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For my parents, and real teachers everywhere
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DISCLAIMER


To respect the privacy of the families I worked with, I have altered various personal details. Despite these changes, the wealth and behaviour on display in these pages is an entirely authentic representation of the world I encountered during my career as a private tutor. I’m only sorry I couldn’t use their real names. Seriously, you wouldn’t believe what some of these people call their children.







PROLOGUE



A naked Russian oligarch is spanking me in his basement. His weapon is a birch branch, the setting his luxurious home sauna. Above us is 30,000 square feet of one of Moscow’s most obscene private homes, an original Damien Hirst above the fireplace, a vacuum cleaning system built into the skirting boards. Risking great cultural offence, I have declined to remove my trunks on account of my twelve-year-old pupil Nikita – the oligarch’s son – who sits beside me on a cedar bench, watching his father spank me. We are wearing pointy felt caps to keep our heads cool, causing the oligarch to resemble a kinky elf. Invisible speakers serenade us with a desolate pan pipe cover of ‘Bridge Over Troubled Water’. A light display rotates kaleidoscopically, illuminating the oligarch’s genitals in a variety of unexpected hues. Everyone is silent, but I can’t think of anything to say that wouldn’t make things worse. Then Nikita looks at me with a mysterious smile.


‘Now my mother will bring us honey.’


Honey? Russian saunas are strictly gender segregated, but I should have known Nikita’s mother Maria would find a way in. I can’t claim I hadn’t encouraged her, having only days earlier serenaded her with a series of melodramatic love ballads at famed Moscow karaoke joint Who Is Who. On our chauffeured car ride home, she had fallen drunkenly asleep with her head in my lap and proceeded to have an intense dream while murmuring and licking her lips.


‘Do you like it?’ asks the oligarch, landing another strike on my thighs with his branch. I’m not sure if he means the honey or the spanking.


‘Mmm,’ I say non-committally.


While I have no desire to offend my host, I am equally keen for the experience to end. Not for the first time, I find myself wondering: how the hell did I end up here?







YEAR ONE








AUTUMN TERM 2008



Monday, 15 September, Dorset


It isn’t every day the world falls apart before breakfast. As I got back from taking the dog for her morning walk, my parents were in the kitchen listening to Radio 4. Lehman Brothers had declared bankruptcy overnight. My mum looked up with a grave expression.


‘Did Beanie do a poo on her walk?’


‘Yes,’ I said. ‘But then she ate it.’


My mum rolled her eyes at my dad. Walking the dog had been my main responsibility since moving home a few weeks earlier. I had graduated from university in June, then starred in an original musical which debuted to half-full audiences and lukewarm reviews at the Edinburgh Fringe. Thanks to a four year course and a September birthday, I had somehow reached the practically geriatric age of twenty-three. My parents had made it clear that while I was forever welcome in the family home, it was time to become an adult and get a job.


‘They’re saying this could crash the world economy,’ said my dad.


‘What a time to be looking for a job,’ said my mum pointedly.


‘Gone with the Wind came out of the Great Depression,’ I offered.


My parents exchanged another glance. It was no secret that I wanted to become a writer. I had dreamed of it since childhood, and had perfected an Oscar acceptance speech with the potential to reduce a global audience of millions to tears.


‘It’s not going to be handed to you on a plate,’ said my mum.


She was right. In an ideal scenario, it would be handed to me by Jane Fonda.


I was all too aware that many of my contemporaries had stepped straight into well-paid careers in finance and management consultancy. But my own masterplan could not be said to be at an advanced stage. Earlier that week I’d had an idea for a script – a heartwarming comedy set in the fictional town of Piddle Newton. Now all I had to do was write it and let the acclaim roll in. My parents had always been very supportive of this plan, but they were eager for me to think about how I was going to support myself while I did it. Edinburgh had cleaned me out, and my NatWest savings account had been thin on good news ever since luring me with a free Young Persons Railcard.


‘Why don’t you see if the kitchens have any work?’ said my dad for what felt like the sixth time that week.


He was referring to the catering company at the boarding school where he and my mum both taught, and where I had worked as a waiter every holiday throughout sixth form and university. Thanks to a generous staff bursary, I had also attended the school as a pupil. Aside from the obvious issues of being a student at the school where your parents taught, it also meant I had spent my teenage years surrounded by people with more money than me. When they jetted off to Barbados or Chamonix each Christmas and Easter, I clipped on a cheap bow tie and poured champagne at weddings for £4 an hour. When my swimming team turned up at a state school for a match and a teammate wondered if we were going to get stabbed, I cringed – until I turned twelve, I had attended my local primary school, where the worst thing I’d witnessed was my classmates on free school meals forced to line up in a separate lunch queue and get teased for wearing second-hand shoes. At that school, going camping in France or Cornwall had meant I was posh. But moving to private school, I was suddenly embarrassed to tell my French class what I did on my holidays when they had all stayed in villas or chalets and I had been slumming it in a tent.


Teenagers aren’t known for their sense of perspective. I might have spent my days reciting Latin verbs while wearing a tweed jacket at a school which had its own golf course, but throughout my adolescence I thought the fact that I had a holiday job meant I was basically Cinderella. Once I got to university in Cambridge and learned the phrase ‘town versus gown’, I realised that the supermarket checkout lady probably didn’t care that I had gone to private school on a scholarship. But the damage had been done – a minor victim complex, and a lifelong insecurity around rich people. This wouldn’t have been a problem if I had managed to steer well clear of them. I certainly had no intention of following my parents into what amounted to the family profession. My dad, a keen genealogist, had traced the ancestral line of teachers back eleven generations to a schoolmaster in Woking in 1672. Teaching was in my blood. But it had never been part of my life plan until later that day, when I texted my friend Zoe.





	Me:
	My parents are trying to make me become a scullery maid




	Zoe:
	Did you tell them you are in fact a literary genius?




	Me:
	THANK YOU. So tired of being undiscovered.




	Zoe:
	Come to London!




	Me:
	I can’t afford it




	Zoe:
	Why don’t you become a tutor? They always need more people. I’m making £30 an hour for helping kids do their homework.




	Me:
	WHAT?!




	
Zoe:

	You can stay on my sofa. Do you have any tutoring experience?




	Me:
	Literally none




	Zoe:
	We’ll think of something






Tuesday, 23 September, Hammersmith


‘Tell me about teaching in Guatemala,’ Philippa said.


She peered at me with suspicion. Philippa was a stern woman in her forties who looked delighted to be back in a structured blazer after a summer of blouses. I had been surprised by how fast she had taken up Zoe’s recommendation and invited me to an interview in her West London office. Now I was regretting putting the words ‘TEACHER’ and ‘GUATEMALA’ on my CV in quite such large font. On my year abroad for my Spanish degree, I had done a few weeks’ volunteering at a school run by an alcoholic American man whose claim to fame was having once broken both his arms playing squash against himself. He had ended up in charge of a primary school in Guatemala, though it wasn’t clear if he remembered how. My so-called drama classes had largely consisted of a few chaotic and occasionally violent rounds of Duck, Duck, Goose. I was suddenly aware that Philippa had been looking at me for quite a long time.


‘They taught me as much as I taught them!’ I said brightly.


Philippa nodded and cast a withering glance at my shoes. It was the second time I’d caught her doing it. Had I stepped in something? It would be tricky to check, though perhaps if I leaned forward I could get a sense of the general odour. But what would I do if I did detect a whiff? This was technically my first ever job interview, as the only question I recalled the catering company asking sixteen-year-old me was how I had managed to put on my bow tie back to front.


‘Don’t worry about your experience,’ said Philippa. ‘You went to Cambridge. Clients love that. It’s more about making sure you … fit into their lifestyle.’


Suddenly I knew what the issue was with my Primark loafers. They were loafers from Primark. It was the same feeling I’d had when I first moved to private school and discovered that everyone wore the kind of high-end surf brands that were beyond my family’s budget. I had trawled the racks at TK Maxx until I found a passable knock-off, but could still picture a boy decked in Quiksilver laughing as he asked if it was fake. From then on, I tended to make friends with other scholarship kids. This worked well enough until my first black tie 18th, where I was the only guest who failed to get the host a gift. ‘Don’t drink it all at once!’ I scrawled in my card, before propping it in among the bottles of Bollinger and Veuve Clicquot. By the time I got to Cambridge, I was sophisticated enough to buy the hummus with a scattering of whole chickpeas when I was hosting pre-drinks. But I don’t think I had ever shaken the fear that I might be found out at any moment. I wondered how to explain this to Philippa without sounding self-indulgent, and whether it would be overly dramatic to compare myself to that scene in The Great Escape where the British soldier gets caught because he can’t help thanking someone in English when they wish him good luck.


‘That won’t be a problem,’ I said.


‘Excellent,’ said Philippa. ‘As long as you don’t have any skeletons in your closet.’


It was an unfortunate choice of words. Fitting in at school hadn’t only been a question of keeping up with the Joneses. I had also hidden the fact that I was very, very gay. Philippa had made it clear that she was hiring me because I fitted a certain profile which made me an easy sell to her client base. Anything which complicated that picture, I decided to keep to myself – for now.


Philippa explained that due to my limited experience she would start me off as a ‘study buddy’ – a comfortingly juvenile-sounding role focused on revision and homework help.


‘This is a bit cheeky,’ said Philippa, ‘but one of our tutors has food poisoning. How do you feel about jumping straight in?’





	Mum:
	That’s great! When do you start?




	Me:
	NOW






Tuesday, 23 September, Mayfair


There was something uncannily familiar about being sent to teach in Mayfair. Then I realised it was the Monopoly board. But far from being able to purchase the entire area for £400 after tricking my brother into paying over the odds for Pall Mall, a quick google told me that the average house price here was £2 million. Properties on the square where I was heading went for four or five times that. As I walked along the tree-lined street in shoes I had hastily attempted to polish with a Kleenex, I started to sweat. But ever since witnessing a then unknown Darren Day seize his moment while deputising for Phillip Schofield in a production of Joseph and the Amazing Technicolor Dreamcoat at the London Palladium, I had known that dazzling as an understudy could be the first step on the path to greatness.


By the time I arrived at the address, I was really putting my Right Guard Total Defence deodorant to the test. The house was on the same square as the imperious American embassy, adding to the sense of grandeur and formality. I was no more prepared to teach a lesson than I was to meet the ambassador to Cameroon over a tricky diplomatic incident. At least Darren Day got a dress rehearsal. As I approached the towering stucco terrace, I noticed a bodyguard on duty two doors down. I walked up to the front door and rang the bell. A security camera blinked on and an accented voice crackled over the intercom.


‘Come to the muse.’


‘Sorry, where?’


‘The muse. Round the back.’


I suddenly worried I had got the wrong address and stumbled into some sort of Eyes Wide Shut-style sex party, and that The Muse would turn out to be a Conservative Cabinet minister in a gimp mask. But as I hurried to the rear of the house, I realised my mistake. The mews. Each house was backed by a corresponding mews cottage, which in my case had been helpfully marked ‘Tradesman’s Entrance’. On any other day that would have gone straight on Facebook with a cheeky caption, but I had never felt less like a man with a trade. Before I could ring the bell for a second time, the door swung open and I was greeted by a petite woman with a bowl haircut and a blank expression.


‘Hi, I’m—’


‘Feet!’


The woman pointed to a small cardboard box on the floor, the logic between her statement and the gesture not immediately apparent. I examined the box and saw that it appeared to contain shower caps. Then I realised they were supposed to be placed over my shoes as a kind of foot condom.


‘Quick!’ the woman urged. No sooner had I pulled on the foot condoms than she led me off through a side door and down a set of stairs into the basement. We passed an underground swimming pool sparkling beneath a skylight, then the woman – still nameless – stopped and pressed a button. The wall slid open, revealing a lift.


‘Wait upstairs,’ she said, bundling me in.


As the door glided shut and the lift ascended, I was half expecting to emerge into the gimp mask sex ceremony. I stepped out into a vast entrance hall. The white walls and polished surfaces felt like a comment on my own unforgivably scuffed appearance, and I knew I was going to somehow smash a vase or soil the carpet. I noticed I was metres away from the main door I had been banned from entering. Then I realised I was not alone.


Seated on the stairs, leaning back on his elbows, was a man about my age. He was handsome, dressed in cords and a polo shirt, and brimming with the kind of casual swagger that reminded me of the boys I’d gone to school with. It wasn’t really their money I’d envied in my teens. It was the way their lives seemed to unfold with such ease – socially confident and permanently refreshed from an endless cycle of foreign holidays while I stayed locked in my bedroom applying Clearasil Complete and cursing the fact that I had crushes on all of them.


I was suddenly very self-conscious about what to do with my hands. I knew immediately that this guy was a tutor, but a proper one, against whom even the slightest comparison would expose me as a fraud. In that way that comes so naturally to the English, we shared a glance then studiously ignored each other. A few moments later, the petite woman returned. Behind her was another tutor.


What the hell was happening? Presumably the family used multiple tutors, but surely it wasn’t necessary to gather us in a holding pen. I had once temped in an office where I had been assigned the email account Assistant2, with another for the more senior Assistant1. There was no need for either of us to have individual identities, since we would soon be rotated out and replaced with a new assistant. In a similar spirit, I decided these other tutors would be known as Tutor1 and Tutor2. The woman approached Tutor1.


‘Can you do Emil today, Nick?’


‘Excuse me,’ I wanted to say. ‘His name is Tutor1.’ I had been comforted by the thought that we were all anonymous. But not only was this so-called ‘Nick’ on first-name terms, he had been picked ahead of me. I still wasn’t sure if these counted as rational reasons to resent him.


The woman turned to Tutor2.


‘And you do Roman?’


At least she appeared to agree there was no need to know Tutor2’s name. Tutor2 nodded, giving no indication he had any idea who Roman was. Finally the woman turned to me.


‘Thanks,’ she said. ‘We don’t need you today.’





	Mum:
	How did it go?




	Me:
	It didn’t






Wednesday, 24 September, Mayfair


It couldn’t be claimed I had taught my first lesson poorly. ‘It happens,’ said Philippa when I called in a panic. ‘You’ll still get paid.’


Paid for that? I was convinced it was a kill fee. Was this because I hadn’t known what a mews was? I splashed out on some shoe polish and resisted the urge to call my parents. But the very next day, I was asked back. Maybe I’d got this all wrong. If I was only a backup tutor, as appeared to be the case, I could slip on my condom socks and ride it out without ever teaching a lesson. I silently wished the tutor with food poisoning a long and drawn-out recovery.


In the entrance hall, Nick was nowhere to be seen but Tutor2 was waiting along with a new Tutor1. My naming system had proved its worth already. It felt rude to extend this policy to the woman who ran things round here, but she told me her name was Nadia with such a disparaging look that I sensed trading personal details was the mark of an amateur.


‘You’ve got Roman today,’ said Nadia to Tutor1.


This made no sense – Roman had been assigned to Tutor2 last time. Nadia turned to me. ‘And you’re with Emil.’


Damn. I was going to have to teach. Nadia looked at Tutor2. ‘That means you’ve got Samir.’


Samir? So there was a third child.


Nadia led us upstairs. Tutor1 and Tutor2 appeared to know exactly where they were going, splitting off without a word. On the top floor, we arrived at a bedroom. Seated at a desk was a boy with enormous brown eyes which gazed at me with a mixture of curiosity and suspicion. Nadia had told me on our way up that Emil was five, but I had pictured someone older and couldn’t believe this tiny child was going to be left in my care. ‘Sorry,’ I wanted to say to Nadia. ‘I think there’s been a mistake. Have you seen my CV?’


Nadia gave me an ominous look. ‘Watch out. He’s just been circumcised.’


Just been circumcised? How recently are we talking? Watch out for what? But Nadia had vanished. I stepped into the room.


‘Do you have a willy?’ said Emil.


I stared at him.


‘For that you must go to hospital. It’s very bad.’


‘I’m here to help you do your homework,’ I said, blushing.


To my relief I noticed that someone had already laid it out on the desk.


‘Come on,’ I said. ‘Which pen do you want to use?’


‘This one!’ said Emil, seizing a pair of scissors and lunging towards me.


‘No!’ I cried, wrestling the scissors off him.


Emil ceded his weapon and examined me calmly.


‘Can I put a sticker on your willy?’


I hesitated, though not because I was considering his proposition. I was worried that anything I said could be used against me in court. But maybe that was preferable to a revenge circumcision. Before I could decide whether to hand myself in to the police or take my chances jumping out of the window, Emil announced that he needed the loo. He went across the landing to the bathroom and I breathed a sigh of relief. But five minutes later he still hadn’t emerged. I stepped onto the landing.


‘Emil? Are you OK?’


‘Come in!’


I couldn’t say I was gagging to enter a toilet containing a five-year-old. But my mind was playing out various catastrophic outcomes if I didn’t. Emil was on the floor on all fours, his pants round his ankles, his bum pointing at me. He looked up hopefully.


‘Will you swish my bottom?’





	Me:
	Are you free tonight? It’s an emergency




	Zoe:
	See you at 8






Wednesday, 24 September, Holloway Road


Until I had a success to show off about – a BAFTA nomination, or at the very least a writing credit on Holby City – I planned to keep my move to London relatively quiet. The only dignified stance was a faint air of mystery. This was confirmed by my fellow graduates, who were either posting entire Facebook albums of themselves doing shots at Mahiki after a twenty-two-hour day at Merrill Lynch, or daily video diaries which became increasingly unhinged as they toured a bold new adaptation of Hedda Gabler around the Balkans. Rather than accept Zoe’s offer of a sofa, I had taken the plunge and rented a room in a flat share with two strangers – a straight couple with identical mullets who worked in admin but had a start-up business selling highly amusing T-shirts. NatWest had extended my student overdraft for a year to cover the deposit, and while I didn’t like living on money that wasn’t real, I was sure it was temporary. The couple had so far shown great tolerance towards my laissez-faire approach to kitchen hygiene. But tonight, my panicked emotional state coupled with my poor culinary skills had turned the place into a bomb site.


Zoe was the type of small-framed woman who gets described as a firecracker, as if she were expected to have all the personality of Polly Pocket. I had always admired her ability to pull on a jumper and trainers and be the most stylish person in the room – not that competition was fierce on this occasion.


‘What are you cooking?’ she asked with a note of not-quite-concealed trepidation.


It was a good question. I had gone to the supermarket with the intention of buying the ingredients for spaghetti bolognese, but had been distracted by an offer on my favourite lunch item. Now I had twenty-four cans of bean soup and a pasta sauce unlikely to pass quality control at Pedigree Chum. Zoe had contributed a bottle of our favourite Tesco Soave – a wine so watery that for £5 it didn’t taste bad, nor really of anything at all. I decanted almost the entire bottle between two glasses then began gulping mine down.


‘It was fun while it lasted,’ I said between gulps. ‘I just hope I get fired and not arrested.’


‘I thought you said you didn’t wipe his bum.’


‘Of course I didn’t! Wait, was that wrong?’


‘God no,’ said Zoe. ‘That was a test.’


‘You think he was testing me?’


‘Five-year-olds know how to wipe their own bums.’


‘But surely no tutor would agree to do that?’


‘Maybe that’s why he gets through so many. He still hasn’t found The One.’


For the first time all day, I smiled. It was precisely for this kind of breezy reassurance I had invited Zoe round. She had been tutoring for a year now while she tried to build her portfolio as a graphic designer, and took situations like this in her stride.


‘It’s all just so weird,’ I said. ‘Where are the parents?’


‘Fuck knows. Ascot. Harrods. Dubai.’


‘I can’t believe they don’t care who’s teaching their sons. They’re paying me thirty pounds an hour.’


‘That’s nothing to them.’


‘We’re in a recession!’


‘We are. They’re not.’


At school in Dorset, being rich meant a swimming pool in the garden or a Jaguar in the garage. But I was starting to realise I had only seen the half of it. Zoe admitted she had been expecting the work to dry up or at least slow down ever since the economy started crumbling. But for the type of client who paid for homework help, it appeared to be business as usual.


‘You can’t call this teaching,’ I said.


‘God no. It’s posh babysitting.’


I presume I betrayed a glimmer of disillusion.


‘If you want to do something useful, you can fundraise for Save the Children.’


‘Wouldn’t I earn like four times less?’


‘Well, yeah. And eat way more bean soup.’


I felt obliged to go on an impassioned rant about the miracle that was a 45p can of protein and complex carbohydrate. But it had occurred to me there were worthier ways to earn money. Then again, this wasn’t a vocation. It was the easiest way to finance my writing career.


‘Don’t overthink it,’ Zoe advised. ‘But get some more clients. You don’t want all your eggs in one basket.’




NEW JOB ALERT


Job number: 3062


Subject: Literacy skills


What: Monty’s recent test scores have not been up to scratch. His parents want to take a holistic approach by encouraging a love of reading in the mornings before school.


Where: Chelsea


When: Monday, Wednesday and Friday, 8–9 a.m.







They sound bonkers! Ask if he’s done Toe by Toe – it’s a structured programme which is supposed to be good at boosting reading age. I’ll look up some stuff and call you this evening. You’ll need lots of variety – you can’t possibly read for that long.


Mum x





Monday, 6 October, Chelsea


Philippa had warned it might take a while to build up a client list, but I guessed other tutors had balked at the early start time. Personally I was thrilled at the thought of lessons at 8 a.m.: a morning commute surely made me an adult with a real job. On a sunny autumn day like this, it was hard to imagine a more wholesome activity than reading. I might not be saving the world, but maybe I would inspire the next E. M. Forster. I trudged from the Tube laden down with a rucksack full of books. In theory, having a special needs expert as a parent was an invaluable resource. In practice, I listened to my mum talk authoritatively about phonics, then promptly spent the weekend focusing on which books would get a child to like me, while also convincing his parents I was the kind of erudite young gentleman they should keep on their payroll. This led to an over-enthusiastic smash and grab on a charity shop which left me with such a random and extensive bibliography that I was better equipped to operate a mobile library in rural Wiltshire than put together a coherent reading programme for a child.


My customary google had revealed that the average house price in Chelsea was a mere £1.5 million. However, as I arrived at a row of imposingly large townhouses, I realised this was no average home. The next door property was a building site, workmen cranking into action even at this hour. But not only was I allowed in by the front door this time, I was greeted by a parent. Charles, my pupil’s father, was round and red-faced, though it was too early to say whether it was rosacea, alcoholism or sunburn from a week in Santorini. As he showed me in, I almost tripped over a lacrosse stick, so artfully placed that this could have been the set of a Farrow & Ball catalogue shoot. There was a dusty smell, possibly due to a mouldy old rug which I imagined some racist great uncle had got his manservant to ship over from colonial Burma. There was no question – I was in the presence of old money.


‘So,’ said Charles, preceding the traditional ‘o’ sound with a nasal ‘e’ that the word’s spelling in no way suggested. ‘Biggles.’


‘Biggles?’ I said. I was pretty sure I had heard him correctly, but without any context it could have been anything from a niche upper class greeting to a nickname for his child.


‘Biggles,’ Charles said proudly, which was the maximum number of times two people could reasonably repeat the word at each other outside of an absurdist theatre piece. ‘That’s the plan.’


Before I could respond, Charles’s wife Gwen emerged. She was wearing riding boots, and I wanted to ask if this was the latest fashion or she was planning to drive out to Surrey after breakfast and mount a horse. There was no reason not to think that the first and perhaps only thing she was planning to say to me was ‘Biggles’.


‘Sorry about next door,’ Gwen said. ‘Russians.’


She cast a sorrowful glance at her husband.


‘Have you seen the crack in this wall?’


I was fairly sure that not only had Charles seen it, but that Gwen took delight in pointing it out whenever anyone visited. For all I knew, it had actually been caused by one of her own children after a particularly bad loss at lacrosse.


‘Can I offer you a smoothie?’ she said. ‘I like to add my own twist.’


I accepted Gwen’s offer, leaving Charles to elaborate on what was clearly a subject dear to his heart. Biggles, it turned out, was the title character of a novel series about a fighter pilot. Charles had consumed the books voraciously as a child and was determined to light a similar spark in his son Monty.


‘God I loved Biggles,’ Charles said wistfully, as though he and the fictional pilot had conducted a torrid affair during the Battle of the Somme. Gwen returned with my smoothie, which I dutifully sipped. Unless I was missing something, her big gastronomic innovation was a mild amount of ginger.


‘She smuggles it into everything,’ Charles said proudly.


Gwen gave him one of those sly marital grins which made me wonder if she occasionally spiced things up in the bedroom by sliding a piece up his bum. It was time to meet Monty. He was eight, and resembled one of those characters Enid Blyton rather gleefully condemns for having eaten too many boiled sweets.


‘Right then, Monty,’ said Charles. ‘Biggles.’


The man needed gagging, or quite possibly a course of therapy, but eventually he left us to it. Once again, I couldn’t help be astonished and mildly offended at the lack of interest in me. I had crafted a series of elegant answers to any questions I might get asked, which I hoped would pitch me as the kind of charming but unthreatening friend of the family who could be trusted to make themselves a cheese sandwich. But Gwen and Charles didn’t show even an ounce of curiosity.


‘Do I have to read?’ said Monty.


I suggested that his father would be very disappointed if he didn’t.


‘OK fine, but in my head.’


Monty began to read in silence. At least I presume that’s what he was doing – there was no way for me to know he wasn’t thinking about SpongeBob SquarePants. Surely Charles and Gwen weren’t paying me to sit there doing nothing? Then again, it wasn’t clear why they were paying me to read with their son in the first place, rather than doing it themselves. I told Monty he had to read at least some of the book out loud, but he rapidly negotiated me down to dialogue only. For a few paragraphs, he was quiet. Then he looked up.


‘It’s me, Dickpa!’


I almost choked on my smoothie.


‘Pardon?’


Dickpa, to my relief, was Biggles’ name for his uncle. Posh people loved nothing better than a nickname with a faint air of smut. As Monty continued to read, randomly interjecting bursts of dialogue between Biggles and Dickpa, I noticed a second Biggles adventure lying on the table. Flicking to the back, I was horrified to learn that the series ran to a comprehensive ninety-eight volumes. There was more than a faint air of smut to titles like ‘Biggles Gets His Men’ and ‘Biggles Takes It Rough’. But as Monty read on, the text offered nothing more than bland military jingoism. This wasn’t just about improving Monty’s reading skills. It was about passing down a literary inheritance from father to son, presumably as it had been handed down to Charles. I wondered if Charles’s ancestors had been fighter pilots. Unlikely. They were far more likely to have been in high command, never closer to the battlefield than shifting models around a table.


Just then, Charles popped his head in, presumably because going more than ten minutes without saying the word ‘Biggles’ had serious medical implications.


‘How are you finding it?’


‘We’re loving it!’ I said.


‘Smashing,’ said Charles. ‘You can read the whole series.’




TUTORING REPORT: MONTY CALVIN


What have you been working on?
Biggles


What form of assessment have you used to measure progress?
Biggles


What areas have seen improvement and what needs more work?
Biggles


What will you be working on next month?
Biggles





Monday, 3 November, Mayfair


Receiving my first pay cheque was very exciting. It was also a reality check. The hourly rate was far beyond what I had earned as a waiter. But since most clients only wanted an hour or two each week and the windows for tutoring were limited, I was a long way off piecing together a timetable that would cover the mounting costs of adulthood. I knew the worst case scenario for someone like me was moving back to Dorset with my tail between my legs. But I was determined it would never come to that. Luckily I was good at making a little go a long way, perhaps because I had grown up with a pocket money book. My parents had set weekly pocket money as our age times 10p, at some point adding a 30p bonus to make the equation 10x + 30. Rather than count out the various permutations for four young children, they had bought us a notebook where you could write in your weekly, say, £1.10 (as I received aged eight) and watch it accumulate in time for the new Spice Girls cassette, while making judicious splashes on a packet of Skittles or a fortnightly copy of Smash Hits. Unfortunately it was hard to deny that times had changed.


‘Don’t forget to put some aside for tax,’ said my mum when I called her.


This sounded like a good idea, but so did the Top Man sale – I needed some way to recover from the discovery that you had to pay for your own water. At least I was now a regular in the holding pen. When I arrived that day, Nick was in his previous position on the stairs. I planned to ignore him indefinitely, but he looked at me with a puzzled expression.


‘Where do I know you from?’ he said. ‘Did you do National Youth Theatre?’


‘No,’ I wanted to thunder, ‘I am entirely self-made. I mounted a full production of Mary Poppins at my state primary school, directing myself in the titular role. It caused a major schism with my good friend Katherine Brown, to whom I had promised the role of Poppins, but I regret nothing. The production was a roaring success.’


‘That’s it,’ Nick said. ‘That Edinburgh show.’


Great. So he already saw me as a flop. Thankfully Nick was more interested in telling me about his Edinburgh show, which had just staged a transfer to a Soho theatre. I could barely conceive of mounting a professional production so soon after graduating, and hoped it had been a disaster.


‘The critics were terribly kind, bless them,’ Nick said.


I forced a smile and assumed they were all family friends.


Nadia appeared and escorted us to our stations. Nick had been assigned the middle child, Samir, while I had Roman, the eldest. He was ten, with a solemn demeanour, and had already cracked on with the maths exercise he had been set. Across the hall, I heard Nick start to dictate Samir’s answers to him. Surely that’s not what we were being paid to do? Roman appeared not to require any assistance, which felt like an equally strange thing to be paid for. Since I hadn’t been set nightly homework when I was their age, I couldn’t claim to be an expert.


‘How do you do long division again?’ asked Roman.


Shit. Long division was my Achilles’ heel, my Waterloo, my Kryptonite. When people claim to understand it, I assume they are lying. Something about it sends my brain into retreat. What was wrong with me? I was the son of a maths teacher for god’s sake. Then I realised that was the answer. I got out my phone under the table.





	
Me:

	Are you there?




	Dad:
	I’m in a department meeting. Is something the matter?




	Me:
	Yes! My career is on the line






Taking a photo of the offending question, I sent it to my dad with no further explanation. I am not sure if he was engaged in a similarly furtive effort or got the whole maths team involved. But a few seconds later, he texted back the answer. I copied it out for Roman, passing it off as my own work. This wasn’t cheating like Nick. It was a creative teaching method. How my dad arrived at the answer, I still have no idea.


Thursday, 13 November, Fulham


Reading the reviews for Nick’s play was a bad idea. The critics were falling over themselves to anoint him The Next Big Thing. Perhaps they were not aware of my heartwarming comedy set in the fictional town of Piddle Newton? This was understandable, considering that I had not yet written it. I trusted that the muse would strike me soon, but first I had other priorities. Due to a perfect storm of budgetary constraints and an ongoing lack of anything to show off about, I had done very little socialising since moving to London. Even going to the pub with Zoe and her housemates became a trial in nursing a single gin and tonic for three hours, knowing that accepting any offers left me at risk of having to buy a round. Tonight, however, I had been invited to my first grown-up dinner party. The hostess was not a friend so much as a woman who had lived in my university halls and been a reliable source of Kettle Chips. But she had urged me to come, claiming there was someone she wanted me to meet. In honour of the occasion, I upgraded my regular Soave to a bottle of Tesco’s Finest, which came in at an extravagant £6.99.


I couldn’t understand how the hostess had such a nice flat – was she blowing her entire income on rent for the sake of appearances, or getting some help from the bank of mum and dad? It took about five minutes to recall why she was only an acquaintance. She breathlessly introduced me to my fellow guests, each one more objectionable than the last. They included a lawyer doing a training contract at a firm named after his grandfather, and a management consultant who kept loudly announcing that she had fucked a clown.


‘It’s actually a really competitive starting salary,’ said the lawyer.


‘He gave me the best head of my life,’ said the management consultant.


I dreaded to think which of these nightmares the hostess had wanted me to meet. I was tempted to bolt, but she had taken it upon herself to slow-roast a ham and it felt rude to leave before dinner had been served.


‘What do you do?’ asked the woman who had fucked a clown.


Not that question. Tutoring was what I did, if barely, but that wouldn’t cut it with a crowd like this. Was it worse to hide my writing ambitions or admit I’d done nothing towards them?


‘I do rich kids’ homework,’ I said.


I was spared any further interrogation by the arrival of another guest – a good-looking Scottish man who blushed as he shook my hand. I wanted to tell him to run while he still could, but the clown fucker barely allowed him to take off his coat before asking the inevitable question.


‘I’m a classroom assistant for kids with learning difficulties,’ he revealed.
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