A DRIVING AMBITION





Hurrah! After two and a half years, five tests, twelve driving instructors and a hundred or so lessons ( but who's counting?), I have finally done it. I have passed my driving test! Although, to judge from- my parents' ecstatic reaction when I told them the news, you would think I had just got engaged. Two days after the event, they are still jumping for joy, and I wouldn't be all that surprised if they decided to put an announcement in the papers.





For most people, passing a driving test is not a particularly remarkable achievement. It's just one of those things you do on the route to adulthood and independence, like getting your O' levels, or starting your first job. As one driving instructor put it, "Any fool can do it" - but presumably I wasn't any fool, because I found driving terribly difficult.





I have always been afraid of roads and cars, and indeed, of almost any machine, or anything requiring a degree of technical ability. The idea of driving terrified me, and I was always rather relieved that I couldn't afford to pay for lessons, since it meant that I could defer the dreaded driving for a while. Obviously, having to take buses and tubes everywhere was a bit of a drag, but I comforted myself with the idea that I was being environmentally sound, and providing a shining example to the rest of the nation.





However, after a while, I began to develop something of a hang-up about the fact that 1 was having to rely on public transport, while virtually everyone I knew could drive. This feeling was greatly exacerbated whenever I visited my parents, who live in a North London suburb almost inaccessible by public transport, and where the only people who seemed to use the dwindling bus service, were old age pensioners, au-pairs - and me.





The fact that I was being environmentally sound, was ceasing to be of consolation to me, particularly when waiting for buses on cold winter evenings.





Three years ago, I started working as a teacher in Cardiff, and was finally able to afford driving lessons (I had been a student for the previous five years). The dreaded moment had arrived. I began looking for an instructor.





Perhaps I should explain at this point, that driving instructors is a subject that 1, of all people, am qualified to write about, for I have been taught by so many, that I may well have broken the world record.





My first instructor claimed to specialise in nervous pupils, so I thought he'd be ideal for me. But if anything, he specialised in making his pupils feel nervous, because he used to yell at me whenever I made a mistake (which happened fairly regularly), and I was a complete wreck by the end of the lesson.





I later discovered that he was, in fact, a chef, who taught driving in his spare time to supplement his income.





Pete, my second instructor, was recommended by a friend.





He was very patient and encouraging. He also had a very good sense of humour, and his jokes and comments helped me to overcome my nervousness and to feel at ease.





He seemed shocked by my ignorance of Cardiff and Wales, and thus, in the course of our lessons, would often insist upon driving around the local countryside in order to point out some famous landmark or monument that I had never heard of, and I occasionally wondered whether he was secretly employed by the Welsh Tourist Board.





Unfortunately, my rapid progress was interrupted when I left Cardiff at the end of the year, and came back to London.





There began the long and painful process of trying to find a replacement for Pete.





I am not sure whether my expectations were ridiculously high, or whether I was simply unlucky, but somehow, I felt dissatisfied with almost every instructor that I tried.





After a while, it became a bit like going on an endless series of blind dates. I would try owt a particular instructor for a few lessons, decide that he (or she, in one or two cases) wasn't for me, and then switch, in the hope that the next one might be better. And I was left with the impression, that, with one or two exceptions, driving instructors are a deeply flawed species.





To elaborate upon every one of them, would be a little tedious, for there were so many. I feel, however, that a few of them definitely merit a mention.





There was Lucy, who, in a previous incarnation, must have been an aerobics teacher. She was very sporty and energetic, and her instructions were always delivered with the kind of robust enthusiasm and repetitive rhythm that you might hear in an aerobics lesson. I was always expecting her to start counting the beats whenever 1 turned a corner, or attempted a manoeuvre.





Then there was Dave, one of the few instructors who I felt happy with. He wasn't a particularly brilliant teacher, but he was calm, relaxed and very encouraging, which, for me, always works wonders. He would praise me to the high heavens whenever I did anything right, (which happened occasionally), and consequently, I became more confident and, for the first time since Cardiff, began to enjoy driving.





I would happily have continued learning with him, but unfortunately, he fell out with his boss at the driving school, and left.





Greg, his successor, was by far the worst of the lot.





He was forever trying to impress me by using incredibly complicated terminology to explain the simplest points, and by his vast knowledge of life and the universe.





After a while, he became sulky and bad tempered with me, for some reason, and refused to answer any of my questions. 1 would persist, however, and I might eventually get a sarcastic and completely unhelpful retort, like, "You do ask rather a lot of questions, don't you?"





On the day before my first test, we had a huge row. I had asked him a perfectly reasonable question, and this time, instead of ignoring me, or giving a sarcastic reply, he yelled, "Why do you keep asking me all these fucking questions? You're meant to be a teacher, aren't you?"





I didn't see what the one thing had to do with the other, and politely pointed out that I wasn't a driving teacher.





He then proceeded to hurl insults at me. The most sensible thing would have been to get out of the car, but I needed the practice, since I was to take the test the following day. Initially, I tried not to rise to the bait, but after a while, I found it impossible to ignore him, and suddenly found myself speaking to him in much the same way as I would to an impossibly difficult and disruptive pupil. I told him, in very firm tones, to be quiet, and, had it been possible, I would have asked him to leave the room.





He finally shut up, but like a sulky child, wouldn't speak to me for the rest of the lesson.





Numerous others followed, each with their own peculiarities. There was John, who used to insist that I pull up at regular intervals so he could stop and chat to his mates, (on one occasion, he even popped out to pay a visit to his mother), and Mike, who would pour out his marital problems every lesson, and with whom I felt more like a counsellor than a pupil (not that he ever took my advice), and Damien, who chain smoked with the windows closed, made offensive racist jokes, and often forgot to turn up for my lessons....





Then finally, just as I was beginning to get desperate, and on the point of giving up, someone suggested Joan.





Joan was my saviour. She was amiable, thorough, and, unlike most of my previous instructors, perfectly sane.





She was able to pinpoint my faults, and to help me correct them.





I had always failed on the reverse around a corner. Somehow, although I was generally able to complete this manoeuvre successfully in the lesson, I could never get it right on the test, and would invariably end up on the wrong side of the road. Joan taught me foolproof techniques for both the reverse round the corner, and the parallel park, and thus, enabled me to pass my test - a feat which I had begun to think I would never achieve.





Now that I have finally passed, I realize that driving isn't such a big deal, after all.





I have been inundated with advice about buying cars, but I'm not sure that I'm all that interested. Cars are noisy, dirty, expensive, and, from what I can gather, more trouble than they're worth. Moreover, I have just moved to an area where parking is impossible, and the local public transport excellent. On reflection, I think I'll stick to the bus.





Evie Bermant








