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For Mary, the One who said yes
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Introduction

Little did I know,
she was the One
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School Antics, London, 1988
My friend had brought a black miniskirt into school. After
lunch she dared me to walk into class wearing it over my
uniform. Groups of girls gathered around me, sniggering as
I wriggled myself into the tube-like skirt, rolled my uniform
skirt right up to my waist and strutted into afternoon
registration.
The whole class erupted into laughter; my classmates
hysterically rolled around in their seats. The sound of their
laughter filled me with euphoria. It was a sound that girls
like me loved to hear: the sound of popularity, the sound of
attention, the sound of belonging. I triumphantly sat down
in my seat. I’d successfully disrupted the session and at the
same time elevated myself in the ranks to class clown. My
form tutor, however, didn’t find it funny at all and wasted no
time in expressing her disgust at my behaviour.
‘How dare you come in here and cause such
disruption!’ she bellowed, banging her hand on the table.
She continued, ‘how dare you take up my time with such
nonsense!’
It was the unexpected sound of her voice cracking with
these last words that made me look up. I didn’t want it to
be true but the tears that trickled down her cheeks were
real. Like the smell of fresh paint, her pain filled the room. It
covered the walls and no one dared move lest they became
tainted. It didn’t matter whether I moved or sat still, I was
guilty. I may as well have been holding a tin and a brush.
Her pain was my doing.
I sat there trying hard not to allow the feelings of guilt to
show on my face. There was no way I could make it known
that I felt regret; that just didn’t fit my image. It bothered
me that I had made her cry because I’d not wanted that,
and besides, at the time I felt that for a teacher she was
okay.
From that day on, registration just didn’t feel the
same. It was like having to revisit the scene of a crime I’d
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committed again and again. For weeks I laid low because
I felt embarrassed about what I had done. I avoided eye
contact and made the effort not to be in close proximity
to her. Several weeks passed, but eventually the day
came when she caught up with me. I had no idea just how
significant that day would be…
I hadn’t even noticed her standing there. I’d escaped
my French lesson, but my relief at skipping ten minutes of
class vanished with the sound of her voice. Shivers of regret
shot down my spine.
‘Can I speak to you?’ she asked. I still remember how
awkward I felt; I didn’t know where to look. What did she
want to talk to me about? I looked straight past her, my
voice sounding feeble as I said, ‘I’ve just been to the toilet
Miss. I need to get back to my lesson.’
‘I would like to speak with you,’ she said, this time with
a touch more coercion as she gestured towards her office
door.
The memory of the distress I’d caused that day swiftly
moved to the front of my mind. Not wanting to create
further hurt, I reluctantly followed her to the office.
The click of the door shutting behind me made me feel
nauseous and I refused her offer of a seat. But the question
that followed was both unexpected and has stayed with
me all these years since. More to the point, even now, the
answer to that question fills me with a multitude of feelings
that I struggle to describe.
‘Do you know what I spend my break times doing?’ she
began. Certain it was a rhetorical question I just looked at
her, eyebrows raised. She continued. ‘I defend you in the
staffroom.’ A single bead of sweat trickled down my spine.
Having convinced myself I was going to be facing a
serious dressing-down for the miniskirt episode, I was
completely unprepared for the disclosure that followed.
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