
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          The Accidental Alchemist

        

        
        
          CM Blanchard

        

        
          Published by CBBooks Limited, 2025.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      THE ACCIDENTAL ALCHEMIST

    

    
      First edition. September 2, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 CM Blanchard.

    

    
    
      Written by CM Blanchard.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Prologue:

Ancient Magic in the Modern World?
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Ever have the feeling there’s something not quite right with reality? 

If so, you aren’t alone. 

There’s a good reason for that feeling. 

What we think of as reality is to more fluid than is comfortable for us to accept. Memories, for example, are not just bits of random data stored in the brain, neutrally recording things we said and did. They are constructed through deliberate selection and editing. 

And this process in turn depends on the assumptions we take into it. And let’s face it, not all of those assumptions are of our own choosing. just something ‘out there’ that we can do nothing about and has nothing to do with us. Science has proved that we change processes just by observing them. Even more amazingly, we can apparently even change physical processes that happened in the past. We don’t live in a universe of linear trajectories. 

There’s more.

Much more.

Every now and again, something happens to pull back the curtain between what we think is going on and what is really going on. A new light is shed on something happening right now, under our noses, and suddenly everything looks different. Whether we know it or not, we help to shape the reality we live in. We are not just victims. We are co-creators. 

But let’s start at the beginning. It all started with a very special ring, set with a green gemstone mined in Bohemia. It was made in Prague in the alchemist’s workshop of John Dee, who served the English Queen Elizabeth I. Regarded as one of the finest minds in England, Dee had been sent to Prague, where the Emperor Rudolf had moved the court of the Austro-Hungarian Empire from Vienna. Elizabeth needed a trusted person at court in Prague to keep tabs on what the Spanish were up to. They were, after all, hostile to the newly Protestant England. And Rudolf, of the Catholic house of Habsburg, had been brought up at court in Spain. Prone to dark moods, and fascinated to the point of obsession by the occult as Rudolf was, Queen Elizabeth must have known he would be unable to resist John Dee’s credentials as a famous scholar and alchemist. Especially if he had with him the notorious Edward Kelley, variously described as virtuoso alchemist, conjuror of spirits, charlatan and even jewel thief. 

Elizabeth and John Dee knew full well that the reasons for his arrival in Prague would seem obvious – that he was on Her Majesty’s Secret Service. So, he hit on a cunning ruse to put everyone off the scent. Arriving at court, he adopted the stunningly risky approach of loudly berating Emperor Rudolf in the manner of an evangelical preacher. This seems to have had the desired effect of confusing people into silence. Surely no-one would now suspect John Dee of being a secret agent for Queen Elizabeth? 

And so, the Dee family took up residence in one of the most prestigious houses in Prague, and Dee, for the first time ever in history, used the code name of 007 (meaning for the Queen’s eyes only) in correspondence with his Queen. Dee and Kelley took their places alongside some of the most prominent minds of their day at the court in Prague, including the astronomer Tyche de Brahe. 

Dee and Kelley seemed to be riding the crest of a wave. In truth, however, they were setting in motion a train of events that would lead to catastrophe, through the darkest and most forbidden magic. As brightly as their star now shone, it would soon spiral down into despair and ruin, and the ring they had forged would bear the spiritual burden of their history, with the power to liberate and enlighten, but also to destroy. The ring would, in the end, long outlive its makers. History itself is a character in our story. But we will need to begin in the present. 

Soon we will meet Sylvia Smetana, our main character. She’s a pretty average kind of teacher in southern England – stressed to the gills and on the verge of burn out. But not all middle-aged teachers have a mother who used to be a secret agent in Czechoslovakia, or a gemstone ring handed down to them that was forged by an alchemist in Prague. 
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INSET Day
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The English village of Little Titmongering looked so normal, so quaint. From a nearly invisible spot behind a knotted oak, on a hillside overlooking the cathedral city of Newbourne a couple of miles away, Constables Gary Bummidge and Robbie La Touche enjoyed a secluded view of the village, which was within easy commuting distance of London. Twinned with the German town of Rimming an der Oder, and the French town of Hauteur Sur Lie, Little Titmongering was little in name only, easily outdoing its nearest neighbour, Nether Sodbury, in wealth and prestige. The first thing to strike you on arrival at the village would be the Pretentiary, the titanic vicarage. It looked more like a stately home than the home of a clergyman, and dwarfed the modest-looking church of St Wulfhild of Barking. Bummidge and La Touche slouched contentedly in their parked patrol car, munching on Cornish pasties washed down with lemonade from the village store just down the road. 

Just off the High Street lived Sylvia Smetana, newly appointed Head of Religious Studies at Oldmoney’s School, with her fifteen-year-old son Rusty. She was divorced from her husband and contrived to think about him as little as possible. Bummidge and La Touche knew her quite well through her mother, Svetlana, who came from Prague. A nice family – you could enjoy a bit of banter with them. They were good fun. But Sylvia was looking a bit tired lately, they thought, since starting her new high-powered job at Oldmoney’s School in Newbourne. 

Oldmoney’s was the police officers' next port of call. The Principal, Barbara Styles, was a paragon of breathless over-achievement, ensuring tidal waves of demand for rehab, psychotherapy and pharmaceuticals among her staff. At Oldmoney’s, the young blossoms of the nearby youth would be tethered from the age of three upwards to heavy executive briefcases at least as big as themselves, and trussed up in stiff little uniforms bearing the school motto: Beati possidentes – Blessed are The Possessors, or to the more subversively inclined: Never Knock a Dental Plan.

Shielded by an overgrown hedgerow, Bummidge and La Touche would wait for the regular appearance of Harry Hollingsworth, Head of Music at Oldmoney’s. Emerging a little frantically from the bushes at the edge of the playing fields, Harry would surreptitiously retrieve a stash of cigarettes from a hole in the brickwork and light up behind one of the tall brick pillars that marked the entrance to the driveway. Gary and Robbie could almost feel the bliss of that first drag on his cigarette, head back, his gaze turned to the clouds. During the lead-up to exams, Harry might even need to retrieve a bottle of whisky from a hole he had dug beneath a potted shrub. Depending on how far advanced the revision sessions were, he might have to take two, or even three swigs from it before returning the bottle to its man-made cave. He would then, to use La Touche's phrase, ‘do a Beethoven’, composing himself into a stance of ambling innocence, his hands clasped nonchalantly behind his back, strolling back on to the grounds of Oldmoney’s. But for every Harry Hollingsworth dragging and swigging near the driveway, there were a handful of Peggys, Daphnes, Ralphs and Bernards weeping in bathrooms, popping Prozac and quietly falling apart. 

Things were not going as planned for Sylvia Smetana. And yet she had come into her new job with such high hopes. After her divorce five years ago, she had dragged her poor son Rusty around a couple of counties while she did temporary teaching jobs. Most recently, she had covered someone’s maternity leave at the prestigious boys’ boarding school, Newbourne College, which had paved the way for her current post as Head of Religious Studies at Oldmoney’s School, starting last September. At last, Sylvia thought, she was back on the map. Back in the saddle, with something she could call a career without sniggering down her sleeve. In her early forties, she figured, she could still climb a bit further up the career ladder. Head of Department at Oldmoney’s was a good job. The frustrated ambition she remembered as a child still gnawed in her guts even now. She had grown up in London, but her mother Svetlana had not been what you would call a good mother. She had travelled a lot with her job. And her father, now she looked back at him with the wisdom of hindsight, was a quiet man who liked to shut himself off from the world.

Over the last few months, as Sylvia got the measure of her new colleagues and management of her new school it had been dawning on her that her high hopes and ambitions at Oldmoney’s were probably not going to work out. She still wasn’t sure why, but what she did know now was that her face just didn’t fit. She could feel it in the pit of her stomach every day when she walked in through the door. She had had such a long struggle to get here, only to find that success was still just out of reach. She wasn’t sure if she could take another disappointment right now. She told her mother Svetlana how she felt, although she often found her mother aloof and even sarcastic, rather than sympathetic. It was then, a couple of weeks back, that her mother had smiled knowingly at her and given her the ring, with its green gemstone. It was the last thing she had expected in response to her complaints. Svetlana had just smiled. 

“Something unexpected may be just what you need, my dear,” she had said, with uncharacteristic depth and warmth.

Putting the ring on her finger, Sylvia felt a strange energy course through her hand and then her whole body, almost as if it were attuning itself to her. She felt a power emanating from it that was new to her. It was strengthening, and yet coldly detached. When she was wearing it in the months to come it was as if she was standing on the outside of events, looking in with a kind of bemused aloofness. She no longer felt swamped by what was happening to her. Yes, she decided, she felt powerful, and it was a good feeling. 

Wearing the ring now as she drove her car through the narrow hedge rowed lanes from Little Titmongering to Oldmoney’s School in Newbourne, Sylvia mulled over what might have gone wrong at school. She knew she was doing a good job. She had a good rapport with her students and their results looked promising – certainly better than her predecessor’s. What was wrong with these people in the management? 

Today was INSET day – a staff in-service training day before the students came back after the vacation. She had been up since very early that morning and soon she found herself sitting alone in a small classroom located up two flights of stairs, tucked away behind the Assembly Hall. 

“Odd that,” thought Sylvia, as she unpacked her ancient leather briefcase, “given that the school is still practically deserted until the students get back. Why aren’t we using the classroom nearest to the Staff Room?” Already viewing herself as an expert on the workings of the Principal Barbara Styles' mind, rather like the amateur astronomer who studies obscure meteorites that threaten to exterminate life on earth, Sylvia read significance into this dislocated location and its lack of comforts. 

“Our Dr Styles is playing cat and mouse with her conscience again,” she mused. “Mum was right last night. She's about to pull a fast one.” Sylvia’s mother Svetlana seemed to have near-prophetic powers when it came to the managerial antics at Oldmoney’s. Svetlana had been one of the few people in Sylvia’s circle who had not reacted to her appointment at the school with delight and congratulation. At the time Sylvia had attributed her mother’s lack of enthusiasm to her aloofness, but now she was beginning to wonder if she had misjudged her. In fact, since Svetlana had given her the ring, Sylvia was beginning to wonder if she had misjudged just about everything and everyone. She ought to be feeling confused and even irritated, she thought. And yet, if she felt anything right now, it was a sense of hopeful anticipation, a sense of things opening up for her in surprising new ways. Given that she seemed to have just landed herself in a stressful yet dead-end job, Sylvia wondered if she was losing her grip. 

The room slowly filled up with a steady flow of colleagues wearing tense, almost funereal expressions. A tide of angst and the suppressed urge to flee already charged the atmosphere in the room, rippling through the obligatory start-of-term veneer of compulsory optimism. As the staff, with some foreboding, took their seats at the rectangular table, the Principal Barbara Styles’ eyes darted around the room as if in search of underlings in ambush. Nervously filling the few moments it took for the staff to seat themselves, she used the time to stroke the emblems of her status. She smoothed the pleated skirt of her wincingly ill-advised lime-green suit, which set off her sallow skin to particularly bilious effect. It was no secret that she drank heavily in the evenings. She buttoned and unbuttoned her jacket several times, and ran her fingers under the expandable bracelet of her gold watch. The table she was sitting at was bare apart from her expensive array pens and the paperwork for the training session. Typically for Styles, there was no evidence of a printed agenda for the session. Interesting, thought Sylvia.

“Shall we begin?” Styles went on, rhetorically. Given her aspirations to upward mobility, nature had proved less than co-operative with her ambitions, endowing her with a voice reminiscent of a circular saw felling timber in a rainforest. Her voice did not come out of her core, but rather escaped like some desperate captive from a refugee camp located in the drainpipe of her neck. This sense of constraint was not only audible, but even visible. She made repeated involuntary, raptor-like jerks of the neck, often accompanied by abrupt asymmetrical gyrations of her shoulders, as if trying to shake off some inner blockage. When she was tense, like today, she reminded Sylvia of a clockwork mechanical toy. On the rare occasions when she was relaxed, she was more reminiscent of those toy dogs with nodding heads that people put on the parcel shelves of their cars.

Dr Styles noticed Sylvia’s visible amusement with some puzzlement, which Sylvia took as further evidence of a hidden agenda. The only effective defence on occasions like this, Sylvia had learned, was to cultivate a relentless sense of proportion, which in practice meant subversive humour. She had already noticed that her detached and rather impish sense of humour seemed to intensify when she was wearing the ring. 

As Barbara Styles began speaking, Sylvia's eyes were drawn to the finger ballet being performed by the Principal’s hands, whose staccato-like dance was totally out of step with what she was saying. In a series of sharp darts with the fingers, like guerrillas outrunning invisible foes, Dr Styles would pull this or that sheet of paper closer towards her, move another a little to the left or right, or straighten the angle of another, before readjusting everything back to where it had been before. Sylvia wondered whether this finger ballet was the real show, and the words just a smokescreen. She could sense that this dance was a prelude to something ominous. It suggested an inner struggle taking place in Styles’ mind. Perhaps, thought Sylvia, Dr Styles was trying to convince herself of whichever version of reality was currently most expedient. Reality was a notoriously elastic concept at Oldmoney’s School, and truth did not figure in its vocabulary at all. The little minuet of adjustments repeated itself with deft variations throughout the next three minutes or so, during which Styles broached the theme of the day's training session.

“I thought it would be helpful....”.

“To whom?” Sylvia couldn't help wondering.

“...... to run through some typical situations that crop up in boarding, and discuss.....

“DISCUSS?” thought Sylvia incredulously. “Can this mean that Oldmoney’s is no longer a dialogue-free dictatorship? When was that edict passed by the Politburo?”

Sylvia found that her mind had temporarily wandered, in retreat before an avalanche of corporate jargon. The mind-numbing effects set in like a drug, Sylvia noted, aware of a fog forming in her head, like protective wadding against what promised to be a morning of pure BS. Perversely, she found herself relieved to discover that she was still capable of seeing it coming.

Meanwhile, a unanimous wave of recognition had passed telepathically around the rest of the teachers sitting around the heavy, angular table. Bodies tensed, and rapid glances were exchanged, as Deputy Principal Pauline Jenkins suddenly turned her back on the group and made herself busy with three marker pens in front of a virginal flipchart.

Barbara droned on with worrying blandness, before looking over to her loyal deputy Pauline, who, to give her credit, was looking uncomfortable. This was a bad sign. Pauline might be a Oldmoney’s robot, but she was not without some vestiges of human decency.

“What we .... 

“Ah!” thought Sylvia, “that tell-tale royal we!”

“.. envisage here is that we just run through one or two..”

“The whole gamut then,” thought Sylvia.

“...... situations that tend to crop up in boarding from time to time...” 

“Haven't we just heard all this before?” thought Sylvia, “or did we just slide into a parallel universe?”

“ ...... and look at the best way....”

“Meaning, of course, the most expedient way,” Sylvia felt herself thinking through the fog.

“ ....... to handle them.”

“Meaning how to avoid handling them at all,” Sylvia concluded.

Sylvia was adept at deciphering Styles' utterances. So, it seemed, were most of her colleagues. Less than five minutes into the training, a second wave of visceral symptoms passed like a sympathetic barometer change around the table, as vegetative nervous systems went into familiar Oldmoney’s high alert and the audience did their best to zone out and keep their sanity. 

“If Styles is chairing an In-service training session for boarding staff,” Svetlana had said to Sylvia the night before, “expect a carve-up. She would never lower herself to be present at anything to do with boarding unless her own personal agenda was involved. This isn't about professional training. This is a box job.”

The term ‘box job’ was Oldmoney’s slang for Styles’ preferred management tool, which she called ‘putting people back in their boxes’. A typical ‘box job’ might consist of a combination of put-downs and humiliations, private and public. This had the added advantage of disorienting even the most intelligent target, thus closely resembling wars of attrition in armed combat. Indeed, the more intelligent the targets, the greater the chance they would be reduced to gibbering idiots, although intelligence is generally less of a drawback in corporate life than morals. The Art of War and Machiavelli's Prince might in some respects be regarded as the Old and New Testaments of the corporate Bible - even, or perhaps most especially, in an independent school like Oldmoney’s, a religious foundation, where inconvenient character traits such as principles and compassion can so easily get in the way of the agenda. There were usually several box jobs running side by side at any one time. Luckily for Styles, but unluckily for everyone else, putting people back in their boxes also happened to be a compulsion for Styles, which had implications. Dr Styles did not know it yet, but her penchant for the box job meant that, under the right circumstances, she could be played just as easily as she herself could do the playing. But not today.

In a world of counterfeits, the real thing is the ultimate enemy. Having grasped this, it was not difficult for Sylvia to predict who would be the targets of this ideological reality surgery. She herself would be one of them, for certain. Four months earlier, she had attempted to alert the Deputy Pauline Jenkins to the fact that a new and inexperienced Assistant in the boarding house next to Martyrs’ Complex was being bullied by the Housemistress, Pat Sherman. Looking back, Sylvia could see that this had been a totally futile act.

Sylvia was convinced that Sherman was a mild sociopath. However, not only was she the longest-surviving member of the boarding staff at Oldmoney’s, but by some miracle of corporate natural selection she had even managed to establish her way of treating people as the norm. Bullying? What bullying? Sherman had successfully offloaded almost her entire workload, for example, on to her new Assistant Shakhriya. Shakhriya got the girls up in the morning, Shakhriya put the girls to bed at night, Shakhriya attended to their needs at break and at lunch. Shakhriya was on active duty sixteen or seventeen hours a day, every day. She also seemed to be on duty most weekends. Meanwhile Sherman, who had the smallest teaching load of any Houseparent at Oldmoney’s, around six classes a week, plus a couple of meetings, spent most of her time with her feet up watching DVDs and drinking wine, washing down bag after bag of savoury snacks. Shakhriya was exhausted within ten days and had gone to Carol, her counterpart in Martyrs’ Complex, for support and advice. Sylvia, who spent a lot of time at Carol's, had been there at the time. They had to tread carefully. 

“Have you tried writing down your work schedule and showing it to Pat?” Carol asked.

“Yes, I did that last Thursday,” sobbed Shakhriya. “She just told me it would balance out over the term, and that I had only been here a month!”

Carol and Sylvia exchanged a meaningful glance, acknowledging familiar territory.

“Well, carry on keeping a record of your hours,” Sylvia had urged.

“Of course I will,” Shakhriya had said.

“Have you talked to the Senior Housemistress?” asked Carol next, already guessing what the answer would be.

“Yes, she invited me round for coffee a couple of days ago, but she admitted she wouldn't touch this with a bargepole. She's scared of Pat Sherman.”

Nothing new there then. One of the reasons Pat Sherman was being so difficult was because she had been passed up for promotion to the post of Senior Housemistress. The job had gone to someone who was nice, but spineless and not terribly bright. Styles and Jenkins liked people like that, Sylvia was beginning to realize. 

Carol and Sylvia discussed the situation, and decided that Shakhriya didn't look as if she would be able to take much more of this, so Sylvia volunteered to go and talk to the Deputy Principal about it. Some sort of rational professional framework was needed here to enable the two to work together. Rational. At Oldmoney’s. Right!

Sylvia had made an appointment to see the Deputy Principal, Pauline Jenkins, and had put the situation to her as neutrally as she could. The Deputy had listened impassively, told Sylvia to leave it with her, and then done absolutely nothing. After another month of doing two people's jobs for sixteen hours a day, Shakhriya had done something quite unexpected. First, she had gone to pour out her woes to Father Barnes, the school chaplain. Then she had gone to see a lawyer, who had laughed sardonically before telling her that her employer didn’t have a leg to stand on. Shakhriya made an appointment to see the Principal Dr Styles, sat down in her study and started talking about managerial duty of care. Even at Oldmoney’s, the reality of the outside world managed to find a chink in the armour from time to time. And whenever that happened, Oldmoney’s seemed to be caught with its trousers down. A deal was hastily made with a Principal who purported to have been taken completely unawares by the situation, and Shakhriya left Oldmoney’s with a rather fatter bank balance than when she had arrived. Father Barnes looked particularly pleased with himself around that time, although the Principal Dr Styles couldn't quite figure out why.

Clearly, however, in the managerial climate of Oldmoney’s, there could only be one rational explanation for Shakhriya’s departure, less than two months after her arrival. It must be someone's else’s fault. Shakhriya must, they now decided, have left because she had not been adequately supported by her colleagues. The colleagues must therefore be punished.

But even Sylvia was rather surprised to hear Shakhriya being dredged up in Dr Styles' circular saw-like voice as a ‘hypothetical situation’ that might need to be dealt with in boarding. There was a lot of rapid eye contact around the table, none of which was lost on Styles, as the rest of the staff at last grasped what the game was here. Even as their ears heard the words that Styles was uttering, it was difficult for their minds to accept that the Principal of a school of this calibre could do anything so unprofessional, or indeed as potentially open to legal action, as humiliate her staff, one after the other, in each other's presence, under the flimsy pretext of a training session. Styles' eyes narrowed as she uttered one of those sighs of contentment that were typical of her just as the knife went in. Then she threw out the bait at Sylvia, training her glinting steely eyes on her:

“So, what would you do in this situation?”

Sylvia knew she was the prey, but found herself unable to resist the bait.

“Well, having confirmed that the member of staff concerned has spoken to her line manager, and discussed her written record of working hours, and having checked that the Senior Housemistress was already aware of the situation, I would take the matter to the Deputy Principal.”

“NO!” retorted Dr Styles with voice raised. “That is exactly what you SHOULDN'T do!”

Public wrist-slappings were nothing unusual at Oldmoney’s, but Sylvia found herself more curious than angry. She felt that the Principal was making an almighty fool of herself.

“So, what would you advise in a situation like this?” she found herself able to ask quite blandly.

“Well,” came the rather blustered reply, “the important thing is not to push it up the pyramid!”

“PUSH IT UP THE PYRAMID???”, everyone around the table found themselves asking wordlessly.

“I'm sorry,” said Sylvia, trying not to laugh, “I'm not sure I quite follow you...”

The word ‘pyramid’, it seemed, was now the Oldmoney’s euphemism for ‘pecking order’.

Styles, never at her most gracious when being challenged, spluttered some more impatient bluster.

“Well, if a new assistant housemistress is not coping with her duties ...”

“Aha!” thought Sylvia, “so this is the version of reality we are being asked to swallow: Not coping with her duties! The woman was being BULLIED!”

“..... then it is the responsibility of her colleagues to support and advise her to enable her to cope!” 

Stunned silence.

“I see,” said Sylvia, reeling slightly from the steadily growing stench from a fresh pile of corporate manure. 

“So, you would see this kind of issue as being no concern of the management?”

“No,” said Dr Styles triumphantly. “As I said, this kind of thing should not be pushed up the pyramid.”

“I know just what I'd like to push it up!” thought Sylvia.

“And what,” said Sylvia out loud, politely but with emphasis, enunciating very carefully, “about duty of care?”

Sylvia couldn't have known it, but this was the lance that Shakhriya had used in her final conversation with the Principal. Barbara Styles dodged this unexpected challenge with her whole body, jerking to one side with a wide-eyed glance of annoyed alarm. Partially recovering from the shock in a very short time, however, she affected not to have heard the question and became very interested in the paperwork in front of her again. The greasy, stinking form of Pat Sherman, who had deliberately sat herself strategically opposite Sylvia in order to watch the ritual skewering, glowed and preened with an almost sexual satisfaction. She had just been handed her carte blanche in public, and she intended to make full use of it. 

This opening gambit turned out to be the first in a battery of put-downs aimed at almost all the house staff except, conspicuously, Pat Sherman. One by one, they were all obliquely but publicly reprimanded for having had the effrontery to trouble the management with their petty little issues. Their mission in life, it seemed, was to make themselves as invisible as possible and not pester the grown-ups. As the implications of the Styles’ gospel of boarding management slowly began to sink into the minds of her stunned staff, they found their will to stand up for themselves waning. It was a classic piece of corporate goalpost moving. 

But the best was yet to come.

“So!” sighed Dr Styles contentedly and with deadly understatement, as the rest of the company still quivered in their seats, feeling as if they had just been savaged by vampires, “That takes care of the Inset part.”

“The Inset PART??!” Discreet panic-stricken looks were exchanged.

“Fortunately, we still have plenty of time to move on to the main item on today’s agenda.”

“Aha,” thought Sylvia, irritating Styles with another of her knowing smiles. Rule number one, which Styles had mastered a long time ago, was NEVER give your agenda away until your guns are properly loaded and facing the right way, and the enemy is exhausted from another skirmish ....

“Which is......”

“Go ahead you blood-sucking bitch! Make my day!” thought Sylvia, still holding her relentlessly cheerful smile.

“The Oldmoneys' Reunion.”

So, that was it. The ‘Inset’ had not been an Inset at all. It had been a two-pronged stratagem for putting a few jumped-up little house staff into their boxes, while at the same time softening them up for this. Now it made sense. You had to hand it to her: it was clever. That was the thing with these stratagems: whichever way the axe fell, you lost. Unless - Sylvia pondered - unless you simply stopped playing their game and started concentrating on your own. This thought elicited her third rogue smile of the morning. Sylvia noted Styles’ frown of annoyance on seeing her so at ease with herself.

“Sorry, Stylesie dear,” thought Sylvia, smiling directly at her, “but you've just blown your cover. And, what is almost as bad, you’ve pushed several people in this room to the point where they have far more to gain by not cooperating with you than they have to gain by cooperating with you. So, perhaps you’re not quite as clever as you think you are.” Sylvia could feel the ring on her finger glowing warmly, almost throbbing with energy as she watched the game unfold. Positively beaming with the power of a fish that sees most clearly in muddied waters, Sylvia was reminded of something else her mother Svetlana had said the night before, quoting an old Czech saying: “Some people are so clever, it makes them stupid.” Despite herself, her curiosity about what was going to happen next nearly overcame her sense of dismay at the poisonous mind-set she was being exposed to. Nearly.

Now, it seemed, salt was going to be rubbed into the great wound of last year's Oldmoneys' Reunion. Every other year, during the first weekend of the May half-term holiday, there was an ‘expectation’ of the boarding staff that they would give up a weekend of their holiday to wait tables and clear up vomit at the Oldmoney’s annual alumni binge. A group of students would also be chosen to assist them, who were likewise expected to feel honoured to have their bottoms pinched and their breasts ogled and to wade through sick until the small hours of the morning.

The last occasion had got even more out of hand than usual, and several drunken spouses, partners and cronies had entered a girls’ boarding house in the small hours of the morning. There had been an ‘incident’, when two girls had been woken and molested by intruders, and another when one of Sylvia’s colleagues had discovered a party of revellers cooking breakfast with her bacon and eggs in the house kitchen at six o' clock in the morning. She had no idea how they had even managed to let themselves in.

Following these excesses, several members of the house staff had written to the Principal, copying in the Board of Governors, categorically refusing to have anything to do in future with a private social function involving guests for whom they had no responsibility, and expressing their dismay at students of the school being exposed to drunken, lewd behaviour from people who should be setting them an example, etc., etc.. At the time it was taken as a given by the boarding staff from that their cooperation in the event had been withdrawn. How naïve can one get? 

Deputy Principal Pauline Jenkins had left the room discreetly a few minutes earlier, and now returned with two Oldmoney’s VIPS: Patrick Donahue, Chairman of the Oldmoneys' Committee, and Andrew Moran, Treasurer of the Board of Governors. They entered the room, oozing smiles. Sylvia winced. One sat down at the corner of the rectangular table nearest to the door, while the other walked right around the room and sat himself down at the corner diagonally opposite. Dr Styles herself formed the third angle of this human triangle of people, a kind of triangular trap to box in the house staff. Sylvia could smell the sorcery at work already. There was an effulgent bowing-and-scraping introduction by Styles, who bobbed and danced like a mating partridge in front of all this power and status in one small room. She babbled on for several minutes about ‘thinking outside the box.’ So, thought Sylvia, having just all been unceremoniously put back in our boxes, we are now going to have to think outside them again! Nothing like being kept on one's toes, thought Sylvia, with a wry smile that did not go unnoticed on Dr Styles.

Moran and Donahue made a few token sympathetic noises about the bacchanalian excesses of the last annual alumni event, before moving deftly into their prepared spiel. Smiling relentlessly throughout, they spent the next fifteen minutes talking almost exclusively about the marquee tent for this year’s event - how big it would be, where it would be located, where the band would play, what kind of music would be played, where the bar would be, how many courses the meal would have, and where the extra parking facilities would be. The ring on her finger almost red hot to the touch, Sylvia watched open-mouthed as the anxious frowns on the faces of the boarding staff around her slowly melted into a kind of relief, and even more unbelievably, gratitude. Sylvia was sure that any second now she was going to have to dart out of the room and find a magic ring fire extinguisher, if there were such a thing. She felt something close to paralysis taking hold of her as she looked around the room, and noticed now the power in the devilishly clever seating constellation that had marked the opening scene. She was witnessing a truly accomplished act of managerial hijacking, for sure, but more than that, she could see, and feel in her flesh that this was a kind of sorcery. As fascinated as she was furious, she observed how Moran and Donahue were basically talking to each other across the room, allowing the staff in the room to be no more than passive recipients of their control, and also the way that none of the other people present had even been given a chance to speak.

So that was that. All was ‘decided’, without a single word of discussion, let alone opposition. Even Sylvia’s colleagues, Jane and Carol, seemed not to have noticed how brilliantly this performance had evaded the issue of the boarding staff’s future involvement in the event. You had to hand it to them, it was clever. Their boardroom sorcery had produced exactly the outcome they wanted.

At the end of her long day, Sylvia got into her car and drove over to her mother Svetlana's, where her son Rusty was sitting at the kitchen table with his school friend Fluke. They were busy grating raw potatoes for Bohemian potato pancakes, her son Rusty’s favourite evening meal when at his Granny’s place. Svetlana, after one knowing glance into her daughter's face, went wordlessly into the kitchen while Sylvia collapsed in front of the open fire, and came back with a bottle of vintage Medoc and two huge Bordeaux glasses.
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