Miss Templeton

Dappled light filtered through the stained glass onto the pews as sugary reds, greens and blues as several senior members of the summer concert party nodded their heads to the Bach involuntarily. I picked a blossom petal off my sleeve and let it fall on the flagstones where it dissolved into the coloured lights.

Ever one to make an entrance, Miss Templeton, my high school English teacher, liked to dress in stained glass colours. She was well known in the town for the brilliant red cape and blue beret she wore in winter and for her summer collection of bright silk scarves knotted dashingly around her neck. 

She sported the same severe hairstyle for many years, where every hair was scraped back into a ponytail before it could escape into thick auburn waves. When grey hairs multiplied, she cut her hair into a short ‘do’, making instant news all over the playground. The cry echoed everywhere, “Have you seen Miss Templeton’s hair?”
Nobody was ever late to Miss Templeton’s class and she could see straight through solid desks to where you might have harboured an apple or, god help you, a note. “Bring me that note now!” she boomed so that even pupils three classrooms over quivered in their seats. 

Miss Templeton firmly believed grammar should be delivered down children’s throats like cod liver oil; her pupils firmly believed that to answer a question of hers was even worse than offering no reply. Every mention of the word ‘wilderness’ in Heart of Darkness was skewered and dissected; it was a metaphor, everyone, a metaphor and if it wasn’t, it was a simile and heaven help you if you didn’t know the difference. 

In an overheated classroom not long from exams she handed back our assignments fully determined to shake off complacency. The highest mark awarded was thirteen out of twenty, the lowest minus ten. 

We commiserated with each other by the front gate after class, and when Miss Templeton drove past in her ill-suited grey mouse of a car, we waved and cried out sardonically “Bye-bye Miss Templeton!” Over the laughter someone said, “Did you see? She was crying!” The fearsome Miss Templeton was crying!

After the exams, she invited us round to her house – the first time she had let any pupils cross that divide. The house was surprisingly dowdy and had a musty scent. She made tea, handed out biscuits and asked each one of us to write down on paper our names and final scores. When it was time to go everyone was a little relieved. 

Miss Templeton suffered a mental breakdown the year after we graduated. It occurred to me that her house and little car didn’t suit because they were possibly inherited. Miss Templeton had probably cared for an aging parent, and despite outlandish appearances had roots in the town after all. 

Though retired, Miss Templeton still attended the odd local gallery or theatre opening night. Wielding her Matador’s red cape she would gesture to the gathering, and then corner the meek parents of a former student. A button or two might be undone on her blouse or one eyebrow left undrawn, but she always remembered her pupils’ names. She wafted around the crowd on a cloud of alcohol, flashing her emerald eyes and ignoring any contemptuous looks thrown her way. 

Those silk scarves were bathed in stained glass colours, though they are faded now. The drab classrooms, with their graffitied desks and pews, are faint in my memory; but Miss Templeton is there in vivid colour. I type a semicolon and think of her. 
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