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      Prologue

      It didn’t look so bad from the train. They passed trees, hedgerows, a cow ruminating in the corner of a field. The announcer
         recited the familiar litany of stations: Elmsfield, Little Chipping, Buxdon …
      

      For a moment Matt felt an impulse to get off at Buxdon, to wander over to the school and see if any of the old gang were still
         about. He stifled the urge without much difficulty as they drew into town. Buxdon station, as ever, looked not only closed
         but quarantined. The shutters were down on the jauntily grim sandwich shop, the platform deserted. The remains of a bike were
         chained, de-wheeled and seatless, to the railings.
      

      It was ten years since Matt had last been along this line. Another country, the 1990s. What did people do there? Apart from
         being quite impressed with e-mailing, listening to drum ’nd somen’ bass and thinking Howard Marks was cool. There was an inexplicable
         lime-green shirt in Matt’s cupboard at home that he was pretty sure was never going to come back into fashion. Mercifully
         he didn’t think he’d ever worn it to teach in.
      

      Why had he taken the job at Buxdon in the first place? As the train pulled away, Matt tried and failed to recall. He remembered
         explaining his reasons to Caroline, and he’d certainly convinced himself they were logical. Presumably Buxdon had seemed like
         the least bad option at the time. Certainly better than more substitute-teaching in London, or going back to Japan for another
         year of TEFL. Back then, twenty-six had seemed a little old for temping. Besides, he’d needed some space and time to work
         on his book.
      

Caroline had remained sceptical, and with some justification. Matt had tried to win her over by pointing out that, like most
         so-called public schools, Buxdon was in fact a registered charity. The headmaster reminded the boys of this during the first
         assembly of each school year, and told them to mention it if ever anyone was giving them ‘bother’ about being the beneficiaries
         of elitism. This still ranked as some of the worst advice Matt had ever heard. Caroline’s final words as he left for Buxdon
         were: ‘Give my regards to The Man.’
      

      It had been a strange sort of year.



   

      Part One:

Michaelmas

       
      



   


        
      
      August

      
      Thursday, 29th August, 1996

      
      Mercers’ Lodge

      
      Buxdon School

      
      Buxdon

      
      Well, here I am. I’m writing this in my new room in something called Mercers’ Lodge, looking out from the window over a lawn
         of grey mud. Beyond that there’s a tree of some description. It’s rather peaceful here, now the cement mixer has stopped and
         the builders have gone off for their lunch.
      

      
      I’ve got a bed, a wardrobe, and a little desk with a standardlamp. I must remember to buy a bulb in town. And some pillows.
         The room itself is pretty cosy. The wardrobe doors pop open when you sit on the bed, but there’s room to open a newspaper
         if you put one elbow out the window. You could even have a friend in for coffee, if one of you doesn’t mind squatting under
         the desk. There’s also an armchair you have to climb over to get to the window. It looks like someone died in it. The general
         vibe is old folk’s home meets hall of residence. Someone has tried and failed to give the place a welcoming feel by sticking
         some flowers in a vase. They look to have been there since about 1982. A very small and very ugly oil painting of some hedges
         and a stile lends the room a hint of depressing B&B. So this is my new home.
      

      
      I’ll unpack in a minute, but first I want to work out what this stain is over the door. It’s been produced by rising damp
         or leakage of some kind, clearly, but what is it? At first I took it for a sinister bearded face, but now I’m coming round
         to the opinion it’s a map of Greenland. You’ll have to check it out and see what you think when you come down.
      

      
      God knows who had this room before me, but they’ve sure left some peculiar books behind: On War by Carl von Clausewitz, 101 Classic Love Poems For Today, and a copy of Little Dorrit with a bookmark three pages into the introduction. I can only assume my predecessor was a lovesick Dickensian with a taste
         for nineteenth-century military strategy. Or someone with a worrying approach to seduction and a sideline interest in sentimental
         Victorian novels. The evenings are going to fly past with that lot to keep me company.
      

      
      As for the rest of the house … There’s a bath at the end of the corridor which is full of rugby balls. I mean the bath is
         full of rugby balls, not the corridor. The corridor is full of laundry bags. The rugby balls are covered in mud, as is the
         bath, the taps, and the door handle. There’s a mouthguard on the edge of the sink. So far these are the only definite signs
         of habitation I’ve encountered.
      

      
      The natives don’t seem too friendly. I went to make a cup of tea in the kitchen and I could hear feet scurrying and doors
         slamming all over the house. I went to the loo and there was a stampede to get out the front door. However, contact has been
         established. There was a note pushed under my door saying the toaster is broken and would we all please chip in to get a new
         one.
      

      
      Which reminds me, I’m pretty peckish. I passed the kitchens already, but the new caterers aren’t moving in until the start
         of next week. I’m going to explore the town and scavenge for provisions, and I’ll finish this later.
      

      
      It’s later, and I’m absolutely ravenous. There’s some graffiti under the railway bridge announcing that ‘Buxdon Sux’. I’m
         inclined to agree. Slightly more worryingly, the piece of graffiti next to that simply declares ‘Granny Love’. I’m not sure
         whether to find this touching or disturbing. Maybe it’s a person. The only person I saw out and about was an old man waiting outside Totes the bookmakers with a three-legged dog.
         He looked miserable and the dog didn’t seem too thrilled with life either.
      

      
      I’d call Buxdon a ghost town but that would make it sound so much livelier than it is. There are two fish and chip shops.
         Dolphins is shut today. The other one, The Friery, offers something called ‘Chinese chicken curry and chips’. I suppose that’s
         globalisation for you. I chose to take my chances elsewhere.
      

      
      The whole town feels damp. Buxdon smells a bit like the dungeon at Warwick Castle, with an added overtone of exhaust fumes.
         It’s the kind of place you might expect to find a Wimpy, except that I couldn’t. The Market Square is dominated by a looming
         car park on one side, and on the other side by a block of offices the colour of an oily puddle. I thought any moment I was
         going to wake up in a cold sweat and discover I was Prince Charles. There were a couple of empty White Lightning bottles and
         chip trays lying around the war memorial.
      

      
      Chopstix at the top of the High Street is either being renovated or had a very rowdy weekend. Further along, A Taste of the
         Raj offers ‘the authentic flavours of the Subcontinent without leaving Buxdon’, which wouldn’t have been the angle I’d have
         played up. I didn’t fancy the Buxdon Tea Shoppe, and from the looks of it neither did anyone else under seventy. It has a
         giant teddy-bear dressed as a Beefeater outside. Someone’s stolen its hat. I toyed with the idea of buying three quid’s worth
         of pick ’n’ mix and a Woolworths cola, but decided it might look a bit unprofessional if anyone saw me.
      

      
      When I got back to the school I managed to locate the tuck shop, which is next to the Sixth Form centre. The Sixth Form centre
         was apparently designed in the 1970s by someone with the ambition but not the vision or talent to build students unions. It’s a testament to the impressive workability, compressive strength and ugliness of concrete. The building lets
         out a low hum when the wind blows, which I’m not sure was intentional. As for the tuck shop itself, it’s a portacabin with
         wired-over windows. It’s for boys only, and they seemed sceptical when I insisted I was the new English teacher. You know
         the look someone gives you when they’re trying to size up if you’re a kiddie-fiddler or a harmless buffoon? Neither did I,
         until today.
      

      
      My stomach had started to digest its own lining by that time and the queue was enormous. Some piggy bastard was buying 100
         penny sweets with 100 pennies. I left my sandwich and stalked out when penny number fifty-seven turned out to be Scottish
         and there was a heated debate over whether or not
      it was legal tender. He’s outside my window now, throwing sweets into the mud and shouting ‘Scramble!’, while a crowd of First
         Years fight each other for them.
      

      
      To help you picture the place: The Old Building is the one that looks like Gormenghast; The New Building looks like a photocopier.
         Mercers’ Lodge, where they’ve put me, reminds me of one of those photos in the paper with the caption: ‘Neighbours never suspected
         what went on behind closed curtains …’ There’s a shared kitchen and a living room with a TV, video and selection of highly-flammable-looking
         sofas and armchairs. Orange curtains in both rooms complete the scene. When you put the heaters on, the place fills rapidly
         with the smell of hot dust.
      

      
      Oh God, Caroline, I miss you so much already. Good luck with your preparations for the big presentation next week. It was
         kind of Rychard to offer to help you. I hope you can come down here some weekend soon; I know I’ve really been selling the
         place. For all my grumbles, I do think this is going to be a good place to work on the book. At least, there don’t seem to
         be many distractions. As they said about the Overlook Hotel …
      

        
      

      All my love,

      
      Yours hungrily,

      
      Matt xxx

      


      P.S. Bugger it, I’m going to steal some toast from downstairs. I’m sure no one will mind.

      
      P.P.S. I forgot the toaster’s broken. I’ll have to steal some bread. Is it a crime if a man steals a piece of bread to feed
         himself? A chorus of a hundred impeccably grubby urchins says not.

P.P.P.S. My neighbour is in. I’d ask him if he has any bread
         to lend, but he seems to be suffering from some acute internal malady at the moment. I suspect he doesn’t know this room is
         inhabited. I hope he either improves or dies rapidly.

P.P.P.P.S. Take good care of yourself. Did I mention I miss you more
         than I can write?


      
      P.P.P.P.P.S. I shall be sure to pass your regards on to ‘The Man’. To be honest, so far Buxdon has struck me as a somewhat
         unconvincing bastion of privilege. I’m so far yet to see anyone eating a roast swan with a silver fork or making a younger
         boy warm his toilet seat. No doubt it’s simply a matter of time.
      

      
      Friday, 30th August. I thought for a moment I’d left this journal at Caroline’s. That might have been awkward. Although it would have been a little
         out of character for her to show too much interest in something I’ve written. I sent her a good long letter yesterday. Hopefully
         I hit the right note of affection mixed with self-pity. She probably won’t be able to feel sorry for me and still be angry
         at the same time. I was going to add that this interlude apart might even bring us closer together, then I realised I haven’t
         quite figured out how that would work yet.
      

      
      There was a letter waiting for me when I arrived. Unfortunately it wasn’t the note I was expecting from Mr Garnett – my predecessor
         – explaining what I’m supposed to be teaching this term and perhaps why he decided to leave so suddenly. It was from the headmaster – Edmund Josephus Perse,
         MA (Oxon). He’d have greeted me in person but he’s been in Malaysia promoting the school to prospective parents and won’t
         be back until this afternoon. He wants to welcome me to Buxdon and remind me that it’s the first Boarder’s Chapel of term
         tonight. He mentions that I should wear my gown. Of all the things I forgot to pack … Moreover, Josephus? Caroline did warn me this was going to be weird, but I thought at least they’d ease me in a little first. I’ve just got
         to think of myself as an anthropological observer. You can find something interesting without approving of it. Anyway, it’s
         a bit rich Caroline being so bolshy about all this. Of the two of us, mine was not the school with the Sixth Form paddock
         and the school polo team.
      

      
      I spent most of this morning running around Buxdon trying to rent, buy or steal a gown, all to no avail. I don’t know what
         I was expecting. I described what I was looking for to someone in the clothes shop and they asked if it was for a fancy-dress
         party. This was after I had clarified that by gown I meant a robe, not actually a dress.
      

      
      Perhaps I underestimated the liveliness of Buxdon in my letter to Caroline. There’s a town punk, who sits and drinks cider
         on the steps of the war memorial in a ‘Sid Lives’ jacket. He demanded to know what I thought I was staring at, which raises
         the possibility he’s unaware that he has the words ‘Swindon Town FC’ tattooed on his forehead. It’s a big forehead. I didn’t
         think he’d be the obvious person to ask about gowns.
      

      
      The headmaster adds in his letter that he greatly looks forward to discussing my year teaching English in Japan with me, and
         informs me there is an annual soiree in February for scholars and their parents, featuring an informal lecture given by one
         of the staff. Last year Mr Brimscombe gave a very well-received talk on ‘The Local History and Folklore of Buxdon.’ The Head hopes I’ll accept the honour this year – he says that something along the lines of ‘First Impressions
         of Japan’ or ‘Japanese Society: Tradition and Change’ would be appropriate. I don’t expect I have much choice in the matter.
         Well, it’ll be another chance to give the gown an airing, if I’ve managed to acquire one by then.
      

      
      I’m also supposed to be coaching some of the scholarship boys for their Oxford and Cambridge interviews. ‘No doubt this will
         be a rewarding and interesting experience,’ the headmaster opines. I need to prepare a reading list for them by the start
         of term. I shall definitely play this up with Caroline. Just me and the plucky underdogs, making our way in this crazy world
         on our wits and ambition. The other way of thinking of it would be that they’ve stuck me in charge of the Geek Squad.
      

      
      The letter ends by noting that ‘due to Mr Garnett’s unexpected and precipitate departure, you will be required to teach the
         courses he has planned for this year. Mr Garnett should have left a detailed set of instructions for you, detailing your classes
         and other duties for this term.’ Yes, he should have. But he hasn’t.
      

      
      On the plus side, there’s a start-of-term dinner after chapel, if I can hold out on bread and biscuits until then. I’m still
         famished. I should have asked Mum to send me a tuck box.
      

      
      Saturday, 31st August. Boarders’ Chapel last night: my first opportunity to observe a collection of Buxdon boys en masse. They look no more unprepossessing,
         surly and morose than one would expect. A fair smattering of pimpleheads, growth-spurt giants, grubby homunculi, dandruff
         cases, jaw-danglers, pop-eyed gogglers, junior geriatrics, roly-polies, jug-heads, bean-poles, foetus-faces, midges and oddbods.
         But only in about the same percentage as in the average minor public school, Tory cabinet or outsider-unfriendly village downwind
         of a nuclear power plant. And looks aren’t everything, as no doubt some of these freaks have been told more than once by well-meaning adults.
      

      
      Fortunately the headmaster had a spare robe, and we walked over to chapel together. On the way I asked whether I should call
         him Edmund, or Mr Perse, or perhaps Ed … ‘Headmaster will be fine,’ he reassured me.
      

      
      I meant to tell the Head I still haven’t located the letter from my predecessor explaining what I’m meant to be teaching tomorrow
         (as well as where, when and to whom), but I didn’t get the chance. First he was telling me that there’s been a complaint about
         food going missing in Mercer’s Lodge, and asking whether I’d had anything disappear. It took me a moment or two to realise
         he was probably referring to the two slices of bread I liberated from the kitchen the other day. Hopefully they’ll blame the
         builders.
      

      
      After that he was asking whether I’d had a chance to learn the school song. It hadn’t been my top priority actually. It’s
         OK, I thought, I’ll just do church-singing: keep my head down, mumble along, and pick up the tune if any from the person next
         to me. That plan was scuppered when we got to the chapel and none of the other staff had turned up apart from the chaplain.
         As the headmaster and I filed in, in a procession of two, it became clear that we wouldn’t be sitting in the pews or discreetly
         at the back. Instead, were stuck up in a sort of wooden box or pen at the front. We had a great view of the congregation.
         They also had a great view of us. According to the service sheet we weren’t due to sing the school song (‘Buxdon, Advance!’)
         until the end. I wasn’t too worried. If things went badly I figured I could pretend to have dropped something and go down
         after it, not to re-emerge until Buxdon had finished advancing.
      

      
      Before the song we got a morale-booster from the Head. ‘What is it that makes a Buxdon boy?’ he asked. Slugs and snails and
         puppy-dogs’ tails, at a guess.
      

      
      ‘I was in the Far East recently, and someone asked me:  “What are parents paying for when they send their sons to this school?” It was a good question.’ No shit at seven grand
         a year, plus meals, uniform and trips.
      

      
      ‘What is it that a Buxdon education provides?’ I was all ears. ‘I could have mentioned our excellent facilities, or our first-class
         staff, or our proud history. But I did not. Those are only the setting for what we provide. What Buxdon truly offers, to everyone
         who passes through its hallowed portals, is … it.’ I may have invented the bit about the hallowed portals. I’d previously thought Buxdon was all about not having girls around
         and getting good A-level results. Turns out it thinks it’s a finishing school for idiots. ‘You cannot buy it. You can only buy the trappings of it,’ the Head burbled gnomically. I’d have focused on the facilities and the proud history, if I were him.
      

      
      ‘And now, we will join together in the school song.’

      
      Is it his wild hair? His singing voice? His crazed eyes? His tweed jacket? Something about the Head really reminds me of Christopher
         Lee in The Wicker Man. Perhaps it’s his ability to deliver 24-carat bullshit straight-faced. Whatever it is, he’s full of it.
      

      
      The tune of the school song started off as a mixture of ‘Oh God, Our Help in Ages Past’ and ‘Praise my Soul the King of Heaven’.
         The Headmaster bellowed it out with his eyes closed. The mumbly church-singing approach was employed by most of the boys.
         I think I managed to fake my way through the first verse at about the same time and in the same key as everybody else:
      

      
      
         Let friendship shine forth ’til the end of our days,

         And something or other in ev-e-ry way,
         

         ’Til somethingty something we’ll not quit the fray,
         

         Never shirking something, and valiant al-ways.
         

      

      
      Then, for no possible reason I can think of, and somewhat to my surprise and alarm, the second verse lurched abruptly into a pretty fair facsimile of The Marching Song of the Fascisti:
      

      
      
         Advance, Buxdon, Advance!

         Faith my shield and Hope my lance,

         Advance, Buxdon, Advance!

      

      
      By this point the headmaster seemed hard-pressed to prevent himself advancing up and down the aisle swinging his arms. I was
         merely trying look serious and keep my mouth moving more or less in time with the words. Rather than filling the chapel with
         peals of mocking laughter and fleeing into the night. Or invading Abyssinia. With rising curiosity I awaited the arrival of
         verse three. What form would the setting take this time? Stately Waltz? Lively Mazurka? Free-jazz freak-out?
      

      
      Without explanation the third verse went back to the original tune, which wrong-footed me again. The whole thing was either
         written by a lunatic or by an acute musical satirist who has tragically failed to achieve the reputation he deserves. I suspect
         the former.
      

      
      At dinner, the headmaster helped me to some of Buxdon’s own wine, produced as it turns out entirely in the United Kingdom.
         ‘I do think there’s a lot of rot talked about French wines,’ he informed me, pouring out a glass of what looked and smelled
         exactly like ear wax dissolved in nail polish remover. Or what I assume that would look and smell like. ‘What do you think?’
         The first reply that came to mind was an expression of polite surprise that they’d found a way of fermenting mushrooms. Dinner
         itself was colourless beef from an animal that that had died of advanced old age, with a side of warmish carrots scooped up
         from a high-street pavement on a Sunday morning.
      

      
      *

        
      
      I phoned Caroline afterwards to tell her about my evening. She’s spending the weekend preparing her presentation for work
         on Friday with the aid of her boss, Bloody Rychard. Caroline still refuses to recognise that Rychard is: a) an aging wine-bar
         Lothario with a face like a sheep-killing dog, and b) desperately trying to get his nasty hands on her.
      

      
      Apart from anything else, why can’t or doesn’t he spell his own name properly? Is there some family tradition involved or
         is it pure affectation? Rychard strikes me as the kind of person who never gets caught out by a tricky bra. He can probably
         undo them with his teeth. I doubt he’s ever fallen out of bed and landed on his own erection either. I expect he’s thrilled
         I’ve moved here. Rychard took a hamper with him when he went over the other night. Is that professional? Surely there are
         guidelines about that sort of thing. I know what you’re doing, Rychard, with your hamper of seduction. ‘Here’s a little bottle
         of Moët … some paté and crackers … and, oh, how did that get in there? It’s a big bottle of massage oil …’ Stop it. That almost
         certainly won’t have happened. But I think it’s fair to say Caroline wasn’t thrilled about me leaving London … and she hasn’t
         even seen Buxdon yet.
      

      
      My neighbour emerged from his room this morning looking like Lazarus out from the tomb. I was waiting for the shower, and
         he was suitably discomfited to learn that my room is occupied. As well he might be, since for the past two days he’s been
         subjecting me through the wall to an intimate acquaintance with his disordered digestive system. After groaning out of both
         ends all yesterday, punctuated only by frequent dashes down the corridor, I heard him about midnight begging God for release,
         and adding a subsequent plea that ‘A Taste of the Raj’ on Buxdon High Street be subjected to an almighty smiting. He was asleep
         most of yesterday, snoring like a coffee grinder. It was like being trapped in an episode of Men Behaving Badly. He still looked very peaky this morning, although better than the translucent bag of skin I was expecting.
      

      
      ‘Barry Taylor, rugby and maths,’ he said, extending a large, pale and clammy paw. ‘By the way, I’ve got something for you.’
         This proved to be an envelope.
      

      
      ‘I hope I haven’t been disturbing you,’ Taylor added. ‘I’m afraid spicy food doesn’t seem to agree with me. I’m half the man
         I was Wednesday lunchtime.’
      

      
      I didn’t hear a thing, I assured him. He seems like a decent bloke, despite his racist stomach. The envelope he gave me was
         simply addressed ‘To My Replacement’, and had my timetable in, as well as a letter from the mysterious Mr Garnett. It was
         less helpful than I had hoped.
      

      
      What the hell am I doing here? Oh yes, I remember: I need a job to earn money to buy clothes, food, CDs, and so on. Bloody
         capitalism. Working in a boys-only, fee-paying school is hardly the quickest way to get the system to crumble, either. I am
         the system. Fuck me.
      



   


        
      
      September

      
      To My Replacement,

      
      Welcome to Buxdon. I expect you can figure out what to do with most of the classes I’ve stuck you with. There were some course
         plans at one stage, but I’m afraid that the cleaners mistook them for a couple of bar mats someone had scribbled on, and
         binned them. I set Little Dorrit for second-set GCSE. It’ll be right over their heads, but I’ve always wondered how it ends. I’m afraid you have First World
         War Poetry with both the Third Year sets. I ran out of inspiration and we had the books lying around. In my experience the
         idea that teenage boys
      find the poetry of World War One interesting is a sentimental myth. Try to avoid using the phrases ‘and they were no older
         than you are now’, or, ‘It was the war to end all wars – or so they thought.’ You might also think it would be a fun exercise
         for them to imagine themselves in the trenches and to write a fictional diary. This is a common mistake. However, I did give
         young Tipton extra marks last year for dunking his exercise book repeatedly in a puddle for ‘authenticity’ and ending his
         piece with the unforgettable line: ‘I think I’ll just pop me head over the top and see if anyone wants a game of football,’
         followed by a spattering of real blood across two pages. If it had been his own blood I would have given him a commendation.
      

      
      You’re probably also stuck with my General Studies set. If you can figure out how I intended to fill two hours a week on the
         subject ‘Theories of Art and Society 1812-1974’, then you’re doing better than I am. The dates, by the way, were carefully
         selected. I was going to begin with the battle of Waterloo and end with the Abba song ‘Waterloo’. Anyway, no one keeps General Studies up for A Level, and if you are lucky then no one
         will sign up for this at all. That was certainly the intention.
      

      
      If you can stick your colleagues, the boys should be no trouble. The headmaster is very particular about the staff knowing
         everyone’s names. It may help if you give the boys nicknames, at least in your own head: ‘Stretch’, ‘Boggle’, ‘The Cave-Troll’,
         ‘The Lady Dowager’, ‘Bucketface’, that sort of thing. To save time and effort I suggest categorising your students according
         to the simplest terms, the most convenient definitions: brain, athlete, basket case, princess or criminal. I’ve given you
         a list of some of your more notable Sixth Formers to get you started:
      

      
      Bagley – Nickname: ‘Wild Man of the Woods’. Possibly raised by wolves. I’m not convinced he can talk. It’s worth checking now and
         again to make sure he’s breathing.
      

      
      Chivers – Nickname: ‘The Plasterer’. Good lad, plays a lot of rugby. You will know him by the fact he is never off crutches or without
         at least one limb in a cast.
      

      
      Ellis – Nickname: ‘Will O’ The Wisp’. I have taught this boy for a year and yet have no memory of him at all. My rule of thumb is:
         if there is a grey mass you can’t quite put a name or shape to, it’s probably Ellis.
      

      
      Hallbrick – Nickname: ‘Flower’. Looks and sounds like
      a lady vicar. V. wet. If he was any wetter he’d have to be brought to school in a sponge. His father is Head of Music, and
         makes Hallbrick Jr look like Genghis Khan.
      

      
      Iles – Nickname: ‘The Lurking Horror’. Great hair. Shame about the boy attached, who is an annoying little sod. Has a habit of
         materialising out of darkened stairwells and trying to start conversations about the relationship between Music and Painting,
         or The Novel and Society. He crawled out onto the chapel leads to spend the night under the stars last term and ended up spending
         a week in the san suffering from exposure. On no account agree to read his poetry.
      

      
      Monk – Nickname: ‘The Bloody Monk’. Prone to nosebleeds. Otherwise contributes little in class.
      

      
      Norrington Major – Nickname: ‘The Catatonic Kid’. Clearly in his mid-thirties. Why he chooses to impersonate a rather dull seventeen-year-old we can only speculate. I spent
         several classes under the firm impression he was the man from OFSTED. Can sleep with his eyes open. Not worth waking unless
         he starts screaming.
      

      
      Tipton – Worth cultivating. His parents are loaded and he can score you some excellent draw. I hold him personally responsible for
         the burst of inspiration that led to ‘Theories of Art and Society 1812-1974’.
      

      
      Unman –
      

      
      Wittering –
      

      
      Zigo –
      

      
      I made these last three up. They still contribute a fuck of a lot more in class than Bagley or Norrington.

      
      Also, this may sound funny, but it’s worth learning the school song before the start of term. You’ll see why. One more thing:
         it would be a very bad career strategy to fall in love with Lucy Salmon.
      

      
 
      Best of luck,

      Garnett



      
      P.S. If they offer you a choice of sports to supervise, choose fives or fencing. At least then you’ll be inside.

      
      Sunday, 1st September. Re-read the letter from Garnett in preparation for my first classes of term tomorrow. I’m not   
      sure how useful his advice is going to be, but I can’t wait to meet this Lucy Salmon.

      
      I found a copy of the school newsletter in the staffroom, which afforded me some baffled amusement. I’m particularly fond
         of the part about what Old Buxdonians are up to:
      

      
     
         •  The first of what it is hoped will be many joint Hog Roast/Discos for OBs and Old Girls of St Margaret’s was a great success
            in June. Jeremy Wilt (1992) won ‘best costume’ for his uncanny impersonation of Henry VIII. Congratulations Jeremy. Music
            for the diners was provided by the Fat Cats Blues Band.
         

         •  The City Lunch was a success again this year, from what those present can recall. Some twenty OBs were in attendance at
            the Bankside restaurant including City Lunch veterans Chris Nutworth (1977), Andy Hackett (1980), Justin Le Fay, Gareth Tucker,
            Simon Edgworth (all 1986), Miles Longside (1992) and a fresh crop of recent leavers.
         

         •  Calling all 1960s Leavers! Peter Harding (1968) would like to hear from you. He would particularly like to get in touch
            with other former members of ’Equinox’, and wonders if any of the rest of you still play your instruments. Perhaps a reunion
            is on the cards?
         

     
      
      I hope no one minds me clipping that out. It did have a coffee ring on it.

      
      I doubt anyone is looking forward to the start of term less than me. As they told us back in teacher training, the first day
         is when you have to make your decision: will you be liked, feared or respected? I think I’d settle for any of those three.
         I also suspect you get the same advice when you arrive in prison. Buxdon can’t be as bad as the last couple of places I’ve
         taught, anyway. For one thing, you don’t have to lock yourself in and out of the classroom at the start and end of each class.
         Then again, if there weren’t benefits, they wouldn’t call it selling out.
      

      
      I really hope the kids like me tomorrow. Perhaps I should give out sweets. No, that didn’t work when I was at school and it
         won’t work now. It’s the balance between affection and dread in the pupils that’s so vital to achieve early. Maybe I should
         give half of them sweets and half of them detentions.
      

      
      Monday, 2nd September. The introductory class for the Third Years went OK today once I’d found the right classroom. You’d think that room thirteen
         would be between rooms twelve and fourteen, rather than on another corridor and floor entirely, but I’m reassured that’s a
         common misapprehension. Some little stinker advised me to go back to the lobby and take the lift up to the seventh floor.
         I probably should have guessed that there isn’t a lift. There isn’t a seventh floor either. The Main Building seems composed
         entirely of identical gloomy corridors, but I’m getting the hang of navigating the place. By following the smell of the kitchens
         you can tell you’re heading west. I passed the headmaster three times and tried to look insouciant.
      

      
      It would have been helpful if at some point during teacher training they’d mentioned how to write on a rolling white-board.
         It kept scrolling down as I was trying to write my name up for the class. I started writing at shoulder-height and finished
         practically on my knees. I doubt I’ve achieved much in the way of liking, fear or respect, but at least no one threw a chair
         at me or deliberately jostled me in the corridor.
      

      
      The Third Years are about thirteen, which means that, in the usual way of boys that age, half of them look about ten and the
         other half look about forty. One guy hardly fits under his desk and spent the whole class alternately stroking his incipient
         moustache and ineffectually tugging his trouser legs down. He’s also going bald. Two thirds of the class have come up through
         the Lower School and probably know a lot more about how things work at Buxdon than I do. The kids who’ve just arrived from their prep schools tend to have briefcases and a look of glazed terror. I expect both will disappear after
         a couple of weeks.
      

      
      Tuesday, 3rd September. Over lunch today the Head let slip that he wrote the words and music for ‘Buxdon, Advance!’ himself. I should’ve known.
      

      
      I went to see my head of department in the afternoon to pass on my reading list for the Oxbridge candidates. Dr Cumnor is
         an amiable chap who sports a hairpiece so unconvincing I initially took it for a petite fuzzy hat. His nickname among the
         boys is Davy Crockett, which puzzled me until I saw what was on his head. Please God let me get a good nickname. I do wish
         my surname rhymed with something other than retch or letch. Although that still doesn’t explain why at school everyone called
         my brother ‘Big Frank’ and called me ‘Milksop’. I think it would have stung less if Frank hadn’t come up with my nickname
         and popularised it himself.
      

      
      Whatever the kids here call me will at least be better than ‘Mister Goblin’, which is something. Hopefully I’ve left that
         particular nickname far behind me.
      

      
      Wednesday, 4th September. The General Studies class has been cancelled, having attracted only one taker. Unfortunately this means that Bagley (the
         wolf-boy) is now taking English instead. Bagley spent the class this morning eating pages out of his exercise book. Or rather,
         chewing them up and using them as ammunition, because during lunch I was having a cheese sandwich in my classroom and bits
         of semi-digested papier maché started falling off the light bulb. I’ll keep an eye on him next time – I was distracted today
         because one of the boys had a terrible nosebleed and was forced to dash out of the room. ‘Keep your head back,’ I advised
         him, just before he ran straight into the doorframe. I’ll keep a bucket of sawdust handy in future.
      

      
      *

        
      
      I met Lucy Salmon at last. She teaches religious studies, is quite pretty and seems pleasant. Put it this way: on our first
         meeting she displayed only limited signs of being a freak. On the other hand, I found it unsettling that within five minutes
         of our having met each other Lucy had revealed she was having an affair with a man called Charlie. After our little chat I
         knew quite a lot about Charlie – certainly more than his wife does, and possibly more than his GP. But hey, this is the 90s.
         Why wouldn’t you tell a complete stranger the intimate details of your adulterous love life? Charlie sounds like quite a guy.
         I was worried Lucy would expect an equal brace of confidences in return, perhaps something about my earliest sexual experiences
         or my potty training, but this wasn’t required. I didn’t get anywhere trying to find out why my predecessor left so suddenly,
         either.
      

      
      As for the staffroom, it has dark brown carpets that seem to be made of corduroy, with a remarkable capacity for building
         up and delivering static electric shocks. I have a pigeon-hole in there, which still says Ian Garnett on it. There’s also
         a communal kettle that with much moaning manages to get water semi-warm. The atmosphere they’ve gone for seems to be shabby
         gentleman’s club of the early 1950s: leather armchairs, overflowing ashtrays, and gilt-framed paintings of headmasters past.
         I’m an especial fan of Harold Graves (HM 1933–7), who looks like a mix between Julius Caesar and a tortoise. The staffroom
         curtains are the colour of old smoke. For some reason there was a man in lycra shorts doing press-ups in the corner.
      

      
      Later I made the rookie error of mentioning Lucy’s mild attractiveness on the phone to Caroline. Damn, I’m going to regret
         that. Caroline’s lovely, but she does get touchy about that sort of thing. Even down the phone I could tell she had her unamused
         Victoria face on. I was forced to backtrack frantically in the face of an immediate barrage of suspicion. Did I say pretty? I meant moon-faced and spaghetti-haired. Sorry, Lucy, needs must when the Devil drives. I think Caroline’s suspicions
         were soothed. For the moment.
      

      
      Friday, 6th September. Buxdon wine with dinner again last night. The red this time: scabs dissolved in vinegar. The main course was roast crow with
         a side of sautéed oak apple.
      

      
      I rang Caroline again, to wish her luck with her presentation. Rychard answered the phone and claimed to be ‘just checking
         everything over for tomorrow’. I’ll bet he bloody was. He then had the audacity to invite me to my own girlfriend’s celebratory
         drinks at some bar after work. He gave me directions to get there, which I see I have transcribed as: ‘Green Park tube station,
         turn left, turn right, blah blah blah fuck off Rychard.’ The rest I appear to have written in Sanskrit. I bit my tongue and
         asked if Caroline was about and if I could possibly speak to her – as opposed to asking what the fuck Rychard thought he was
         playing at and if he fancied a kick in the mouth.
      

      
      Caroline accused me of being tipsy. I denied it, but looking at the evidence this morning, she was probably right. While on
         the phone I produced a pretty good sketch of Bloody Rychard being eaten by bears, and wrote the words ‘Paper Shoes’, which
         for some reason I have underlined three times.
      

      
      Monday, 9th September. Back to Buxdon on the last train yesterday. Not as exciting as that sounds, since the last train leaves Paddington at 4:30
         on a Sunday. What a flaming disaster of a weekend.
      

      
      I found the bar on Friday, after first having been wildly misdirected by everyone from the doorman at the Ritz (very affable
         once reassured I didn’t want to get into the Ritz) to an insistently helpful homeless chap whose knowledge of snazzy central
         London bars proved to be shaky. I gave him a quid for directing me up a long dark alley with a puddle of piss at the end of
         it. For a long while I gave up even expecting to find the place, and wandered around pretending to be Peter Ackroyd exploring London’s hidden byways and lost thoroughfares. When
         I did finally locate Bar Cartouche – announced by the smallest conceivable sign in an illegible font – the bouncer wouldn’t
         let me in because I wasn’t wearing ‘proper shoes’. We discussed semantics a little, then he told me to sod off.
      

      
      At this point a woman with a clipboard and a head like a brick in a baseball cap emerged, and I told her I was with Caroline
         Appleby or perhaps the Rychard Dyer party. No, there was no Matthew Bletch on the list. No, she wouldn’t check her clipboard
         again, she had already looked once and I wasn’t on it. The woman said this in a voice that implied she had been more than
         indulgent towards me despite my improper footwear and I should probably watch it if I didn’t want to be wearing the pavement
         as a hat. She wouldn’t let me in to tell Caroline I was there, but she could pass a message on. I assumed she had misused
         ‘could’ to mean ‘would’, but as time passed it turned out she hadn’t.
      

      
      It started to rain, of course, so I took shelter in the minicab office opposite. Rychard and Caroline emerged from the bar
         at nearly midnight. I dashed out and explained what had happened, probably looking and sounding more like the Ancient Mariner
         than I realised at the time. Rychard gave the door staff an impressive ticking-off which in no way removed my suspicion that
         my name was never on the guest list in the first place. He and Caroline also claimed not to have got a message. How Rychard
         got in wearing tasselled loafers and no bloody socks I don’t know.
      

      
      When we (Caroline and I) got home and into bed I pointed out how much Bloody Rychard looks like Michael Portillo. Caroline
         would much prefer it if I didn’t insist on calling him Bloody Rychard. I would prefer it if the misspelled creep didn’t insist
         on limpeting onto my girlfriend, but there you go. I had just raised the possibility that Rychard had deliberately not wanted
         me to be at the bar, when Caroline interrupted me. ‘You don’t get it, do you? This was supposed to be my evening, to celebrate my presentation. Instead you somehow managed
         to make it all about you.’ Yes, that’s exactly what I did. Belatedly, I said I was glad it went well and got a turned back
         in reply.
      

      
      The next morning, as I was rustling up some tea and toast and generally running around making up for myself, it transpired
         that B. Rychard had arranged brunch for two at his club to discuss further how the presentation went. Caroline explained that
         Rychard belongs to a private members’ club, in case I was under the impression they’d be getting together to paint lead figurines
         or build a model railway.
      

      
      This left me to spend the rest of Saturday morning making awkward conversation with Caroline’s new flatmate, Sig (short for
         Sigourney, rather than Sigmund). Things got off to a flyer when I speculated that the flat must be great during the carnival.
         ‘It’s wonderful,’ she agreed, ‘having people of all creeds, colours and nationalities coming together to take a slash on my
         doorstep.’ I suggested we watch Saturday morning TV, and Sig gave me a look like I’d proposed kidnapping an infant. I put
         the television on when she had gone off for what turned out to be an impressively long shower. I know it’s Sig’s flat and
         everything, but that really was a shower and a half. It’s possible, of course, that she was just avoiding me. I tried to take
         a shower later, but there was no hot water left. Most of it seemed to be on the bathroom floor. Things went steadily downhill
         from there. I attempted to ingratiate myself by doing all the washing up, and managed to take the glaze off Sig’s wok. I kept
         scrubbing but it failed to reappear.
      

      
      My pièce de résistance was deciding I’d be safely out of harm’s way if I popped onto the balcony for a sneaky smoke. Sig seemed
         puzzled by quite how I managed to lock myself out. To be honest, so am I. She also seemed surprised when I appeared directly
         outside her bedroom window waving a fag around and shouting ‘Sig! Sig!’ Sig looked like she was weighing up whether to call the police. In short, by the end of the morning I’d managed to convince Sig once and for all
         that her flatmate’s boyfriend is a total fuckwit. Maybe that’s an exaggeration. She probably just thinks I’m a twat.
      

      
      Caroline got back about two, full of bruschetta and the wonders of Bloody Rychard. We wandered around the market in the afternoon.
         As usual, it was pretty close to my personal idea of hell. A man who may or may not have been Terence Trent D’Arby trod on
         my foot, and I was almost run over by a woman pushing a giant pram. Then we played ‘How many idiots can you fit into a boutique?’
         for a while. I waited for Caroline to try on a dress and watched a shop assistant with an experimental haircut try and fail
         to work the till. A sixty-year-old man in tiny leather trousers was attempting to key a number into his very small mobile
         phone without taking his sunglasses off. Eventually he got through and gave someone a piece of his mind in high-volume Italian.
         There was also a woman with a small ugly white dog or perhaps albino bat in her handbag, a man with blood-coloured hair, a
         woman dressed for no obvious reason as a farmer from the future, and a young couple having an impressively lengthy and impassioned
         conversation about socks.
      

      
      On the way back to the flat we took a shortcut through the scary estate and some kids kicked a half-flat football at me. Despite
         there being a notice that specifically prohibits ball games. They also called me a munzie, which I doubt was a compliment.
         I tried to focus on how much cuter they’d be dressed as Victorian urchins. A suggestion I may pass on to the council or tourist
         board, although Caroline described the idea as semi-fascistic. The tourists would like it.
      

      
      Caroline and I had a not-as-depressing-as-it-could-have-been-which-isn’t-saying-much talk about our relationship. I pointed
         out that no one can say I haven’t paid my dues: I’ve worked in an office (‘As a student,’ Caroline added); I’ve stacked shelves in a supermarket (‘As a student,’ Caroline repeated); I’ve worked on a building site (‘For one summer, as
         a …’ Yes, I get your point, C). We went through the whole thing all over again, about how I needed money and time to finish
         my book, and about how it would only be for a year at the most. I reminded her that during the War couples would often be
         separated for years. She queried the parallel between my situation and the struggle against global totalitarianism. But she
         hasn’t heard ‘Buxdon, Advance!’ yet.
      

      
      Caroline asked how I’d got on with Sig, and I said quite well on the whole. Fortunately Sig had gone out when we got back,
         and to my relief she had neglected to change the locks and deposit all Caroline’s possessions out on the street. In the evening
         we ordered pizza and watched a video. Sig reappeared at about eleven and wanted to know what had happened to her wok. One
         small mercy: Rychard didn’t turn up disguised as the pizza delivery boy or strumming a lute under the balcony.
      

      
      When I got back to Buxdon I found Lucy Salmon in my kitchen, telling Barry about her weekend with Charlie. Personally, I could
         quickly get tired of hearing about Charlie’s many virtues. He gives Lucy a quivering feeling inside. Is she sure it isn’t
         just the beginnings of dysentery? Just hearing about Charlie was starting to give me a certain queasy sensation.
      

      
      After Lucy left, Barry asked me what I thought of her. One thing’s for sure: I’m definitely not falling in love with her.
         Lucy says things like, ‘Well, you know what I’m like’ when you’ve only met her twice. What Lucy’s like, for the record, is
         ‘terribly’ insecure. This struck me, probably unfairly, as something that people who actually are terribly insecure tend not
         to point out to people they don’t know. I mentioned this to Barry and he put on his thinking face. ‘So you don’t like her?’
         It’s not that, exactly … I just could have lived my entire life quite happily without being told that Charlie’s manhood resembles Ross Kemp wearing a pink polo-neck. I feel slightly violated just knowing that. Then again, I’m not exactly in
         a position at the moment to get too picky about who I hang out with. That Barry Taylor is one of the few adults I know who
         puts on a special face when they’re thinking rather bears this out.
      

      
      Tuesday, 10th September. Knobbled by the headmaster and dragged into his office for a quick chat about my sports supervision duties for the term.
         Garnett was quite a big rower and I fear I may prove a disappointment on the secondary activities front. I volunteered to
         help out with Charity Club, which according to the newsletter I read the other day is ‘keenly supported, especially in the
         Sixth Form’ and ‘gives boys a chance to interact with the local community’. Unfortunately, it’s been temporarily suspended.
         I got the impression not all the recipients were as grateful or deserving as they might have been.
      

      
      The Head offered me the choice of supervising fives or Archery Club, and I chose fives, which should at least be warm, dry
         and sedentary. There’s also less chance of getting hit with an arrow. I should probably find out what the rules are.
      

      
      Wednesday, 11th September. I’d just finished photocopying the Oxbridge candidates’ reading lists when Dr Cumnor pointed out an unfortunate typo. Professor
         Stanley Button’s book is in fact entitled The Solitary Voice: Twentieth-Century Poetry and Readers.
      

      
      There was a note in the post this morning from my estranged brother Frank. The elder of my two estranged brothers. In full
         the note read:
      



      
              
Hello, Milksop,

      
      How are you?

      
      It’s cold here.

      
      Frank


      
      Based on the fact Frank lives in the Alps, I think I could have deduced the third line for myself. Frank still has the ingenuous
         and for that reason extra-disturbing handwriting of a small child, madman, or small mad child. What can this mysterious epistle
         portend? Knowing Frank, it’s nothing good. I wish he wouldn’t call me Milksop.
      

      
      Thursday, 12th September. Drat and double drat. The headmaster didn’t see fit to mention yesterday that Fives Society meets on Saturday afternoons.
         Why it does that, fuck only knows. Caroline is going to hit the roof when she finds out. Luckily she’s busy with reports this
         weekend. Bloody Rychard has entrusted her with them specially, which is apparently a good thing. I await the inevitable news
         that he’s invited Caroline to work on them in his boudoir, while he plies her with funny-coloured booze in entertainingly-shaped
         bottles and puts on Sade and a velvet smoking jacket. He’ll probably tell her he’s going to slip into something more comfortable
         and emerge from the bathroom in nothing but his contact lenses.
      

      
      I’ve so far kept schtum about my new weekend duties. I’ll get out of them before next week even if it means getting one of
         the Archery Club to shoot me through the foot.
      

      
      Young Sam Tipton finally deigned to make an appearance in class today, almost a fortnight into term. He was precisely two
         weeks and twelve minutes late, but he didn’t let it bother him. He’s bronzed from head to toe, having spent the last month
         in the Cayman Islands with his parents. I went pointedly silent as he came in. I stayed silent as he waited for someone to
         shift out of the seat he wanted, dug a torn scrap of paper, a pen, and a pager out of his bag and arranged them carefully
         on his desk. Finally it came to his attention that the class had come to a complete halt to watch this little performance. ‘Oh
         carry on, don’t mind me,’ he announced. Surely I imagined him accompanying this with a princely twirl of the hand. You’d better
         watch it, sunshine, or I’ll be down on you like a ton of bricks. Nope – I definitely can’t pull that line off.
      

      
      Actually Tipton’s not bad at English. He made a few decent points today, which is more than Bagley (the feral child) has managed
         in a fortnight.
      

      
      It took me a whole double period to notice Ellis was absent.

      
      Sunday, 15th September. I feel terrible. Barry Taylor invited me out for a drink or two last night and we made it an evening to forget. We invited
         Lucy Salmon but she was off in a Travelodge somewhere with Charlie. And Mr Kemp too, I imagine. Although on balance I’d really
         rather not.
      

      
      I feel like death warmed up. My eyes are like two lychees, my tongue was used to spring-clean a dungeon while I was asleep,
         and my face has a haggard, haunted look that would go well on the cover of a Dostoevsky novel. Perhaps The Idiot. It was a night of gradually escalating errors of judgement culminating in one massive final mistake before bedtime. My breath
         is like something that would come out of a vent on the ocean floor.
      

      
      After dinner in school (grilled mole with lightly-tossed bat droppings) Barry showed me the bright lights of Buxdon. Buxdon
         has two pubs, which tradition divides one each between the staff and the Sixth Formers. The Sixth Form place is supposedly
         a bit trendy. I presume after seeing ‘our’ place this means it possesses such innovations as light, air and customers. I promise
         never to complain about old-fashioned pubs being changed into trendy aluminium-tabled gastro bars ever again.
      

      
      ‘Now that’s the smell of pub,’ Barry announced as we ducked through the medieval-hermit-sized door of The Albion. I tried unsuccessfully to gauge the precise level of satirical
         intent in this statement. ‘Pub’, according to Barry, is a delicately-layered combination of stale smoke, fresh smoke, despair,
         and wet dog. The offending animal was lying in front of the fire, and didn’t move all evening. If it was dead I wouldn’t be
         at all surprised. It started smouldering at one point. Barry had assured me in advance that the landlord of The Albion is
         ‘a local character’. This translated as ‘a tedious misanthrope’. His wacky eccentricity manifests itself by barring people
         at random, not playing music, not serving food, being comfortably the drunkest person in the establishment (not statistically
         difficult since there were only four people in there), and sounding off at full volume on such topics as what he’d do with
         the Palestinians if he was in charge and why South Africa is going down the pan. It was like having one of those fillings
         that starts picking up talk radio. How I longed for a pounding juke box or lively hen party. At least I found out where Catweazle’s
         beard got to.
      

      
      I got off on a bad foot by ordering a lager. After a lot of grumbling and some rooting around under the bar, a very dusty
         bottle of Stella appeared. I evidently should have gone for a half of what looked like river water, as Barry did. He went
         up to get a round in later and he and the landlord enjoyed a great deal of witty banter on this precise topic. The banter
         mostly consisted of saying the word ‘lager’ in high ladylike voices and staring at me.
      

      
      After that I switched to Minerva’s Owl (the river-water drink). Its immediate effects include not being able to feel your
         toes, the unsettling sensation of a ghostly finger forcing itself insistently down your throat, and a head that feels like
         it’s been stuffed with wire wool. But its other effect was to make The Albion relatively bearable, and as a result I drank
         a considerable amount of it. Stupidly I was trying to keep up with Barry, who has a head like a medicine ball and is about
         six-and-a-half-feet tall, as well as probably half that wide. His hands are like a gorilla’s feet. Physically, he’s built
         along the same lines as my estranged brother Frank, although Barry has an impressive mane of blond locks like a surfing instructor,
         and lacks Frank’s air of primitive malice and low cunning. Having supped not wisely but too well (my first miscalculation,
         or series of them) I did something which I’ll no doubt regret.
      

      
      When we got back to Mercers’ Lodge we listened to some music on the CD player in the kitchen. Barry gave me my choice of CDs.
         He owns two: Rock Anthems! Volume One and Rock Anthems! Volume Two. Both CDs have a picture of an exploding planet on them, I suppose to demonstrate the power of anthemic rock. I believe it
         came as a double CD set, although he’s lost the case. The world did not explode at any point during the evening, although
         I might have been getting off relatively lightly if it had.
      

      
      Pretty much immediately Barry and I got onto the subject of our most humiliating secrets. As one does. Yeah, small talk is
         for wimps. I can only say in my defence that I’m fairly definite it wasn’t me who raised the subject. Barry confessed that
         there’s one thing he’s always wanted to do before he dies. ‘Just once,’ he told me, ‘I’d like to punch a carp in the mouth.
         You know, really smack it one in the mush.’ I’m not sure why. He added that it wouldn’t be cruel, because carp have no feeling
         in their faces. ‘I wouldn’t want to hurt it. I’d just like to see its look of surprise.’ He also claims there’s a Van Morrison
         song about punching a carp, although he couldn’t remember what it’s called. By this point I was wishing we’d stuck to a safe
         blokey topic like breasts or fantasy football.
      

      
      Barry asked what my deepest, darkest secret is. My next move should have been to make something up. I should have pretended
         I have a silly middle name or that I’ve always wanted to kick a kangaroo when it’s not looking. I should have just told him
         about the time Mum caught me in church taking money out of the collection bag. Even better I could have just changed the subject entirely and tried to find out why Ian
         Garnett left Buxdon so suddenly. And left his books. But at that precise moment my brain was refusing to cooperate, so I confessed
         to him that in Japan I earned myself the nickname Mister Goblin.
      

      
      Why did I tell him that, I wonder? Was it camaraderie? Loneliness? Male solidarity? Being pissed? A little bit of all four,
         probably. But mostly it must be that I’m a five-star fool. Maybe I just despise myself in previously unsuspected ways that
         a couple of glasses of Minerva’s Owl let off the leash. Of course, once I’d told him the nickname, I had to tell him the whole
         story. If anything, that’s even worse than the nickname itself. I even admitted that I still have the costume in a cupboard
         at home. What was I thinking? If I’m that hell-bent on convincing people I’m a loser, I should just go the whole hog and tattoo
         ‘Swindon Town FC’ on my forehead. On a related note, Barry’s talked to the old man with the three-legged dog once or twice,
         and informs me the dog is called Tripod.
      

      
      This morning I must track Barry down and have a word with him. I could say I made it up to sound cool. No, that won’t work.
         I’ll explain that I find what I told him exquisitely embarrassing and I’d prefer it if he didn’t tell anyone. I’m sure he’d
         understand if I explain the position sensitively and sincerely. Or I could Super Glue his mouth shut. He can’t have got far
         if he feels anywhere near as wretched as me.
      

      
      Right. First step: get out of bed. Then I must get out of this room. Which seems, incidentally, to be shrinking. I think the
         walls are closing in.
      

      
      Despair. Still, at least we got a new toaster this week.

      
      Monday, 16th September. I reckon I’ve worked out what kind of person would go to the school office to report the theft of two slices of bread. I
         was having a mug of coffee in the kitchen this morning when Peter Wyndham walked in. I know he teaches French, but was it really necessary for him to say ‘Bonjour’? I’d also question the necessity of dressing like a provincial French teenager and driving a Citröen 2CV.
      

      
      ‘I have a mug just like that,’ Wyndham observed.

      
      Yes, he does, and I was drinking out of it. Luckily I’m not aware of having any diseases communicable by mug. Wyndham looked
         at the drying-rack, opened his locker to bring out a cafetière, then looked back at the mug again.
      

      
      ‘I don’t mind you using my mug,’ he lied, ‘but how am I supposed to have a cup of coffee?’

      
      I should note that there were three perfectly serviceable mugs sitting on the sideboard. I looked significantly at them; he
         looked significantly at me. Gradually it dawned on me that he was waiting for me to pour my coffee away.
      

      
      After fifteen minutes faffing about with the cafetière, Wyndham produced a cup of coffee he could have drunk out of a thimble.
         He made me smell it. I’m bloody glad I stole his bread. Wyndham has the kind of beard someone would have if they were playing
         a marine biologist in a bad horror movie. He was also wearing sandals. In autumn.
      

      
      Wyndham also told me he ‘wouldn’t drink instant coffee if someone was holding a gun to his head’. I’m tempted to put that
         to the test.
      

      
      Tuesday, 17th September. Oxbridge preparatory session today with Iles, Hallbrick and Bagley (!), among others. That Iles is a cocky little bastard.
         He gave us a fifteen-minute critique of Portrait of a Lady before admitting he’d only read the introduction. Even after that he corrected me on its publication history. He tried to
         catch me after class – I suspect to give me some of his poems to read – but I managed to dodge him. For now.
      

      
      Bagley would be OK if he ever spoke and didn’t smell like swamp gas. Hallbrick, quite apart from his extremely irritating
         voice, mannerisms and face, makes Fotherington-Thomas look like B.A. Barracus. How they ever expect to fit in at Oxford or Cambridge I can’t imagine.
      

      
      Wednesday, 18th September. Caroline asked me what my problem is with Bloody Rychard. She asserts that there’s nothing wrong with dressing nicely, taking
         care of your body and knowing about PEPs and ISAs. I would query Caroline’s definition of ‘dressing nicely’. Rychard dresses
         like something out of L’Uomo Vogue. He’s the kind of person who thinks his watch needs to make an impression. He could also do with toning down the aftershave,
         which comes off him in wafts that could blind a beagle. He smells like a rapey eurowaiter. Oh, and I suspect he’s trying to
         steal my girl. Other than that, I don’t have a problem with him.
      

      
      Caroline’s agreed to come down to Buxdon this weekend. I should probably try to find out what PEPs and ISAs are.

      
      Thursday, 19th September. Decided to buy some kitchenware of my own before Caroline gets here. The first place I tried was the school office, which
         has a wide range of Buxdon-related tat available at discount prices to members of staff. There are Buxdon mugs, Buxdon ties,
         Buxdon tie-clips, Buxdon cufflinks, Buxdon scarves and Buxdon jerseys. All are in the school colours of pink, yellow and silver.
         That’s my Christmas presents sorted for this year. I found the prospect of drinking every morning from a mug that says ‘Buxdon
         Forever’ on it too painful to contemplate.
      

      
      Friday, 20th September. I’ve read up on the rules of fives, ready for tomorrow. What a seamless combination of arcane complexity and pointless stupidity.
      

      
      Sunday, 22nd September. The sleeping arrangements at Buxdon were a bit cramped with Caroline here. I don’t think my bed is even a single. Not that
         anything bigger would fit in the room. It’s a choice between waking up in the middle of the night with your back against the freezing wall or waking
         up with a bump on the floor. Sleep, not to mention anything more lively, was pretty much out of the question. I did have a
         crack at it, though. Ah, nothing says seduction like a cold tentative hand creeping about under a shared single duvet. Caroline
         doesn’t feel that my room is very private. She has a point. The other day I could hear Barry Taylor through the wall clipping
         his toenails.
      

      
      Caroline and I decided that the stain over the door is a run-over kitten.

      
      Caroline arrived at Buxdon on Saturday just as I was in the middle of a frantic search for the caretaker with the keys to
         the fives courts. We eventually tracked him down having a smoke behind the Sixth Form Centre.
      

      
      It seems fair to speculate that Fives Society doesn’t attract the cream of the school’s athletes. I suspect fives isn’t much
         of a spectator sport at the best of times, and watching weirdly shaped boys throwing a ball at a weirdly shaped wall rapidly
         lost its appeal.
      

      
      As we were lugging the equipment back to the gym, we bumped into Lucy Salmon coming back from town and she offered to show
         us the sights of Buxdon School, which didn’t take long. She and Caroline seemed to get on quite well, which was a relief.
         We encountered young Sam Tipton admiring the graffiti on the noticeboards in the Old School lobby and he came over to introduce
         himself. ‘Enchanté,’ he murmured to Caroline, and went so far as to bow and brush her hand with his lips. ‘What a remarkable scent you’re wearing.
         May I be so bold as to ask what it is?’ Sig’s biological hand soap, as it turned out.
      

      
      After that Lucy showed us round the staffroom, the library and the school well. As we were walking back to Mercer’s Lodge
         I had the uncomfortable feeling we were being watched. Turning around I caught a glimpse of three pale little faces squashed up against one of the windows. ‘They don’t see many
         attractive females around here,’ Lucy explained. I was a bit surprised that Lucy was around at the weekend but the mystery
         was soon cleared up. One of Charlie’s kids has got the mumps. ‘So I’m stuck here at the idiot factory.’
      

      
      In the evening Caroline turned down the offer of a trip to the worst pub in the world (downside: the landlord is a ranting
         racist; upside: it has a dog). I strongly advised against eating in the refectory and we had dinner in the kitchen. Caroline
         didn’t seem to find the plastic tableware I got in Buxdon the other day as fun as I expected. ‘It’s like having a picnic!’
         I enthused. ‘Yes,’ she repeated more slowly, ‘it’s like having a picnic.’ We had hot dogs and a nice bottle of red. I’d spelled
         out ‘I love you’ on the side of the plate in alphabites. Caroline asked if we were having any vegetables, which reminded me
         I’d forgotten to get the ketchup out. ‘Well, if passion doesn’t keep us together, rickets will,’ she observed.
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