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‘Those who have been taught from an early age to fear the displeasure of their group as the worst of misfortunes will die on the battlefield, in a war of which they understand nothing, rather than suffer the contempt of fools.

‘The English public schools have carried this system to perfection and have largely sterilised intelligence by making it cringe before the herd. This is what is called making a man manly.’

Bertrand Russell, Education and the Social Order
reproduced by kind permission of The Bertrand Russell
Peace Foundation




Letter Published in The Times, 17th October 1957

The Old Rectory

Havering

Kent

Dear Sir,

I have been a loyal reader of your paper for over thirty years. I have always admired its ordered view of the world. I have, in fact, come to view it as an old friend, without whose sober companionship my day is incomplete.

It was therefore in shocked disbelief that I read the article by Colin Hammond: ‘Prisoners of Privilege’ that appeared in last Monday’s edition.

Even now, ten days later, I am still at a loss as to how you could have printed such an article. No doubt Mr Hammond is one of those ‘angry young men’ one is always reading of today; an arrogant young fool whose only chance at distinction is to denigrate every institution this country holds dear. How could you have given him a platform to air his disgraceful views?

His article is the most offensive piece of journalism that I have ever seen. Having read it my only conclusion is that Mr Hammond is not in his right mind. Either that, or his desire for fame is so great that he will malign with impunity to achieve it.

How could he argue that the public school system itself was to blame for that terrible business at Kirkston Abbey? As a former public school boy myself (Ferrers College 1919–24) I must protest this slur on an institution that I have always respected. My school, like others of its kind, was a decent, happy place. It was not the brutal, fear-filled prison that Mr Hammond would have you believe.

The boys at the centre of the whole sordid Kirkston Abbey affair were not ‘corrupted by the system’. They were not ‘victims of their environment’. To portray them as such is a very grave mistake.

For nothing can excuse the sheer awfulness of what they did. There can be no excuses for behaviour like that. Nothing, not youth, loneliness, separation from their families, none of the numerous justifications that Mr Hammond puts forward in their defence, can begin to redeem them. Their behaviour was not that of misguided youths. It was the work of monsters.

It is bad enough that Mr Hammond should try and defend them. That he goes further and attempts to lay the blame on a respected institution of this country is a despicable act for which any decent person would be thoroughly ashamed.

I will not be reading your paper in future. I will not subscribe to a publication that prints such distortions of the truth.

Yours sincerely,
Charles Malverton


Prologue

London, January 1999
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A bitter wind whistled outside the window but the glow of the fire made the room seem snug. The young man in the chair stared at the clock on the mantelpiece, his cheeks warm from the heat of the flames.

Ten past twelve. He wasn’t coming.

No! He will come. He has to come! This is my life!

He climbed to his feet and paced around the room, checking for the umpteenth time that everything was as it should be.

It was a beautiful room: lush red carpet, pale blue walls, high ceiling and large windows that looked out onto the pavement and the people who hurried by, wrapped in coats, leaning into the wind. The furnishings were expensive; reproduction Louis Quinze, and the walls were covered with watercolours of ships at sea.

Chairs stood on either side of the fire. Beside one of the chairs was a small table, holding two hardback books and a pile of photocopied newspaper articles.

The kettle was boiled, the cups and saucers set out on a tray, the biscuits laid out on a plate. Everything was ready. Everything was here.

Except for his guest.

Quarter past twelve.

He put another log on the fire. Its heat felt like burning hands around his face. He stared into the flames, watching them dance before him. His throat was hot and dry.

The clock on the mantelpiece continued to tick away. Seconds multiplied into minutes that would eventually become hours. Time passed inexorably on, indifferent to the fact that with each passing second all his hopes and dreams faded a little more.

Half past twelve. The clock struck to mark the half-hour. There was a knock on the front door. Joy swept over him, together with a rush of adrenaline that made him feel light-headed. He hurried into the corridor and down to the door at its end. He turned the lock and threw it open.

A man stood on the doorstep; a tall, gaunt, middle-aged man in a shabby coat with thinning hair and eyes that radiated suspicion; the eyes of an animal that senses that danger is near.

‘Mr Webber?’ The voice was deep and soft, so soft that he had to strain to hear.

‘Yes. I’m Tim Webber. Come in. Come in please.’

He led the man into the room and gestured towards the chair beside the small table. ‘Would you like to sit there?’

The man did as he was asked, but he kept his coat on and turned down Tim’s offer of tea or coffee. He picked up one of the books and studied its cover.

Tim sat down in the other chair and watched him, happiness now giving way to a sense of anticlimax. He had expected his guest to be imposing, but the man before him had no real presence at all. He told himself that it was to be expected, the inevitable consequence of forty years spent seeking anonymity.

‘Which one are you looking at?’ he asked.

‘The Martin Hopkins one. A School Full of Secrets.’

‘Have you read it?’

‘Of course.’

‘It must be strange.’

‘Strange?’

‘Reading about yourself.’

The man made no reply. Silence hung in the air like mist. It made Tim feel nervous so that he rushed to end it. ‘I’m glad you decided to come,’ he said brightly, and at once regretted his words.

‘You didn’t leave me much choice.’

‘I didn’t mean you to feel pressured. That wasn’t what I wanted. Really …’ His words petered out. He was not convincing either of them.

The wary eyes studied him closely. ‘I don’t believe this claim of yours. I think you’re lying.’ The voice was forceful, but a thread of uncertainty trembled at its core. Tim felt his confidence return.

‘No you don’t. If you really believe that then why are you here?’

‘The police made a full investigation. It was in all the papers. Books were written about it. You know what I did. What we did.’

Tim shook his head. ‘I know what the papers said you did. I know what the police told them you did. But the police didn’t tell them the full story did they?’

‘Of course they did. They made a very thorough investigation.’

‘I don’t doubt that. But they didn’t make all their findings public did they? Not those findings they didn’t want the public to hear.’

‘Rubbish! What findings?’ The voice was angry but the doubt still lingered. Tim allowed a smile to play around his lips. ‘You tell me.’

‘This is absurd! You don’t know what you’re talking about!’ The man made as if to rise. Tim saw that it was time.

‘Have you heard of the Elmtrees residential home?’

The man stared at him blankly. ‘The what?’

‘The Elmtrees. It’s an old people’s home just outside Colchester.’

‘No. Why should I?’

‘I went there three months ago. I’d been commissioned to write an article for a magazine; just a filler about residential care for the elderly. I pretended to be a relative of one of the residents, used it as an excuse to get in, talk to some of them, try and find something touching to write.’

‘What does this have to do with me?’

‘While I was in there I met an old man called Thomas Cooper. He was very frail, but his mind was still sharp. He’d been in the home for years. His wife was long dead, his only child lived in Canada. He had no one to visit him or care about him. He was a lonely old man who just wanted somebody to take an interest in him and listen to the stories he had to tell.

‘He told me all about his life. Went on and on. It was tedious stuff. I was about to make an excuse and leave. And then he started to tell me a story that made me sit up and listen.

‘You see Thomas wasn’t from Colchester originally. He grew up in Norfolk. His family were poor. He was in service by the time he was fourteen, in a big house out towards Yarmouth, training to become a butler. He met his wife Ellen there. She was learning how to be a cook.’

The man gave an impatient sigh. ‘Where are you going with this?’

Tim ignored his question. ‘After a few years, when Ellen and he had learned all that they could, they left the house near Yarmouth. Went independent you could say. They used to find employment as a live-in couple with prosperous families. She’d do the cooking and housekeeping. He’d serve at table and do odd jobs. They did very well. They spent years with a wealthy family in Norwich. Were very happy with them. Eventually the family decided to move to France. Thomas and his wife were asked to go with them, but they didn’t want to live abroad. So the family found them another position. An even better one than they’d had before. With Jeremy Blakiston’ – he paused, to give emphasis to what he was about to say – ‘the Bishop of Norwich.’

The eyes, narrowed with suspicion now widened in alarm. A feeling of overwhelming relief swept over Tim. He had been so afraid that the story was just an old man’s fantasy. Now he knew that it wasn’t.

‘Thomas and Ellen went to work for the Bishop in 1949. They were with him for five years. Five happy years. He was a good employer, kind, courteous, “a pleasure to serve” was how Thomas put it. He was what you might call a rather worldly cleric. Loved entertaining. Had loads of friends. Enjoyed life to the full. Until the night when everything changed.

‘One afternoon, in December 1954, Thomas took a phone call from the Norwich police station. The police were investigating some business at a school in the north of the county. A boarding school called Kirkston Abbey. It was a very bad business. Shocking. Thomas remembered that people in Norwich could talk of nothing else.

‘Two boys were at the centre of the investigation. They were being questioned by the police. The questioning had been going on for days. Now the police wanted the Bishop to come to the station and hear the story that one of the boys was telling.

‘They asked him to come at night, under the cover of darkness so that the press wouldn’t find out about his meeting with the boy. That was all they would say. To all Thomas’s questions they just kept answering that the Bishop had to come to the station that night.

‘So the Bishop went. Before he left he made light of it. Said it was bound to be a load of nonsense and that he’d be back within an hour. Thomas and Ellen waited up. Ellen kept supper warm. But he was gone all night, and when he returned at dawn the next morning, he looked haggard, as if he’d aged ten years overnight. He wouldn’t answer any of their questions. He simply told them that no one must ever know about his visit to the police station that night; made them promise that they would keep it a secret. Then he locked himself in his study and stayed there for the rest of the day.

‘From that day on he was a changed man, so changed that it was as if another personality had taken possession of him. Where he’d once been cheerful and outgoing he now became solitary and withdrawn. He hardly saw anyone, experienced periods of depression when he’d sit alone in his study, for days at a time, just staring at the walls. He started having nightmares. Sometimes Thomas and Ellen would hear him crying out in his sleep. After three months he had a form of nervous breakdown. Had to resign his position. Went to live with a brother in Cornwall where he died a few years later.

‘Thomas and Ellen kept their promise. They never told anyone what had happened that night. Ellen took the secret to the grave with her. But Thomas wanted to tell someone before he died. He was close to death when I met him. He died two weeks after I spoke with him and I think he wanted to get it off his chest before the end.

‘I’ve checked with the authorities in Norwich. They confirmed that Jeremy Blakiston resigned as Bishop in April 1955 following some sort of nervous breakdown. They also confirmed that a couple called Thomas and Ellen Cooper were employed by him until his resignation. I’ve checked through all the press reports on Kirkston Abbey and there’s no mention of the Bishop ever having met you. It never happened as far as the press and the public were concerned. But then, that’s what the police wanted, isn’t it?

‘I’ve read the press reports. I’ve read the books. I know what you did, or what the police said you did. What you did was terrible. But it wasn’t so terrible that it could cause a man to have a breakdown. Not unless the story you told him was far worse than the story the police told the press.’

He paused, blowing through his teeth so that the hair rose and fell on his forehead. He could hear his heart beating. He felt intensely alive.

‘I want to hear the story you told the Bishop. I want to know what really happened at Kirkston Abbey.’

The man stared at him. The anger was gone now; replaced by regret and a terrible tiredness. ‘It was more than forty years ago. It’s in the past.’

‘Like hell it is! How many cases have caught the public imagination the way this one has? It’s up there with Brady and Hindley or the Mary Bell case. It’s those photographs that did it. Even now they still have the power to shock. Evil wearing the mask of childish innocence. Everyone recognises them – even people like me who were born years after it happened.’

The man shook his head. ‘It’s in the past. Leave it alone.’

‘I can’t leave it alone! This is a once-in-a-lifetime scoop! Breaking it could make me the most famous journalist in the country!’

‘And that’s what you want? Success? Recognition?’

‘Yes! Christ yes! I’ve waited long enough! I’ve been a journalist for ten years now and I’ve spent all of them doing stories about old people’s homes, weddings, council meetings and all the crap that no one else wants to do!’

The man gestured to the room in which they sat. ‘It seems lucrative enough.’

‘You think I can afford a place like this? This is the home of my girlfriend’s parents. They despise me. They’re away on a cruise, otherwise I’d never have made it through the front door. My home is a poky flat in Lewisham and I’m going to stay there for ever if my career carries on like this. I want to get from there to here. This story is my ticket!’

‘And I’m the one who can give it to you,’ said the man softly.

‘I’ll pay you. Half of everything I make. There’ll be newspapers, magazines, a book of course, television appearances. Maybe even film rights. We’re talking hundreds of thousands.’

The man stared at him. ‘What good is money to me?’

‘You could make a new start. A new life far away. I’d protect your anonymity as far as possible. You wouldn’t have to be a part of it. Not if you didn’t want to.’ Privately he knew this to be untrue. But it didn’t matter. What did the truth have to do with this? He would promise anything that would help him get what he wanted.

‘A new life? My life ended the day the police came to Kirkston Abbey. There can be no new life for me. All the money in the world won’t change that.’

Tim’s brain was whirring. Should he continue to push the money angle or move on to the threats: you tell me everything or I’ll hound you until you do. You think your life is bad now; I can make it ten times worse. I won’t stop until I get what I want. He decided to stick with the money; to try and keep things civilised if he possibly could. He opened his mouth to speak …

And heard the man say ‘Very well.’

Euphoria swept over him, so intense that it was like an emotional climax. ‘Do you mean it?’

The man nodded.

‘You’ll tell me everything you told the Bishop?’

‘Yes. I haven’t told anyone since that night. I’ve kept it a secret all that time. It will be good to tell someone. Even someone like you.’

Tim ignored the insult. ‘You won’t regret it I promise. We’re talking a fortune. More money than you can imagine.’

‘I’m not doing this for money. There will be no money. Not for either of us.’

‘What do you mean? Of course there will! A bloody fortune!’

The man shook his head and for the first time he smiled. ‘No money. No fame. Just the truth.’ A strange light came into his eyes; a dark light that Tim could not identify and which made him feel nervous. He had a sudden feeling that somehow the balance of power between them had shifted. In his head he heard a voice whispering.

It shouldn’t be this easy.

He pushed his confusion to one side and concentrated on the job in hand. ‘I’ll have to tape what you tell me. You understand that don’t you?’

The man nodded. Tim fetched a tape recorder from behind his chair. He set it up on the table beside the man. He placed a cassette in the machine. The cogs started to whir. A gentle hissing sound filled the room.

They sat facing each other in front of the fire; the young journalist, fuelled by the heat of his own ambition, and the gaunt middle-aged man with the secret eyes who had once been the most infamous schoolboy in England.

Tim moistened his lips and began the questioning.

‘In his book Martin Hopkins makes the point that the events of December 9th 1954 were simply the culmination of a chain of events that had started some time earlier.’

The man nodded.

‘He pinpoints the start as early November, just after the half-term break. Is that correct?’

‘In a manner of speaking.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘To really understand what happened you have to go back further.’

‘How much further?’

‘A month. To a morning in early October and an event that was the real start of it all.’

‘What happened that morning?’

‘Something very trivial. Or so it seemed at the time.’ Again the man smiled. ‘In films these days, beginnings are always so dramatic. An explosion, a murder. You can almost hear the drumroll as the curtain goes up. There was nothing like that at Kirkston Abbey. But there was a beginning. The incident that took place that morning was the beginning, and everything that happened afterwards stemmed from that.’

‘Tell me about that morning.’

‘It was just an ordinary morning at Kirkston Abbey. And it was a Monday …’


PART ONE
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Bonding


Norfolk: October 1954

Chapter One

[image: image]

Everything has its own beginning. The longest book begins with a single word. The longest journey begins with a single step.

At Kirkston Abbey the first step was an unexpected act of kindness; a patch of perfect blue to brighten the greyness of an October day. In time that blue would dull, turn bad, decay, and spread its infection across the sky.

The morning assembly was coming to an end. The school chapel resounded with the sound of three hundred adolescent voices denting, but not destroying the beauty of one of England’s most uplifting hymns:


Bring me my bow of burning gold!

Bring me my arrows of desire!

Bring me my spear! O Clouds, unfold!

Bring me my chariot of fire!

I will not cease from mental fight,

Nor shall my sword sleep in my hand,

Till we have built Jerusalem,

In England’s green and pleasant land.




The voices died away, the echoes floating into the air to burst against the rafters.

‘Let us pray,’ intoned Mr Howard the headmaster from his seat at the front of the choirstools. The school dropped to its collective knees. The thudding sound of bottoms perched on the ends of wooden seats.

‘Dear Lord, look down on we your servants, gathered here today. Grant us the strength to do your work and to obey your commandments, this and every day. In the name of Jesus Christ our Lord, Amen.’

‘Amen,’ echoed the school.

Thirty seconds of silence. A chance to pray, to think wistfully of the weekend that had just ended, or to panic about prep that was still unprepared.

The organ started up again; the sound of the Toccata and Fugue filled the chapel. The school returned to its feet and began to file out; house by house, row by row, each boy turning and nodding respectfully towards the altar before marching up the aisle and out into the crispness of the autumn morning.

They marched along the chapel path towards the main school building: boys in smart blue blazers emblazoned with the school crest, grey trousers with severe creases, and shiny black shoes. A mass of regulated uniformity, enlivened by splashes of colour from the prefects who were permitted to wear jackets of their own choice. The wind whistled across the flat landscape and through the branches of the beech trees that flanked the path; bitter and tinged with salt, blowing in from the sea three miles to the north.

The path divided. Same boys veered off on a path that led to the woods and to Heatherfield and Monmouth; the two boarding houses hidden in the trees. Others continued past the rugby pitches and on towards the main school building; a huge Victorian Gothic edifice which still managed to seem dwarfed by the vast Norfolk sky above.

It was in fact two buildings joined by a cloister. The building on the right contained most of the classrooms and the assembly hall. The building on the left contained two further residential houses: Abbey House, and Old School House. The boys filed into their respective houses to fetch the books they would need for the morning’s lessons.

Jonathan Palmer, fourth year pupil, jostled with the other boys of Old School House as they moved through the cloister and on towards the classrooms.

He was a slim, attractive boy with light brown hair and delicate features. He was three months past his fourteenth birthday.

He walked past the assembly hall and down a long corridor with a stone floor. Boys pushed and shoved around him, exchanging news and insults, expending the last vestiges of the weekend’s energy before settling down to the grind of the week ahead. The air was heavy with the smell of polish, the sound of voices and the echoes of hundreds of pairs of sensible shoes. Classrooms stood on either side. Each had a name, painted on the door in golden letters: Drake and Walpole, Pitt and Melbourne; the golden ones who had helped put the Great into Britain.

He entered Melbourne classroom; its cold white walls holding rows of battered double desks that looked like cages. The cages were filling with boys; some talking to their neighbours, others staring at their books or off into space, all waiting for the start of the first period Latin lesson. The walls reverberated with the comments they had heard for the last hundred years and would hear for the next hundred too:

‘… so unfair! Everyone knows I’m better but his brother’s captain so he gets picked instead …’

‘… I couldn’t do any of that Maths. Can I borrow yours …’

‘… you should try sharing a study with him! …’

‘… and my father said that we can go to London and see a show …’

Jonathan sat down at his usual desk; a particularly battered relic with a seat that threatened to collapse at any moment. A picture of the Queen hung on the wall in front of him; a display of patriotism for last year’s coronation that had yet to be taken down. He had spent the day with his mother and her neighbours, all crowded into the one house in the street that had a television set. It had been the first time he had ever seen television.

The desk beside him remained empty, as did the double desk in front; waiting for Nicholas Scott and the Perriman twins to arrive from Monmouth House. Their absence made him feel isolated and vulnerable. He stared down at the scruffy piece of paper and his attempted translations of the sentences they would be studying for the next forty minutes. Most were failures but it didn’t matter. Nicholas would have the answers. He always did.

The surface of the desk was pitted with names and dates scratched into the wood. He traced their outline with his slender fingers. John Forrest 1937; Peter Ashley 1912; Charles Huntley 1896. Boys who had long since grown into men and left their schooldays far behind.

Boys continued to file into the classroom. The noise level increased. Richard Rokeby strode in, books under one arm, heading for his usual double desk by the window. From the back of the classroom James Wheatley and George Turner were firing paper pellets at Colin Vale who was trying unsuccessfully to laugh it off.

Stephen Perriman entered, followed by his brother Michael. They sat down in the double desk in front of Jonathan and stared at him with their pale blue eyes.

‘Where’s Nick?’ he asked.

Michael pretended to be violently sick.

‘He started throwing up last night,’ explained Stephen. ‘We took him to the San. They think he’s got a bug.’

Jonathan’s heart sank. He was of course concerned by the poor state of Nicholas’s health, but he was more concerned by the poor state of his translations.

‘We tried to do the sentences,’ Michael told him, ‘but could hardly do any of them.’

‘We?’ exclaimed Stephen. Jonathan noticed that a small bruise was forming above his right eye. ‘How did you get that?’

‘We were raided by the fifth year last night. They were after the third year but they’d barricaded themselves in.’

‘They stripped our beds,’ added Michael,’ and then they wanted to play dodgems with the laundry baskets. They put Julian Archer in one and they were going to put me in the other but Stephen said that he’d go in instead. There was so much noise that Mr Soper came in. The fifth years ran off through the washrooms, but Stephen and Julian were still in the baskets. Mr Soper let them out and asked Stephen what had been going on.’

‘Did you tell?’ asked Jonathan.

Stephen stared at him as if he were insane. ‘Oh sure! Like you’d tell if Wheatley and his gang decided to have a go at you one night.’

Jonathan turned and watched James Wheatley, his eyes flashing with excitement, continuing to fire pellets at Colin Vale. Colin was still trying to make light of it but when one of the pellets hit him in the eye he seemed close to tears. Jonathan felt a burst of anger on Colin’s behalf.

And also, a small, guilty feeling.

At least it’s not me.

‘Let’s compare answers,’ said Stephen.

They were just about to do so when Mr Ackerley swept into the room, tall and upright, his gown flapping behind him. At once the classroom was silent.

Mr Ackerley’s sharp grey eyes, set deep within his pale, patrician face, ran over the class and fixed on the empty space next to Jonathan. ‘Where is Scott?’

‘He’s ill, sir,’ explained Stephen.

‘I see. I trust that everyone has done the prep.’

‘Yes, sir,’ chorused the class. Some with more conviction than others.

‘Good.’ He sat down at his desk. ‘Open your text books at page 56.’

Jonathan did so and found himself staring at a diagram of intersecting triangles. Only then did he realise that he’d brought the wrong book. He felt his heart plummet to the bottom of his stomach. Of all the lessons to make this mistake! Cursing his own stupidity he stuck his hand into the air.

Mr Ackerley, on the point of starting the lesson, noticed the raised hand. He exhaled irritably. ‘Well Palmer?’

‘I’m sorry sir. I’ve forgotten my book. May I go and fetch it?’

The sharp grey eyes rolled towards heaven. ‘You do know what lesson this is, don’t you, Palmer?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘So why have you brought the wrong book? Latin book for Latin lesson. That’s easy enough isn’t it, even for someone like you.’

He heard someone giggle. He felt himself flush. It was safer to say nothing but the knowledge that Mr Ackerley would not make such a fuss if it were someone else put him on the defensive. ‘I brought my Maths book, sir. It’s the same colour and size as the Latin book so it’s an easy mistake to make.’ As he spoke he was aware of his Yorkshire accent becoming more pronounced and wished that he’d kept quiet.

‘For God’s sake, Palmer, stop whining on in that stupid voice! No one’s interested!’ Mr Ackerley’s eyes scanned the classroom, looking for an empty seat. ‘Go and share with Rokeby.’

Jonathan rose to his feet, his face still hot, hating the sensation of everyone staring at him. Michael Perriman caught his eye and flashed him a sympathetic smile.

He walked to the front of the class, to the double desk where Richard Rokeby sat alone, staring out of the window at the fields at the rear of the school.

Richard Rokeby was the school loner; a boy who treated the rest of the school with a barely concealed scorn. He had no friends. He spoke to as few people as possible. He seemed to need no company but his own.

This behaviour had always appeared strange to Jonathan. His mother had told him that loners kept the world at a distance because they suffered from feelings of inferiority. She knew this to be true because she had read it in one of her magazines. Jonathan was sure she was right but it was hard to see what Richard Rokeby had to feel inferior about. He was extremely intelligent, supremely self-assured and, on the few occasions when he chose to show it, remarkably eloquent.

And, most noticeable of all, he was arrestingly good-looking. He was tall and athletic, with blue-black hair, strong, handsome features, and deep-set eyes of piercing blue that blazed scornfully out at the world as if issuing a permanent challenge.

He sat down next to Richard, giving him an awkward smile. Richard responded with a disinterested nod, slid his text book to the centre of the double desk and continued to stare out of the window.

Mr Ackerley’s eyes roamed over the classroom. ‘Upton, translate sentence one.’

The lesson began. Adam Upton, bright and enthusiastic, followed the standard procedure for translation; reading out a Latin word, giving its English translation, continuing until the entire sentence was completed. The rest of the class waited apprehensively, fidgeting in their seats, hoping that they would not be picked. Jonathan stared at his inadequate attempts, sure that he would be chosen and praying that when this happened the sentence in question would not be number five or eight.

Sentence two. Colin Vale. Another good effort. Sentence three. Michael Perriman. Not so good. Michael made mistakes and had to be prompted in whispers by Stephen. Mr Ackerley became angry. ‘For God’s sake Perriman, you’re supposed to have prepared this! And if your brother helps you any more he’ll find himself in detention. Next time do the work properly!’

Sentence four. Stuart Young. Not brilliant but better than Michael Perriman.

Sentence five. Mr Ackerley’s eyes scanned the class. Jonathan, staring down at his desk, sensed them bearing in his direction. He tensed in apprehension.

‘Rokeby!’

Richard Rokeby turned away from the window and towards Mr Ackerley. ‘Sir?’

‘Rokeby, forgive me for disturbing you. Would you do us the great honour of translating sentence five, or would you prefer to continue watching the groundsmen marking out the pitch?’

A burst of sycophantic laughter echoed round the classroom. Mr Ackerley nodded his head very slightly, as if acknowledging the applause.

‘I’d rather watch the groundsmen, sir,’ Richard Rokeby told him.

Another burst of laughter. No longer sycophantic. Instantly suppressed.

‘Pardon?’ said Mr Ackerley who clearly thought that he’d misheard.

‘I said I’d rather watch the groundsmen, sir.’

Mr Ackerley’s eyes widened. The smile faded from his face. ‘Are you trying to be funny?’ he demanded. The class wriggled nervously in their desks, sensing storm clouds on the horizon.

Richard Rokeby seemed unconcerned at the prospect of bad weather. ‘I’m answering your question, sir,’ he replied coolly. ‘I assumed that that’s what you wanted me to do. Otherwise, why would you ask it?’

‘You’re not trying to make me look stupid are you, Rokeby?’ asked Mr Ackerley. His voice had an eerie quality of calm to it.

Richard Rokeby gave the matter some thought, and then said, ‘Not deliberately, sir.’

There was an audible intake of breath across the classroom. Everybody tensed, waiting for the explosion.

But it didn’t happen. Instead Mr Ackerley seemed to make a monumental effort to swallow his anger. Jonathan, surprised, turned and saw that Richard was returning Mr Ackerley’s glare with a composure that was not to be ruffled by an angry voice.

‘Sentence five, Rokeby,’ said Mr Ackerley.

‘What about it, sir?’ asked Richard politely.

‘Translate it!’

Richard sighed, softly, but loud enough to be heard. He stared down at the text book.

Then he read the whole sentence aloud and followed it with what sounded like a perfect translation.

‘Very good, Rokeby,’ said Mr Ackerley in a rather forced tone.

Richard nodded graciously, then turned and continued to stare out of the window. Anger flashed across Mr Ackerley’s face. He looked as if he were about to say something but then thought better of it.

The lesson continued.

Sentence six. Sean Spencer. Adequate.

Sentence seven. Henry Osborne. An excellent effort. Unsurprising. Henry had won the Latin prize last year.

Sentence eight. ‘A very difficult one,’ announced Mr Ackerley. ‘Which brave boy shall we pick to have a go at this?’

Those who had already answered stared confidently in front of them. Everyone else looked down at their desks, trying to remain inconspicuous. Jonathan felt Mr Ackerley’s eyes scanning the classroom once again like two tiny pricks of heat.

not me, not me, please god not me, not me, not me

‘Palmer.’

‘Sir?’ Trying to sound confident. Feeling sick. He depended on Nicholas in these situations and now Nicholas was not here.

‘Translate number eight.’

‘Yes, sir.’ He looked at the blank space on his piece of paper. As blank as his mind.

‘Come on, Palmer. We don’t have all day. You’ve wasted enough of our time already.’

He stared at the printed words on the page. Incomprehensible. Might as well have been in Cantonese.

‘Palmer, at grammar school it may well be common practice to respond to a master’s question with an open mouth and a gormless expression but it certainly isn’t the practice here. Get a move on.’

A ripple of laughter. He felt himself blush again. He rubbed at his face, his cheekbone tight against his skin. He wished he didn’t blush so easily.

‘When we translate a sentence Palmer we start by identifying the subject. Subject, verb, object. In that order. What is the subject of this sentence?’

He stared at the words. There didn’t seem to be one.

‘Come on Palmer. Don’t just sit there rolling your eyes like a fish.’

More ingratiating laughter. ‘I’m not, sir,’ he said. His heart was beating faster.

‘So, what is the subject?’

‘Um …’ scanning the words, trying to identify the right one.

‘No Palmer, it’s not Um. The word Um does not appear.’

The laughter was growing louder. He could hear James Wheatley sniggering away in the back row like a malevolent imp. He hazarded a guess.

‘Come on Palmer. Even you’re not that stupid. Try again.’

He stared at the page, trying to block out the laughter. The blush seemed to be spreading from his face to the rest of his body.

‘Palmer! I’m waiting!’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘So, what is the subject? If you can’t answer a simple question like that then you’ve no business being at a school like this!’

He stared at the words in front of him. It could be any one. His heart was pounding. Panic was starting to make him feel dizzy.

‘Palmer!! What is the subject?! And I warn you, get it wrong and you’ll find yourself on report for the rest of the term!!’

His eyes focused in on a word. He opened his mouth.

Oh god please make this be the right one please god please god please …

There was a knock on the classroom door.

‘Come!’ shouted Mr Ackerley.

A third former appeared, holding a piece of paper. ‘Please, sir, the headmaster asked if you’d approve the timetable changes for next week.’

Mr Ackerley took the piece of paper and studied it. The third former stood placidly by his desk, oblivious to the tense atmosphere he had just entered.

Jonathan's shirt collar felt too tight. Blood seemed to be passing before his eyes so that he couldn’t focus. He could hear people whispering behind him, feel their eyes upon him. Richard Rokeby, detached from it all, was doodling on a piece of paper.

He turned towards the Perrimans. Stephen was mouthing something at him. He tried to read Stephen’s lips but was unable to do so. Something nudged his arm. He ignored it and tried harder. He felt the nudging again and turned.

Richard Rokeby had pushed a slip of paper in front of him. On it was written what appeared to be a complete translation of the sentence.

Their eyes met. Richard nodded.

The third former was leaving the room. Mr Ackerley turned back towards him. ‘I’m still waiting, Palmer.’

He studied the piece of paper in front of him, his panic now replaced by confusion. Was this a trick? Probably, but he was a drowning man and desperate enough to grab at any straw. He read out the first word and waited for the explosion.

But there was none. He began to work his way through the rest, looking up to see Mr Ackerley nodding and saying ‘Correct, Palmer’ in a voice that sounded disappointed.

He reached the end. Relief swept over him in waves so violent that he was almost trembling.

The lesson continued. He sat and stared at his book, breathing slowly and deeply, waiting for his face to cool and his heart to slow.

Sentence nine. Malcolm Usher. A rather erratic effort. Sentence ten. Timothy Watham. Fluent, finishing just as the final bell rang.

Mr Ackerley swept out of the classroom. The class moved more slowly, gathering their books, preparing to proceed on to the Geography lesson.

Jonathan turned towards Richard Rokeby, gratitude exploding out of him. ‘I’d never have translated that! I’d have been on report if it wasn’t for you. I’m really grateful. I’m …’

Richard Rokeby ignored him completely. Rising to his feet he slid past him out of the double desk, and made his way towards the door. As he moved he was hailed by James Wheatley; his cunning face shining with admiration. ‘Hey Rokeby, that was brilliant! The look on Wankerley’s face! Do you want …’ Richard ignored him too, not even bothering to stop. James Wheatley was left standing, looking angry and embarrassed.

The Perrimans were waiting in the doorway. Jonathan hurried towards them. ‘Trust Wankerley to give you the hardest one,’ said Stephen as they walked out into the corridor. ‘He’s really got it in for you.’

Jonathan nodded, watching the crowds who milled around them; a mass of boys in blue blazers, moving between classrooms like ants moving from chamber to chamber in a great nest. The air was full of hundreds of voices, each rising into the air and merging with the others, an incoherent buzzing sound that hung over their heads like a cloud.

It was the sound of the school; an all-powerful machine of many parts, operating fluently and efficiently, just as it had always done. The school of which he was a member. The school to which he was privileged to belong.

He hated it.

He followed the Perrimans towards the Geography lesson.

He visited Nicholas Scott in the half hour break between lunch and games.

Nicholas was in the school sanatorium, the sole occupant of a small ward that smelled of soup and disinfectant. He was sitting up in bed, reading a book. His small dark eyes, made even smaller by his thick glasses, lit up when he saw Jonathan. ‘I was hoping you’d come.’

He sat down on the bed. ‘What are you reading?’

Love on Ward 10. Nicholas grimaced. ‘It’s a hospital romance. Sister Clark lent it to me. It’s the only book she could find.’

‘I should have brought you something. I forgot. Sorry.’

‘Doesn’t matter. How did it go in Latin this morning?’

He told Nicholas what had happened. ‘I hate Ackerley. Why does he have to pick on me all the time? What’s so terrible about having been to a grammar school?’

‘Nothing. None of the other masters care about it.’

‘It’s not as if I’m the only one. John Fisher in the third year came from a a grammar school near Yarmouth. He’s got an accent you could dig potatoes with and he’s even worse at Latin than me but Ackerley doesn’t pick on him half as much.’ He scuffed his shoes against the leg of the bed and all the feelings of humiliation came flooding back. ‘I really hate him! I hate this bloody place too!’

‘It’s not that bad,’ said Nicholas soothingly.

‘Isn’t it?’

‘Don’t let him upset you, Jon. He’s not worth it.’

He didn’t answer. He stared down at his shoes and found himself remembering the day when the two of them had first met.

It had been just over a year ago: his first full day at Kirkston Abbey; that nightmare day of talks and lists and tours and bells; a day of increasing misery as he struggled to make sense of this strange, regimented place that was his new home.

He remembered standing in the huge, drafty gym, wearing only his vest and underpants, waiting to be weighed and measured, shivering with the cold as stern looking men with whistles roared out instructions. He had been one of sixty new boys gathered there, but all the others had come from prep schools that seemed to have prepared them for this harsh, rule-bound world in a way that his own school had singularly failed to do. He had stood and waited, surrounded by others but feeling more alone than he had ever felt in his life.

Eventually he had begun to stare at a group of three boys who stood nearby: a small, skinny boy with a pinched face and thick glasses, and identical twins with dirty blond hair. When the skinny boy, noticing his stare, had raised an eyebrow questioningly he had become embarrassed and turned away. But when he had ventured another look he had seen that the boy was smiling and motioning for him to join them.

So, shyly, he had done so to find that he felt an instant ease with them, that he seemed to belong, so much so that by the end of that bewildering day they had become a unit, four friends who would help each other survive in this strange new world.

The memory, coming so unexpectedly, left him with a warm glow inside and a sudden burst of affection for the solemn, bespectacled boy who sat beside him. ‘Hurry up and get well. It’s no fun when you’re not around.’

‘I should be out tomorrow,’ Nicholas told him.

‘Just as long as you’re out by Saturday.’

‘Saturday?’

‘There was an announcement in chapel. We’re having a talk on Saturday afternoon. General Collinson is coming to talk about the war. I’m sure it will be very interesting.’

‘I’m sure it will be too. Why would we want a boring half holiday when we can spend a fascinating four hours reliving the Normandy landings with General Collinson.’

They tried to look serious but neither could maintain it for very long. Soon they both burst out laughing, saluting the other and blowing raspberries to the tune of ‘Land of Hope and Glory’.

‘When I was at prep school,’ said Nicholas, ‘an MP came to talk to us about politics. He went on for ever! He talked all afternoon and he would have talked all evening too if a first year called Peter Bowen hadn’t fallen asleep.’

‘What happened? God, did he start snoring?’

‘No! It was much better than that. He had a nightmare! He dreamed that he was Boy, and that he was being chased through the jungle by giant spiders! The MP asked whether there were any questions and Peter Bowen started screaming “Save me Tarzan! They’re eating my goolies!”’

They started laughing again, so loudly that Sister Clark put her head round the door and shouted for them to be quiet.

‘Shouldn’t you go?’ asked Nicholas, once their laughter had finally subsided. ‘Don’t you have to get ready for games?’

He looked at his watch. ‘No, not yet. Why? Do you want to go to sleep?’

‘No. I’d like you to stay. I’m glad you’re here.’

‘So am I.’

They sat in silence for a couple of minutes. A warm, easy silence, comfortable as an old shoe.

Then Nicholas opened the book he was reading. ‘This bit is really funny. Listen …’

Quarter past nine in the evening. Jonathan turned off the faucet and stepped out of the showers.

He stood, dripping hot water on to the floor, and reached for his towel. He wrapped it round his waist and walked across the changing rooms of Old School House, pursued by the smell of dirty clothes and the noise of other boys as they too prepared themselves for bed.

He changed into his pyjamas and dressing-gown and walked down the dark corridor towards the main hall. He walked past the noticeboard, the trophy cupboard and the table where the morning mail was left and started up the stairs. His slippers, new that month and still too big for him, made a slapping sound on the cold stone floor.

He reached the top of the stairs, walked past the corridor where the prefects had their study bedrooms, and opened the door of the fourth year dormitory.

It was a long, thin room with a wooden floor. Sixteen beds, two rows of eight, each covered with regulation green blankets and with small wooden lockers by the side. It was empty, save for Colin Vale and William Abbott, already curled up in their beds, reading books.

He walked down the row of beds and through the door on the left that led into the washroom. Six sinks, a solitary toilet stall and a wooden board on the wall with mugs for toothbrushes and hooks for wash bags.

He brushed his teeth. Slowly, thoroughly. Behind him he could hear the door banging open and shut, the sound of voices, boys filing into the dormitory and on into the washroom, all in their dressing-gowns, reaching for their toothbrushes, removing flannels from wash bags, all going through the Kirkston Abbey ritual of bedtime.

He walked to his bed. He took off his dressing-gown and climbed beneath the sheets. They were clean that morning and so heavily starched that they felt like boards pressing down on him, holding him in place.

He reached for the book he kept in his bedside locker: Silas Marner; compulsory reading for his English class. He tried to lose himself in the text but his heart wasn’t in it so instead he lay and watched the activity that was going on around him.

At the other end of the dormitory Stuart Barry sat up in bed, talking to James Wheatley. George Turner went to join them. Stuart and George. James’s gang. Stuart: tall, blond, blandly handsome, limited. Very much a follower. George: huge, big boned, coarse featured, a lump of dark hair on a bullet head. Too stupid to be a leader.

And James himself: small, wiry, a clever, impish face, and shrewd, spiteful eyes. Eyes that now seemed to be roaming, slowly and deliberately, over the dormitory.

don’t make eye contact

He dropped his eyes and pretended to read his book, feeling himself tense, wondering what amusements James and his minions might be planning for that night, and whether he would be an unwilling party to them.

He remembered a night three weeks ago when James had decided that William Abbott had insulted him. They had waited until lights out to drag William from his bed, force him into a laundry basket, fasten its lid and send it hurtling down the fire escape so that William ended up in the sanatorium for three days with bruised ribs.

Neil Archer, one of the prefects, had come storming into the dormitory, demanding to know who was responsible, reminding them that bullying was against the rules and threatening them all with a week of early morning runs unless the guilty ones confessed.

But James and his friends had said nothing. And the rest of them remained silent too, condemning themselves to a week of rising before dawn and running across muddy fields for an hour before breakfast. They had sat in silence because they could not do otherwise.

Because the only rule at Kirkston Abbey that really mattered was the unwritten one that you never told tales. No matter who did what to you, you never, ever told tales.

The door of the dormitory opened. Brian Harrington appeared. Brian, big and imposing, Captain of the House Rugby team. And now with the additional authority that came with being Head of House. An authority that had belonged to Paul Ellerson until …

But he didn’t want to think about that.

Brian’s eyes scanned the dormitory, watching as those who were not already in their beds now scurried towards them. ‘Right, good night, everyone.’ ‘Good night, Harrington,’ they chorused in response. Brian flicked off the light switch and pulled the thick, wooden door closed behind him. Leaving them alone, with the darkness and each other.

At first, silence, save for the wind that battered the windows, blowing in from the sea.

Then slowly the darkness began to fill with a soft buzzing sound; whispered conversations, hissed in voices that feared detection and punishment. Jonathan, silent himself, strained to catch James Wheatley’s voice, trying to gauge his intentions, eventually detecting its high, sharp timbre, focusing in on it anxiously, only to hear James yawning and saying ‘good night’ to Stuart. He felt himself relax. There would be no trouble that night.

He lay on his side, curled up in a ball, listening to the other voices die away as their owners drifted down into sleep. Coughs, sniffs, sneezes, the creak of bed springs as someone tried to get comfortable for the night. The occasional churning of the hot water pipe that ran along the wall. A crowded, claustrophobic black.

Thoughts of Paul Ellerson kept coming into his head. He tried to block them out, tried to think of something else. Anything else.

He thought of how much he hated the dormitory, hated the lack of privacy, hated the constant sense of being watched. He wished he had a room of his own like they had in Abbey House. Single rooms. Rooms with locks. Locks that could keep out people like James Wheatley and George Turner. Locks that allowed you to sleep easily without wondering what surprises the night might bring. He wished he was in Abbey House.

Richard Rokeby was in Abbey House.

He rolled on to his back and stared up at the ceiling, remembering the events of the morning’s Latin lesson. He thought back to how Richard had spoken to Mr Ackerley. He thought of how Richard had snubbed James Wheatley. He thought of how, unbidden, Richard had come to his aid.

And as he thought of it a strange new idea took root in his head. The idea of a friendship between the two of them.

Why not? The fact that Richard had snubbed him after the lesson didn’t have to mean anything. He was in a hurry. That was all.

He began to plan in his head. Tomorrow he would start up a conversation with Richard. He would try to draw him out, try to find out something about him. Find a common ground between the two of them; a foundation on which he could build.

But as he planned he came to see the basic flaw in his reasoning. Richard wasn’t like him. Richard didn’t need friends. He was strong. All he needed was himself.

The idea vanished as quickly as it had come, pierced by the cold lance of logic, leaving nothing but a sense of emptiness and a small, aching desire.

I want to be like that. Oh god, I’d give anything just to be like that.

He lay on his back, staring up at the darkness, listening to the wind and the heavy silence that surrounded him and dreaming of being far, far away.


Chapter Two
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Clive Howard, headmaster of Kirkston Abbey, stared out of the window of his study.

The School Cadet Corps, resplendent in their khaki uniforms, stood outside the cloisters, waiting to provide General Collinson and his wife with an honour guard to the assembly hall. A large group of boys were approaching from Heatherfield and Monmouth House, all walking quickly, leaning into the wind. He smiled with relief. Everything was going according to plan.

He walked towards the mirror near the door and studied his appearance. A tall, burly man in his late forties with greying hair and a solid, kindly face. He decided that his tie was straight enough and that his hair did not need another combing.

He heard footsteps approaching. Light, graceful footsteps. His wife Elizabeth entered the room. She was an attractive woman, ten years younger than him, with delicate features and lively eyes, dressed in a smart blue suit that showed off her slender figure. She pirouetted in front of him. ‘Will I do?’

He felt a thrill of pleasure at the sight of her. Even now, after fifteen years of marriage, he still found it hard to believe that this lovely elfin creature was his wife. ‘You look very beautiful,’ he told her tenderly. ‘No one will be able to hold a candle to you.’

‘You don’t look bad yourself. But that tie needs straightening.’ She adjusted it and ran a finger through his hair. ‘That’s better. Now you look almost presentable.’

He kissed her lightly on the nose. ‘Not ashamed to be seen with me then?’

‘A little. But we all have our crosses to bear.’

They laughed and he kissed her again. ‘Nervous?’ she asked him.

He nodded.

‘Don’t be. Everything will go smoothly.’

‘I can’t help worrying. I worry about everything since Paul Ellerson …’

‘That’s in the past,’ she said quickly.

‘Is it?’

‘Yes!’ she said forcefully. ‘And you’re not to go on blaming yourself. There was nothing you could have done.’

‘I was his headmaster. He was my responsibility. I let him down.’

‘You didn’t let him down, Clive. He was eighteen years old. He was an adult. He was old enough to make his own decisions. No one forced him to do what he did.’

‘I still feel I could have done more. Even afterwards. We didn’t even have a memorial service, for God’s sake.’

‘That was his parents’ choice. It wasn’t yours.’ She stroked his cheek. ‘What happened was a tragedy, a terrible waste of a life. But it wasn’t your fault. You weren’t responsible and I won’t have you blaming yourself. You’re a good man, Clive Howard, and Kirkston Abbey is lucky to have you as its headmaster. Don’t you ever forget that.’

He put his arms around her and kissed her cheek. ‘Oh Lizzie, what would I do without you?’

She laughed, a sweet sound, like the distant chiming of bells. ‘I dread to think! And don’t worry. This afternoon will be a success. We’ll make sure of it.’

*   *    *

Jonathan walked into the assembly hall with the other boys from Old School House.

The assembly hall was a huge rectangular building with a high ceiling and oak-panelled walls covered with portraits of the school’s governors and distinguished old boys. Wooden chairs filled the hall, with an aisle down the middle. The boys from Heatherfield and Monmouth were already in their places. Jonathan walked past them and saw Nicholas Scott and the Perrimans. Nicholas smiled at him and Michael stifled an imaginary yawn.

Sunlight streamed through the windows of the hall, catching motes of dust as they danced in the air. He sat near the front, feeling uncomfortable in his Sunday suit, and depressed at the thought of the dreary afternoon ahead. He wished he could be outside, away from the frigid formality of the occasion. He gazed up at the portraits that hung on the walls. Dozens of pairs of cold, flat eyes stared disapprovingly down at him, as if reprimanding him for his lack of school spirit.

Someone shouted ‘Stand!’ The school rose as one to its feet.

Mr Howard strode down the aisle, accompanied by a tall, white-haired man in full military uniform. Mrs Howard followed them, smiling warmly as always, escorting a plump, sour-faced woman in a polka-dot dress. The Cadet Corps marched behind, all in khaki, their boots so well polished that they seemed to glow. And behind them came the other masters, all in their gowns, walking either alone or with their wives.
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