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The unmistakable smell of aftershave cut exotically through the late summer air, at odds with the book dust and the cheese and pickle sandwiches. A young man sat in the corner next to the blackboard; blazer and tie draped carefully over a chair, shoes arranged neatly beside him, shirt ironed, hair washed and combed.  He reached down, exposing dark, glistening hairs on the wrist beneath his shirt and a thick set watch on a leather strap.  His large, angular hands tugged at the sock on his left foot and removed it, cautiously.

Twenty-eight pairs of twinkling eyes fixed him in his place.  Twenty-eight third year girls, poised, precariously, on the verge of womanhood watched him getting sock-less in silence.  We keenly observed and noted his movements, like Victorian lepidopterists in possession of a new species of butterfly; open-mouthed, breathing quietly and with effort, as if our lungs were something new to us and we had only just learned how to use them.  

The sock came off easily, revealing neat beige foot scattered, like wrist, with dark hairs over large curled toes.  Neat toenails, recently clipped.  He sat back: mission accomplished.


"That's no good!"  came a sudden cry from the back of the classroom and Siobhan O'Malley broke the spell, marching business-like towards the front.  Thirteen and a half, curly red hair and the self-assurance of a politician.  "Socks and shoes are pairs!" she pronounced with authority, "they only count once, not twice!"


"Yes," the room murmured in response "that’s cheating".

He smiled at us, wryly, as if we were having a laugh.  As if the attractive sixth former with the long dark hair and the short dark skirt who had persuaded him to take part in this simple charity fundraising event, had pre-warned him about the little joke the third year might play on him.  As if his age, gender and social status would get him off the hook this time.  As if he might have a choice.   As if.

Twenty-eight pairs of thirteen year old eyes stared back at him, deadly serious. 

"Come on!" cried Justine Brown in a no-nonsense voice,  "Get em off!"

For nine months we had been cooped-up in this stultifying dungeon for the educational advancement of young women, and for nine months we had been developing our minds in gendered isolation, while our hormones exploded deafeningly inside us.  Stoked with curiosity we passed round Judy Blume and Just Seventeen, Wham! cassettes and Mills and Boons, gossiping incessantly and speculating wildly.  On Mondays we nearly fainted because of our love for Matt and Luke, by Thursday we were close to expiring at the mere mention of Morten, and his meaningful stares on Top of the Pops, "At me, I swear he looked right into me!", and on Saturday we swapped theories and posters at each others' houses - glued to the window in anticipation of Simon Dawes nonchalantly passing on his BMX.  We were nearly there.  We were on the brink.  Strange new chemicals governed our thoughts and feelings and in anticipation of impending disaster, our dangerous energies were harnessed and channelled into choral singing, Charlotte Bronte and vigorous cross-country runs.

On a hot, late-summer afternoon in 1986, however, the careful equilibrium was shattered.  The cat placed foolishly amongst the cooing little pigeons.  The bull, set loose in the delicate china-doll shop.  For here, in our very midst, in the heart of our fortress of repression, sat a real, live, seventeen year old male, with hairs on his arms and Insignia aftershave splashed casually about his manly jaw.  Here was the mysterious object of our hearts' desires, revealed and, for 43 minutes and 27 seconds, totally in our power. 

Carefully, and somewhat reluctantly, the poor boy slowly removed his right sock and stuffed it in his shoe.


"And your belt" shouted Clare Mitchell, her deep (yet strangulated) tones making her sound like a boy whose voice is about to break, "Take off your belt as well!  If socks and shoes only count once, you've got to take something else off."

He looked at us.  He couldn't quite believe what was happening to him.  We looked back at him eagerly because neither could we.  He was our slave.  We had purchased him legitimately, in the assembly hall, in front of all the teachers and the deputy head.  We had paid the sixth form, up front in cash, and until the bell went at ten to two he was ours to do with as we wished, all for the benefit of the local hospice, on the penultimate day of rag week.  

Silently he removed his belt and then sat back anxiously awaiting our next move. He was neat, clean and compliant.  Not as good-looking as the one we wanted, the boy I passed on the way to school while trying to act normal: no, the fourth years had bagged him already.  We were pipped at the post by the superior financial bargaining power of ladies with lip-gloss and part-time jobs in the Littlewood's café.  But this one was ours.  He had cost us twenty-two pounds and fifty-seven pence, money that we had co-operatively managed to lay our industrious little hands on during the past week and a half.  We had skipped crisps, forfeited bus money, gone without chocolate, and lied to our mothers about library fines.  Miss Reece (Religious Studies), had even thrown in 50p as a gesture of solidarity and good will.  Now he was ours, imprisoned off the lower 3B corridor, blinds drawn, rule book flung enthusiastically out of the creaky old window.  

In our reckless enthusiasm, however, we had overlooked one vital aspect of the charitable transaction.  In all our hurried financial preparations, Siobhan's hard-nosed bidding in the assembly hall, anticipation, followed by disappointment, followed by jubilation; during all our level-headed organising and aimless fantasising not one of us had seriously considered what we'd do with our slave once we had him in our power.  

I had thought long and hard about kissing him, whoever he was, but in reality that wasn't an option. It would be embarrassing and possibly disastrous for this boy to spend the lunch-hour kissing all twenty-eight of us, not to mention disappointingly unromantic and not at all like it was supposed to be.

For a minute and a half, when we'd paid for him and delivered him back to the airless little room we called home, closed the door and sat him down, we found ourselves simply staring, waiting for something to kick off.

Then, in a moment of pure genius, Clare Mitchell struck a solution.  In an instant she managed to simultaneously confront our teenage taboos whilst placing  them in a workable framework of desire.  Clare gave us clear guidelines to follow yet allowed us to break all rules in a way that was both safe yet skirted dangerously close to the sexual edge:


"Strip limbo!" she bellowed into the awkward silence.  We all squeaked with delight in approval, clearing desks in anticipation.
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