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Student On Call 

By Jac Slim 

 

Good evening Madam,’ the man in the lobby was trying not to be 

judgmental but failed to prevent the raising of an eyebrow as he 

looked me up and down. 

‘Reservation for Mr Hendricks?’  Why did I put a question mark 

as if it was all some sort of mistake that I should be in a place like 

this?’ 

He proceeded to his mahogany lectern and, under the green 

shaded light, slid a white gloved finger down the list of entries in a 

leather-bound book.  There was a computer monitor on the desk but 

this hardcopy would record, in beautiful script, all the luminaries that 

had dined here. 

‘Ah ye-es, Gideon will show you to your table.’ 

Having got past the lobby, I stood as if in the wings of a large 

stage and scanned the room for the man in the loud check tie.   I’ve 

never liked being on my own in these sorts of places.  The high 

ceilings and long, high windows were inherited from a former 

existence as a banking hall.  It enforced a sense of solemnity, 

subduing its diners to a reverent hush.  The dominant sound was the 

tapping of cutlery on porcelain on a bed of murmured conversation.  

Linen-clad tables were presented at discrete angles to each other: no 
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regimented cramming in rows and columns as one might find in a 

chain restaurant.   

At least I was unlikely to see anyone I knew in here. 

I felt underdressed and, as a consequence, that everyone must 

be looking at me on the sly.  I wore a yellow silk scarf as instructed.  

Having found nobody sporting the reciprocating loud check tie, I 

followed the waiter to a table tucked away in the corner; there’s 

always an empty one near the swing doors next to the kitchen.  I 

made my way as unobtrusively as I could, straightening my skirt 

before striking out on what seemed would be a perilous trek across 

the room.   

Were they looking at me?  I was certain that the man with classic 

male pattern baldness was making a remark to his companion.  Was 

my navy-blue skirt too short, my green top too low or my stilettos 

too high?  This was the outfit I wore when I worked. 

Having reached the table, I noted that the napkins boasted the 

Lamoussier escutcheon: a large and elaborate burgundy “L” in an 

ornate shield.  I didn’t have time to congratulate myself on a 

successful and uneventful passage before another waiter in apron 

and bow-tie pounced. 

‘Would madam like to see the menu?’  Rather theatrical - almost 

taking the piss.  You bet I would, sunshine. 

‘Yes, please.’  I wondered whether a regular customer of such a 

venerable establishment would say “please” to a waiter or just grunt. 

He handed me a menu with a flourish and flicked out a 

Lamoussier napkin over my bare knees.  Then he waltzed off as if 

being seen attending to me would lower his status.  Whatever 
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discomfiture I might have been feeling was suppressed by my hunger 

pangs as I gazed at the menu.   

Then I saw Check Tie.  Not waiting for a guide, he was following 

the same weaving path as I had taken across the dining terrain; a 

Masai hunter tracking my yellow scarf.   Although he wore a sober 

lounge suit, he looked even more incongruous in this place than I 

did.  He was homo steroidus, bursting out of his suit.  The material of 

his trousers complained around his thighs, his neck bulged out of the 

top of his collar like an over-yeasted tin loaf.   To stop myself staring, 

I looked down and my eyes found his enormous shiny black Oxford 

brogues. 

‘You must be Linda.’  The voice was deep; it wasn’t a question, 

but his lower lip pushed up slightly as if to suppress any 

contradiction.   

‘That’s right.  You’re Mr Hendricks?’   

‘No, I work for him.’ 

‘Is he coming soon? I’ve chosen what I’m eating.’ 

‘Change of plan.  You’re not meeting the client here.  Get your 

coat on; we’re late.’  He tilted his head back and looked at me 

through the lowered eye lids of contempt.  He grabbed my jacket 

and stood behind me holding it for me to thread my way into its 

arms. 

My mind was a meze of mixed feelings.  This wasn’t the normal 

protocol I’d agreed with Ron’s agency in which I would get to run the 

rule over the customer.  But the money was more than the usual 

and, as usual, I was broke.  Supposedly Hendricks had a flat in 

Marsham Street – possibly rented for this occasion.  But why send his 

heavy? 
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Hunger was messing with my thoughts.  I had skipped lunch in 

order to get the maximum benefit out of this gig – not that there was 

much edible on my shelf in the shared kitchen of my digs anyway.  

This longing was amplified by the sight and smell of dishes emerging 

from the Lamoussier kitchen:  filets mignon sliding about in possibly 

the most sumptuous of sauces, tureens of soup and steaming 

vegetables, beef en croute.  This person in the ridiculous check 

neckware was denying me of all this. 

I stayed put, my hands on the table in front of me and just stared 

at them.  It had been some time since I’d done a gig for the agency, 

but the treats available to an escort girl encourage a lifestyle that 

induces debt.  Soon enough, the only way to service the debt was to 

service rich men. 

‘Have you decided yet, Madam?’  The waiter had glided up on 

both of us. 

‘Yes I have.  I’ve decided that I’m not going anywhere with this … 

gentleman.’ 

The waiter gave the big guy a look in that manner of sweeping 

appraisal that waiters in the “best” restaurants have; efficiently 

registering him within their particular system of classification.  The 

guy himself, realising that this was not the place to make a fuss, 

replaced my jacket, turned on his heels and pounded out of the 

restaurant.  I watched as he went, taking away the prospect of a 

decent meal along with him. 

‘What are you studying?’   

I’d forgotten the waiter.  Well he wasn’t exactly memorable:  

skinny, pale, red hair kept mercifully short with an up tilted nose that 

seemed to be permanently asking a question.  I acknowledged to 



5 
 

myself that the flunkey hauteur that I had ascribed to him might 

have been of my own invention. 

‘Mediaeval English  2nd year.’  This, as coldly as I could manage. 

‘Chem Eng., re-sitting 3rd year,’ he continued, not in the least put 

off.  ‘Second year: that’s when the bills mount up and the student 

loan cannot stretch far enough, isn’t it?’   Did his smile evince 

empathy or was there something challenging within it?  I’m an 

independent woman and I wasn’t going to take empathy off the likes 

of him. 

‘Oh, and being a call girl.  I’m hoping to get a first in both.’ 

He acknowledged this with a slight grin.  OK, smart arse so you 

had me sussed.  I wasn’t that annoyed - really. 

‘Looks like you dropped some points in your practical 

coursework this evening.’ 

‘Girl gotta eat,’ I got up. 

‘Frankie’s burger bar towards the bus station is decent value.’ 

‘I usually eat at this side of the city.’   

I don’t know why but I stopped short of saying “ … and I’ve been 

in more sophisticated places than this”.  I got up straightened my 

skirt let him hold my leather jacket for me to climb into and, 

ostentatiously retrieving my Michael Kors handbag, I made to depart. 

He eyed the handbag.  ‘Auctioning that on e-Bay would keep you 

fed for a good while.’ 

Engineers!  So bloody direct. No nuance, no tact - all blunt 

practicality. 

◄ ► 



6 
 

My retreat across the dining room seemed to be accompanied 

by more stares at my legs than my entrance.  I guessed that the 

consumption of alcohol had made the men more indiscrete and less 

fearful of their spouses’ displeasure.  I was so pissed off with waiter-

boy that I couldn’t have given a Meg Ryan. 

Out of Lamoussier’s, I walked down Dean’s Street towards the 

bus station.  The razzmatazz of lights from trendy bars and bistros 

gave way to places where only the street lights fought back against 

the drizzle and the dark.  Point sources reflected off the puddles 

gathering on uneven pavements.  A skimpy outfit and a thin leather 

jacket does not keep the body warm - especially a hungry body.  I 

had expected to have been fed and to be taxied home after work and 

not to be tottering along a windy street.   

Just before the bus terminus, Frankie’s burger bar loomed, 

radiating welcome light to its glum surroundings.  It looked like two 

Greyhound coaches had been fused together: grey aluminium and 

rounded corners.  The street facing side was punctured along its 

entire length with rectangular windows - again with rounded 

corners.  Part of me was adamant that I was not going to take waiter-

boy’s advice.  The other part was insisting that I acknowledge that I 

was really too hungry to be that proud and maybe I should have even 

been a little grateful that he was interested in the travails of a 

student call-girl.  I went in, even though this area was a student 

haunt and someone I knew might want to know what I was doing in 

this get-up and on my own. 

Inside, the US diner theme of Frankie’s Burger Bar was 

unrelenting.  The street side was filled with red leatherette 

banquettes facing each other across pine-look Formica-topped 

tables.  The other side had a long bar with swivel stools also in 
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Frankie’s signature red leatherette.  It was brightly lit and noisy; 

waitresses in red/white gingham dresses with white aprons and caps 

went to and fro, manically.  Fifties music played, Sinatra, Andrews 

Sisters, Tony Bennett.  I walked over to an empty banquette and 

flopped at a window seat.  After ordering a cheeseburger, fries and a 

coke, I swapped my heels for a pair of flats out of my bag.   Then I 

lapsed into a trance.  How was I going to play this with Ron at the 

Agency.  He did say we could refuse anyone we had doubts about 

but I hadn’t even clapped eyes on Mr Hendricks. 

‘Mind if I?’  There taking the bench opposite me was waiter-boy.  

His American zip up Varsity jacket and chinos certainly suited him 

better than his flunkey outfit. 

‘It looks very much like it wouldn’t make a lot of difference if I 

did.’  This, he inferred as a warm invitation. 

‘Martin,’ he held out his hand. 

‘Linda,’ before I knew what I was doing, I shook it.  It was quaint 

but the hand was dry and cool. 

‘I ordered a Frankie Frankenfurter and fries,’ he smiled.  ‘It’s the 

real deal especially with onions and French mustard.’ 

He looked down at his hands as if he didn’t know how to 

continue.  ‘You’re an intelligent woman,’ he began after a while.  

‘You know there’s a risk in what you’re doing.’ 

‘Making a lot of money; buying nice stash,’ I pouted. I realised 

that this was glib but he looked at me without saying anything. 

‘Oh, so I’ve been lucky so far.  Is that what you’re implying?’ 

He raised his hands in a surrender gesture but still did not say 

anything just raised an eyebrow. 

‘I can’t look after myself … umm?’   
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He maintained his silence and I continued to blurt.  Was this a 

chemical engineer or a psychoanalyst? 

‘I’m always in debt, damn you!’ 

‘Well you could manage with a safer job if you forsook the top 

end shops … and restaurants.’   

At last, our food arrived, strangely at the same time.  Did the 

waitress wink at Martin?   I looked at his Frankenfurter and savoured 

the scent of the fried onions. 

‘Martin? …Do you want to split dishes half and half?’ 

That’s why the next time I met Martin coming off his shift at 

Lamoussier’s, I had swapped the skimpy blue skirt for a red/white 

gingham dress with white apron and cap. 
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