
71

THE SHADOW
Ruth Cohen

I know now of course that the waiting will end soon. It feels as 
if time has contracted and my whole life has been a preparation 
for this moment. I am no longer fit for work and indeed have 
no desire to return to it. I am consumed with the present and 
provided I do not think too hard I am dully content, passing 
time, pacing the room and staring out of the window. Yesterday 
elides into tomorrow and what has been is no longer relevant. 
Even my beloved writers speak of matters which no longer 
concern me and I find little solace in their company. I am, at 
last, completely alone.

It began about six months ago in late February when 
teaching English in a further education college. I was not 
altogether comfortable in the post. I did not wish to integrate 
into the life of the college and found it difficult to motivate the 
students towards the classical texts that I loved. However, it 
suited me geographically and I found the work easy, if somewhat 
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frustrating. The multi-sited college was located in south London 
and that evening I was staying late doing some marking in one of 
those Victorian school buildings with high ceilings and separate 
entrances for boys and girls. The second-floor room I occupied was 
furnished with individual tables and a whiteboard and overlooked 
a bare concrete playground. I missed the old desks with holes for 
inkwells that resonated of happier days, and the evocative smell 
of chalk and gym shoes that had been replaced by one of furniture 
polish. However, my wife had died the previous year and, in 
no hurry to go home now, I relished my own company. Some 
colleagues were meeting later in a local pub but I had no inclination 
to join them. They had little affection for me, nor I for them, and 
I found their preoccupation with what they called modern culture 
tedious in the extreme. I worked well into the evening before I 
realized that it was getting dark. I had not been aware of the hour 
but now the dusky light reminded me of time passing.

A shadow loomed across the window and hovered for 
a moment, as if peering in. Odd, I thought, and rose to investigate 

– but it quickly vanished. There were no trees or traffic outside and 
I could see nothing that might have caused it. However, some 
imperative drove me to close the exercise books and make my way 
out. It was late and, using my master key, I exited the building by 
the glow of the lamps in the car park. As I walked towards my 
car, I saw Joe, the caretaker, hurrying towards me. He was almost 
running – no mean feat for a man of his bulk. I waited for him 
to catch up with me. As he drew closer he was screwing up his 
eyes as if he couldn’t see clearly, although the lighting was bright 
enough.

‘Mr Atkins? Is that you?’
‘Peter,’ I said automatically. 
I was forever trying to get him to address me by my first name. 

I disapproved of the social distinction reflected in the use of titles, 
though I sometimes wished that my students did not hold the 
same principles.


