
The Gift 
- from the novel The Wisdom of Crocodiles by Paul Hoffman - 

 

My name is Richard Ellerbeck and in 1984 I was working as an English teacher at 

Mabey's Grammar School for Girls.  Mabey was a wealthy philanthropist who died in 

1758 of typhoid contracted from one of his patients in the local workhouse during an 

epidemic and whose Will endowed the foundation of a school to be named after him. 

According to the completely unreliable Trevor Gau, second in the history department, 

the truth was more interesting. Mabey was a talentless quack who made his money from 

providing young working class women for the merchants of the town and the newly 

emerging industrialists biding their time before the revolution to come. He also made a 

great deal of money from his claim to be able to detect the sex of unborn children, a 

service he provided only to those who wished to rid themselves of the drain on their 

resources implied by the birth of a daughter. As he always told those who bought his 

talents that the sex of the foetus was indeed as predicted, his reputation in this regard was 

considerable. 

The fatal typhoid was, in fact, mercury poisoning caused by his attempt to cure himself 

of a venereal disease contracted many years before from a prostitute clever enough to 

raise her price by claiming to be a virgin. 

And so the whirligig of time brought in its revenges and Mabey was buried in Causley 

churchyard by his shrewd wife Mary; but not before he made his bid to redeem his 

exploitation of the local young women by leaving forty five pounds per annum for their 

education. 

Why he chose this particular means of buying his way to salvation is not recorded but it 

may have been he was before his time in recognising that the emancipation of women 

and their education were closely bound up together; on the other hand the damage 

caused to the brain by tertiary syphilis is well known to produce deluded and extravagant 

schemes.  Indeed, according to Gau, there is a school of history, which maintains that 

almost all the most turbulent events in Europe over the past nine hundred years can be 

accounted for in this way. However, it's clear that Mabey's wife, on learning of his 

unorthodox legacy, attempted to have him declared insane and would almost certainly 

have succeeded if death hadn't carried him off before she could provide the necessary 

witnesses. 

And so it was that by the skin of its teeth this country's first experiment in the education 

of young women came about through the guilt-stricken will of a deranged and syphilitic 

abortionist.      

 

The school had moved sites several times in the two hundred and twenty odd years since 

it had been founded and though still exclusively for girls it had become a state-funded 

grammar school.  It had managed to survive the apparently certain arrival of 

comprehensive education through what had been reviled at the time as a desperate rear-

guard action by educational dinosaurs failing to accept the inevitable.  With the 

triumphant emergence of the radical right in 1979, History adjusted its hems and they 

were now admired as shrewd tacticians who, unlike their complacent opponents, were 

able to read the times and develop strategies of impressive foresight.  During the same 

decade that all this was going on it emerged that Sir Cyril Burt, the man who had given 

scientific credibility to the idea of selective schooling by claiming that intelligence was 

fixed by the age of eleven, had arrived at the statistics to prove his theories through the 

simple expedient of making them up.  In his first lesson to a new sixth form Gau would 



tell the stories of Mabey and Burt and point out to them that if they didn't hand in their 

essays on time he could report them to the police either for being accessories to fraud or 

for living off immoral earnings. 

Built in the Macmillan years in a style that was unmemorable without being forgettable, 

the school was surrounded on three sides by mature trees which in the autumn when my 

story really begins offered a striking display of reds, golds and browns of astonishing 

variety. The school Geographer claimed this autumnal Technicolor was virtually unique 

in Europe and was caused by the unusual combination of rich topsoil and extremely 

barren, flinty subsoil.  I, too, felt as if I were about to drop off, but there was nothing 

deep brown or pale-fire red about my decline.  I had been a teacher for six years and I'd 

had enough.  Not, I should say, enough of poor pay, lousy conditions and not much 

chance of promotion but enough of actually teaching.  I no longer cared that others 

should know what I knew or learn the means of knowing it.  

The morning staff meeting came to an end with a reminder from the Headmistress that 

because of the renewed bombing campaign on the mainland by the IRA there would be a 

practice bomb drill at some unspecified time during the week. This was greeted with 

carefully repressed irritation, not because of any scepticism concerning the likelihood of 

the men of violence deciding to launch an attack on a girls' grammar school in Berkshire 

(You Can't Be Too Careful could easily have been the school's motto) but because these 

time-consuming exercises were usually instigated immediately before lunch so that the 

drill would not detract from time at the blackboard. 

 

I came out of the meeting, a Friday morning in late October, dispirited by the prospect of 

a first period in which I would have to teach Eliot at this most middle-aged to nine 

coltish lower sixth formers still high on the previous night's visit to see Madonna at 

Wembley. As I went towards the central staircase, I passed the wooden bays that fronted 

the staff room.  Each teacher had one of these bays and they were generally used by 

form captains to leave homework books and sixth form essays to be collected for 

marking.  Being Friday the bays were clear because no teacher in their right mind would 

arrange for homework to be delivered before the weekend.  There it was: a clear 

cellophane bag and inside it something white and soft.  It seemed about the size and 

shape of two hands cupped together although it must in fact have been much smaller.  

The bag was pulled around it tight with the excess formed into a column at the top so 

that it looked like an upside down mushroom.  I suppose there have been four or five 

occasions in my life when I have felt genuinely spooked. This was the most notable 

because there didn't seem to be any good reason for being so. 

Standing on the stairs looking at the clear plastic bag sitting alone in my wooden bay I 

was held back by a strong sense that this was something better left unopened.  

Eventually I walked over to it, reached up and took it down to look at it more closely.  

Even before I had done so I could see that the soft white contents consisted of several 

sanitary towels. 

I took one of those shallow breaths that I imagine are common to us all before we start 

anything unpleasant.  I opened it.  The towel in the centre was stained with red and 

flecked with solids.  It was not the deep red of coagulated menstrual blood but the red of 

coloured ink, and the solids were of dried leaves from the trees outside: deep golds and 

reds and the palest yellows, with some leaves brown and skeletal to the point of the most 

delicate disintegration. 

In the context of a school which consisted of eight hundred and fifty women from the 

ages of twelve to fifty nine and with six men on staff only two of them under fifty I had, 

inevitably, been the object of a moderately satisfying number of teenage crushes.  In 



some general sense the significance of this present was no more lost on me than it would 

be on anyone; but the lack of any apparent clear point to this message, for it was 

obviously that, led me into something that I quickly came to regard as a mistake 

although now I'm not so sure. 

Alice Winnicott was an interesting, unlikeable woman.  She was interesting because she 

was clever and had a complete grasp of a small part of the human heart.  She was 

unlikeable because she manipulated that grasp with a pleasure that was an end in itself 

and not just for the power it gave her; and it goes without saying that she thought she 

understood everything about the girls under her control. Weakness and fear and guilt 

were her specialities and you had to be impressed.  She could shuffle them like a con 

man with a pack of cards. 

 

We got on quite well because she wasn't much interested in me but I still can't account in 

any very satisfactory way for going to see her about what had happened.  I knocked on 

her door and went straight in.  It always irritated her that I did this but she never said 

anything. She was talking to a pale looking fourteen year-old who had obviously been 

under the cosh for some time. 

"Oh, I'm sorry," I said with as much insincerity as I could muster, "I thought I heard you 

say 'come in'". 

She kept her eyes on the girl whom I recognised as one who had an unspecified 

reputation in the staff room for being difficult in some way. 

"It's all right, Mr Ellerbeck," She paused, still with her eyes on the girl and then looked 

up, "we've finished." The girl relaxed slightly. Alice Winnicott looked back at her. 

"Consider what I've said, Susan." She paused again and spoke in a lower tone clearly 

meant to be still audible to me.  "I think it’s important to have respect for your own 

body, don't you?" The girl seemed to physically shrink at this.  Winnicott gave her a 

kindly smile. 

"You can go now."  The girl stood up and, looking as drained as I've ever seen anyone, 

slipped past without looking up.  My first reaction was to find some excuse to get away 

but she was too quick. 

"What can I do for you?" She had clearly seen the bag I was holding and registered its 

contents. 

"Oh.  Where did that come from?" 

I put it on the table in front of her and she shrank back in a way that was both delicate 

and calculated. 

"I think you should look inside." 

"Must I?" 

"It's not what you think." 

She opened it without any further show of distaste and looked at it carefully and 

thoughtfully. 

"I found it in my bay outside the staff room." 

"Ah," she said in a tone that made it plain all was now clear to her, "that does make a 

difference." 

"To what?" 

"Do I have to spell it out?" 

"Yes, I think you probably do." 

"This is a girls' school."  She looked at me and smiled patronisingly.  "You are an 

attractive young man..." She gestured as if to say 'obviously you know the rest'. 

"Isn't it more usual to leave an apple or something?" 



"Well," she said, "that's girls for you. They're hysterical creatures and if you start taking 

them too seriously they'll run away with you.  Ignore it.  Leave it to me to sort out." 

I was not willing, as much from pride as anything, to be fobbed off like this. 

"What about the ink and the leaves?" 

"What about them? Be thankful for a more than small mercy.  I am."  She smiled.  

"There's often less to things than meets the eye, wouldn't you say?" 

"As it happens, yes I would; but not in this case." 

I reached to pick the bag up but without seeming to move at all she had it in her hand 

and was putting it in her desk drawer while pretending not to have seen my attempt at re-

possession.  I put as much of the razor into my voice as I reasonably could. 

"I'd like it back, if you don't mind." 

She looked at me calmly. "I'm afraid this must be considered my responsibility now." 

You had to hand it to her, she'd seen me coming from the first moment I came into the 

room, and she had even managed to use me to inflict a sense of shame on the girl she 

was lecturing when I arrived which she'd take with her wherever she went, carrying it to 

lovers, husband, children and friends, spreading it down the years like some terrible 

inherited disease. 

"Are you sure you want me to look into this? I can't think what you expect to find." 

I was surprised by her attitude. Normally she would have seized the opportunity all this 

gave for one of the interrogations at which she excelled. 

"I want to know what it's about." 

"Even if it's about anything, I don't know what makes you think it isn't going to be 

something decidedly unpleasant.  Girls can be sordid sometimes.  I've seen things you'd 

hardly believe." 

"Really?" The disdain in my voice clearly offended her and there was genuine anger 

underneath the deliberate way she replied. 

"There's always one of two things wrong with men teaching in girls' schools, I find, and 

the one what's wrong with you is the way you sentimentalise women.  You come here 

expecting some kind of... refuge. You think that women are nicer, kinder, and that you'll 

find something here you think you lack.  Well, they're not; and you won't." 

'Not bad,' I thought to myself.  I tried to look as if I were considering this and then said, 

"What's the other thing?" 

She looked at me and then picking up a pen started to write.  Her voice changed down an 

octave from malice to disdain.  "What do you think?" 

 

Trevor Gau was in his early Forties and must once have been beautiful. Time, his 

dishevelled clothes and what he proudly referred to as his fast-food and malt whisky gut 

had eroded them, although from time to time his lost bloom would return for a moment 

in a good light after a proper night's sleep.  The general effect was that of an over-the-hill 

angel dressed by Oxfam and fed by Macdonald’s.  He was loathed by most of the 

women on the staff because he treated the things that were important to them with 

aggressive indifference.  This dislike invariably boiled over during the termly ritual of 

report writing. 

Report writing at Mabey's had more to do with graphic design than assessment.  Over 

the years, detailed prescriptions on the form and look of the reports had evolved which 

seemed as ancient and unforgiving as Chinese calligraphy, as fixed and as sacred as a 

Japanese tea ceremony. 

This made everyone appallingly tense because the slightest mistake meant that the whole 

report had to be done again: not even the smallest correction could be allowed to sully 

the appearance of a Mabey's report.  Whoever made the mistake was obliged to take a 



new form around to all those who had already completed it and get them to re-write their 

comments. Sometimes, of course, a new mistake was made and yet another form had to 

be filled out. It was not unknown for the same report to be written three or four times.  

There were a fair number, particularly those who had been at Mabey's for years, who 

never made mistakes at all.  They were feared by those who did because they were 

obliged to abase themselves with a litany of self-condemnations about their own 

carelessness and stupidity all accompanied by placatory gestures, nervous pen-holding 

and cringing smiles of a kind that would have been familiar to any pack of dingoes. 

Gau's first attempt at writing these reports had become legendary because he had filled 

them in using green ink.  The sheer fury of Jane Caxton, who was responsible for the 

sixth form reports he had completed in this way, seemed rooted in her notion of the 

sacrilegious because she was affronted in a way that only the notion of profanity could 

explain.  It was actually rather frightening to witness.  Something in her seethed, and you 

must think of this literally as of flesh burning.  I was with Gau when she came to tell him 

to do the reports again.  The intensity of her anger was clear and she spoke to him with 

the studied determination of someone controlling real physical pain.  Yet it was as if she 

were muzzled, but by what I couldn't think.  I put it down at the time to her cowardice.  

Gau was not some new-girl teacher straight out of college who could be easily 

traumatised by sharp words and her special brand of contempt and indignation.  It was 

only years later I started to understand that her inability to let her anger flow unstintingly 

was not due to a lack of courage; nor did this inability stop at Gau; nor was it confined to 

Jane.  None of these women knew how to be angry with a man.   

Gau dealt with her by being mildly, distantly, polite; a lack of concern he compounded 

by twice failing to meet the deadlines she set for completion of the new reports.  It was 

clear in the end that he did this not, in fact, out of indifference to their concerns but out 

of revenge - although for what I was never sure.  Interestingly it was only the women 

over fifty that he treated in this way.  I should make it clear that there was nothing timid 

about these women; they did not suffer from doubt or low self-esteem; within their 

departments they were as ferocious and arbitrary as robber barons; but when dealing 

with men something was missing, or was present, which confounded them like Antony's 

spirit before Caesar's.  For Gau it had become an addictive semi-spectator sport, like bear 

baiting.  He didn't care what it was that tethered them but he trusted it as if it were a 

chain hammered into the ground by a steel spike. 

A couple of days after my drubbing at the hands of Alice Winnicott I decided to visit 

Gau in the third floor book cupboard he had taken over as an informal office and refuge 

from the numerous heads of this and that who were always after him.  It was not that 

they didn't know where he was but that it had become his territory and this fact put them 

at a further disadvantage.  Curiously, in recognition of this, even the headmistress used 

to knock before going in to try and give him a bollocking about something or other.  I 

refused to do this, a fact that annoyed him as much as it annoyed Alice Winnicott and 

like her he never mentioned it. 

He was sitting on the windowsill at the farthest point in the room from a fifth former, a 

girl of about fifteen.  She was an extraordinarily beautiful child with a delicate bone 

structure and enormous eyes matched by a strong, athletic body.  Yet it was a young 

beauty, probably at its height.  Some girls were like that: they developed an extreme 

grace which in the space of a year or eighteen months coarsened as if they had been 

poisoned by something. 

He looked up as if he'd been expecting me, which he wasn't, and was rather relieved that 

I had arrived; she looked disappointed. 

"Ah, Richard, come and have some Earl Grey." 



"Have I interrupted?"  I asked quite genuinely. 

"Not at all."  He looked, smiling, over at the girl. "Emily was just about to leave.  You've 

got some poor third formers to go and oppress, haven't you my dear?" 

She got up, leaving the full cup of tea on the table next to her, and returning his smile 

said, "Thank you, Mr Gau.”  As she did so there was a look in her eye that was 

something like infatuation but not exactly like it and my repertoire of looks not being 

very great I quickly put it aside. When she'd closed the door behind her, he gave me a 

tolerant grimace as if to say, What can you do with them? and then turned to fill the 

kettle from a large jug that had written on it: Not to be removed from the chemistry 

lab. 

Speaking over his shoulder he said, "I hear you've been visited by the curse.  I must say 

at twenty-nine you're a bit of a late developer." 

"So it's out." 

"Indeed it is.  By the end of break you'll be the talk of the staff room." 

"How come?" 

"Because I made sure to tell as many people as I could." 

"Thanks." 

"You didn't really think you were going to keep this quiet, did you?" 

"I can't think what possessed me." 

"Neither can I. What a mixture of the unspeakable, the shameful and... hush... the sexual! 

Such an opportunity for a lifting of eyebrows, a lowering of voices and the pursing of 

lips. In our neck of the woods sorry stuff like this passes for scandal.  They think all their 

birthdays have come together.  One lump or two?" 

I looked at him as he brought me the tea. "Is it sorry stuff?" 

He looked back.  

"You don't think so?" 

"No, I don't, as it happens." 

He turned around and sighed as he went back to his windowsill, took a deliberately 

thoughtful sip of tea and said, "Look, she didn't even drop the real thing in your bag as 

her little act of spite.  Typical bloody Mabey's girl.  I mean, if you're going to do 

something like that at least do it properly.  I'd have admired that; it would have shown 

some...” he paused and smiled, "... balls." 

"Maybe it wasn't an act of spite." 

This delighted him. "It's not your birthday is it? My dear fellow you should have said, I'd 

have baked a cake. I suppose you think the red ink and... what was it?" 

"Leaves," I said quietly. 

"Leaves... dear God. So there's a message in the entrails, is there?" 

"Yes, I think there probably is." 

"And what would it be?" 

"I don't know.  You're so sure of yourself, you tell me." 

"You're barking up the wrong tree, old son.  Forget symbolism and psychology.  Biology 

- that's the answer.  Women are complicated creatures.  I don't mean emotionally 

complicated or any of that, I mean physically complicated. They're an endless succession 

of tubes and tunnels, exits and entrances, causeways and cul-de-sacs, obstructions and 

blind alleys. And the chemicals that serve them! My God! Endless secretions and 

discharges and hormones. Half an ounce of FSH could poison a small city.  It's a factory 

in there and it doesn't really work - it's always on strike or dumping things illegally into 

the river."  He took out a cigarette from a packet of ten Benson and Hedges on the table, 

lit up, and blew out the first lung full in a long extravagant breath. 



" Women are like Third World countries that buy these complicated tractors that can do 

amazing things but no one knows how to fix when they go wrong - which they do all the 

time because they're too complicated.  No infrastructure, that's the trouble with emerging 

nations and that's the trouble with women.  What they need is experts... professionals... 

specialists.  Instead, all they've got is you and me."  He took another long drag. 

"Look, they have to go to Well Woman clinics even when there's nothing wrong with 

them. And you know what?  They always find something.  A well woman?  Take it from 

me, old son, there's no such thing."  He took a deep swig from his mug. 

"God, I feel sorry for them," he said breezily. "Don't bother looking for some elaborate 

explanation for your little present.  With all that lot going on inside them, it's no wonder 

they're all so fucking crazy." 

 

These set pieces were something of a speciality act of Gau's.  Like the oral poets of 

antiquity he could perform at great length without hesitating.  Partly it arose from 

something spontaneous and inspired, partly from an elaborate set of formulas and 

habitual phrases and gestures that gave him time to think.  I once saw him hold court in 

the staff room for almost an hour without pausing.  He was describing his attempt the 

day before to go late night shopping at Sainsbury's.  I don't think I've ever heard any 

group of people laugh so long and so hard as he poked fun at them and mocked their 

rituals.  He scourged everything, from their existential agony over how much yoghurt to 

buy for the weekend, to their total failure to pacify toddlers as monstrous and implacable 

as werewolves.  Husbands, queuing, paying... everyone and everything came under the 

lash of his mock fury and pretend exasperation, from middle-aged mothers of three to 

checkout girls he claimed were too stupid to live.   They loved it.  There were shrieks 

from women who hardly ever smiled, belly laughs from spinsters who believed it was 

unladylike to eat in the street.  It was as unstinting a sound as I have ever heard.  And yet 

they hated him and he despised them. 

As a performer who didn't believe in audience participation, Gau had a short attention 

span when it came to listening to others; yet he showed considerable interest in my 

account of Alice Winnicott's reaction during our meeting.  They were wary of each other 

and careful not to get into a confrontation.  I told him about her claim that there was one 

of two things wrong with men in girls' schools and what she had to say about me.  He 

was delighted. 

 "Well, she wasn't far wrong, was she? What did you have to say about that?" 

"Nothing," I replied. "I asked her what the second thing was." 

I paused. 

"And?" he asked, impatient and mocking at the same time. 

I looked at him carefully. 

"She told me to ask you." 

It was very quick, but the malice in his eyes was tangible.           

 

Ruth Blake, Head of English, was surgically examining a small red notebook full of 

writing as Dickensian in its elegance as it was illegible. 

"Fifteen copies of Pilgrim's Progress missing.  Isn't there anything these girls won't 

steal?" 

"Yes,” I replied,  "fifteen copies of Pilgrim's Progress." 

"I suppose not," she said smiling.  

It was from Ruth I finally learned what it was all about.  She'd been vaguely listening to 

a casual enough sounding conversation between the Heads of the Third and Fourth 

years. (Titles were handed out at Mabey's in lieu of pay rises: Heads of this and that were 



as plentiful as battalion leaders in the IRA) She began listening more attentively when 

she heard my name mentioned.  I was a form master for a fourth year, answerable in all 

this to the head of the fourth year and it was she who let slip what it was that led to the 

arrival of the cellophane bag and its soft white contents, stained with red and covered in 

dead leaves.   Apparently a week before its arrival, Alice Winnicott had summoned her 

to her office and lectured her about the fourth form's insufficiently discreet approach to 

the business of menstruation.  They were to be given instructions in the proper means of 

disposal.  In addition, the boxes in which the towels came should under no 

circumstances be thrown into the wire rubbish bins which dotted the school where they 

could be clearly seen amongst the Mars bar wrappers and old copies of 'Jackie'.  It was 

also to be made clear that while the school was not unsympathetic, those who did suffer 

a certain amount of 'discomfort' should realise that was something they would get used 

to.  Winnicott had been insistent that it was important not to dwell on the matter of pain 

because it was necessary to discourage the girls in their natural tendency to dramatise.  

The fourth form head had duly summoned my female colleagues in charge of the other 

three forms, briefed them, and the next day ninety fourteen year-olds were initiated into 

the proper relationship between waste disposal and the female reproductive cycle.  The 

thirty remaining girls in my form were simply ignored. 

Furious, I demanded that the head of year tell me why I had been excluded.  She 

mumbled and dodged and looked satisfyingly embarrassed and lost for an explanation.  

But it gradually dawned on me as she talked that what embarrassed her was not that they 

had decided on whether I should be excluded and then declined to inform me of the 

decision, but that they had not discussed me at all.  The presence of my absence was not 

even on the agenda.  In matters of blood I was an unperson and the thirty girls for whom 

I was responsible became invisible by association.  Like some Chinese mandarin fallen 

from grace, my concubines were to be buried with me.  One of them at least had refused 

her consent. 

"I'd like a word with you, Mrs Winnicott."  She looked surprised at my tone but she did 

not risk a confrontation in the staff room and coldly invited me to go to her office. 

She sat down. 

"What can I do for you?" 

"I think you know." 

"I can assure you that I don't." She had regained her habitual composure; like Gau she 

was happiest on home territory. 

"You're not seriously telling me that you didn't know exactly what those sanitary towels 

were about as soon as you saw them."  I was increasingly angry now, not least because 

she had manipulated me in a manner that was clear to us both. 

"I had a pretty shrewd idea, yes," she said smugly. 

"Then why didn't you tell me?" 

"I didn't feel there was any need to... and anyway I couldn't be sure." 

"You must think I'm an idiot." 

"No, I don't think that."  She said it flatly as if it were a question to which she had given 

some lengthy consideration. 

"Why wasn't I told?" 

"I should have thought that was obvious." 

"Not to me." 

She sighed with a carefully calculated note of irritation.  "This is a delicate... a difficult 

matter.  No one suggested you be excluded, it was just obvious to us all that your 

involvement wasn't really appropriate.  To be perfectly frank, it's nothing to do with 

you." 



That was careless of her. 

"Clearly someone thought otherwise." 

She realised her mistake but was offhand. 

"One girl." 

"Is that all?  Actually it was more like thirty, no one having bothered to tell my entire 

form. If it was important enough for the other fourth forms to know and important 

enough for you to carry on like a Venetian Doge in order to keep it from me, then it was 

important enough for them to be told as well.  I'd have to say that you haven't behaved 

very…" I paused for effect, "... professionally." 

You might think that as effects go this was not a remark worth pausing for, but each 

occupation, each place of work, even, has its special insult, a single expression of disdain 

around which a chorus of less easily fixed disapprovals can find simple expression.  To 

accuse someone of being unprofessional was the Mabey equivalent of a Papal anathema.  

She was furious and finding it harder and harder to keep control. 

"How..." 

I think she was going to say ‘How dare you!’ but had the sense to bite her tongue.  She 

continued, this time with a hold on her temper. 

"It was perfectly clear that your form would hear from the other girls what had been said. 

The message clearly got through and it got through without embarrassing them which is 

what they would have been if you had talked to them about this matter.  They can be 

very sensitive, a fact you don't seem to have entirely grasped, if I may say so." 

"Yes, they're sensitive all right,” I replied. "They'll have picked up the shame of it all 

without any problem.  They'll have learnt how to be subservient to their dirty little 

secret." 

The muscles in her thin face tightened. 

"I don't think you can afford to be quite so self-righteous.  Are you really expecting me 

to believe if we had included you that you would have quite happily trotted off to a class 

of giggling and squirming schoolgirls to lecture them about not flushing their sanitary 

towels down the school toilets?  Actually I think you might have gone - but only out of 

bravado, only to show us that it didn't bother you.  Is all this indignation really about 

anything more than your vanity?" 

Was she right?  Perhaps I would have put it aside.  They'd have offered; I'd have 

declined, glad of the chance not to face them; or worse, glad of the chance to do so.  

Perhaps, after all, the rich rebuke left for me outside the staff room was deserved.  I don't 

know.  It's tricky, isn't it, indignation?  

"Where is it?"  I asked. 

"I burnt it, if you must know,” she said defensively. 

"Good,” I replied.  She looked surprised.  I had meant, I suppose, to storm out and slam 

the door behind me but I just walked out closing the door quietly. 

The bell had gone to signal a change of lesson and a corridor nearby was filled with girls 

rushing from one class to another. I almost knocked over two of them who had decided 

to take a short cut past Winnicott's office and down past some building works on one of 

the stairways. 

"You can't go down there... it's dangerous." 

Looking guilty, neither of them said anything. 

"Where have you come from?"  

"Biology." 

"Where are you going?" 

"Economics" 

You did all right, whoever you are.  I take my hat off to you. 



"Go on." 

Smiling, they turned and went back to join the girls still flowing along the corridor. 

I walked back to the staff room again but as I was about to open the door, the school bell 

began to ring again, then it stopped for a few seconds and it rang again and so on. I 

remembered the warning at the morning staff meeting earlier in the week about a 

practice bomb drill which involved the complete evacuation of the school and its re-

assembly on the hockey pitch.  Being next to both the registers and the doorway, I was 

one of the first teachers out of the school buildings; but already disciplined lines of 

teenagers were making their way to various parts of the sports field in a complete silence 

broken only by the high-pitched instructions of the PE staff who were already waiting 

for them.  I watched as they formed an elaborate, divided square, a blue legion in A-line 

skirts.  Then the calling of names began, from Ackersley to Yates. 'Yes', 'Yes', the girls 

affirmed. Eight hundred and fifty times they asserted their presence while all around 

them the dying leaves blazed in the cooling air and the cold sun. 


