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PART 1

For an ex-teacher, an encounter with a student from the past is nothing out of the ordinary. This is not a big town, not by today’s standards, making such an approach likely. This time it was from Lionel Oxley. 

I was at the payment machine at the multi-storey, fiddling with my bag and trying to sort out the right change. Lionel must have been behind me waiting his turn. You know how it can be. Faced with an unexpected meeting people either blurt out a greeting or keep quiet. I see some ex-boys and sense they recognise me but are reluctant to speak. Not so Lionel. I whirled round at the sound of his voice calling my name and instantly recognised him.

I have taught plenty of boys in my time. For the most part I cannot recall individuals; they become a vague memory boiled down to a metaphorical melting pot of half-familiar faces. But Lionel was one of those boys I remembered clearly. Always handsome, invariably charming, he had lost some of the freckles of youth but the boyish appearance remained. The school blazer was long gone but he still wore his jacket as if it were part of a uniform. His fine hair still fell in front of his eyes; scuffs on the toecaps of his shoes made it look as if he had just returned from the playground.

After ten years there were changes to us both. My hair is different today and I am less scholarly – no more books under my arm, or spectacles on the bridge of my nose. Although older, I would like to think I am more modern now that I no longer teach in a school. Essentially, I am still Miss Smart to ex-pupils. 

At first, perhaps he was unsure it was me. Either that or such a sudden encounter fazed him. I am not sure why; after all, he’s the one that is the celebrity. As a successful journalist whose face is fast becoming familiar on late night television, perhaps minor celebrity would be more exact, but he is getting there: give the boy time… 

We exchanged a few polite words as I struggled with my shopping packages, my bag and purse. When you get older you seem to be forever surrounded by clutter. Or is it that you are less able to juggle it? I am approaching that time of life when I am not sure. 

In contrast to me, Lionel demonstrated the casual incisiveness of the younger generation by quickly flipping his ticket through the mouth of the machine and inserting the right change. 

In between zipping and unzipping my bag and shifting packages from arm to arm, I told him I was pleased at least some of my English tutoring had sunk in and that he was doing so well in London. 

Helping to organise my bags, he attempted to assure me I was largely responsible for his success, which was overly nice of him but equally inaccurate. 

I do recall spending extra time and effort on Lionel, but then it was always clear he had star quality and that, correctly tutored, he could go places. And if you are going to rise to the top in a comprehensive, you need all the help you can get. It is hard graft passing exams and achieving high standards in a school geared for the majority rather than the minority.

Lionel was always ambitious and knew what he wanted from an early age. He was captain of the football team, played cricket, but there were always distractions to overcome in a school such as ours. Despite his outward determination, I sensed he faced a succession of turning points when the attraction of girls, smoking – being cool and generally wayward – threatened to derail his development. There was a short period when Lionel was in danger of losing his focus. For a while, he was almost disruptive in class: slumping at his desk during lessons, acting the fool, smirking with a group of boys that were never going to succeed at anything, pitching what he thought were witty answers to me in response to serious questions about Shakespeare, Coleridge, Shelley and Keats.

During that period, I contemplated how best to handle this perverse change in his attitude. No obvious conclusion sprang to mind so I had little option but to allow matters to run their course. I was disappointed and to a degree embittered. I suppose I felt let down by a boy who should have known better. He had a talent for writing that he suddenly and inexplicably seemed prepared to squander. In addition, I saw Lionel’s behavioural blip as a phase that tested my commitment. 

You need a thick skin as a teacher. The job is full of letdowns and disappointments. Young pupils are like puppies. They only know what you teach them. I always did my best, but they are so easily led astray the task verges on the impossible at times. However, there was potential in young Oxley if only he would see sense. 

I helped him as best I could. I didn’t exactly provide one-to-one tutoring but I spent more time on him than I did with most of my students and was finally rewarded when he straightened himself out and went on to a sixth-form college and then to take his journalist course. It was all part of the job, but I viewed his success as something of a personal victory.

Unaware of my eight – or was it ten-year rewind? – Lionel prolonged our conversation as we made our way to the lifts. It transpired we shared the same parking level and soon we were on our way to the third floor together.

I suppose Lionel’s success was the high point of our school’s achievements. But as a teacher, you don’t look upon such things as if they are graphs on a board. Every student is important and all of them – especially those that are keen to learn – have their own little success stories, however small, to show for their time with you. At least that was what my rose-tinted glasses always saw. Perhaps I had not been a teacher long enough to have become cynical. 

We arrived at the third level. Predictably, he had a sports car – one of those MX-5’s – whereas my little Toyota was skulking under a pillar close to the lifts. He seemed reluctant to locate his car, whereas I only wished to be relieved of shopping that was weighing me down. He accompanied me to my Aygo, still gushing in his boyish manner, holding a package or two for me in an awkward fashion as I opened the car door. His clumsiness and the way he seemed to fluster made me wonder how he coped when interviewing politicians and other luminaries – even how he had appeared so self-assured at the ticket machine. Now, unaccountably, my presence seemed to make him nervous. Maybe that’s how it is when you are a success and your past rushes up at you. It is a bit like the pop star returning to a row of tenement houses in a Rolls Royce. I was used to such reaction in all its various forms so paid it little mind. 

When I had stashed the bags on the back seat, I turned to him. “It’s been very nice to see you again, Lionel,” I said. “If you ever need any extra tutoring, do look me up.” I don’t really know why I said that. It made Lionel go shy on me again and he mumbled something in response before having a stab at constructing a sentence. 

“I could use some extra lessons as a matter-of-fact,” he eventually replied. 

“Surely not. I would have thought you have control of your subject by now. Certainly, reading a few of your articles and seeing you operate on television, I haven’t spotted any areas in need of correction.” Again, in retrospect, perhaps my choice of words was inapt here. Once more, Lionel seemed ill-at-ease. 

“It’s not so much my work that needs correcting,” he replied, “more a case of me I am afraid.” 

 Now it was my turn to struggle for the right words. If I had interpreted his response accurately what he inferred was not unheard of, but coming from Lionel it delivered a mild shock. 

I took a minute to deliberate. Attractive school mistresses often provoke fantasies in young boys – one of the reasons there are less female teachers these days I suppose, certainly in mixed schools. I attempted to laugh his comment off with some unrelated remark but he returned to it. 

“Honestly,” he said in earnest. “I know this is not the time or place, but I have bottled up my feelings for years. You were always a source of inspiration but also a figure of fantasy. I don’t mean to embarrass you in any way, but I sense the opportunity will never present itself again. I spent a great deal of my time at school daydreaming about you Miss Smart. I just wanted you to be aware of that. Please forgive me if I have spoken out of turn.” 

“No, that’s fine, Lionel,” I had recovered my composure to some extent by now, conducting class again, this time in a multi-storey car park. “It’s not that rare for pupils to fantasise over teachers. Actually it happens quite a lot. Authority figures are often targets. Nurses think about doctors, passengers on cruise ships about the officers, secretaries about managing directors – it doesn’t mean anything. I only hope in your case your thoughts were wholesome and that I didn’t interrupt your studies too much.” 

“Sometimes, wherever I looked you seemed to be there. So, of course, you did occupy my thoughts constantly. Better that than The Spice Girls I guess. And yes, I think they were wholesome thoughts by-and-large.”

“That’s good.” I made for the car door again, feeling it was time to exit from all the confusion and wrap up our conversation.

Lionel was not about to give up so easily. “I used to imagine being in detention. I mean being in a detention conducted by you. Is that awful of me?”

“Not really; that is unless something untoward happened during this detention of yours.” 

"That’s just it, Miss Smart," he said. "I used to imagine you punished me." 

So that was it! He had supplied me with ample warning as to where this was leading. I ought to have discouraged the discussion, even terminated it earlier. Now the only way I could do that was to drive off in a huff, which my training, and frankly to a lesser extent, my curiosity prohibited me from doing. Moreover, in truth, I was not a total stranger to this sort of sentiment. Over the course of their years, most women encounter the odd whim from men if they persevere with them long enough. Being a teacher, I was not exempt and my profession made this particular peccadillo the most obvious. And, I was reminded, I was not personally immune from such musings. Despite all that was whirling in the air, I felt compelled to make one last attempt at propriety. 

“Why would I punish you, Lionel?” 

“I’m pretty sure I deserved it on more than one occasion. Be fair, there was a time when I was almost a brat. I was close to being out of control in English classes. Did you never wonder why? It was because, in my immature boyish way, I hoped you might just do something about my behaviour – that you might discipline me. I thought the least you would do was to put me in detention; to allow me to sit in front of you and pretend to study while, in truth I was basking in the delight of us being so close.” As if to add further weight to this illusion, he added, “Apart from some obnoxious behaviour, I also broke school rules. If any one deserved to be punished, it was me.” 

“Just how did you imagine I punished you?” 

“In various ways – nothing drastic – sometimes you would give me the slipper, like they used to in the Beano. Other times it would be the cane.” 

“We don’t do that kind of thing any more – not in term-time anyway.”

“Have you ever… done that kind of thing?” 

“What are you suggesting? I think that kind of thing tends to occur more in the mind of young boys with vivid imaginations than in reality. But you are not the first to mention it.”

“I’m not surprised. You really are and always have been a most beautiful woman if I may say so. And you have a certain aura, a presence, a crisp manner that suggests… well, you have a somewhat strict countenance.” 

“That’s quite enough of that,” I said in mock rebuke. “Perhaps that’s why I teach creative writing to mature students at the local college these days – to be safe from little horrors like you used to be.” I followed my blithe observation with a hesitant laugh. 

  “I bet that doesn’t mean there aren’t students sitting at their desks with the same imaginings I had whilst you are striding in front of the class with a pointy stick in your hand."  

“I wouldn’t know.” 

“Take it from me.” Just then the lift pinged, emitting a group of shoppers. It was a reminder we had lingered too long with tickets that were likely to expire if we failed to exit. 

“Look,” he was angling for something I knew, “I am in the area visiting my folks for a few days. I know it’s a long shot, but if you have an evening to spare how about a meal together, nothing fancy, say an evening at the Star?” 

“I’m not sure that would be wholly appropriate, Lionel.” 

“Aren’t you forgetting we are not at school now? I am no longer your student. It might be fun and I could tell you a few things about journalism I bet you don’t know. Besides, the Star serves a duck to die for.” 

“Don’t tell that to the duck.” My remark provoked a muffled laugh that lightened proceedings from both sides of the car. 

It is odd how things can pan out sometimes. Here I was with a car full of shopping not knowing what to cook for dinner and a husband away on a conference in Salt Lake City. Along comes this young man – considered the most desirable in the school by most of the girls if I remember correctly – offering me, one of his ex-teachers that was fifteen or so years his senior, what was tantamount to a date, and confessing – rightly or wrongly – that he once had some kind of schoolboy crush on me. It all sounded pretty preposterous.   Of course, we know what my response should have been but I hesitated before answering, which gave the game away to a degree. “I could make it tonight,” I replied. I played my only card, made my only offer, assuming he would need more notice, leaving me able to tell myself I had given the suggestion a chance – however improper it may have been. I waited for him to cry off. Not a bit of it.  

“Great. How about we meet inside the Star, say eight?” Again, he had struck with the directness of the young.

Sometimes you agree because the pull is strong even if a proposal seems doomed. You say yes against your better judgement because the alternative is to be left wondering what if…? 

“Okay," I said, "but I will expect you to be on your best behaviour, young man!” 

“Yes, Miss Smart,” he grinned, tension seemingly vanishing from his brow. 

As for me – I was left wondering what an earth I had agreed to. 

I had stopped being Miss Smart seven years ago. Now I was Mrs. Hannah Wheatley. I met a college lecturer not long after Lionel left for his journalist course. I married Ronald a year later and started working as a freelance editor for a local literary agent and taking a couple of evening classes at the nearby college. 

Ronald was an idealist when I met him. No communist or agitator, he nevertheless could see glaring faults within a political and commercial system that was crying out to be changed. This attitude was about to be moderated by a job offer from an American firm. He took the position – something to do with motivating the workers he at one time wished to align himself with – and saw to it we bought a four-bedroom house west of Alton in Hampshire, built on an embankment with its own long and winding drive. Apparently the drive was very important. From then on changing the system became another of those lost paragraphs of youth, burning along with copies of Fahrenheit 451, Brave New World and Easy Rider.

Mrs. Wheatley soldered on, living with her mistake. Hannah Wheatley, even my new name suggested I was sinking into advancing years prematurely. It made me sound anonymous, dowdy and drab.

Although increasingly overbearing and pragmatic, not to mention staid and boring, Ronald was a good enough husband – if that was the requirement. Unfortunately, Mrs. Wheatley – who had declined several previous offers of marriage in her time – felt she deserved more. She didn’t mind whether the house had four bedrooms or its own drive. On the rare occasion when the drinks’ cabinet was opened, she didn’t much care whether she drank Bombay Sapphire gin and Schweppes or Tesco’s own. She didn’t care whether her new friends came from nearby up-market Farnham or downbeat Bordon. She would rather they were genuine friends. And she wasn’t impressed by the televisions in every room her husband insisted upon or the state-of-the-art appliances he filled the house with. Truth to tell, she would rather occasionally come home to spontaneity and raw sex on the kitchen table followed by an Indian takeaway.

Raw sex – or any sex at all – wasn’t Ronald’s strong point. In fact, he rapidly gained weight in all the wrong places, whilst losing hair in what used to be all the right ones. This combined meant that carnal exchanges with her husband were of little interest to Mrs. Wheatley. Ronald liked his food home-cooked (not Mrs. Wheatley’s most noted asset) or ready-made from Waitrose. In short, Mrs. Wheatley found herself with a rapidly aging provider, whose heart and soul a conglomerate had bought, and whose stomach was expanding in tandem with Europe’s debt. 

Tonight Mrs. Wheatley was staying at home. She could water the pots or polish the silver – concern herself with future menus or tidy the study. Miss Smart would assume her identity and step out in her place.

Therefore, it was Miss Smart that greeted Lionel at the Star, arriving, as protocol demanded, a little after eight.

I was in everyday clothes, opting for a swishy knee-length tartan skirt and shoes with a sensible heel. I have always liked the Star. It may not be anything special but it is comfortable, the restaurant is spacious with plenty of bricks and beams, a stone fireplace and big old tables made of solid wood. The food compliments the furniture. It is hearty and the portions generous. The staff are unobtrusive and polite and the prices reasonable. It suits Alton well and, as befits such an established and popular hotel, has been there for a very long time.

 Lionel had found a table and rose from his chair when he saw me enter the restaurant. He had dressed casually for the occasion in a pinstripe jacket, an expensive open-necked shirt and jeans. Apart from a chunky Breitling watch, he wore no jewellery. Under halogen lighting, his skin looked even younger; it was squeaky and shiny as if he had just stepped out of a shower or enjoyed an expensive makeover. To an observer we were two friends catching up on old times. No, I suppose it was more a case of a mother and son reunion. But, that’s enough of that thank you very much… better we were elder sister and younger brother or two acquaintances that happened to bump into each other after a long time. 

“I took the liberty of booking this table next to the fireplace,” Lionel said. “We can change if you prefer.” He looked concerned that I might not like the arrangements – again that touch of boyish insecurity peeping through his otherwise professional veneer. 

“It’s absolutely fine,” I told him. 

You know, I had quite forgotten all the minor details one has to consider when out for dinner. Aside from what to eat (already decided in this case I suppose), there is the question of drinks: where to sit – whether opposite or diagonal to your partner – what to discuss, what items of clothing to discard and when. The list goes on and the fact that these details rushed through my head only served to remind me how long it had been since I had ventured out of the house for any purpose other than to shop or to accompany Ronald. I am not sure that is fair for a woman that is only a little over forty and can still squeeze into a size 12. 

Lionel and I gave the menus a cursory look – it was something to focus on – but we still settled for the preordained duck and agreed on the same starters and pudding.

Over the mushroom and stilton, Lionel told me a few journalist tales. With youthful bravado, he assumed he was revealing things I didn’t know: How certain politicians and journalists are in league. How some stories about prominent figures are suppressed because it is not in the newspaper industry’s interest to publish. He went on to disclose nicknames the Press accorded to certain politicians and why. There were also snippets of gossip that it would be unwise for me to repeat. 

We decided on a glass of red wine each, which, both driving, was sipped as carefully as precious drops of rationed water in a desert. The duck – a rare treat I have to say – was crisp without being overcooked and came in a bitter cherry sauce that cut through the flavour with an unexpected sharpness. 

With the wine a diminished spot in both our glasses, we shared a bottle of sparkling water with our flan desserts. The time had flown. It had been a stimulating evening; Lionel had been light and fizzy company, the experience of a night out a tonic to a lady such as myself that spent too long pouring over exercise books or mooching about at home. Two hours had whizzed by as we finally nibbled on tablets of chocolate and drank coffee. 

“Thank you for coming; it has been a nice evening – one I could never have expected to experience back in those classroom days when I hung on your every word and savoured your every move,” says Lionel. 

“It has been a pleasure.” 

“I really meant what I said you know, about you enchanting me.” 

I give him a demure smile, thinking how men always seem to have an ulterior motive in everything they do and how one way or another it normally equates to sex. I am not complaining about the current set-up: I have had a nice meal; a glass of wine, Lionel has flirted in a courteous way and been entertaining company. 

