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PAWN



When an old cricketer leaves the crease you never know whether hes gone


If maybe youre catching a fleeting glimpse of a twelfth man at silly mid-on


And it could be Geoff, and it could be John, with a new-ball sting in his tail


And it could be me and it could be thee


Roy Harper, When an Old Cricketer
 Leaves the Crease
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If theres one thing Ive learned in the past fifteen years, its this: that murder is really no big deal. Its just a boundary, meaningless and arbitrary as all othersa line drawn in the dirt.


Like the giant NO TRESPASSERS sign on the drive to St. Oswalds, straddling the air like a sentinel. I was nine years old at the time of our first encounter, and it loomed over me then with the growling menace of a school bully.





NO TRESPASSERS
 

NO UNAUTHORIZED ENTRY BEYOND THIS POINT
 

BY ORDER





Another child might have been daunted by the command. But in my case curiosity overrode the instinct. By whose order? Why this point and not another? And most importantly, what would happen if I crossed that line?



Of course I already knew the school was out of bounds. By then Id been living in its shadow for six months, and already that tenet stood tall among the commandments of my young life, as laid down by John Snyde. Dont be a sissy. Look after your own. Work hard, play hard. A little drink never did anyone any harm. And, most importantly, Stay clear of St. Oswalds, occasionally punctuated by a Stay bloody clear if you know whats good for you, or a warning punch to the upper arm. The punches were supposed to be friendly, I knew. All the same, they hurt. Parenting was not one of John Snydes special skills.


Nevertheless, for the first few months I obeyed without question. Dad was so proud of his new job as Porter; such a fine old school, such a great reputation, and we were going to live in the Old Gatehouse, where generations of Porters before us had lived. There would be tea on the lawn on summer evenings, and it would be the beginning of something wonderful. Perhaps, when she saw how well we were doing now, Mum might even come home.


But weeks passed, and none of that happened. The gatehouse was a Grade 2 listed building, with tiny, latticed windows that let in hardly any light. There was a perpetual smell of damp, and we werent allowed a satellite dish because it would have lowered the tone. Most of the furniture belonged to St. Oswaldsheavy oak chairs and dusty dressersand next to them our own thingssalvaged from the old council flat on Abbey Roadlooked cheap and out of place. My dads time was entirely taken up with his new job, and I quickly learned to be self-reliantto make any demand, such as regular meals or clean sheets, qualified as being a sissynot to trouble my father at weekends, and always to lock my bedroom door on Saturday nights.


Mum never wrote; any mention of her also counted as being a sissy, and after a while I started to forget what she had looked like. My dad had a bottle of her perfume hidden under his mattress, though, and when he was out on his rounds, or down the Engineers with his mates, I would sometimes sneak into his bedroom and spray a little of that perfumeit was called Cinnabaronto my pillow and maybe pretend that Mum was watching TV in the next room, or that shed just popped into the kitchen to get me a cup of milk and that shed be back to read me a story. A bit stupid, really: shed never done those things when she was home. Anyway, after a bit, Dad must have thrown the bottle away, because one day it was gone, and I couldnt even remember how shed smelled anymore.


Christmas approached, bringing bad weather and even more work for the porter to deal with, so we never did get to have tea on the lawns. On the other hand, I was happy enough. A solitary child even then; awkward in company; invisible at school. During the first term I kept to myself; stayed out of the house; played in the snowy woods behind St. Oswalds and explored every inch of the schools perimetermaking sure never to cross the forbidden line.


I discovered that most of St. Oswalds was screened from public view; the main building by a long avenue of linden treesnow barewhich bordered the drive, and the land surrounded on all sides by walls and hedges. But through the gates I could see those lawnsmowed to banded perfection by my fatherthe cricket grounds with their neat hedges; the chapel with its weather vane and its inscriptions in Latin. Beyond that lay a world as strange and remote in my eyes as Narnia or Oz; a world to which I could never belong.





My own school was called Abbey Road Juniors; a squat little building on the council estate, with a bumpy playground built on a slant and two entrance gates with BOYS and GIRLS written above them in sooty stone. Id never liked it; but even so I dreaded my arrival at Sunnybank Park, the sprawling comprehensive that I was destined by postcode to attend.



Since my first day at Abbey Road Id watched the Sunnybankerscheap green sweatshirts with the school logo on the breast, nylon rucksacks, fag ends, hair spraywith growing dismay. They would hate me, I knew it. They would take one look at me and they would hate me. I sensed it immediately. I was skinny; undersized; a natural hander-in of homework. Sunnybank Park would swallow me whole.


I pestered my father. Why? Why the Park? Why there?


Dont be a sissy. Theres nothing wrong with the Park, kid. Its just a school. Theyre all the bloody same.


Well, that was a lie. Even I knew that. It made me curious; it made me resentful. And now, as spring began to quicken over the bare land and white buds burst from the blackthorn hedges, I looked once more at that NO TRESPASSERS sign, painstakingly lettered in my fathers hand, and asked myself: Whose ORDER? Why this point and not another? And, with an increasing sense of urgency and impatience: What would happen if I crossed that line?





There was no wall here, no visible boundary of any kind. None were needed. There was simply the road, the blackthorn hedge running alongside it, and, a few yards to the left, the sign. It stood there arrogantly, unchallenged, certain of its authority. Beyond it on the other side I imagined perilous, uncharted territory. Anything could be waiting thereland mines, mantraps, security guards, hidden cameras.


Oh, it looked safe enough: no different, in fact, from the near side. But that sign told me otherwise. Beyond it, there was Order. There was authority. Any infringement of that order would result in retribution as mysterious as it was terrible. I did not doubt it for a moment; the fact that no details were given merely strengthened the air of menace.


So I sat at a respectful distance and observed the restricted area. It was strangely comforting to know that here, at least, Order was being enforced. Id seen the police cars outside Sunnybank Park. Id seen the graffiti on the sides of the buildings and the boys throwing stones at cars in the lane. Id heard them yelling at the teachers as they came out of school, and Id seen the generous sheaves of razor wire above the staff car park.


Once I had watched as a group of four or five cornered a boy on his own. He was a few years older than I was, and dressed with greater care than the majority of Sunnybankers. I knew he was in for a beating as soon as I saw the library books under his arm. Readers are always fair game at a place like Sunnybank Park.


St. Oswalds was another world. Here I knew there would be no graffiti, no litter, no vandalismnot as much as a broken window. The sign said so; and I felt a sudden inarticulate conviction that this was where I truly belonged; this place where young trees could be planted without somebody snapping their heads off in the night, where no one was left bleeding in the road; where there were no surprise visits from the community police officer, or posters warning pupils to leave their knives at home. Here would be stern Masters in old-fashioned black gowns; surly porters like my father; tall prefects. Here to do ones homework was not to be a poof, or a swot, or a queer. Here was safety. Here was home.


I was alone; no one else had ventured this far. Birds came and went on the forbidden ground. Nothing happened to them. Sometime later a cat swaggered out from under the hedge and sat facing me, licking its paw. Still nothing.


I came closer then, daring first to breach the shadow, then to crouch between the signs great feet. My own shadow crept stealthily forward. My shadow trespassed.


For a time that was thrilling enough. But not for long: there was already too much of the rebel in me to be content with a technical misdemeanor. With my foot I jabbed lightly at the grass on the other side, then pulled away with a delicious shiver, like a child taking the first step into the ocean. Of course I had never seen the ocean, but the instinct was there, and the sensation of having moved into an alien element where anything might happen.


Nothing did.


I took another step, and this time, did not pull away. Still nothing. The sign towered over me like a monster from a late-night movie, but it was strangely frozen, as if outraged at my impudence. Seeing my chance, I made a break for it and ran across the windy field toward the hedge, running low, tensed for an attack. Reaching the hedge, I flung myself into its shadow, breathless with fear. Now I had done it. Now they would come.


There was a gap in the hedge only a few feet away from me. It looked to be my best chance of escape. I inched toward it, keeping to the shadow, and crammed myself into the tiny space. They might come at me from either side, I thought; if they came from both, then I would have to run for it. I had observed that given time, adults had a tendency to forget things, and I felt reasonably confident that if I could get away quickly enough, then I might possibly escape retribution.


Expectantly, I waited. The tightness in my throat gradually subsided. My heart slowed to a near-normal pace. I became aware of my surroundings, first with curiosity, then with increasing discomfort. There were thorns sticking through my T-shirt into my back. I could smell sweat, and soil, and the sour smell of the hedge. From somewhere close by came birdsong, a distant mower, a drowsy burr like insects in the grass. Nothing more. At first I grinned with pleasureI had trespassed, and escaped capturethen I became aware of a feeling of dissatisfaction, a flutter of resentment beneath my ribs.


Where were the cameras? The land mines? The guards? Where was the ORDER, so sure of itself that it had to be written in capital letters? Most importantly, where was my father?


I stood up, still wary, and left the shadow of the hedge. The sun hit me in the face and I threw up a hand to shield my eyes. I took a step away into the open, then another.


Surely now they would come, these enforcers: these shadowy figures of order and authority. But seconds passed, and then minutes, and nothing happened. No one came, not a prefect, a teachernot even a Porter.


A kind of panic clutched at me then, and I ran into the middle of the field and waved my arms, like someone on a desert island trying to flag down a rescue plane. Didnt they care? I was a trespasser. Didnt they see me?


Here! I was delirious with indignation. Here I am! Here! Here!


Nothing. Not a sound. Not even the barking of a dog in the distance or the faintest whoop of a warning siren. It was then that I realized, with anger and a clammy kind of excitement, that it had all been a big lie. There was nothing in the field but grass and trees. Just a line in the dirt, daring me to cross it. And I had dared. I had defied the ORDER.


All the same I felt somehow cheated, as I often did when faced with the threats and assurances of the adult world, which promises so much and delivers so little.


They lie, kid. It was my fathers voiceonly slightly slurredin my head. They promise you the world, kid, but theyre all the same. They lie.


They do not! Not always


Then try it. Go on. I dare you. See how far you get.


And so I went farther, following the hedge up a small hill toward a stand of trees. There was another sign there; TRESPASSERS WILL BE PROSECUTED. Of course by then the first step was taken, and the implicit threat barely slowed me down.


But beyond the trees was a surprise. Id expected to see a road, a railway line perhaps, a riversomething to show that there was a world outside of St. Oswalds. But from where I was standing, and as far as I could see, everything was St. Oswaldsthe hill, the little wood, the tennis courts, the cricket green, the sweet-smelling lawns, and the long, long stretches of meadow beyond.


And here behind the trees I could see people; I could see boys. Boys of all ages; some barely older than myself, others dangerously, swaggeringly adult. Some were dressed in cricket whites, some wore running shorts and colored singlets with numbers written on them. In a square of sand some distance away, some were practicing jumps. And beyond them I could see a big building of soot-mellowed stone; rows of arched windows reflecting the sun; a long slate roof punctuated by skylights; a tower; a weather vane; a sprawl of outbuildings; a chapel; a graceful stairway leading down toward a lawn, trees, flower beds, asphalt courtyards separated from one another by railings and archways.


Here too were boys. Some sat on the steps. Some stood talking under the trees. Some were in navy blue blazers and gray trousers, others in sports kit. The sound they madea sound I had not even registered until nowreached me like a flock of exotic birds.


I understood at once that they were a different race to myself; gilded not only by the sunlight and their proximity to that lovely building but by something less tangible; a slick air of assurance; a mysterious shine.


Later, of course, I saw it as it really was. The genteel decay behind the graceful lines. The rot. But that first forbidden glimpse of St. Oswalds seemed like unattainable glory to me then; it was Xanadu, it was Asgard and Babylon all in one. Within its grounds young gods lounged and cavorted.


I understood then that this was far more than a line in the dirt, after all. It was a barrier no amount of bravado or desire would permit me to cross. I was an intruder; suddenly I felt very conscious of my dirty jeans, my scuffed sneakers, my pinched face and lank hair. I no longer felt like a daring explorer. I had no right to be there. I had become something low; common; a spy, a prowler, a dirty little sneak with hungry eyes and light fingers. Invisible or not, that was how they would always see me. That was what I was. A Sunnybanker.


You see, it had already begun. That was St. Oswalds; thats what it does to people. Rage flared in me like an ulcer. Rage, and the beginnings of revolt.


So I was an outsider. So what? Any rule can be broken. Trespass, like any crime, goes unpunished when theres no one to see it. Wordshowever talismanicare only ever words.


I didnt know it then, but that was the moment I declared war against St. Oswalds. It wouldnt have me? Then I would have it. I would take it, and no one, nothingnot even my fatherwould stop me. The line had been drawn. Another boundary to be crossed, a more sophisticated bluff this time, secure in its ancient arrogance, unaware that therein lay the germ of its destruction. Another line, daring me to cross it.


Like murder.















KING
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St. Oswalds Grammar School for Boys
 Monday, 6th September, Michaelmas Term


Thats ninety-nine by my reckoning, smelling of wood and old chalk dust and disinfectant and the incomprehensibly biscuity, hamsterish smell of boys. Ninety-nine terms strung across the years like dusty paper lanterns. Thirty-three years. Its like a prison sentence. Reminds me of the old joke about the pensioner convicted of murder.


Thirty years, Your Honor, he protests. Its too much! Ill never manage it! And the judge says: Well, just do as many as you can.


Come to think of it, thats not funny. Ill be sixty-five in November.






Not that it matters. Theres no compulsory retirement at St. Oswalds. We follow our own rules. We always have. One more term, and Ill have scored my Century. One for the Honors Board at last. I can see it now; in Gothic script: Roy Hubert Straitley (B.A.) Old Centurion of the School.


I have to laugh. I never imagined Id end up here. I finished a ten-year stretch at St. Oswalds in 1954, and the last thing I expected then was to find myself there againa Master, of all thingskeeping order, doling out lines and detentions. But to my surprise I found that those years had given me a sort of natural insight into the teaching business. By now there isnt a trick I dont know. After all, Ive played most of them myself; man, boy, and somewhere in between. And here I am again, back at St. Oswalds for another term. Youd think I couldnt keep away.


I light a Gauloise; my one concession to the influence of the Modern Languages. Technically, of course, its not allowed; but today, in the privacy of my own form room, no ones likely to pay very much attention. Today is traditionally free of boys and reserved for administrative matters; the counting of textbooks; allocation of stationery; last-minute revisions to the timetable; collection of form and set lists; induction of new staff; departmental meetings.


I am, of course, a department in myself. Once Head of Classics, in charge of a thriving section of respectful menials, now relegated to a dusty corner of the new Languages section, like a rather dull first edition no one quite dares to throw away.


All my rats have abandoned shipapart from the boys, that is. I still teach a full timetable, to the bafflement of Mr. Strangethe Third Master, who considers Latin irrelevantand to the covert embarrassment of the New Head. Still, the boys continue to opt for my irrelevant subject, and their results remain on the whole rather good. I like to think its my personal charisma that does it.


Not that Im not very fond of my colleagues in Modern Languages, though I do have more in common with the subversive Gauls than with the humorless Teutons. Theres Pearman, the Head of Frenchround, cheery, occasionally brilliant, but hopelessly disorganizedand Kitty Teague, who sometimes shares her lunchtime biscuits with me over a cup of tea, and Eric Scoones, a sprightly half-Centurion (also an Old Boy) of sixty-two who, when the mood takes him, has an uncanny recollection for some of the more extreme exploits of my distant youth.


Then theres Isabelle Tapi, decorative but rather useless in a leggy, Gallic sort of way, the subject of a good deal of admiring graffiti from the locker-room fantasy set. All in all a rather jolly department, whose members tolerate my eccentricities with commendable patience and good humor, and who seldom interfere with my unconventional methods.


The Germans are less congenial on the whole; Geoff and Penny (League of) Nations, a mixed double-act with designs on my form room; Gerry Grachvogel, a well-meaning ass with a predilection for flash cards, and finally, Dr. Sourgrape Devine, Head of the Department and a staunch believer in the further expansion of the Great Empire, who sees me as a subversive and a pupil poacher, has no interest in Classics, and who doubtless thinks carpe diem means fish of the day.


He has a habit of passing my room with feigned briskness whilst peering suspiciously through the glass, as if to check for signs of immoral conduct, and I know that today of all days it will only be a matter of time before I behold his joyless countenance looking in on me.


Ah. What did I tell you?


Right on cue.





Morning, Devine!


I suppressed the urge to salute, whilst concealing my half-smoked Gauloise under the desk, and gave him my broadest smile through the glass door. I noticed he was carrying a large cardboard box piled high with books and papers. He looked at me with what I later knew to be ill-concealed smugness, then moved on down the corridor with the air of one who has important matters to attend to.


Curiously, I got up and looked down the corridor after him, just in time to see Gerry Grachvogel and the League of Nations disappearing furtively in his wake, all carrying similar cartons.


Puzzled, I sat down at my old desk and surveyed my modest empire.


Room fifty-nine, my territory for the last thirty years. Oft disputed but never surrendered. Now only the Germans continue to try. Its a large room, nice in its way, I suppose, though its elevated position in the Bell Tower gives me more stairs to climb than I would have chosen, and it lies about half a mile as the crow flies from my small office on the Upper Corridor.


Youll have noticed that as over time dogs and their owners come to resemble each other, so it is with teachers and classrooms. Mine fits me like my old tweed jacket, and smells almost the samea comforting compound of books, chalk, and illicit cigarettes. A large and venerable blackboard dominates the roomDr. Devines endeavors to introduce the term chalkboard having, Im happy to report, met with no success whatever. The desks are ancient and battle scarred, and I have resisted all attempts to have them replaced by the ubiquitous plastic tables.


If I get bored, I can always read the graffiti. A flattering amount of it concerns me. My current favorite is Hic magister podex est, writtenby some boy or otheroh, more years ago than I like to remember. When I was a boy no one would have dared to refer to a Master as a podex. Disgraceful. And yet for some reason it never fails to make me smile.


My own desk is no less disgraceful; a huge time-blackened affair with fathomless drawers and multiple inscriptions. It sits on an elevated podiumoriginally built to allow a shorter Classics Master access to the blackboardand from this quarterdeck I can look down benevolently upon my minions and work on the Times crossword without being noticed.


There are mice living behind the lockers. I know this because on Friday afternoons they troop out and sniff around under the radiator pipes while the boys do their weekly vocabulary test. I dont complain; I rather like the mice. The Old Head once tried poison, but only once; the stench of dead mouse is far more noxious than anything living could ever hope to generate, and it endured for weeks until finally John Snyde, who was Head Porter at the time, had to be called in to tear out the skirting boards and remove the pungent dead.


Since then the mice and I have enjoyed a comfortable live-and-let-live approach. If only the Germans could do the same.





I looked up from my reverie to see Dr. Devine passing the room again, with his entourage. He tapped his wrist insistently, as if to indicate the time. Ten-thirty. Ah. Of course. Staff meeting. Reluctantly I conceded the point, flicked my cigarette stub into the wastepaper basket, and ambled off to the Common Room, pausing only to collect the battered gown hanging on a hook by the stock-cupboard door.


The Old Head always insisted on gowns for formal occasions. Nowadays Im virtually the only one who still wears them to meetings, though most of us do on Speech Day. The parents like it. Gives them a sense of tradition. I like it because it provides good camouflage and saves on suits.


Gerry Grachvogel was locking his door as I came out. Oh. Hello, Roy. He gave me a more than usually nervous smile. He is a lanky young man, with good intentions and poor classroom control. As the door closed I saw a pile of flat-packed cardboard boxes propped up against the wall.


Busy day today? I asked him, indicating the boxes. What is it? Invading Poland?


Gerry twitched. No, ahjust moving a few things around. Ahto the new departmental office.


I regarded him closely. There was an ominous ring to that phrase. What new departmental office?


Ahsorry. Must get along. Headmasters briefing. Cant be late.


Thats a joke. Gerrys late to everything. What new office? Has someone died?


Ahsorry, Roy. Catch you later. And he was off like a homing pigeon for the Common Room. I pulled on my gown and followed him at a more dignified pace, perplexed and heavy with foreboding.





I reached the Common Room just in time. The New Head was arriving, with Pat Bishop, the Second Master, and Bishops secretary, Marlene, an ex-parent who joined us when her son died. The New Head is brittle, elegant, and slightly sinister, like Christopher Lee in Dracula. The Old Head was foul-tempered, overbearing, rude, and opinionated; exactly what I enjoy most in a Headmaster. Fifteen years after his departure, I still miss him.


On my way to my seat I stopped to pour myself a mug of tea from the urn. I noticed with approval that although the Common Room was crowded and that some of the younger members of staff were standing, my own seat had not been taken. Third from the window, just under the clock. I balanced the mug on my knees as I sank into the cushions, noticing as I did that my chair seemed rather a tight fit.


I think I may have put on a few pounds during the holidays.






Hem-hem. A dry little cough from the New Head, which most of us ignored. Marlenefiftyish, divorced, ice blond hair and Wagnerian presencecaught my eye and frowned. Sensing her disapproval, the Common Room settled down. Its no secret, of course, that Marlene runs the place. The New Head is the only one who hasnt noticed.


Welcome back, all of you. That was Pat Bishop, generally acknowledged to be the human face of the school. Big, cheery, still absurdly youthful at fifty-five, he retains the broken-nosed and ruddy charm of an oversized schoolboy. Hes a good man, though. Kind, hardworking, fiercely loyal to the school where he too was once a pupilbut not overly bright, in spite of his Oxford education. A man of action, our Pat, of compassion, not of intellect; better suited to classroom and rugby pitch than to management committee and governors meeting. We dont hold that against him, however. There is more than enough intelligence in St. Oswalds; what we really need is more of Bishops type of humanity.


Hem-hem. The Head again. It comes as no surprise that there is tension between them. Bishop, being Bishop, tries hard to ensure that this does not show. However, his popularity with both boys and staff has always been irksome to the New Head, whose social graces are less than obvious. Hem-hem!


Bishops color, always high, deepened a little. Marlene, who has been devoted to Pat (secretly, she thinks) for the past fifteen years, looked annoyed.


Oblivious, the Head stepped forward. Item one: fund-raising for the new Games Pavilion. It has been decided to create a second administrative post to deal with the issue of fund-raising. The successful candidate will be chosen from a short list of six applicants and will be awarded the title of Executive Public Relations Officer in Charge of



I managed to tune out most of what followed, leaving the comforting drone of the New Heads voice sermonizing in the background. The usual litany, I expect; lack of funds, the ritual postmortem of last summers results, the inevitable New Scheme for pupil recruitment, another attempt to impose computer literacy on all teaching staff, an optimistic-sounding proposal from the girls school for a joint venture, a proposed (and much-dreaded) school inspection in December, a brief indictment of government policy, a little moan about classroom discipline and personal appearance (at this point Sourgrape Devine gave me a sharp look), and the ongoing litigations (three to date, not bad for September).


I passed the time looking around for new faces. I was expecting to see some this term; a few old lags finally threw in the towel last summer and I suppose theyll have to be replaced. Kitty Teague gave me a wink as I caught her eye.


Item eleven. Re-allocation of form rooms and offices. Due to the renumbering of rooms following the completion of the new Computer Science Suite


Ah-ha. A fresher. You can usually spot them, you know, by the way they stand. Rigidly to attention, like army cadets. And the suits of course, always newly pressed and virgin of chalk dust. Not that that lasts long; chalk dust is a perfidious substance, which persists even in those politically correct areas of the school where the blackboardand his smug cousin, the chalkboardhave both been abolished.


The fresher was standing by the computer scientists. A bad sign. At St. Oswalds all computer scientists are bearded; its the rule. Except for the Head of Section, Mr. Beard, who, in halfhearted defiance of convention, has only a small mustache.


As a result, rooms twenty-four to thirty-six will be renumbered as rooms one hundred fourteen to one hundred twenty-six inclusive, room fifty-nine will be known as room seventy-five, and room seventy-five, the defunct Classics office, will be re-allocated as the German Departmental Workroom.


What? Another advantage of wearing gowns to staff meetings; the contents of a mug of tea, intemperately jerked across the lap, barely leave a mark. Headmaster, I believe you may have misread that last item. The Classics office is still in use. It is most certainly not defunct. And neither am I, I added sotto voce, with a glare at the Germans.


The New Head gave me his chilly glance. Mr. Straitley, he said, all these administrative matters have already been discussed at last terms staff meeting, and any points you wanted to make should have been raised then.


I could see the Germans watching me. Gerrya poor liarhad the grace to look sheepish.


I addressed Dr. Devine. You know perfectly well I wasnt at that meeting. I was supervising exams.


Sourgrape smirked. I e-mailed the minutes to you myself.


You know damn well I dont do e-mail!


The Head looked chillier than ever. He himself likes technology (or so he purports); prides himself on being up-to-date. I blame Bob Strange, the Third Master, who has made it clear that there is no room in todays educational system for the computer illiterate, and Mr. Beard, who has helped him to create a system of internal communication of such intricacy and elegance that it has completely overridden the spoken word. Thus, anyone in any office may contact anyone else in any other office without all that unfortunate business of standing up, opening the door, walking down the corridor, and actually talking to somebody (such a perverse notion, with all the nasty human contact that implies).


Computer refuseniks like myself are a dying breed, and as far as the administration is concerned, deaf, dumb, and blind.


Gentlemen! snapped the Head. This is not the appropriate moment to debate this. Mr. Straitley, I suggest you put any objections you may have in writing and e-mail them to Mr. Bishop. Now shall we continue?


I sat down. Ave, Caesar, morituri te salutant.


What was that, Mr. Straitley?


I dont know. Maybe it was the gentle crumbling of civilizations last outpost that you heard, Headmaster.


Not an auspicious start to the term. A reprimand from the New Head I could bear, but the thought that Sourgrape Devine had managed to steal my office right from under my nose was intolerable. In any case, I told myself, I would not go gently. I intended to make Occupation very, very difficult for the Germans.


And now to welcome our new colleagues. The Head allowed a fractional warmth to color his voice. I hope that you will make them at home, and that they will prove to be as committed to St. Oswalds as the rest of you.


Committed? They should be locked up.


Did you say something, Mr. Straitley?


An inarticulate sound of approval, Headmaster.


Hm.


Precisely.


There were five freshers in all: one a computer scientist, as I had feared. I didnt catch his name, but Beards are interchangeable, like Suits. Anyway, its a department into which, for obvious reasons, I seldom venture. A young woman to Modern Languages (dark hair, good teeth, quite promising so far); a Suit to Geography, who seem to have started a collection; a games teacher in a pair of loud and disquieting Lycra running shorts; plus a neat-looking young man for English who, for the moment, I have yet to categorize.


When youve seen as many Common Rooms as I have you begin to recognize the fauna that collect in such places. Each school has its own ecosystem and social mix, but the same species tend to predominate everywhere. Suits, of course (more and more of these since the arrival of the New Headthey hunt in packs), and their natural enemy, the Tweed Jacket. A solitary and territorial animal, the Tweed Jacket, though enjoying the occasional bout of revelry, tends not to pair up very often, which accounts for our dwindling numbers. Then theres the Eager Beaver, of which my German colleagues Geoff and Penny Nation are typical specimens; the Jobsworth, who reads the Mirror during staff meetings, is rarely seen without a cup of coffee, and is always late to lessons; the Low-Fat Yogurt (invariably female, this beast, and much preoccupied with gossip and dieting); the Jackrabbit of either gender (who bolts down a hole at the first sign of trouble); plus any number of Dragons, Sweeties, Strange Birds, Old Boys, Young Guns, and eccentrics of all kinds.


I can usually fit any fresher into the appropriate category within a few minutes acquaintance. The geographer, Mr. Easy, is a typical Suit: smart, clean-cut, and built for paperwork. The Games man, Gods help us, is a classic Jobsworth. Mr. Meek, the computer man, is rabbity beneath his fluffy beard. The linguist, Miss Dare, might be a trainee Dragon if not for the humorous twist to her mouth; I must remember to try her out, see what shes made of. The new English teacherMr. Keanemight not be as straightforwardnot actually a Suit, not quite a Beaver, but far too young for the tweedy set.


The New Head makes much of this pursuit of young blood; the future of the profession, he says, lies with the influx of new ideas. Old lags like myself, of course, are not fooled. Young blood is cheaper.


I said as much to Pat Bishop later, after the meeting.


Give them a chance, he said. At least let them settle in before you have a go.


Pat likes young folk, of course; its part of his charm. The boys can sense it; it makes him accessible. It also makes him immensely gullible, however; and his inability to see the bad side of anyone has often caused annoyance in the past. Jeff Lights a good, straight sportsman, he said. I thought of the Lycra-shorted Games teacher (a Jobsworth, if ever I saw one) and winced inwardly. Chris Keane comes highly recommended. That, I could more readily believe. And the French teacher seems to have a lot of sense.


Of course, I thought, Bishop would have interviewed everyone. Well, lets hope so, I said, heading for the Bell Tower. Following that full-frontal attack by Dr. Devine, I didnt want any more trouble than I had already.
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