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‘What a charming boy! I like his hair so much!’


 


Oscar Wilde, The Importance of Being Earnest
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Marnie


I suppose I should start by saying that I was under Miss Crewe’s spell from the moment she walked into the room, picked up a piece of chalk and scratched an isosceles triangle on to the blackboard. She had that effect on people – made all the more remarkable by her absolute blindness to her own power. She was a Grit, of course, but I didn’t know that then. Just as I didn’t know that I was a Grit until what happened one Saturday afternoon, late in the Easter term of 1969; but I am going too far ahead.


It was the first time Miss Crewe had spoken to me without the rest of the class listening in. All of us went up to her study individually to receive the results of our end-of-term maths exam, taken five days previously. I recall that Rachel went in just before me and returned within minutes, holding up her unfortunate papers, all slashed about with Miss Crewe’s red biro. Even from the far side of the room I could see the column of crosses down the page, as though her work had been violated by some crazed lover, unable to leave just one kiss at the end of a letter. A languid, blonde, long-limbed rebel with a talent for painting abstract watercolours between punishments for sloppy prep, Rachel was hardly the sort to give a stuff. She ruled the school in between cigarette breaks.


‘Bad luck!’ called out Vanessa Simons, who was always sympathetic to beautiful people.


Rachel shrugged and floated across the room to her tuck box, from which she pulled out a half-eaten tin of peaches and a silver spoon – somewhat apt, as her family owned half of Hertfordshire. She flopped into the armchair next to the record player and ate.


‘You’re next,’ she said, nodding at me between mouthfuls.


I put down my magazine and stood up, oddly light-headed. For modesty’s sake, I pulled the lamb-to-the-slaughter face that seemed to be all the rage that day. Rachel looked at me and grinned, seeing through it.


‘You’ll be all right, FitzPatrick,’ she said sardonically. ‘You’re the only one of us she hasn’t got pinned as a complete imbecile.’


I shook my head in unconvincing objection, swung open the common-room door and walked towards Latimoore Wing, where Miss Crewe had her office, taking the short cut through the library, and – I might add – resisting the urge to skip. There was very little back then that made me happier than talking about maths, and I was quite happy to keep it that way. I knocked on the door of Miss Crewe’s room.


‘Come in, Marnie,’ came the voice from inside.


I remember that I tripped slightly and stumbled into her study, as though I had been listening in at the door and she had opened it suddenly from the other side. I felt myself blushing scarlet – an intense pulse of faint-making heat that I loathed, and in loathing only made worse.


‘Sorry,’ I said.


I stood in front of her desk and she laughed.


‘Sit down,’ said she.


‘Sorry,’ I repeated idiotically.


‘Nothing whatever to be sorry for,’ observed Miss Crewe, picking up my paper. And her accent – soft, Canadian, cool – floored me as it always did.


She was wearing a tight, orange angora sweater, and her long red hair had been flung up in a careless topknot. No make-up, but no need for make-up. Just that perfect pale skin and those freckles and that big mouth from out of which had come so much that had kept me so happy that term. She was without question the most beautiful woman I knew; I could happily have sat staring at her staring at my papers until the bell rang at the end of the school day.


‘Do you want to look at your result?’ she asked. She sounded terribly serious. For a second I baulked.


‘Did I fail?’


‘No. No, quite the opposite. Heavens, no. You didn’t fail, Marnie.’


‘Oh, good. Thank goodness.’


‘You didn’t get anything wrong,’ said Miss Crewe gently. ‘One hundred per cent. No errors at all.’


I gasped – my hand clamped to my mouth to hide my cry of delight. I stared at Miss Crewe, seeing the thrill of my achievement in her eyes. She laughed – a sudden, girlish sound – and I laughed too.


‘What do you mean, nothing wrong?’ I whispered.


‘See for yourself.’


I scanned my eyes down the pages, recalling the pleasure those two and a half hours of peaceful calculation had given me. A pen, full of black ink, forming numbers, symbols and letters on clean pages; infinitely more satisfying to me than any novel, any friendship, any boy.


‘This one,’ I said, pointing to question five with a shaking finger. ‘I thought perhaps I had got this the wrong way round—’


‘Ah, yes. A mistake made by every girl in your form,’ said Miss Crewe. ‘Except you.’


‘And the end bit of question ten,’ I said. ‘I thought you might want to see more of my working out—’


‘The fact that you didn’t need to show any working out was almost worth an extra mark in itself.’


I laughed again. These few minutes were the stuff of fantasy for me: this knowing-it-all-ends-well retrospective of my paper with the only other person in the school who liked numbers as much as I did. I wanted to go through every answer on all four pages, to ask Miss Crewe whether she would have reached the same conclusions the same way, to know whether she would have chosen the same winding routes through each sum that I had, but I knew there was no moment for that. There was never any time for what I wanted back then, just little snapshots of happiness that only came from this.


‘Mrs Carving says it’s the first time in seventeen years that a girl has achieved such a mark in a maths exam at this level,’ said Miss Crewe. ‘You are to be congratulated, Marnie. I’m very pleased with you.’


I felt tears shooting into my eyes, unstoppable. Blindly, I reached into my regulation grey tunic and fumbled for a handkerchief (only white, please, no lace, no frills, must be clearly labelled, etc.) and blew my nose. Miss Crewe let me run on like this for a bit, blowing and snuffling – all the while saying in a low voice how this boded very well for the rest of my maths A-level course, and how she was looking forward to what the months to come held for me.


‘Your parents will be delighted,’ she said, smiling.


‘Yes, perhaps they will,’ I replied, unconvinced. I wished she hadn’t mentioned them. Miss Crewe looked surprised.


‘Perhaps? There should be no doubt about it.’


‘Jukey doesn’t really care about academic stuff.’


‘Jukey?’


‘My mother. We’ve always called her by her nickname. Her real name is Joanna but she’s always been known as Jukey. Everyone calls her Jukey.’


Miss Crewe nodded briskly. I was giving away too much information, as usual.


‘Well, you’re home in two days for the holidays. I’ll write a note telling them how well you’ve done. They need to be aware of your talent.’


Talent! A word I had until then only associated with the more determined members of the sixth-form drama group and those who had achieved grade eight on the flute by the age of fourteen. Miss Crewe picked up a pen and made a note next to my name.


‘My stepfather thinks maths is a man’s subject,’ I blurted.


‘Oh yes?’


‘He’d prefer me to be studying the Romantic poets. He says keenness for numbers isn’t right in a woman.’


I was dumping Howard right in it, and I didn’t care.


‘My father thought that dancing was for fools. Didn’t stop me wanting to do it,’ said Miss Crewe dryly. ‘We’re not living in the Dark Ages, Marnie.’


I grappled with what she was saying. ‘Dancing? Miss Crewe, were you a dancer?’


She shook her head, as though irritated with herself – as though she had spoken someone else’s lines without meaning to. ‘Used to be,’ she said. ‘I wanted to be a dancer. Before I was a teacher. When I was young.’


‘You’re not old,’ I cried. I desperately wanted more information, but Miss Crewe had a sudden agitation about her.


She picked up and put down a pile of papers, then coughed. ‘The point is that you may as well do what you want to do, because . . . well, because what’s the point, if you don’t?’


She patted her hair and looked out of the window with sudden distraction, a habit that she normally reserved to pass the time while goons like Caroline Shriver were trying to solve the simplest equations on the blackboard.


‘You’ve two brothers, haven’t you, Marnie?’ she asked.


‘Yes. I’ve a twin, Caspar. And James is a bit older than us. He’s just gone up to Oxford.’


‘Are either of them as interested in maths as you are?’


‘Gosh, no. Caspar’s practically incapable of reciting his three times table, but he’s the best looking, which probably counts for more than anything.’


Miss Crewe smiled at me. ‘Don’t kid yourself into presuming that, just because you’re good with numbers, you can’t have everything else. You can, you know, Marnie. Do you understand that?’


‘No,’ I said. ‘I mean – yes.’


She turned back to her list now, frowning with concentration. I sensed my time was up.


‘Marnie, please will you send Florence Dunbar in next?’


I nodded.


She looked at me. ‘I may see you later,’ she went on. ‘It’s the Lady Richmond Cup tonight, isn’t it?’


‘Yes, Miss Crewe.’


‘You know, Marnie, of all the traditions that I was faced with when I arrived at this school, I think that struck me as the most bizarre. Members of the sixth form racing from one end of the pool to the other, in virtual darkness, holding lit candles and wearing nightdresses . . .’


‘My brother says we should charge the locals to watch, and that we’d have all the money needed for the new Science Centre within three minutes of opening the gates.’


‘He has a point,’ agreed Miss Crewe.


I went red again; I was talking too much.


‘Well, good luck to you, Marnie.’ Miss Crewe nodded at me.


‘Oh, I shan’t win. I’m a hopeless swimmer.’


‘I didn’t mean the swimming. I meant everything else. You’ve got every chance of succeeding. You’ve proved to yourself – and to me – that you’re capable of great things.’


‘Yes, Miss Crewe,’ I breathed.


I ran off to find Florence Dunbar, a lacrosse-playing dervish who was grinding her teeth in the common room in grim anticipation of her result, and then raced upstairs to the dorm. I had several hours before we had to meet up at the pool house for the Lady Richmond Cup. I couldn’t face telling everyone my mark, and just for a while I wanted my own company, my own thoughts, unaffected by the admiration, jealousy or resentment of those around me. I wanted to dream for a bit, and nothing more.
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Miss Crewe


I had always loved maths. It was trigonometry that had lit the fire for me, aged nine – the simple brilliance of all angles in a triangle adding up to 180 degrees. That fact remained constant, even if countries changed their names, or Shakespeare was proven to be a fraud. It was the elegance of number that appealed to me, the certainty of a right or wrong answer. The other subjects I had been plagued by at school – English literature with its tiresome emotional drainage system and endlessly flawed heroes, history with its bloodshed, lies and pomposity. These subjects could be scraped through because they had to be – because they were required. After my injury, I turned to maths. For me, it was the logical way out.


When I stopped dancing, my father persuaded me to take my teaching diploma and, despite my reluctance, I had to admit he was right to do so. It was a good way forward for me. I felt – rather as does the drowning man – as though, once I stopped resisting the pull, there was never any other option but to go with it, and once that decision was made, I gave myself up to it entirely. I liked teaching, and I was good at it, but bad at change. I stayed in my first job – a secondary school, called Lord Phillips, in Gloucestershire – for nearly ten years. It was the deputy head who had suggested that I should do something different and try out a private school.


I was offered the post of mathematics teacher at St Libby’s on the eve of my thirty-fourth birthday – 4th March, 1962 – and took it lightly, without realizing the extent of my achievement; I later discovered that two hundred people had applied. Perhaps it was my lack of nerves that had got me through the interview with Bethany Slade and the board of governors. I had spent years going to dance auditions, and so sitting still and talking about maths for fifteen minutes was hardly a challenge. No one needed to see me at the barre; no one demanded that I walk into the room again, this time with my shoulders level. What did I say in the interview that persuaded them to take me on? I must have said that maths, to me, was the most fascinating of all disciplines, that I relished the prospect of helping young women to use the subject to help them in their lives when they left school. ‘And I don’t just mean adding up how much their husbands’ spend at Aspreys,’ I had said. I think that was the only time I saw Bethany Slade smile.


And so began my time. I walked into St Libby’s determined not to be overwhelmed. I had read about the school – everyone knew it was the only educational establishment for girls that came close to Eton. I tried to keep a hold on my disapproval for the private sector, and told myself that it was to be nothing more than somewhere to rest until something better emerged; I was just visiting jail on the Monopoly board. I laugh at myself when I consider this now – how I had not bargained for the all-encompassing nature of what I was taking on, the sheer power that a school like St Libby’s held.


And yet, for most of the students, this was as close to independence as they would ever get. When they left the school, they would become someone’s wife, someone’s mother, and they would be swallowed up, willingly, arms outstretched, because convention is a hard thing to kick against. Perhaps I had been swallowed up too. Perhaps you never know the moment it happens, the moment you lose that urge to be who you thought you could be. Perhaps it happens so slowly, so gently, as to be indistinguishable from wonder, from enchantment – but it happens all the same. It always does. Yet every term that started brought with it fresh hope. I might find the girl who could change the way I felt, who could overrule all of that.


I shared mathematical duties at St Libby’s with another woman, Mrs June Carving, who had been at St Libby’s for twenty-three years and was the main reason that many of the girls lost their faith in the subject, as she suffered from legendary dizzy spells that the girls took full advantage of. If she called in sick, I was hauled in to take her lessons, which was no real problem as, from the Michaelmas term of 1967, I had been employed as a housemistress to the sixth form and had moved from a small flat in Welwyn Garden City into the sixth-form house, within the grounds of the school. The house had been added to the school the year after I arrived, following the destruction of the old Sports Hall in a fire, which was started half an hour after a netball match against the local state school, West Park, had ended in their heavy defeat. Whether any West Park girl was responsible for what happened was never fully uncovered, but inevitably the St Libby’s girls were the ones who came out of it a whole lot better off. A year after the fire, the new and improved Sports Hall was reopened, and with it a new sixth-form block that they named Kelp House after Juliet Kelp, the assistant drama teacher who had discovered the fire and dialled for the emergency services. As a final coda to this story, Miss Kelp ended up marrying the first fireman on the scene, which – as she repeatedly told us – shows you how good things can come from bad. No kidding. As Anne East, St Libby’s head of art said, ‘I’d have started it myself if I’d known what I could get out of it.’


As housemistress of Kelp, I lived with the girls. In the evenings and during the weekends, I was expected to be there for them whenever they needed me, which was most of the time. If I wasn’t searching for someone’s lost geography file, I was up a ladder changing a light bulb, sending thirty towels off to laundry, or discreetly removing posters of Keith Richards from the common-room walls before open day. I liked the girls, but it was necessary to keep my distance from them. They all had a story to tell, but if you gave them an inch they took three miles, and I had been at the school for long enough to know that the most successful house staff were those who made the girls feel safe – not those who let them uncover all your secrets. Of course, the effect that this had is just the same as the effect that stepping back has on any relationship: the less they knew about my life, the more they wanted to know. Sometimes I would interrupt them as they stood around drinking their cocoa on Sunday nights, discussing the Holy Trinity of boys, clothes and music, and I would yearn to join in. I never could.


What fascinated most people about Marnie FitzPatrick was not what made her interesting to me. Of course, I knew about her family: her mother and Howard Tempest, her world-famous actor of a stepfather. Marnie’s twin brother, Caspar, had brought most girls in the sixth to their knees at Founder’s Day by showing up wearing a pale yellow suit and dark glasses. But what drew me to Marnie was something quite apart from her family. She was a natural talent – someone who understood maths instinctively. She was one step ahead of me, most of the time, and at least ten ahead of the rest of the class. She had a killer instinct for numbers, and a desire to learn more. As a teacher, to be kept on your toes by your pupils is all you can ask for.


When I first arrived, the girls were drawn to me because my Canadian accent fooled them into considering me American. I remember an early conversation with Rachel Porter that put me very clearly in the picture.


 


RACHEL: Miss Crewe, you know, half the time, people knock on your door just to hear you say, ‘Who is it?’ from the other side. Everyone’s in love with your voice.


ME: Don’t be silly.


RACHEL: You’re American. You ought to know that everyone round here is obsessed by the place.


ME: Your geography needs work, Rachel. I lived in Canada until I was twelve, which even you know is a different country entirely to the United States. They speak French where I grew up.


RACHEL: French! Well, that’s just awful—


ME: Since I was eleven years old, I’ve lived in England most of the time.


RACHEL: Most of the time? Where were you the rest of the time?


ME: Nowhere that would interest you.


RACHEL: Oh, don’t say that sort of thing. You may as well pretend you’re from Hollywood and be done with it.


 


I didn’t exactly pretend I was from Hollywood, but I took Rachel’s advice. I let them think what they wanted to think. Everyone at St Libby’s needed to dream. If it helped them to think that I was American and represented everything that they loved about the outside world, then so be it. It wasn’t as if I hadn’t spent most of my childhood with my head in the clouds too.


Even as a young girl, I always wanted more than anyone around me was capable of giving. From the moment I could walk, I wanted to dance. In Montreal, I used to watch a group of vaudeville dancers that performed to the accompaniment of a comical violin and a bashed-up cello every Saturday morning for two hours while the street market took place. My parents’ apartment on the third storey of the market square meant that I could view the dancers from above without being noticed, and I came to know every flick of their fingers, every step they took, and I rehearsed the moves later, in the tight privacy of my bedroom, whispering the tunes they danced to under my breath.


One morning, my mother left me alone and went to visit a friend, and I bolted on to the street. Seeing me unable to keep still, one of the dancers spoke to me.


‘Voulez-vous essayer?’


‘Je suis seulement a apprendre—’


‘Allons. Essayer.’


When I stopped dancing, half an hour later, the crowd started to clap, and that was that. The feeling burned in me from that moment onwards. And it wasn’t the applause, the love, the attention, although I understood the power that all that held. It was the escape that it heralded. The open door.


*


Two years later, we moved to London, and my parents caught me sneaking out of my bedroom window in Chelsea, en route to a marijuana-filled dive in King’s Road to watch people dance. I was just twelve years old. The row that my mother and I had that night could have drowned out the noise of the bombs overhead; she kept repeating the line about there being ‘a bloody great big war on, in case you hadn’t noticed’, but that didn’t stop me from wanting to get out. I was an invincible little pain in the neck, unafraid. That is the most extraordinary thing. It never occurred to me that I could be killed. Even when – in some cruel twist of fate – the club was bombed a week later, I didn’t imagine that it was lucky I wasn’t there. At least those inside had lived, had danced! As for my parents, they wouldn’t be paying another penny towards something so flighty, so impractical, so louche. I would finish my exams in London – and, if I was still fixated on moving my body in ways that defied gravity and logic, then I was on my own.


When the war ended, and I had left school with good grades but no change of heart, I found myself a ballet teacher in the basement of a bombed-out church in Fulham. She must have been well into her sixties by then – a woman called Pat Samuels, who had danced with the Royal Ballet in her youth. An injury to her left knee had stopped a promising career in its tracks, and she had fallen in with the wrong crowd, marrying a man who was later arrested for murder and fraud and ended up in Wormwood Scrubs. Pat wasn’t a likeable woman, but she encouraged my quiet rebellion against my parents with proclamations of doom about the industry, her favourite being, ‘Every dancer is plagued by three things: their body, their body and their body.’


I would look at her without totally comprehending what she meant, as my body was pretty much on track to take me exactly where I wanted to go, thank you very much, but she was keen to get her message across.


‘You take it for granted now,’ she said, pulling open a packet of crisps with her teeth. ‘Why not? It’s not until it fails us that we realize what we had was more precious than everything we’re running after in the first place.’


If she hadn’t been such a good teacher, I would have turned her in to the police – she was most certainly a thief, and I had a strong hunch that she ran some sort of a hookers’ racket when she wasn’t bending girls like me into impossible positions at the barre. One afternoon, a girl showed up in the middle of my lesson, covered in blood. Horrified, I clapped a hand to my mouth and stared wide-eyed at Pat, waiting for her to do something.


‘Clean yourself up, Hannah, for God’s sake,’ she said briskly. ‘We don’t want a mess all over the floor.’


Then she had looked at me.


‘Well, come on then,’ she said. ‘From the top, and keep your shoulders level this time.’


I would have liked to talk to the girls at St Libby’s about the past, about working my fingers to the bone, washing up seven days a week so that I could afford to pay for my dance lessons, or about my greatest pleasure in life being the enjoyment I got from books about numbers, but I knew that it was too dangerous. The girls shouldn’t know too much or they would push too hard, want too much information, have too much power over me. I realized that keeping my distance meant they behaved in a way I could cope with. They could use me to fire off questions, they could ask for my advice, but nothing that I said to them would ever begin with the words, ‘When I was your age . . .’ Let them believe that I had always been how I was now. It made it easier for me too.


The girls were convinced that Mr Alexander Hammond, who taught music and history and had been at the school for two years, was in love with me, and they wanted to believe that I felt the same way about him, despite all evidence to the contrary. It wasn’t that I didn’t like him, but I didn’t like him in that way. Gosh, I didn’t like anyone in that way.


Sometimes the girls came out with things that stuck with me for some time afterwards. I recall one such evening, when Rachel Porter and Araminta Clarke were finishing their prep in my study.


‘Tom Mackerson’s not writing to Laura Philips any longer, Miss Crewe. He said that he wants to get to know other girls,’ Rachel had announced, leaning back on her chair and twiddling her pencil in her fingers.


‘I’m sure she’ll recover. Take a look at question three again, and see where you’ve gone wrong—’


‘But she won’t recover. That’s just it. Does anyone? When you love someone that much? She may appear to be all right, but she won’t be. She thinks Tom Mackerson is the one. How’s she supposed to get over it?’


‘I think I know what she’s suffering from,’ offered Araminta.


I put down my pen and sighed.


‘What is she suffering from, Araminta?’


‘It’s the same thing that my sister’s had since her fiancé ran off with his second cousin. My aunt calls it POSH.’


‘Meaning?’


‘Permanent Oppressive State of Heartache.’


‘Thank you, Araminta. If you paid as much attention to algebraic fractions as you do to recalling idiotic acronyms, the world would be a better place.’


Araminta (an embryonic psychologist whose grandparents owned eight theatres in London’s West End) shrugged. ‘Sometimes, when you give something a name, it makes it less terrifying,’ she said patiently. ‘I’m just naming her condition to help her.’


‘Be that as it may—’


‘You’ve been hurt, haven’t you, Miss Crewe?’ Rachel Porter spoke up again. ‘That’s why you never talk about boys—’


‘Boys! Rachel, I’m not sixteen years old!’


‘My mother says there’s no such thing as men,’ said Araminta. ‘She says men are just boys with better reflexes. Pass me the protractor, Rachel.’


There was silence after this. Hell – the girl had a point. Araminta looked down at her work and giggled. 


*


Rachel Porter was often like that. She had absolutely no qualms about talking to me as though I was one of the least shockable girls in the house. She knew, with the unreconstructed instinct of the terminally charming, that I would not land her in any trouble, that she was safe with me. Some evenings, she would stand at my door – half dressed for games, her lacrosse stick leaning up against the wall beside her – and just start talking, straight off, as though I knew exactly whom and what she was referring to at all times. She often showed me her artwork, of which – although she didn’t admit it – I could tell she was very proud. Like my former dance teacher, Pat Samuels, she had an ability to imbue everything she said with a ring of authenticity as she swept over all topics, from politics (about which she knew nothing) to boys (about which she already knew too much.). She was well known for fixating on older men – the young Etonians that the other girls craved bored her. She had sat next to Marnie FitzPatrick’s stepfather at lunch one Founder’s Day, and had consequently developed a passionate – and very public – obsession with him.


‘How do you sleep at night, FitzPatrick, knowing he’s in the same house as you?’ I had heard her asking Marnie on more than one occasion.


Marnie would squirm and usually someone would take pity and rescue her, but Rachel’s words were still out there, irretrievable.


*


A few hours after I had seen the girls to give them their results, I found Rachel lurking outside my flat.


‘Miss Crewe, do you know where Marnie is?’ she asked me, peering into my room.


‘Why do you need her?’


‘She borrowed my Latin textbook. Mrs Westbrook’s doing her nut about it.’


‘I think she’s in the dorm,’ I said.


Rachel nodded and loped off.


‘You know, Marnie did very well in her exam,’ I called after her.


Rachel stopped and looked back at me.


‘What kind of well?’


‘Extremely.’


‘No surprise there.’


‘Just remember to congratulate her,’ I added.


She rolled her eyes at me, as only she could.


‘See you later,’ I called to her departing back. ‘Good luck in the Lady Richmond.’


‘Sod that!’ she said.


I pretended not to hear.


You could read an awful lot into everything at St Libby’s – the whole place was awash with nods to those who had kept it going through thick and thin, and I could understand the need to carve names in wood in the chapel to show respect for those who had gone before – but the Lady Richmond Cup? I couldn’t agree with Rachel more. I drew the line at that.


In fact, the symbolism of the event wasn’t entirely lost on me – girls on the brink of becoming women, trying to keep the flame from a small candle from going out, ploughing their way through deep water, in the semi-darkness. Talk about shoving the metaphor down your throat! The occasion had been initiated on the last Saturday of term in 1913, a year after the sinking of the Titanic, upon which the then headmistress had been drowned. The school records state that, After a fine supper of eggs and ham, it was agreed that the twenty-one girls in Form Five should swim, in their nightclothes and holding candles, to recall the life of Lady Richmond whose life was lost aboard RMS Titanic.


You had to hand it to the British upper classes – they had a supremely sinister sense of humour.


I needed to get out for a couple of hours. I picked up the papers and checked the theatre times. I knew exactly what I was going to do.
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Marnie


So here’s how it happened: Rachel found me upstairs. The dormitory, during the daytime, was a peculiar place. There were rows of silent, slender, brittle beds, interspersed with little tables covered in photographs of those we had left behind, looking far more glamorous and composed than they ever did when they turned up to collect their daughters from school. Lady Selina Williamson’s parents on their wedding day grinned up at everyone who entered the room from the confines of a silver-edged frame. My brother always said that, when you’re away at boarding school, you are kept alive by three things: oranges sliced into quarters, cold toast and fantasy. So what did it matter that Selina’s father had vanished to Belgium with his secretary, leaving his marriage in tatters? Her parents would always be together in dorm four. At the beginning of the school year, a joke had started: so very regal did the Williamsons look that we had to acknowledge the picture with a bow or curtsy every time we walked into the room, as one does a single magpie. Not doing so would bring bad luck. It was a joke in bad taste, but it had stuck. As I walked in, I had muttered a greeting to them both, then flopped down on to my bed.


I lay there, my eyes closed, breathing in the smell of Dettol and nicotine; the school cleaners chain-smoked as they worked, sloshing green liquid into buckets and over every surface. The smell of smoke clung to our uniforms. I allowed myself to drift off into a very happy daydream – that I had been accepted at Cambridge to study advanced maths. ‘You are easily the most talented student I have encountered in all my years here,’ my tutor was telling me. ‘You must—’


I was interrupted by Rachel Porter – she of the peaches and silver spoon – clomping into the room.


‘What are you doing up here all on your own?’ she asked me. ‘No – don’t tell me. You’re dreaming in numbers, aren’t you, FitzPatrick?’


‘You didn’t curtsy to the Williamsons,’ I said automatically.


‘The Williamsons can bugger off.’


‘It’s bad luck,’ I protested weakly.


‘Oh, don’t be such a banana, FitzPatrick. Have you got my Latin book?’


‘I gave it to Kate Morrison to give back to you. Didn’t she?’


I felt anxious; the cost of any missing books would be added to the bill at the end of term, and that never went down well with Howard and Jukey.


Rachel flopped on to the end of my bed and I sat up quickly. She was defiantly groovy, someone who wore the same school clothes as the rest of us, but made it look as though they had come off the rails of a cool boutique on the King’s Road. It was well known that she had only ever wanted to be an artist, and believe me, she would have fitted just fine at Andy Warhol’s Factory. She had danced with Mick Jagger at a party and talked all the time about the men she fantasized about – including my stepfather, which made me nervous as I imagined that he wouldn’t need much encouragement to stray, were she ever to make her desire known to him. Rachel Porter wrote her own rules and didn’t care what any of the rest of us thought about her, and I generally stayed out of her way, but she had a bit of a thing about me, probably influenced by her thumping great crush on Howard. Whenever we were alone, she would tell me how pretty I was – which always threw me a bit – and said that, even though I was always studying numbers, I was actually a Grit in disguise. Ah – the Grits and the Doves; now that was a naming craze that had stuck. You were either one or the other, and your Dove-ness or Grit-ness was defined by such things as your behaviour: good (Doves) or bad (Grits); the music groups you liked: the Beatles (Doves) or the Rolling Stones (Grits); and whether you liked Barbarella (Grits) more than Funny Girl (Doves). You get the picture. Anyway, Rachel Porter was the biggest Grit of the lot and not someone I ever felt especially comfortable around.


‘What did you get in your exam, then?’ she demanded. ‘Miss Crewe said I should come and ask you.’


I thought, If I don’t give her any information, she’ll go away and leave me alone. On the other hand, Rachel Porter had a magnetic personality, and everyone in the school knew it. So when she talked to you, she drew you in, and you couldn’t help wanting to impress her. I laughed but said nothing.


‘Your silence speaks volumes,’ said Rachel, ‘and is cause for celebration.’


She dug her hand into the pocket of her blazer and pulled out a bottle.


‘Oh, gosh, Rachel. Don’t.’


‘Come on,’ she said.


I looked at the bottle. I recognized it from home, and had seen my brother, Caspar, with similar bottles. ‘Gin?’


‘What else?’


‘You know I don’t drink. Especially not gin.’


‘You don’t? I always assumed that was just an affectation,’ said Rachel. ‘Why on earth don’t you? It strikes me as a pretty high-minded attitude, FitzPatrick.’


‘Why do you need to do it?’


‘I don’t know.’ Suddenly Rachel looked serious. ‘Tonight I think I rather hate myself for doing so badly in maths. So my reason for drinking is quite the opposite of yours. You shall be drinking to celebrate, and I to escape.’


‘Since when did you care about maths?’


I thought it was a reasonable enough question to someone whose idea of revision had been to watch the new Marlon Brando movie twice.


‘Oh, don’t misunderstand,’ said Rachel. ‘I really don’t care about the exam itself. But I care about Miss Crewe. I don’t know why. There’s something about her – you know – something that makes me ashamed of myself for being so utterly hopeless in her subject. It’s as if she can see the real me – not like my family, who don’t really know who I am at all. Even my sister doesn’t know me. She thinks I’m someone quite different to who I actually am. And, with Miss Crewe, I can’t shake the feeling that, once upon a time, she was the biggest Grit of them all.’


‘You’re not hopeless at maths, you just don’t work.’


‘I think that about you too, FitzPatrick,’ she went on, ignoring my remark and unscrewing the lid of the gin. ‘You’re a Grit in Dove’s clothing, you know. I think you’re more than they all think you are. There’s unseen danger in you.’


‘I’m no Grit,’ I said.


‘You are, and you always have been. Only you’re a maths prodigy, and you make no effort with your hair, so that disguises your Grit-ness. But that’s what you are, make no mistake. One day a boy will realize it too.’


‘A boy?’ I laughed nervously. ‘One thing I can tell you for sure is that no boy will ever look at me in the way that they look at you.’


‘Of course not,’ said Rachel patiently. ‘That’s because they look at me and they think they might be in with a chance of getting what they want. There’s huge appeal in that.’ She sighed and looked down at her feet.


I pulled on my shoes. Rachel drank straight from the bottle, her eyes closed. Grimacing, she swallowed, grinned and held it out to me.


What it was that made me take it, I can’t say. Some reckless certainty, perhaps, that, whatever I did now, I was all right – because I had exceeded even Miss Crewe’s expectations, because Rachel Porter was paying me attention, calling me a Grit – I don’t know. All I recollect is that suddenly I felt invincible. As I took the gin from her, Rachel could barely hide her astonishment, which spurred me on even further. I gulped quickly – and handed it back. I snorted with laughter.


‘Gosh,’ I said. ‘That’s strong stuff.’


‘Only the best,’ said Rachel, without taking her eyes from my face. ‘You ever kissed a boy, FitzPatrick?’ she said.


‘No,’ I said. ‘Not really.’


‘Well, in my view, you have, or you haven’t.’


‘What if they’ve kissed you, but you didn’t want to kiss them back, so you just ran off?’


Rachel laughed very loudly. ‘Who was he?’


She gave me the bottle again and I whizzed back another slug of gin.


‘A friend of my brother’s. Oliver Wishall. He came to stay, and said he liked me. He was nice. You know, nice looking and everything. I just didn’t want to kiss him. Not then, anyway.’


Rachel sighed thoughtfully. ‘What would it take, then? What would it take to get you?’


‘I don’t like the good-looking ones.’ I felt entirely displaced, unsure of where this was going. ‘I expect I’ll know when it happens. I think he’ll be different. I like the ones who are different.’


‘I used to think like you,’ she said. ‘Then I realized that the ones who are different are just as clueless as the rest. I’d cut to the chase and go for the handsome ones, if I were you.’


‘They wouldn’t talk to me,’ I said.


‘Possibly not,’ she agreed, deadly serious. ‘Most boys are too dense to appreciate the potential in someone like you. But you may as well aim high.’


A girl called Polly Maynard came into the dorm looking for a hockey stick. For reasons that the poor girl couldn’t understand, Rachel and I found this extremely funny.


‘What’s wrong with you two?’ muttered Polly, nodding quickly at the Williamsons, then lying on the floor and peering under her bed. She stood up and straightened her back. Seeing the bottle of gin that Rachel had made no effort to hide, she froze. ‘You’ll be killed if anyone knows you’ve been drinking,’ she said. She looked from Rachel to me in confusion – the combination of the two of us in cahoots was clearly difficult to comprehend – and clomped out of the room.


‘Why don’t we go to the theatre?’ said Rachel suddenly. ‘We could catch a matinee in town and still be back in time for the Lady Richmond.’


‘Don’t be daft,’ I said.


‘I’m not. They’re just a bunch of amateurs but it could be fun.’


‘What’s on?’


‘The Pajama Game.’


‘Don’t be silly,’ I said.


‘What’s silly about the theatre? And you whose father is an actor, for crying out loud!’


‘Stepfather.’


‘All right, stepfather.’ She sighed. ‘You know I’ve never forgotten sitting next to him at Founder’s Day, FitzPatrick.’


‘I know.’


‘He was completely –’ she fished around for the word – ‘hypnotizing.’


‘I bet he was. He would have loved you. Howard finds something to love in every single woman he meets. I imagine sitting next to you was a dream for him. Gosh, is it normal to feel this dizzy on this stuff?’


Rachel didn’t dignify my question with an answer, but went back to her previous theme.


‘Well, come on. Are you coming with me to the theatre or not?’


The gin was washing into every part of me now. Why hadn’t anyone given me this before? Goodness, it was some anaesthetic.


I took a deep breath. ‘All right,’ I said. ‘I’ll come with you.’


Rachel stared at me in surprise, and recomposed herself quickly.


‘Come on then. We’ll be back in time for the Lady Richmond,’ she reassured me again.


‘Here’s to the sinking of RMS Titanic and all who went down with her!’ I said.


‘Aye aye,’ said Rachel, saluting. ‘And while we’re out, you never know, we might find you someone.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘A boy. We might find you a boy.’


‘I don’t want a boy,’ I mumbled.


‘Yes, you do. Only you don’t know it yet. Come on. I’ll meet you downstairs, outside Quarry Hall in five minutes.’


*


Walking out of the school gates felt dangerous to me, the world around me uneven, every blade of grass seeming shocked at our appearance outside the grounds. Rachel linked her arm through mine.


‘No one’s even going to know we’re not at school,’ she said.


‘But they’ll be taking the register and checking everyone after lunch,’ I pointed out. ‘We’ll have to get back soon—’


‘Florence Dunbar,’ said Rachel firmly.


‘What about her?’


‘She always covers for me. We have an arrangement.’


I stopped in my tracks and stared at Rachel. ‘What do you mean?’


‘I mean that I pay her to come up with excuses for me. It’s a copper-bottomed system I’ve had in place since the start of the lower fifth.’


‘How does that work?’ I asked. We were heading towards the bus stop now. Rachel’s long legs necessitated my jogging along beside her to keep up.


‘Florence has a five-minute rule. She shows up at the event – netball match, lecture, chapel, whatever. As soon as she realizes that I’m not there, she puts in place a series of excuses that keep me out of trouble.’


‘Like last Friday,’ I said slowly. ‘She told Miss Alderney that you had been excused double games due to an ankle injury. She even handed her a note from Sister Harlowe – I saw it!’


Rachel nodded. ‘Oh, she’s good,’ she said sagely. ‘And what makes it nice is that she enjoys it so much. And no one would ever question Florence, would they?’


‘You seem terribly confident about it,’ I said. ‘But I don’t think Florence thinks too much of me.’


‘No, but she thinks a great deal of me, for some unfathomable reason, and what I ask gets done. I just left her a note telling her to include you in her plans.’


I must have looked doubtful because Rachel said, ‘All right? Don’t worry so much. Come on – if we run, we’ll make the bus into town. We can jump out just before the cinema.’


‘How many times have you done this?’ I asked her.


‘Ten, eleven, perhaps,’ said Rachel, shrugging. ‘Not many. Come on, I’ll pay.’


We boarded the bus into town, which made me feel – at that time of day, when we should have been at school – as though we could be shot down in flames at any second. The places that were familiar to me during the holidays looked strange through the lens of a St Libby’s girl playing truant; the prim, ordered rows of shops seemed reticent and tentative when set against the blatant drama of what we were doing.


‘You’re all right,’ said Rachel, reading my mind. ‘We’re hardly in Spanish Harlem.’


‘When were you in Spain?’


‘Oh, very funny, FitzPatrick.’


The point she was making was sound – that a place like WGC – a town constructed entirely from philanthropic dreams in the 1920s – was a pretty safe bet for anyone; we weren’t going to get kidnapped here. If we wanted trouble, we could certainly find it, but it wasn’t the sort of place where trouble came looking for you. Down Bridge Road we went, past the Welwyn Department Stores and towards the cinema. The Shredded Wheat factory with its vast silos – a building that held the livelihood of so many people in the town – stretched up ahead of us.


‘You ever seen inside?’ Rachel asked me, staring at it.


I shook my head.


‘Me neither.’


At the next stop, Rachel nodded and nudged me as a boy of about our age, dressed in blue overalls, walked past us to the back of the bus. The driver lurched the bus back into action, and the boy lost his balance for a moment and, in doing so, dropped a bag on to the floor of the bus, out of which spilled several records. He bent down to retrieve them; I noticed there were holes in the soles of his shoes. Stepping out of my seat, I picked up two 45s that had slipped out of their sleeves and handed them to him.


‘Thanks,’ he muttered.


‘I like the Rolling Stones too,’ I heard myself saying.


‘They’re all right,’ he said, sitting down on the back seat. He looked out of the window.


‘Nice,’ said Rachel, snorting with laughter as I lurched back to my seat. ‘You see what I mean? You’re a Grit.’


‘I just helped him pick up his records; it was hardly anything important.’


‘That’s how everything starts,’ said Rachel.


Even high on gin, I wished that she would shut up. Turning around in my seat, I saw the boy glance over at us, but I don’t think that he saw us at all. His eyes were far away.


*


We were off the bus and almost outside the theatre when we saw her in front of us. She stopped outside and glanced up at the awning. I would have known the back of Miss Crewe’s hair anywhere – even when it was worn long, not piled on top of her head as was her custom at school. I stopped dead and pulled at Rachel’s arm.


‘Miss Crewe.’


‘Shit,’ said Rachel.


We dived into the shadows, waiting to see if she would walk on, but she didn’t.


‘Must be waiting for someone,’ hissed Rachel.


Miss Crewe was wearing a long, grey coat, and she seemed to be alone. Thinking about it, she was one of those people who always seemed to be alone.


‘Shouldn’t she be at school?’ I whispered. ‘I thought she would be helping to prepare for the Lady Rich.’


We watched as she stopped, took something out of the bag she always carried – a handkerchief – and blew her nose.


‘Still waters run deep,’ said Rachel quietly, not taking her eyes from Miss Crewe. Rachel was the sort of person who got away with saying this and even made it sound profound. If I had said it, I would have been mocked into the next week.


‘I feel like we’re spying,’ I said.


‘Well, that’s because we are,’ whispered Rachel.


Miss Crewe pulled her bag back over her shoulder and walked into the building.


‘We can’t go in there now,’ I said. ‘She’ll see us.’


Rachel tutted with irritation. ‘I know,’ she said. ‘It’s too risky, even for me.’ She sighed. ‘Perhaps we should go back to school.’


I felt detached from my body, a spinning head watching from above. I had scored top marks in my exam! I could do anything I wanted!


‘I’ve walked out of the school grounds illegally for the first time in my life! We’re not going back to school now,’ I said.


Rachel looked at me with something verging on respect. ‘All right,’ she said. ‘Where to, then?’


‘Well, neither of us has ever been inside the factory,’ I said.


Rachel didn’t reply, but she lit two cigarettes and, handing one to me, took a long drag from the other.


‘I don’t smoke,’ I said.


‘You really are horribly middle class, FitzPatrick.’


I took the cigarette.


‘Well, come on then,’ said Rachel.


We linked arms and sang – songs from years earlier, songs from America that Jukey loved – the Everly Brothers, Elvis, Bob Dylan. Rachel’s voice was high and piercing and always fractionally off the note, but she sang with such confidence that it didn’t matter. Perhaps that’s the answer, I thought, tripping down the road with her. Perhaps the answer to everything in life was simply to do it as if you were great at it – then people would believe you.


‘Gosh, it’s hot,’ said Rachel.


She pulled off her cloak, and then her jumper, and pushed down her socks. Then she pulled a rubber band out of her pocket and scraped her hair off her face and into a bun on top of her head. Without that mass of hair, she became much more ordinary looking, and I liked her more for it. Yet, after today, would Rachel Porter be my friend again? Would I be relegated back down with the other Doves, the other girls who didn’t know one end of a cigarette from the other?


I saw the boy from the bus quite suddenly. We were almost outside the factory when he appeared from a side street, cutting in front of us and striding with a purpose in his gait that we were entirely lacking.


Rachel nudged me in the ribs.


‘Hey!’ she said. ‘It’s him!’


For some reason, I felt as though I had known all along that we would see him again.


‘He must work here,’ I said.


‘Thanks for that, Sherlock,’ said Rachel. ‘Now. Shall we go and talk to him?’


‘No! What would we say? Don’t be an . . .’


But Rachel Porter was already off, breaking into a run. I could only watch, part horrified, part thrilled. I think that was how everyone felt when they were around Rachel Porter. She was like Milly-Molly-Mandy on Benzedrine.


‘Hey!’ she called.


He didn’t stop.


‘Hey!’ she called again.


This time he glanced behind him, his eyes wide with surprise.


‘Yes?’ he said.


‘Do you have the time?’ asked Rachel.


He frowned, and looked at Rachel’s wrist, at the Cartier watch her father had given her for her last birthday.


‘No,’ he said, ‘but you do.’


He walked on again.


‘My friend and I just wanted to say that we like your hair,’ called Rachel.


He stopped again, and looked at her in confusion, and then he laughed and walked on once more, looking down at his feet.


‘Rachel!’ I called out desperately. ‘Don’t—’


‘My grandmother used to say that you should never waste the chance to tell someone their hair looks good,’ went on Rachel, striding after him. ‘So that’s why we’re telling you.’


He stopped again and looked at Rachel with deep suspicion.


‘Who’s your grandmother?’ he asked. ‘Doris Day?’


‘I wish,’ said Rachel with feeling.


He had stopped outside the factory door now and was riffling through a large set of keys.


‘What are you doing?’ Rachel asked him.


‘I’m working,’ he said.


‘What do you do?’ she persisted. ‘Inside the factory, I mean? What do you do here?’


‘We make cereal.’


‘I know that. I meant, what do you do.’


He found the key he was looking for and slotted it into the door.


‘The electrics,’ he said. ‘I do the electrics.’


‘That must be interesting.’


He made a noise to suggest otherwise.


I had edged a little further forward now, spurred on by the gin, but still I was a mere onlooker.


‘I’m Rachel.’ She gestured behind her to where I was lurking. ‘This is Marnie.’


He bit his lip and looked at me properly for the first time. His face was quite in shadow, and his hair covered his eyes. He clocked our uniform.


‘St Libby’s?’ he said. ‘I didn’t think they let you out much.’


‘They don’t,’ said Rachel.


‘We shouldn’t be out at the moment,’ I said, and immediately regretted it.


‘Ooh!’ he said.


I detected the sarcasm and blushed like a fool.


‘We ditched school this afternoon because we wanted to go to the theatre,’ said Rachel. ‘The Pajama Game.’


‘Don’t bother,’ he said.


‘You’ve seen it?’


He said nothing.


‘Do you have a smoke?’ asked Rachel.


‘Are you drunk?’ he asked.


‘Not at all,’ said Rachel crisply. ‘Are we, Marnie? Look, can we come in? Have a look around for a minute?’


‘Why?’ he asked.


‘Oh, I don’t know. Just because we’d like to.’


‘I have to get on,’ he muttered.


‘Are you always here?’ she persisted. ‘Every Saturday, I mean? Can we come back and see you next weekend?’


‘I’m here every day except for Sundays,’ he said. ‘That’s the whole idea behind having a job. You clock in, you work, you clock out, you repeat it all over again for forty years or so. Not that I imagine any of that will ever concern you,’ he added.


He wasn’t amused by Rachel, I realized, surprised. This wasn’t flirting – he wanted her out of the way.


‘I work,’ said Rachel unrepentantly. ‘Who are you to judge me, anyway? And Marnie’s going to be a famous mathematician one day.’ This non sequitur was greeted with a snort of laughter.


‘Rachel!’ I said desperately.


‘We shall come back and find you,’ said Rachel, ‘and beg you to let us into your factory of secrets.’


‘This is not a factory of secrets.’


‘Well, how do we know that it’s just good old Shredded Wheat biscuits that come out of here? For all we know, you could be running a diamond-smuggling ring in there—’


‘Pillows,’ he said.


‘What?’ said Rachel.


‘They’re called pillows, not biscuits.’


He pushed open the factory door, grinned at us briefly, and shut it behind him. That was that. He was inside, and we were outside.


Rachel collapsed into laughter. The gin was having quite the opposite effect on me – I wanted to break down and cry, punching my fists into the ground for being so idiotic.


‘Pillows!’ howled Rachel.


‘Why did you have to tell him about my maths?’ I asked Rachel, as we tripped back over Hunters Bridge.


‘Oh, shush, Marnie. As if you’re ever going to see him again. Except –’ she looked at me carefully – ‘except that you’ve fallen in love with him, of course. Oh, dear God! Was he different enough for you?’


‘I’m not in love with him!’ I said. But even as I spoke, I felt the events of the past five minutes moving swiftly into hallowed territory. Was this what gin did to you? ‘He certainly didn’t love us,’ I said.


‘I know,’ she agreed. ‘Funny, that. I mean – we’re girls. He’s probably bent.’


No, I thought. He was just better than us, that was all. He was a worker; he was part of the world, not standing on the edge of it, like me.


When we got back to school, I was still dazed from our encounter with the boy from the bus. Like a gambler on a winning streak, I couldn’t stop myself. Some sort of Today I Am Invincible streak was overwhelming me, and I didn’t want Rachel to walk away from me, back to Florence Dunbar and the rest of the Grits, leaving me alone. I wanted her by my side, making things happen, calling the shots, calling out to boys.


Everyone was running around preparing for the Lady Richmond Cup. We clomped up the stairs to the dorm, which was still deserted. Evidence of the other girls was everywhere – clothes had been removed and swimming costumes put on – I could see piles of uniform and discarded socks scattered on every bed. I didn’t want any of this any more. I wasn’t ready to break the spell – not yet.
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