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All Staff - Important Announcement

Right, Jamie. I’ve done it and I’m very glad indeed that I didn’t have to tell you that in person or anyone else come to that, the staff for example, because if I had I would have been awfully embarrassed but as I say, I mean write, I’ve done it, I’ve been.

To Tanya Wright of Bright Lights Ltd.

This is what her advert says: ‘I see everyone personally. I bring love and light into people’s lives. I have attended over one hundred weddings.’ I . . . I . . . I. She could do with some lessons on how to vary her sentence structure, not to mention the etiquette of putting her clients first. But it’s what you said you wanted me to do: inspect a ‘wider’ variety of the male species before settling on you, as you were ‘fifty-one, and a woman of only thirty should be very careful before attaching herself too seriously to someone so much older.’

But look, Jamie, I vet the male species daily. Every woman does. Still, if it gives you the time to see that I am really very gorgeous and just the woman for you, then short of walking the streets, this is the only way I could think of to get it over with fast before you start buying leather jackets and motorbikes (or whatever your intellectual equivalent is). I mean, it could take some years to see the wide variety you have in mind, couldn’t it? Where do you suppose I might come across them? In the supermarket? Buying my books online? Dear Mr Amazon, I want more than just books. (Who runs Amazon, by the way?) Walking past the yobbo pub at the end of the road? I mean, where? And now I’m thinking: can I bear it? Can I bear to be inspected and to inspect at the same time?

Because on the very morning of my visit to Tanya Bright Lights, Our Headmistress informed us that the school is also to be inspected. Terrific to-do in the staff room. Lists to do, Hand Books to do, appraisals to do, flapping to do. And a whole year of it.

During the last inspection, my protection plan was to stay out of the room when the inspector called. I told him I was talking to the children one-to-one. A few days ago, I read the report. It said that some of the lessons were rather thin and that ‘in one, the teacher left students to read to themselves quietly. Some noise ensued, however.’

So, Professor Loring, you’ve gone into hibernation and I’m to be exposed to some nit-picking team of experts in front of whom I shall teach badly and come  across as highly strung. I’d be a lot prouder if he (she?) described me as wooden.

But now let’s get to it. The visit to Tanya. The Da . . . t . . . i . . . n g A. . . g . . . e n t. There, I’ve written it. Dating Agent.

What a snob you are, Dorcas! Other women do it.

I’m not other women.

You are. You’re just another woman. Just an ordinary run-of-the-mill female woman with a bleeding heart.

I wouldn’t say that.

Well, I would. So why don’t you just get on with telling about it! (Your voice, Jamie, when wearing crumpled linen jacket, waiting for me to squash my too-many clothes into my too-small bag).

Right - deep breath - I got lost, of course, driving there so was late, of course. Then crunched across her drive and parked in what I thought was a convenient spot, right outside the front door of her barn conversion, and rang the bell. As soon as I saw her, I thought: No! Just as clearly as I thought Yes when I saw you that second time; your sober, neat but not infertile figure arriving for dinner.

‘That’s a very eccentric place to park,’ she snapped.

She was in a business suit, one of those suits, nicely dyed hair, mid-fifties. Not at all the same as the air-brushed picture in her brochure. I was wearing my jogging bottoms, you know the ones that look like a towel cut into a pair of trousers, and a wonky cream top someone once brought me from Brazil. She took one  look at me and had, I would guess, almost the same thought as you must have had that day: Whoever is this person who sounded so charming on the phone? And what is she wearing? But, you see, I thought I’d go in my casual gear. And I also thought, as all innocents do, that she would see my eyes, my being, and know that I was worthy, special, i.e that she would inspect me astutely. But no. I realise now that the key to success is a well-cut trouser suit or a silk camisole top or a linen skirt or those sheer stockings that some women wear.

Anyway, Tanya took me into her barn, sat me down, took out a clipboard and did a little spiel, which was rehearsed and so did not require her concentration. I hate it when people talk like that. Then:

‘Age?’

‘Thirty-two.’

‘Right, thirty-two. And your name again please.’

‘Dorcas. Dorcas Trevelyan.’

You should have seen her look. Jamie, I should have known then that the whole thing was a mistake. The disgust at the mention of my name was so overt that I nearly said, or would you rather I called myself something else? Tanya perhaps? I recently read in the newspaper that men with single-syllable names do well with women, whereas women with two syllables or more than one vowel are highly sought after, so really I shouldn’t have to apologise for my name, should I?

‘Right. Dorkus. And your occupation?’

‘Teacher.’

‘Teacher, ri-ight. And your hobbies, Dorkus?’


Hobbies! What are they? I could feel the approach of that sardonic nastiness which is the flip side of misery, but I repressed it (this was going to cost five hundred pounds, after all) and said flatly, ‘Yoga, swimming, reading, um, going to the theatre, um, running . . .’

‘So you’re an outdoor person.’

I paused. Not a bit. I like being enclosed. Put me in a wide open landscape and I feel lost.

‘Yes or no?’

‘Yes. Well, not totally.’

‘There’s only a small box on the form.’

‘No, then.’

‘Religion?’

‘Um. Christian?’

‘And what look of man are you after, Dorkus?’

‘Oh, a wide selection will do,’ I said airily.

‘No, it won’t. I need a specific description.’

In the end, I described you. It was all I could think of. ‘Big,’ I said, ‘but not too big.’

‘Nose, mouth, shape of face?’

‘I can’t divide people up into features.’

‘I see. But big.’

‘Yes, big.’

I smiled at the obvious allusion, but she didn’t join me. Too keen to get from A to B.

‘Now I must tell you that I do, if you are serious, have a high success rate. I have attended over one hundred weddings in seven years.’

‘I know. It said in your advert.’

‘Would you describe your temperament as calm, Dorkus, or would any of the following words suit you better: fiery, passionate, volatile, quiet, practical?’

‘Practical doesn’t really fit into that list, does it? That’s not to do with temperament. It’s more of a skill,’ I said.

‘Volatile then,’ she said angrily.

‘Yes. No. Well, yes, yes, I would say a mix of passionate and quiet.’

‘There’s only a small box. Please be specific.’

‘Passionate, then.’

‘Good, good. And your star sign, Dorkus?’

‘Leo?’

After the word Leo, there followed a terrific crash. She rushed out of the room and returned a few minutes later, saying a pair of antlers had fallen off the landing wall. That felt very unpleasant, like someone yelling at me, No! No, don’t do it.

I wanted to tell her then of my ambivalence. I wanted to tell her about you, about marriage, absolutely about marriage, but she was glued to the set questions.

‘The thing is,’ I said, ‘I am rather bothered about, well, first meetings.’

‘Everyone is. As a Leo, you’d do well with a Libra.  Dorkus?’

‘Sorry, what, sorry?’

I had been trying to remember what sign you were and whether we had been deemed compatible or not by the stars.

‘I said you’ll be fine with a Libra.’

‘Oh good. But the thing is I don’t believe in astrology but when you asked about religion, what religion, I said Christian, but that’s not strictly true because I believe in reincarnation and that sort of thing, but that’s not to say I have anything against Jesus, but I wouldn’t want you to think I am a straightforward Christian, I’m unclear on that issue—’

‘I don’t need to know any of that,’ she said.

But you do, you do!

Then the phone rang.

‘Excuse me . . . Hello Neville, how did it go? Yes . . . yes . . . Oh well, that can happen . . . Sorry Neville, there’s someone on the other line . . . A second, Simon, I’ll come back to you in a momen—Yes, Neville, I’m here again . . . I would suggest another go.’

Another go at what? And there I sat, waiting for her while she juggled Neville and Simon. And she had found out next to nothing about me at all and the hour was nearly up. (‘It’s fifty pounds for the consultation and then another four fifty for nine meetings over however long it takes.’ It being?)

She returned to her seat, apologised for the interruption, crossed her legs and stretched her toes in her shoes in a show-offy manner, explaining that after each meeting the two persons were to report back to her. Grim. Much better to tell the person direct. ‘Many people can’t do that,’ she said when I asked.

It was only impatience that made me sign on the  dotted line with her heavy gold biro. I wanted to get this inspection over so that I could ring you and say, there, I’ve done it. I’ve met lots of men and you’re the one I like best, Professor Loring.

‘It may take time,’ she remarked, looking at my jogging bottoms. ‘I’m very careful about each meeting.’

I don’t know what happened then, but she relaxed slightly, disappeared out of the room again while I was fiddling with my cheque book and returned in a purple towelling catsuit-type get-up - worse than my outfit by far.

‘I do my aerobics now,’ she explained. For the first time she looked a little vulnerable.

The temptation to ring you was overpowering, Jamie. One of those confessional calls that, with the right listener, reduces the preceding scene to its right proportions, so that one can forget it. You are so very, very good at reassurance, and in my wide and varied experience of people (you are all wrong about my naivety), it is not just your intelligence that makes this so, but your wisdom. As if, despite your tremendous success, you’ve failed so many times that you have stopped worrying about humiliation.

Do you remember when I was worried about the Great English Grid, that system initiated by the senior mistress to track and record the progress of each student in the school, involving the biggest spreadsheet known to man (women are surely too sensible to love such things)? It must be done, we were told. So I started to do  it and was then told, yes, good, but it must not in fact be done now, it must in fact be done in the month of X. And the month of X was just when something else was meant to be being done. I brought that worry home to you like a hot potato and dropped it down the telephone line into your lovely lap. You picked it up and threw it back, until the Great English Grid became a harmless game, which did not need to be won.

Tanya Wright of Bright Lights should have been thrown straight into your lap too and then bounced up to the ceiling. But she wasn’t a small woman, so you might have had a job shifting her. I am afraid you will be feeling disgusted by my decision. I certainly am.

 



I’ve just been for a run. I wish the summer trees were enough. They almost are. So fragrant, so without need. I leant against one this evening. And it was not a big one, but a slim, feminine tree. Maybe I should ring Ms Wright and tell her, no, not big after all, try slim, feminine.

How hot it is.




Geography

When people are in love they can be very unkind. As though everyone else is unfortunate. When I first knew that you loved me and I was still blind to the complications that this love would involve, I’m quite sure I became malicious in my treatment of others. Or perhaps it was just the repressed malice already there, making itself evident.

There is this woman at school who is roughly the shape of Italy, long and skinny, called Miss Shifter. She spends her holidays in inhospitable places full of geography, like the Sahara or the Atlas mountains. On the whole I avoid her, but once - when my days seemed a continuous exemption from discipline because you were there beside me - she was so rude to me and I back that she sent me a card to apologise. She had barked in the staff room that she ‘not just hated’ but ‘detested’ my teaching room. I told her that it seemed to  me that she not just hated but detested everything, and it made no odds to me what she thought of my room or anything else. I related this snippet to the drama teacher (a mistake, a part of my I-am-loved-by-Professor-James-Loring cockiness) and he remarked that the only place in which Miss Shifter would be actually pleased to teach would be an operating theatre. And it is true, there have been some very cut-up children to mop up after her, from time to time.

However, now I find I rather like her. I like her rigour. It makes me feel as if she’s stuck a ruler down my back so that I can walk upright in the correct direction (a superior form of yoga teacher in her own way). I’ve been feeling very hazy since you have gone. Like a piece of cloth that needs shaking out. I can’t uncrease myself or hang straight or fold myself neatly into anything.

Miss Shifter is extremely neat. She won’t be drawn on any subject that borders on the personal. And what a fine attitude towards the inspection she has: ‘I shan’t change. I can’t change and I don’t believe in change.’ Dead right. Her mark book is worthy of an art gallery. So good is it, in fact, that she was asked to lead a working party on the matter, in other words to ‘show us how it’s done’. This was in one of the numerous meetings we have had since the beginning of this term. Seated in rows in her clean-cut teaching room whose walls are covered in work, spray-glued onto coloured card, she fished out her demonstration piece and announced, ‘First of all, you need to find a nice picture  related to your subject, like Shakespeare for yours, Dorcas.’

‘Or dessert for her,’ scribbled Pork on a Post-it note.

Pork is my friend-enemy-colleague with an inner child as difficult as a two-year-old with wind. But two-year-olds can also be fun at times and he was certainly a master at reminding one that life, one’s own in particular, is not such a serious business as one (me) likes to think it is.

‘Desert has only one S,’ I scribbled back, kicking his huge worked-out calf under the desk.

‘I mean pudding,’ he whispered, pointing at her stick-thin legs. ‘Might remind her to eat.’

How jovial I sound, Jamie. I’m not feeling it. I’m doing that showing-off unhappy business. It jars, I know, but I’ve used this trick since I was a child, to survive loss.

‘After lining up the picture on to your mark book, then you go on to the sticky-backed plastic,’ she continued.

‘I can’t do that,’ I perked up.

It was Pork’s turn to shove me with his equally robust arm.

‘Dork and Pork!’ teased the head of biology. ‘Behave yourselves.’

I glared at him because I dislike being paired in any way, form or context, with Pork. Our boundaries meet awkwardly and he is always crossing mine without permission. When one stands close to Pork, his whole being impinges, and there have been times when I have stopped breathing for a minute at the feint whiff of his  approach. He is not as tall as Miss Shifter but he takes up more space.

It is said that teachers together are like children. I made Pork cry once because of something I said about his teaching and he kept me awake for a whole night in a fit of anger over some unjust accusation he had made about my laziness.

‘That sticky-backed plastic stuff always gets creases in it, and Shakespeare would get bent,’ I moaned.

‘He already was,’ said Pork.

‘Oh shut up,’ from me, with a rudeness that dogs me when vulnerable and sad. Miss Shifter ignored us, keen as she was to get on to the origami, a complicated process of paper folding that involved dividing your mark book into terms of the school year and days of the week.

Oh Jamie, after each of these meetings I wanted so very much to ring and tell you all of this. Just as I did after meeting Tanya Wright. Why? What is it about you? It is as if you bring everything to a careful halt so that it can be properly looked at and dealt with.

I came home exhausted but with my emotions, up to now miserably focused on you, folded away as I began work on my mark book. However, I had just finished supper and was about to relax in front of some loose-minded TV when she rang. Tanya. So soon! I thought there would be a gap of at least a few weeks. But no.

‘I have someone ready for you,’ she said. ‘Tall, big - you said you wanted big - dark, clean-cut, artist, tour guide. He’ll ring you.’

‘Can’t I ring him?’

‘No, the man does the phoning. That’s how we organise it. I think you’ll like him. I have a very good feeling about it. His name is Philip Larkin.’

‘You can’t be serious,’ I said.

‘Yes. But he’s no relation to the poet.’

‘Is he bald?’ I asked.

She missed the connection and I spent the evening thinking about Larkin’s chronic indigestion and his librarian lovers.

Dorcas Larkin.

 



I insisted on a Saturday. Although advised by all experienced users of this stinking method of meeting people that you should keep things brief, I still felt it deserved a weekend. Mistake. At the weekend, the entire sixth form fan out across the county and take up their posts as barmaids.

‘Who’s that?’

‘A friend.’

‘You mean your boyfriend.’

‘I said a friend.’

‘I bet it is your boyfriend.’

‘No, it is not. It’s Philip Larkin.’

‘Philip Larkin!’

‘Yes, the very same of “Afternoons”, which you studied for GCSE, and which told you that your beauty will thicken and that by doing things like barmaiding you’ll be pushed to the edge of your own life. Remember?

‘But Philip Larkin’s dead.’

‘Not today he isn’t.’

‘Can we meet him?’

‘No, stay well away. Stick to dishing out the drinks.’

This interrogation followed us from pub to pub and the worst thing was that I longed to hug these lovely young girls with whom conversation is such an easy pleasure, from whom no topic is barred, because getting beyond formalities with Philip Larkin was like trying to pass through a ticket barrier. Every time I felt the barrier turning - wham! - it was back against my solar plexus.

It was my fault. With an arrogance particular to the hurt person, I prefaced my chat-up comments to Larkin with, ‘I love a man, who, well, who I think loves me, but the circumstances are difficult, so I, well, I wanted to distract myself. It’s very hard. I don’t want to do it this way. And I’m not keen on Tanya Wright. What do you think of her?’

‘Tanya? She’s doing a job,’ he answered blandly and I felt suddenly chastened by his tact. He was a nice-looking man: good, strong dark hair, and, as Bright Lights had promised, artistic. He had brought photos of his murals to show me and they were as subtle and tasteful as one could wish for.

‘I’d like one of those in my attic.’

‘You’re welcome. Three hundred quid a wall.’

Somehow that sealed it. We were business associates, who might, if convenient, exchange talents.

‘I’m sorry. Did I seem rude hugging my pupils everywhere? It’s just that I’m fond of them and it’s hard to get away from them.’

‘It’s all right.’

It was only later that I realised that my entire dating etiquette was plain rude. To mention you immediately was tactless. Why should he even bother after that?

But if only he had been more like Miss Shifter and said, ‘I hate, no, I detest such behaviour. It is rude and I am leaving  now,’ I should have liked him a little. But the fact was his irritation softened far too easily into indifference. He was the kind of man, I predicted, who would be uninterested in one’s development, both physical and emotional.

Dorcas: I’ve got a hell of a period pain, Philip.

Larkin: Oh well. Par for the course.

Dorcas: I think I might become a Roman Catholic, Philip.

Larkin: No harm done.

Dorcas: Do you believe in the afterlife?

Larkin: Haven’t thought about it. Is there any more bolognaise?

(Such an ugly word, bolognaise; hard to spell as well.)

‘Do you like football?’ I asked him, as we entered the second pub.

‘’Course,’ he said, as if liking football were a given.

‘Larkin liked football as well. I always find that surprising. ’

‘Did he?’ he said, as if bored by any further association with the poet.

I changed the subject. ‘And where do you think you might meet your eligible woman?’

‘Well,’ he said, becoming animated, ‘I’ve been thinking of doing some more tour guiding.’

Oh god!

‘I like travelling.’

Oh god!

‘And you meet a lot of people that way. It’s good fun. Parties every night.’

Oh god!

‘Getting people from A to B, that’s a laugh as well.’

A huge laugh, I thought.

‘And what about your murals? Don’t you want time for them?’

‘Six months travel, six art.’

I told him that sounded good. Which it did, if you can organise your mind that way.

‘One of my colleagues does that. Terms at school, holidays in places like the Gobi desert. She must be in love with a Mongolian, I think.’

He smiled. He smiled! But oh, what an effort to elicit anything from such smooth-faced equanimity. When we parted, I told him how sweet he was. I didn’t mean it. He was not a bit sweet. He was boring. He didn’t answer, by which I felt humbled again. He wasn’t going to pretend. Somehow that last little exchange was more painful than the whole evening put together. It exposed my tendency to appease. And because of that, as soon as I arrived home, I came up here to write to you.

I think I perhaps am a Christian at heart. A Roman Catholic, even. Transubstantiation is surely nonsense, but I have a strong need to confess, not to a shape behind a curtain but to someone who will genuinely bring light, shed light, lighten the burden of guilt that I so often feel because of my nature. I also felt sad that evening because I realised that to the general population, I am peculiar. I hate football, I hate travelling, don’t much like parties and am incapable of getting anyone from A to any letter you care to mention in the alphabet. I predict Philip Larkin will find his woman within the next three months and that she will be blonde and good at white-water rafting. I can tell he is a ‘let’s forget it and move on’ type of person, whereas I am a harking back type; back and back. And always to you.

 



Do you remember the week when you were in Cologne? We had already met, you had emailed and said that we might talk on the phone when you were away and gave the phone number of your hotel. After the brief first call, we spoke every morning for an hour before I went to school and you went off to lecture. I wonder how it was that, although you were working so hard and attending god knows how many dinners and meetings, you sounded so like a man on his bed at home, speaking peacefully and with so much laughter? Had it been me abroad on a lecture tour, I should have closeted myself in silence before and after each  formality. But you, as much as you like silence, you  talked like a river, as young and fresh and fluent. Also funny.

Perhaps it was because you were away from home and so had the child’s illusion of being unobserved and free. I think that perhaps your travels have always been a respite from the intensity of being married to Victoria. Is that right?

In any case, the child-state you were in brought out an equivalent mischief in me of the kind that, reported to anyone else, would sound disgracefully embarrassing.

‘What is a clitoris?’ I asked on the second morning, angling for one of your lectures.

‘What? ’

‘What is it?’

‘You know quite well what it is.’

‘Yes of course, but I want you to explain.’

‘Don’t be absurd.’

‘Seriously, Jamie, I want you to describe it. I want to hear it from you and I want to know its exact location.’

You laughed and then did indeed assume that formal, lecturing tone that means one is in for a rest, as it will go on for some time. I lay back against my pillows.

‘The site of the aforementioned is in the bottom right hand corner of America. It is like Florida.’

‘But Florida hangs down. I thought the clitoris stuck out. How can something that hangs down stick out?’

‘Ah, so you do know where it is and exactly what it looks like.’

‘I wouldn’t say exactly.’

‘I’d like to marry you,’ I said on another morning, when the subconscious had somehow catapulted me into the future and I was, while still talking like a child, a settled woman wishing for children. I meant it with all my heart, and, hearing my heart, you wept. I was so surprised. I had not realised there was so much pent-up sadness inside you. You had told me you were happy and now you were crying. I sailed on, unable to hold or explore your tears, which meant - what? You did not love your wife but had to pretend you did? You did love her but had to pretend to me that you didn’t? Perhaps I didn’t want to know and that’s why I went on, ‘I’d like to marry you on a boat. No dresses and guests or any of that. On a boat.’

Why a boat, I wonder? Perhaps boats indicate travelling of a kind that I like, taking one into uncharted places and yet with someone else at the helm. I think now that the combination of being both led and constantly in a state of exploration is at the crux of my requirements in love. How compliant and tender you were. Something inside you rose to meet me, recognised that I was not just playing. I loved you. I loved you at this beginning, I loved you all the way through Cologne. I still love you. And I want to travel with you. Not to Paris or Rome or any of those places but to our Selves. Self is a place. It has a capital and deserves a capital letter.

[image: 002]

So let’s get the meeting of our two selves quite straight. We met in a bookshop. Correct? We had coffee together. I visited your flat. You visited my house. So what, to most people. And yet, very early on, somewhere in the midst of those early meetings, I came to know that we were on a long journey together.

My other loves have been episodes, emotional day trips, which of course at the time felt more important, for someone of my nature needs to regard anything embarked upon as the chief business of life. But with us, I have a much clearer sense of the actual steps we took. For example, of that first visit after Germany, there remains in my mind the snapshot of you at the station. You standing, waiting. So still. So composed while I swerved and jiggled my way into a space and got hooted at. On the way back from the station, the station where I have picked up ten, fifteen people before and driven them gently home, asking how they are, silently slipping the gears from one to two to three, I nearly got lost.

‘Sorry, this is really wrong,’ I said. ‘We’ll end up at Sainsbury’s if we go up this road. Do you want anything at Sainsbury’s? Marmalade or anything? I haven’t any marmalade.’

I had already sensed that although you were a liberal, an artist, an intellectual, you were a person who liked marmalade and a spoon to dish it out with. You smiled and, like a teacher - not in the manner of Our Headmistress, but gently, as if with a class of thick boys (or girls, come to that) who can’t tell the difference between they’re, there  and their - you said, ‘I don’t think I need anything, no. I think we should just get home. Don’t you?’

Then I got completely lost. And again, you smiled and reassured, ‘I should just turn round and go back, start again. Don’t you think?’

And we were on our way.


You didn’t think we were on our way anywhere much. You thought we were just going to go to bed and be friends. I knew otherwise, only because I had not the imagination for another option. Even at the age of thirty, my sexual experience was relatively limited. I wasn’t going to be one of a list of women for any man. Unless I mattered to them as a spirit, a mind, a being, they could take a jump, and I had learnt to detect the level of their seriousness by the way they sat and spoke and looked and ‘arranged things’.

Finally on the road home, I started to crunch the gears. They didn’t even need changing as it was a dual carriageway, but there I was, on the flat, frantically going from second to third, fourth, fifth. Quietly, you put your hand on my neck. Ow. Remembering that hurts. As if you were holding my head on to my neck; no movement but for a slight stroke with your index finger; a lazy, protective stroke. If I had stalled, you would have saved me from whiplash or else have strangled me. Those two options in balance attracted me. Philip of the murals and tour guiding, in contrast, seemed unable to hold anything tight. So loose was he that, had he not been called Larkin, I would have forgotten his name by now.

At last we arrived home. How I love home. Everything comes right at home. The calmness returns, the feeling of being able to compose oneself in safety. Like a lawyer, you put your small black case down neatly beside you, took off your linen jacket as if settling down to a task and we kissed. What else could we do since I had asked you to marry me on a boat? Preliminary conversation would have seemed a waste of our preciously short time.

You have no idea how strange that kiss was to me. And the way you held me. Yes, on reflection, principally the way you held me. For our kissing in itself has been a long journey, wouldn’t you agree? But that first kiss felt as if a small landmass that had been split off from the main-land was being reconnected. I was your missing nose, for instance, or the lobe of your ear, whereas you were the bulk of my Self returned.

You told me afterwards, but I have absolutely no memory of it, that after that kiss, I took your bag upstairs and unpacked it, as if in expectation of a souvenir from a foreign land.

 



‘You stupid, stupid girl,’ Miss Shifter yelled. ‘How can Rome be the capital of Paris? Rome and Paris are both capitals in themselves. You really are the pits.’ And then she blushed, as one does when spotted indulging a bad habit. I was watching her, lover of the dessert/desert, teach a geography lesson. I wrote a note on the clipboard that had been issued to me by the senior mistress.

(‘As practice for the inspection, we shall be doing a series of observations of each others’ lessons,’ Our Headmistress had announced at one of the many weekly briefings, during which she removed and replaced her glasses no fewer than six times within the space of three minutes. ‘Informal feedback only please,’ she had bossed, in that voice which means the SMT - Senior Management Team - had decided upon this in one of their six-hour meetings which operate loosely around the topic of the colour of students’ tights. ‘And in order to give all this a lighthearted touch’ - those gold shoes really do betray the soignée prankishness in her - ‘we’ll all pick from a hat who we are to watch.’ And who did I get to inspect but Miss Shifter.)

During the lesson, a little girl with pre-orthodontist buck teeth:

‘Miss Shifter?’

‘What?’

‘Do you know what happened when I went up the Eiffel Tower?’

‘I don’t see how I could know that.’

‘Do you want to though? It’th quite funny.’ The little girl bounced up and down in her seat.

‘Geography is not meant to be funny.’

‘Oh go on, Miss Shifter,’ the others wheedled.

She glanced at me, who was smiling broadly. Oh go on, anything to get off the subject of population figures in capital cities, I was morse-coding her.

‘Very well.’
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