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Needing a haircut, I ventured into a unisex hairdresser’s in Oxford, where the proprietress, a large and vaguely forbidding woman, escorted me to a chair, and there informed me crisply: ‘Your hair will be cut by a vet today.’

I was taken aback. ‘Like a person who treats sick animals?’ I said, quietly horrified. 

‘No, her name is Yvette,’ she replied and with the briefest of gazes into my face made it clear that I was the most exhausting idiot that she had encountered in some time. 

In a pub I asked what kind of sandwiches they had.

 ‘Ham and cheese,’ the man said.

‘Oh, yes please,’ I said.

 ‘Yes please what?’ he said.
 ‘Yes please, ham and cheese,’ I said, but with less confidence.
 ‘No, it’s ham or cheese,’ he explained.
 ‘You don’t do them both together?’ 
 ‘No.’
 ‘Oh,’ I said, surprised, then leaned towards him and in a low, confidential tone said: ‘Why not? Too flavourful?’ 
He stared at me.
 ‘I’ll have cheese then, please,’ I said contritely.
   When the sandwich came, the cheese was extravagantly shredded – I had never seen a dairy product distressed before serving – and accompanied by what I now know was Branston pickle, but what looked to me then like what you find when you stick your hand into a clogged sump.
  I nibbled it tentatively and was pleased to discover that it was delicious. Gradually it dawned on me that I had found a country that was wholly strange to me and yet somehow marvellous. It is a feeling that has never left me.

