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QUENTIN WAS WAITING at the top of the escalators for his friends’ arrival. The train had pulled in on time, and they would be here any moment. It had only been a week since he last saw them, but to him it had felt like months, years, decades, eons. 

What’s greater than eons? He thought, hopping from foot to foot, unable to stay still in his excitement.

He had spent the last week of the Christmas holidays at Edgewater and had had a grand time. Staying with Mel and Unwin down at their cottage, along with Maggie, had been so much fun. They had celebrated Unwin’s thirty-third birthday in style. Quentin had even drunk beer, which was yucky. He hadn’t officially been given the beer, but he found some left over in a can the following morning and had drunk it. He shuddered at the memory of the warm, flat taste of old socks. Not that he knew what old socks tasted like, but if he had to imagine what they tasted like, they tasted like beer.

As usual, the school had put on games, treasure hunts, movies and even a paintball game, which was definitely his favourite thing. Least favourite thing; the morning run the olds made him do every morning. Mel said if he didn’t exercise and eat his vegetables, he would end up at fat camp. Now Quentin wasn’t sure whether fat camp was real, but it had sounded like fun until Mel explained it was not a camp to get fat by eating lots of cake, it was a camp to lose weight by exercise and a controlled diet, which meant no cake. 

Quentin thought all the talk about fat camp was unnecessary. Just the idea of no cake had him waiting for them each morning, ready for the run. He was getting faster too, and taller, five feet 5 inches now, and that meant new clothes.

He loved getting taller. All his old clothes were sent back to Gladwell, which he was really happy about. He had taken very good care of them, and they were as good as new, so he knew whichever boy got them, they would be delighted, and he got new ones.

His parents took their jobs as spies very seriously and it meant Quentin had spent most of his young life at Gladwell School for Boys. He never had new clothes growing up, just hand-me-downs from the other boys and sometimes even girls’ parents, who would donate their old clothes to the school. This embarrassed most of the boys when they got a girl’s jumper or cardigan to wear, but Quentin was never really bothered about that. He was more worried about whether he could make it work with his other clothes.

Even though he was expecting it, he still gave a little jump when the escalators leaped into life and moved. 

They’re here!

Quentin rushed down the moving stairs as soon as he saw them, which was quite an effort he found, since the stairs were moving upwards, but he made it to them, hugging the girls and shaking Clive’s hand. Quentin wanted to hear all about their time with their families, but Clive got in first and asked him about his week with Unwin and Mel.

He regaled them with tales of parties and drinking beer; keeping to himself how gross it was. It sounded very grown-up to his ears, and the others were impressed, he could tell. He went into detail about the paintball game and the new layout for the War Games that term. They discussed whether they thought Susan and Graham would rejoin the team once again, sidelining Bluey and Quentin. Vicky kept returning the conversation to his time with Unwin and Mel and whether they had had any particular conversations. In fact, all three seemed especially interested in that.

Quentin shrugged. 

‘Nothing special. Why should I have?’

‘So you didn’t have the talk?’ asked Clive.

‘The talk?’ puzzled Quentin.

‘The talk.’ Vicky nodded.

‘The talk,’ Bluey stressed.

‘No, what’s the talk?’ Quentin felt odd, like he couldn’t collect his thoughts. This must be what bewildered feels like, he thought. Or befuddled, befuddled is a much better word than bewildered. Nodding to himself, he decided he felt befuddled by all this talk of “The Talk.”

Vicky, Bluey, and Clive had gone red. 

‘It’s about sex.’ Only Vicky didn’t say sex. She mouthed the word.

Their attention was diverted for the moment as they headed for the dining hall to raid the refreshments on offer. 

Quentin allowed them to settle into the comfy armchairs by the fire, ignoring the First Years, of course, armed with hot chocolate and great slabs of cake. Quentin made a mental note to tell them fat camp was not as fun as it sounded and they should join him in the morning for the daily run before bringing the focus back to The Talk.

‘So, you guys have had this talk? That’s good, right? We’ve wanted to know about that for ages, and we are always told...’

‘When you’re older,’ they all chanted, and laughed.

‘Well, it seems Mel thought we were old enough, as she had a word with each of our mums,’ said Clive.

‘What was it like?’ Quentin asked, his eyes alight with curiosity.

‘Embarrassing,’ Vicky said. 

‘Oh, so embarrassing. I didn’t know where to look?’ Clive admitted.

‘I was so red; I thought I was going to burst into flames,’ Bluey said, fanning her face as she had gone bright red.

Clive had also turned a startling shade of red and looked quite stunned. His eyes were as big as saucers. 

To Quentin, this was terrible news; he had been looking forward to learning all about “the birds and the bees,” as Maggie had once referred to it back at Gladwell. Quentin had read a lot about the birds and the bees and was mystified about how they connected to babies.

‘That was not the worst, though,’ said Clive, his voice filling with horror.

Something worse. What could be worse than that? 

When he was younger, he imagined they had to be stung by a bee to have a baby, and a bird brought it. That’s as far as his investigation had got him. He had seen a picture of a stork carrying a baby in a book, and he knew bees stung. He hadn’t wanted to be stung, though. Now that he was older, he kinda knew his original thoughts were a little off point, but this was not sounding good at all.

‘Worse?’ Vicky looked at Clive

‘Worse,’ he said, nodding in return. ‘The video.’

Where they had all been red one minute; now they had all gone white.

‘What video?’ Quentin felt so left out.

‘Oh, my god you saw the video too?’ Bluey clapped her hands to her face, hiding her eyes, and gave a shudder. 

Clive nodded, not looking well at all.

Vicky grimaced, but tried to look tough. 

‘It was okay,’ she said, swallowing audibly.

Quentin looked at Vicky and clearly heard her gulp. This must be a scary video.

‘Oh, did you see SAW, or Night of the Living Dead? You said we’d watch that together.’ Quentin was really miffed now.

‘No, mate, much worse than that. It was a video of a baby being born.’ 

Clive was white as a sheet.

Quentin felt sorry for his friends. He could see they were shaken up by it all, but he was secretly happy they had not seen SAW or Night of the Living Dead without him.

‘Was it really that bad?’  

He badly wanted the image of a stork flapping its wings, landing gently and placing the baby on the ground, or a giant on a motorbike, to be right. He shook the image away. He knew that’s not how babies were really delivered. Too noisy. It would wake the baby up, and there couldn’t be that many giants around; otherwise he would have seen one. No, he was confident giants did not deliver babies; or storks, he had to concede; though that would have been nice.

He was totally unprepared for what was to come.

‘Well, you remember Alien, when the thing came out of the man’s chest?’ said Clive. 

Quentin’s eyes lit up. 

‘Oh yes, all that blood and gore as it pushed its way out of his chest, the high-pitched cry, all covered in goo.’ 

Quentin looked at his friends. ‘It’s not like that, is it?’

‘Just like that,’ Vicky whispered.

‘Exactly like that,’ Bluey said with a shudder.

‘Did you see the whole thing?’ Quentin asked, hoping they missed the nice parts.

‘No, not the whole thing, only the last hour,’ said Clive.

Vicky and Bluey both nodded. 

‘One hour for me too.’

‘And me.’

‘AN HOUR!’ Quentin shouted in his astonishment. ‘The bit in Alien lasted seconds.’

‘Keep it down, mate, you’ll scare the First Years,’ said Clive.

Vicky nodded, looking glum. 

‘The whole thing took hours, but Mum said the last hour was enough.’

Clive and Bluey nodded. That had been a rough day.

‘Oh my God, well I am not watching that,’ said Quentin firmly, folding his arms.

Vicky looked at him sadly. 

‘I gave the video to Unwin on the platform.’

‘Why? Why would you do that? Why? I thought we were friends?’ 

Quentin was looking around as if he were going to run away.

Vicky squeezed his arm. 

‘Maybe you won’t have to watch it all. Maybe Mel will just show you a little bit.’

Quentin looked at Vicky as if she were mad. 

‘Have you met Mel? I’ll probably have to watch the whole thing. Which reminds me.’ 

Quentin rounded on Clive. 

‘This pea-sized brain thing got me into more trouble. I had to write an essay, an essay; about ten women in history and their contribution to civilisation in the holidays. The holidays! Their brains are as large as ours,’ he added accusingly.

Clive held up his hands, laughing. 

‘Hey, I told you not to go around telling everybody.’

Vicky and Bluey both laughed, happy to change the subject. 

‘How did you get on? Did you finish it okay?’ Vicky asked.

Quentin had taken on an injured look as his friends laughed. 

‘Well, the first attempt wasn’t good enough, so I had to do it again and Mel said it was “okay as a draft” and that the final essay would be very good at “double the size.” So I had to do it again! Unwin thought it was all very funny.’

Quentin had a little self-congratulatory smile on his face, something the others noticed.

‘Why are you smiling?’ Vicky asked, her curiosity piqued.

Quentin laughed aloud. 

‘I gave it to Unwin as his birthday present, in a frame and everything.’ 

The others laughed too. Quentin shared Unwin had been teasing him about having to write the essay, and all agreed it had been a good joke. Quentin was developing a sense of humour and a thicker skin, which was good to see.

Cathy Crispin, the new Head Girl, stuck her head around the door.

‘Is Quentin in here?’ She asked, scanning the room

‘I’m here.’ Quentin said, standing up, making her jump.

‘Unwin’s asking for you, said you would stay over at his place tonight, something about a video. He wants you over there sharpish.’

Quentin went red, then white, then red again, all within seconds. He looked around at his friends, committing them to memory as if he might never see them again.

Vicky took his hand and gave it a squeeze. 

‘Good luck and remember we’ll be right here waiting for you.’

‘You can come too,’ he said hopefully.

Vicky dropped his hand like a hot potato. 

‘Not on your nelly.’ 

Clive and Bluey shrunk back in their seats. 

‘Noooo, you go; have fun,’ Clive said.

Quentin gave them one last look and then left the common room.

‘It was bad enough for us; do you think he can cope?’ Vicky asked the others.

‘You know, I don’t know,’ Clive said, shaking his head.
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LESSONS
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AS CLIVE ENTERED THE dining hall the following morning, he spotted Quentin sitting at the table.

‘He’s here,’ he called over his shoulder to the girls.

They quickened their pace and took their seats, Vicky and Clive opposite, Bluey taking the seat next to him.

‘You okay? How was it?’ she asked, placing her hand over his.

‘Like you said,’ he replied.

He filled his plate with eggs, bacon, and sausages.

*
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WITH BREAKFAST OVER, everyone dashed back to their dorm rooms to gather their books and get to their first class of the day. 

The second term of their second year was officially under way.

Much to Clive’s delight, their first class was Tech Workshop, his favourite class. 

Professor Green strode into the class, and everyone stopped talking and looked towards the front of the classroom.

Professor Green was a jovial man outside his classroom, but inside he took no nonsense, no tomfoolery. The workshop was a dangerous place, no place for high jinks and pranks.

This was his speech he gave at the start. Not just at the start of term, but every class. Students would have no excuses if he caught them playing around, no second chances. They would be sent off to see Mrs Macpherson without delay. 

‘Did you hear? Mel sent letters home to our parents? She’s asking permission to bring back the slipper as a punishment?’ Vicky whispered.

Clive nodded. ‘My Mum told me, said she gave consent.’

‘My Mum too,’ said Bluey.

‘Mine as well. Got a whole lecture about “in her day” and everything. Nan was really strict, according to my mum,’ said Vicky.

Quentin sat quietly, feeling a little left out as his parents were missing, so couldn’t give consent. Not that he wanted the slipper, of course, but he felt sad he couldn’t talk about his mum or his Nan or anything.

This speech always had the desired effect, especially with the new discipline in place. The children’s energies dampened; their thoughts focused. Professor Green boasted there had never been an accident in one of his classes, and woe betides anyone who tarnished that record.

That he had huge wild hair, which he dyed green, had big bushy green eyebrows and wore a monocle that made the eye behind look enormous compared to the other one, made his warnings even more dire. But despite his mad scientist appearance, as Clive called it, and strict demeanour, he was one of the student’s favourite teachers.

‘Today and for the rest of the term, you will work in teams to invent, design, and create a surveillance device.’

Everyone started talking in excited low voices, and it took several moments for them to notice Professor Green had his hands up in the time-honoured tradition of requesting silence, together with several throat-clearing noises.

‘Now, this is not going to be part of the trophy competition.’

This time, the children’s grumbles were a little on the loud side.

‘QUIET!’ Professor Green bellowed. 

Several of the children leaned back, and Vicky clapped her hands to her ears.

Continuing in his normal voice. ‘It will not be a competition because you all have different strengths, and over the years a couple of ideas that have come from this very classroom are used in the field today. The company quartermaster himself will judge your efforts, and a prize will go to the winning idea.’

‘Can we call him “Q”?’ Clive asked, raising his hand. ‘Like in the Bond movies?’

‘Umm, well, yes, okay, I guess so,’ the professor said. ‘He used to come here, you know. Ian, as a boy, a talented student, went on to the Navy, I think?’

Clive put his hand up again. ‘I thought he went to Eton. I saw that on Wikipedia?’

The Professor gazed at him from under his big bushy green eyebrows, his large eye twinkling behind the monocle.

‘Well, if any of you write a book about your time here or in the field, I am sure Wikipedia will say the same about you. Well, maybe not you Capstan, they will probably say you went to Oxford or some such place.’

‘Didn’t you go to Oxford, Sir?’

The professor’s eyebrows seemed to come alive as they went up in surprise, down in a frown and all bristly in indignation.

‘I did no such thing. I went to the finest establishment this majestic land has to offer. I,’ pausing for just a moment, ‘went to Cambridge.’ He delivered the last one with vigour and grandeur. It actually sounded more like “Cammmmmmbridge” the way the Professor pronounced it.

Bluey raised her hand. ‘What’s the difference between Oxford and Cambridge?’

‘The difference, the difference; those who go to Cambridge go on to do great things, extraordinary things. Those who go to Oxford... well, they write about the people who go to Cambridge and do great and extraordinary things.’ 

He gave a laugh. 

‘Now, don’t you listen to me? They are both excellent schools, and you would do well to get into either. Now, to the task at hand. First, we need ideas. From there we will choose the best one or two, and then we start the design. Nothing is too crazy, nothing out of scope; let your imaginations roam free. Form teams or work alone, I don’t mind, but we have,’ the professor checked his watch, ‘just over an hour left of the lesson. Let’s see what we can come up with by then.’

There was a flurry of activity as the children got into teams and started throwing out ideas.

Quentin, Clive, Vicky, and Bluey gathered around one table towards the back of the class at Clive’s beckoning. 

Vicky, Bluey, and Quentin were excited to hear what he had in mind to warrant the need for secrecy.

‘So, ideas?’ Clive said, opening the conversation.

‘You first,’ Vicky said. ‘What have you come up with?’

Clive looked troubled. ‘Nothing yet, but I will. Give me a moment. Let’s hear yours first.’

The others looked crestfallen. ‘We thought you had something really good to bring us all the way to the back of the class,’ said Bluey, pouting.

Clive shook his head. ‘No, sorry, I just thought we were bound to come up with something superb and I didn’t want anyone else stealing the idea.’

The others were slightly mollified by the compliment.

They spent ages suggesting ideas, but so many of them had been thought of already and appeared in the movies too; it really was a challenge to think of something totally original.

Quentin sat there and listened to all the ideas, offering his support as each one was shot down, encouraging them on.

As each of the other three fell silent, their brains finally out of ideas, they realised Quentin had not suggested one thing, not one.

‘Hey, how about you? Can’t you think of anything?’ Clive said, a hint of desperation in his voice. The thought of not having a single idea to present to Professor Green was making him feel a little sick.

Quentin shrugged. ‘I only had one idea when the Professor first mentioned the task. I haven’t been able to think of another one.’

The other three all looked at each other. ‘What’s the idea?’ Bluey said. Her voice had a hint of warning, which, of course, Quentin completely failed to notice.

Vicky had folded her arms. Another sign that passed Quentin by. 

Clive, on the other hand, was feeling hopeful. Quentin would save the day. He was sure of it.

‘Well, all I could come up with was a pocket watch; like Mr Black, the Head Master, has, but with a camera built into the casing.’ He looked around at his friends dolefully. ‘I know, right? Must already be out there. But it’s all I can think of.’

Clive was elated. ‘It’s brilliant,’ he said. 

Bluey and Vicky had a more pressing need to slap Quentin, which they both did.

‘Ouch! OW! What was that for?’ he asked, rubbing the back of his head and then his arm.

‘You kept that to yourself all this time, whilst we racked our brains coming up with all those other ideas!’ Vicky was fuming. ‘You’re so irritating.’

‘Hey come on, that’s a bit strong. He came up with a cracking idea,’ said Bluey, rubbing Quentin’s arm where she had whacked him.
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