview and had worn it for interviews ever since. Job interviews in higher education are not fashion parades, but this item, made of ninety-five per cent acrylic, did attract attention. When he sat down the trouser legs would shoot up to his calves while his hairy forearms protruded several inches out of the jacket sleeves. This distracting arms and leg show had probably cost him most of the jobs he had applied for, even before he opened his mouth. Topped off by a sweep of long black hair and usually sporting a pair of leather boots at the other end, he invited the killer observation that ‘I think we’re all agreed that Dr Connor is not quite what we’re looking for.’ Doggedly and with only a twinge of self-doubt, Dr Connor disagreed. He wanted prospective employers to know what they were getting. And he sensed that if he tried to please ‘the suits’ by attempting to look like them he would soon start to think like them as well. His was a perverse kind of integrity but finally luck had sprung him from a catch twenty-two of his own making.


One of the traditional farewell rituals for staff leaving Peyton College was a one-to-one glass of wine with the Principal Tom Gardner and another was a night out with colleagues at a local pub. Tom Gardner had enough personal strength and vision to make the progressive regime he had introduced at the college work well. Even so he was feeling increasingly constrained by the stream of relentless government initiatives. He could see no end to them; whichever party won the next election. At over sixty he was beginning to find that looking backwards offered a pleasanter view than looking forward – a sure sign, as he well recognised, that it was time to go.


A bottle of red wine and two glasses were already on the coffee table in the corner of Tom Gardner’s office as he welcomed Tim. ‘Sit down. And congratulations! We’re sorry to lose you but I know from several references I’ve written for you over recent years that it’s what you want. Here, have a last glass of wine at the college’s expense.’ He poured a glass of Malbec and passed it over. ‘Have some salted nuts as well if you want. I don’t eat them myself. They get stuck in my teeth.’ He sat down across the table from Tim.


‘Thanks. That’s right. I’ve always liked the idea of working in an academic environment. Also I need a change. I’ve enjoyed this place but I wouldn’t fancy being here for the next twenty-five years.’


‘You’re lucky that you’ve been able to make a change. You’d be surprised how many people here have tried to move on and not been able to, especially older colleagues, the younger ones do usually find it a bit easier. Anyway I’m glad you got the job.’


Gardner paused, getting up from his chair he walked over to his office window. He gazed out thoughtfully, ignoring by dint of long habit the grey expanse of the staff car park. ‘Actually I thought of moving on myself a few years ago but it’s not easy to get a good promotion outside of this sector and there are few better jobs than mine within it. Most of the higher-paid jobs are in national or local educational bureaucracies and these days they don’t seem to be appointing progressives of my ilk.’


Tim listened in mild surprise. He’d come to regard Tom Gardner as a permanent and essential fixture at the college, almost as a part of its foundations. It hadn’t occurred to him that Gardner too might feel career blocked. He left his seat and joined his senior colleague at the window, a gesture of egalitarian solidarity he would have hesitated to make on any previous occasion. Allergic to hierarchy he nevertheless respected this man’s personal authority as well as his achievement in establishing a liberal educational regime in contrary times. ‘I doubt that I’ll work under such an enlightened boss again. Not many would have given me the opportunity to develop that you did ten, almost fifteen years ago.’


‘I don’t know about that but times are changing, as they always do,’ said Gardner. ‘The pressure is to produce results and to a prescribed format. There isn’t the scope now to shape things according to your own vision.’ Glancing at Tim he added ‘I should warn you that’s also becoming the case in higher education as well.’ Then dropping the serious tone he looked directly at Tim and grinned. ‘So, don’t imagine you’re going to escape into an ivory tower paradise, young man.’


The conversation moved briefly to more personal matters. Gardner expressed concern about the break-up of Tim’s long-term relationship but didn’t want to pry. He suggested that once Tim was established in his new job he might come back to explain the mysteries of higher education to the college’s students. They drained their glasses in unison, shook hands and said a warm goodbye.


The farewell booze-up was on the last day of term. The Highwayman rocked as excited voices competed against the thudding music. A premiership game between Manchester United and Liverpool showing on the pub’s giant television screen added to the hubbub. Tim was sat with a group of sports-types who had launched into a rowdy argument about which of the two teams had the best claim to the nickname of ‘The Reds’. A chunky northern émigré, the college’s first team goalkeeper, offered an opinion:


‘Whichever one of them but not those clowns down the road.’


‘And who might they be?’ This came from an indignant-looking female student wearing an Arsenal shirt.


‘Depends which way you’re facing: Southend to the East or the Arses the other way.’


‘Stop insulting my favourite team! Arsenal is called after guns not bums. As for Southend United, they don’t count. People only watch them when they want a break from football.’


A sudden roar swamped their conversation. The group’s attention swung to the big screen as a dubious penalty was awarded to the Manchester side, a regular occurrence at Old Trafford. Tim’s attention was distracted from the kick as someone pushed a fourth pint into his hand. He looked up. It was from Ted Sidebottom, the bluff, diminutive Head of Physical Education.


Tim’s attention was drawn back to the screen as the crowd erupted again, divided by reactions of pain or relief as the ball smacked against the crossbar and sailed impotently into the stand. Tim was in the relieved camp. There was a riff of laughter as the camera caught United’s managers hopping about apoplectically in the technical area.


Grinning Tim turned again to Ted. ‘Hey, Ted, I haven’t finished this pint yet.’ He gestured towards a half-empty glass. ‘I don’t want to get too blotto, I’m on my way tomorrow.’


‘Come on … I’ve bought it for you now. It’ll soon disappear down a big lad like you. You’ll be as fresh as a daffodil tomorrow.’


‘Daisy’


‘You’re no daisy.’


‘I’m no … Listen this is a silly discussion. Sit down for a minute and say something sensible to me.’ He turned to the students. ‘Can someone give their chair to Ted for a few minutes so we can have a chat?’


The young Arsenal supporter got up and perched herself on the knee of an athletic looking mixed race guy. ‘You don’t mind do you?’ He didn’t. ‘No problem, stay as long as you like,’ he said shifting her into a more central position on his lap.


Ted was the physical opposite of Tim who on balance was glad things had turned out the way they had. He was barely five foot six, bandy legged and bald in the style of Bobby Charlton. But he was strong and nimble with low centre of gravity that enabled him to bustle past opponents when playing his favourite game of hockey. Unfortunately Ted failed to recognise his inability to achieve a similar level of performance at football by far the most popular sport at the college. He was as bad at football as he was good at hockey. Therein lay the cause of a recurrent clash with Tim. Bizarrely Ted fancied himself as a striker, countering the fact that he almost never scored with claims that he was a creative fulcrum responsible for numerous assists. Mysteriously these remained unobserved by others. Tim also preferred to play striker and had a decent goal tally. Crucially Ted picked the staff-student team that played in a regional league. Faced with their comparative goal statistics Ted had little choice but to play Tim as striker. That was until the team got hammered, physically as well as in the score-line, by Thunderstone Police. Ted saw his opportunity, blamed Tim for the defeat and dropped him from the squad. He moved himself to striker from his previous position that he described as ‘libero’ and from which he had orchestrated havoc for the rest of the team. Wherever Ted played, it seemed impossible that he could inflict even more damage on the team. This proved not to be the case. The change of position precipitated a ten-match losing streak in which Ted scored one goal, a world-class header that left his own goalkeeper helpless. Frank opinions were exchanged during and after this match. Finally Ted announced that he would give Tim ‘another opportunity’. The next game was a 1-0 victory in which the proud goal-scorer was Ted. Never mind that the ball had cannoned off his backside from a defender’s clearance. ‘Told you so,’ he said, ‘I saw it all the way’.


A minor source of needle between Tim and Ted was about the correct pronunciation of Ted’s surname, Sidebottom. Ted insisted that the correct pronunciation required the separate enunciation of four syllables: thus, ‘Sid’-‘e’-‘Bot’-‘tom’. Tim refused to oblige. In the spirit of taking the piss he usually pronounced the ‘Side’ and ‘Bottom’ parts of Ted’s unfortunate name separately. He insisted that this was the only sensible pronunciation. By serendipity this pronunciation evoked Ted’s oddly lateral gait, no doubt caused by constant stooping to connect with a myriad of hockey pucks. The two men never quite resolved this matter although Tim eventually conceded that Ted had a right to have his name pronounced as he wished however ridiculous it might sound.


In a mood of putting past differences aside, Ted had approached Tim. Well tanked up he was in expansive mood, his Yorkshire accent even more pronounced than usual, ‘Ye know Tim, you’re not such a bad bugger as ye crack on.’


Always ready to listen to an opinion about him-self for good or bad, Tim encouraged Ted to go on.


‘How’s that then, Ted? I’ve didn’t realise you’d become one of my fans.’


‘No, ye’re right there. I ‘aven’t. Ye can be a bit of a tart. I mean why are ye leaving yer Gina and yer young daughter. Everybody likes Gina, ye know.’


‘Listen Ted, you don’t know what happened between us … As a matter of fact …’ Tim was about to defend himself when Ted backtracked.


‘Look … sorry … I came over to pay ye a compliment, not to criticise.’


‘Ok. Go ahead?’


‘Right … The truth is that the reason why ye get sum flack is that a lot of the guys envy ye a bit. Not in a nasty way, though it can come out like that. I mean you’re a free floater. The system doesn’t seem to have grabbed as much of ye as it has of sum of uz. Ye do what most of uz only think about doing, if that. Ye write books, seem to pull attractive women, and instead of serving yer life-sentence out ’ere like the rest of uz idiots ye go and get a job in ’igher education. That’s what I mean, yer not afraid to be different, ye go yer own way and show it can be done.’


Tim looked at Ted in surprise. The half-cock eulogy seemed genuine enough. It hadn’t occurred to him that the jocks among his colleagues might subliminally admire and envy him. It had taken Ted in a mood of drunken reflection to work it out. In so far as Tim thought about the jocks at all, he took them pretty much at face value. He had never aspired to be one of them, gathering to play cards at break time or getting pissed together when they could get collective dispensation from their wives. They took his demeanour and life-style as an implicit rejection of their own. In response they were often jocularly aggressive towards him. Occasionally this triggered a frisson of irritation, but that was a small price to pay to maintain the identity boundary. He tagged them ‘the fat table’ and to them he was ‘a bit of a weirdo’. It came as a shock that he might be their subterranean role model. But he enjoyed the irony of it and even felt slightly flattered.


‘Your wife’s just come in Tim,’ a voice shouted above the noise.


Ted lurched to his feet. He spun forward, almost landing in Tim’s lap as he attempted to clap him across the shoulder.  ‘That’s it, sunshine. Enjoy the rest of yer life. Look after those ye’re supposed to.’


‘Thanks, you too.’ Tim’s attention turned towards the disembodied voice.


‘I doubt if she still believes she is my wife.’


‘Partner, then.’


‘I haven’t got one of them either, ex-partner. Where is she?’


He looked towards the pub entrance. Standing up he spotted Gina’s head of curls bobbing through the crowd.


‘Relax, man, she’s heading your way.’ The disembodied voice again.


Tim waved, hoping Gina would pick him out.


‘Gina, over here,’ he shouted into the crowd.


He caught sight of her, as she returned his wave followed by a hand-signal that he interpreted to mean that she was pausing to exchange a few words with friends. Keeping me on a string even tonight. Gina always dressed smartly even on less formal occasions. Physically she benefited from her mixed race heritage of African, French and Portuguese. The colourful clothes she liked to wear enhanced the sheen of her light coffee-coloured skin. Tonight she had put on a favourite blue satin dress matched with shiny maroon heels. As usual she wore several bracelets and more rings than Tim had ever bothered to count, her lean bare arms catching the gleam of silver and gold. A thin chain bracelet accentuated the fineness of her ankles.


Finally she reached him. With difficulty she resisted his usual smothering embrace. Now that their relationship was over, she was determined to maintain her distance. She kissed him lightly on the cheek and gently pushed him away. He looked crestfallen.


‘Tim, are you ok? You look a bit drunk.’ She was already adopting what had become her default tone of concerned disapproval.


‘Well, this is my official send-off so I’m allowed to get pissed. Anyway, thanks for making the effort to come. I guess that you got Joy in to look after Maria. Let me pay for that. What can I get you to drink?’


‘Tim, I’m aware it’s your send-off. That’s why I’m here. Don’t worry about the child minding, it gets done on an exchange of favour basis. I thought you knew that.’ She paused for a moment, scanning the crowded pub. ‘They’ve really turned out for you. You must be more popular than you think,’ she added partly reassuring, partly teasing.


‘Not really, it’s not just for me. Don’t forget it’s the end of term. Anyway, you haven’t said what you want to drink.’


‘I’ll have a glass of red wine, just one drink. It looks like I might be driving you back – to your digs that is, not home,’ she added, keen to avoid any ambiguity.


They had promised each other not to argue about their relationship problems tonight. This was not the time or place. There was much that was unresolved between them, far more than they yet recognised. They had blundered into a break-up through a series of mistakes and failures of communication. Who was wronged and who was guilty remained ambiguous as they spiralled downwards into chronic mistrust. Gina had become convinced that Tim was having a full-blown affair with a woman he had met at a conference. He swore that what had happened was a romantic flirtation that both parties had decided to pull back from. But self-indulgently and confusingly for Gina he kept open the possibility of further involvement in the weeks following the conference. Gina tried to believe his protestations that it was ‘just a friendship’ but was eventually unconvinced. The messages she read on his mobile were not conclusive but to her they indicated something more than ‘just friendship.’ Insecure and unsure of him she began to distance herself.


As the atmosphere in the home began to tighten, their decision to hide their rift from their daughter Maria rebounded. Maria began to pick up on the suppressed emotion and double-entendres. Formerly an easy child she was becoming anxious and demanding. Both parents agreed that they needed to resolve the situation for her sake. They tried to restore trust in their own communication. But distrust had caught hold of the relationship like a virus in the blood.




 





With the ties of commitment beginning to fray Gina found herself half responding to the persistent attentions of a slightly younger man she regularly came across in her role as a delegate to the regional committee of the National Union of Teachers. His intelligence and charm offered some respite from her disillusionment and loneliness as well as a change from Tim’s less polished style. Their occasional drinks after meetings became more frequent and eventually developed into a habit she looked forward to. At the umpteenth time of his asking she agreed to sleep with him.


At first it was Gina’s need for comfort and reassurance that drew her into the relationship, but it slowly became more serious. She had never been able to separate sex from attachment. Nor on this occasion could her lover. They carved out opportunities to meet, but with a child to manage Gina found it difficult to hide it all from Tim, particularly as he usually looked after Maria in her absence. In any case Gina was unconvincing in deceit and unconvinced that she should allow herself to deceive. The gathering tension between them detonated into a fierce row ending in an out-of-control spillage of hurtful information and declarations on both sides that things had become unbearable. Gina announced that she didn’t think she still loved Tim and now had a new partner who she intended to try and make a go of things with. Angry and upset, Tim’s reaction was confused. He continued to deny that he had slept with ‘his friend from the conference’. He implored Gina to ‘stop playing the blame-game’ and insisted that he still loved her. Gina simply did not believe him.


It was the damage they feared they were inflicting on Maria that finally convinced them that they had to separate.  Gina was a step ahead of Tim, asking him to move out and insisting that of course Maria was going to remain with her. Dispirited, he agreed to go, provided that he was given an absolute guarantee that he could visit Maria regularly. Gina saw no problem with that but insisted on access being properly organised. Emotionally drained, they struggled to shift from six years of love and intimacy into a workable separation. Their moods swinging between anger and regret, at times they spontaneously reached out to comfort each other… Please don’t tell me this is how the story ends. But this was only the beginning of it. They would go through these emotions many times before they could feel that the break was real. And still the pain of loss would linger.
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