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For
Guy Bavington,
Who—


Always demanded a school story and was the first I heard ask: ‘How much off for The Trade?’


In friendship,


R. F. DELDERFIELD




CHAPTER ONE


IN WHICH MR. SERMON SMELLS LILAC AND HITS OUT


It is not given to many of us to pinpoint the actual moment of our entry into a world of new beginnings. In any case, most of us don’t have new beginnings but spend half our days and nights dreaming of them, of a fresh start, a setting out on a beckoning high-road to adventure and romance, a spiritual and physical rebirth. Very few of us get beyond the early stages of packing and on looking back we can recall only the trivial things, nothing really important, like being born or reborn. But Mr. Sermon can! He can recall exactly how it happened, and why it happened, and when it happened! He remembers every irrelevant detail, the season of year, the time of day, the slant of the sunbeam through the tall classroom window that invested Lane-Perkins (Satanic if unconscious midwife of the event) with a golden halo. He remembers too the battle of the smells that was being fought out under his nostrils that afternoon, the massed aromae of ink, new exercise books, dust, apple-cores, lozenges and chalky dusters all marching to vanquish the gallant smell of Spring. He remembers this and will never forget it, not even when he is an old, old man, dying in some impersonal nursing home, watched by impersonal mutes. And he remembers so well because it was the most stupendous thing that ever happened to him or ever would happen to him, come earthquakes, global convulsions, nuclear wars and landings on the moon.


It began on the nineteenth of April, the second day of the summer term, at precisely 3.20 p.m., a soft, warm, sweet, nostalgic afternoon. It was quieter in class than he ever remembered, so quiet that it had crossed his mind earlier in the period that mischief was fermenting somewhere among the hard core of the Upper Fourth, somewhere near the tall gothic window under which Lane-Perkins and his cronies sat like knots in a bulk of grained oak, knots that would resist to the very end the efforts of educational sawyers and then, come September, disappear only to materialise instantaneously in the Lower Fifth, whence they had gone after the process that ejects all dullards from familiar desks, forcing them to adjust themselves to new syllabuses and fresh opposition.


You could almost feel the quiet. Nothing disturbed it save an occasional scrape of shoe against the uncarpeted floor or the soft rustle of a turned page as the odd boy ploughed through Froude’s English Seamen of the Sixteenth Century, the Upper Fourth’s summer-term ‘author’. This was the book that the Upper Fourth were reading that period, the book that ‘Preacher’ Sermon, in his capacity as English and History master at Napier Hall College, had chosen as a means of attacking simultaneously on two fronts. It was good literature and it was stirring Protestant history. Mr. Sermon had read English Seamen of the Sixteenth Century at least once a year ever since he was a boy at school and continued to enjoy its rich cadences and shameless Victorian bias.


It was very early in the term for Middle School to have a free period, with no questions asked and no prospect of an oral examination on the task they were set, but Mr. Sermon had good reason for the novelty. The Reverend Victor Hawley, owner-headmaster of Napier Hall College, had not yet returned from his extended holiday in Lucerne and had wired Mr. Sermon, his deputy, to prepare the school timetables, a chore that usually occupied the Head the last week of the holidays.


Mr. Sermon had not minded the extra work. He was a man with a neat, precise mind and he loved graphs and charts and timetables for their own sake. He was also an exceptionally conscientious employee, always eager to oblige any member of the staff or any earnest scholar or even a tradesman at odds with Mrs. Fishwick, the matron-housekeeper. Like all the married masters at Napier College, Mr. Sermon lived out but he seldom caught his bus to Wyckham Rise until five-thirty, more than an hour after the end of afternoon school. Usually he remained behind to stake out pitches, supervise games, mark books, stack chairs or carry out one or other of the innumerable duties connected with the boarding section of the school. For this, and for his painstaking tutorial work, the Reverend Hawley paid him seven hundred a year, less an insurance stamp and P.A.Y.E. deductions. It was not a big salary for a man who had only just entered his fiftieth year but neither Mr. Sermon himself nor the headmaster had ever given a thought to its inadequacy, the one because he enjoyed his work and had never been interested in money, the other because he was aware (and often boasted of the fact to parents) that his most trusted colleague had married money and, in addition, had a real vocation for teaching. Otherwise, why should Sermon have remained at Napier Hall ever since his discharge from the Ordnance Corps in 1944, and he the only man on the staff with a worthwhile degree?


The drowsy peace of the classroom persisted. Bateman Two, one of the very few boys genuinely interested in the junketings of Hawkins and Drake on the Spanish Main, turned his pages carefully and gnawed the hard skin alongside his thumbnail. Screened by the absorbed Bateman Minor, Vincent and Cooper One were sharing Lady Chatterly’s Lover which rested on their knees four inches below desk level. Over near the window Lane-Perkins yawned, picked his nose and began to forage in his jacket pocket for the cone of French incense he had brought home from Ostend. Every now and then Mr. Sermon glanced at the class over horn-rimmed glasses and experience told him instantly that Vincent and Cooper One were not reading English Seamen of the Sixteenth Century but something more up to date. He said nothing, however, believing it to be space fiction.


Then, at 3.16 p.m. exactly, Mr. Sermon was conscious of the first pattering rain that was to build into the avalanche that engulfed him and everyone connected with him. A large bumble-bee droned in at the open window bringing with it the rich, nostalgic scent of lilac and Lane-Perkins looked hopefully at the bee, willing it with all his might to settle on Bateman’s neck, thus varying the dreadful tedium of the afternoon. Something like that had happened late in the Easter term when a dying wasp had stung Dobbs-Stewart on the mouth but today the Upper Fourth was out of luck. The bee recoiled from the smell of ink, chalk and exercise books and veered round, escaping out of the window as if the Devil was behind it. Moodily Lane-Perkins continued to forage for his incense cone.


Sebastian Sermon, ‘Preacher’ to everyone at Napier Hall College Preparatory School for Boys, had watched the flight of the bee and it had disturbed him, causing an abrupt cessation of interest in the timetables and setting up a train of thought that had absolutely nothing to do with the filling in of a blank period of Thursday afternoon for Lower School boys who did not take Latin. It was almost as though the bee had swerved in flight to buzz him a message, crying out that Spring was outside the window and that somewhere beyond the dusty shrubbery were rolling acres of downland stirring with a myriad form of life pushing and pushing to break through to the sun and, what was worse, reminding him of the curious depression that had obsessed him throughout the last week of the Lent holidays. It was a depression that he had traced to the savage realisation that only a week ago he had been a man in his forties and that now he had almost entered upon his fifties, time was running short and that his life stretched out behind him like a grey track across an empty moor merging into a general pattern of drabness and aimlessness, so that he was suddenly frightened of marching another stride into the future. The panic had been real at the time but he had mastered it, indeed had almost forgotten it in the rush of preparing for the new term. He was a man who never surrendered to panic and seldom to exasperation and he had tried to bring to this curious birthday-morning crisis the cool judgement that he brought to the solving of school problems. He had taken a deep breath and looked long and hard into his shaving-mirror where he saw a narrow, intelligent face, with receding brown hair, a long and slightly inquisitive nose, a mouth that was neither too large nor too small, a pair of grey, thoughtful eyes with long, boyish lashes and an Adam’s apple that had always seemed to him prominent but which nobody had ever commented upon.


He had studied the face seriously, comparing it with the eager, questing expression that looked out from snapshots of the twenties and the early thirties, or the proud, challenging face of Sebastian Sermon standing beside his bride, Sybil, on their wedding day just before the war and although something had departed from the reflection in the mirror, something that might have been promise, or confidence, or a streak of determination to become something more than an assistant master at a minor Preparatory School, he had not found the face unpleasing. He did not look forty-nine. He still had a clear skin, most of his hair and what his mother had termed his ‘sitting-for-examinations look’, yet, there was no denying it, something had departed.


But what? That was the rub. He had never really known, never having defined a goal, or sat down and cold-bloodedly plotted a course like other men and now, with the warning of the bee buzzing in his ear and the half-finished timetables under his hand, depression swept down once more and he thought it odd and disturbing that a person who had always prided himself on possessing a tidy, departmentalised mind should have overlooked such a vital matter as this. Where was he going and why?


The shock of the question and the certainty that he could not begin to answer it caused him to shiver and at once he looked swiftly at the class to see whether any of the front row boys had noticed the shudder. To his dismay Lane-Perkins was looking straight at him, with his usual bovine and slightly insolent expression, so that Mr. Sermon flushed and then rallied, staring back so fiercely that Lane-Perkins dropped his glance and ostentatiously turned a page of his book.


Then it occurred to Mr. Sermon that he might be sickening for something, a chill or an infection, dating back to his birthday a few days ago, but in his heart he knew that this was not so, that he enjoyed perfect health and hardly ever caught cold, not even in winter months when half the class was snuffling into handkerchiefs. He knew also that this spreading discomfort, this nameless depressive, seeping dread, was a mental and spiritual condition and that it had been hovering in the background for some months but had been held in leash by the reflection that forty-eight was not old, was hardly middle-age and that there was therefore plenty of time, months and months of time in which to discuss the possibility of a change with Sybil and perhaps take Jonquil and Keith, his daughter and son, into his confidence. The trouble was he hardly ever conferred with his family nowadays, they were always so deeply engrossed in their own affairs and did not need him as an audience, much less as a confidant, Sybil was already immersed in her Spring production for the Wyckham Rise Operatic and Dramatic Society and the garden-room at their home was thronged with amateurs five nights a week, laughing, talking, trilling and flirting with Sybil his wife who could be seen queening it over everyone.


Three-seventeen of the clock. Time was running out. Mr. Sermon and all his world were sitting astride a rocket destined for the outer space of experience. In quick succession he thought of his wife, son and daughter: Sybil, dark, creamy-skinned, buttressed from the beginning by cool good looks and her father’s money; Keith, tall and rangy, with his mother’s regular features and her powers of unlimited concentration—in his case the noisiest and dirtiest machines available; and finally Jonquil, his seventeen-and-a-half-year-old daughter, wide-mouthed, petulant, sought-after, with a little girl’s pout, a mature woman’s figure and the arrogance of youth perched on her hoisted bust. An impressive trio, anyone would admit that, but what had he in common with it or it with him? What link, what ties, now or in the past?


3.18 p.m. The scent of lilacs was so powerful that it seemed to be whispering like spruce tops in a summer breeze and it spoke to him of youth and laughter and triumph, the triumph he had himself experienced when he led Sybil down the aisle of her father’s Methodist Church, treading a carpet given by Sybil’s father, past pews restored by Sybil’s father, to a car presented by Sybil’s father the night before the wedding.


Why? That was what he had been asking himself for nearly nineteen years. How did it come about that the daughter of a man owning thirteen suburban grocery shops had favoured his forlorn suit from the outset? Why had Sybil’s amused contempt been converted to tolerance and then into near eagerness in the weeks leading up to the engagement? What had he ever had to offer apart from ardour, gratitude and the ability to provide himself with pocket money and a pound or two to spare? Yet Sybil had treated him civilly and the marriage was judged a success. There had been two children in the first three years and thereafter polite acquiescence on her part in bed and out of bed. He was still titular head of the house. She consulted him on matters such as furniture replacements, gas-bills, garden lay-out and the venue of the annual holiday. It was usually he who drove the family car. What possible excuse had he for resentment? She did not nag, she did not have tantrums. She was not extravagant and if she had been it was mostly her money. She was generous, even-tempered, very popular and in some ways far less of a snob than he was himself. If she had a fault at all it was that of giving too much of herself to social activities, like the Wyckham Rise Operatic and Dramatic Society but surely this was pardonable in a woman who had never, throughout the whole of their married life, been rude to him, defied him or ceased, even at the moment of waking, to look cool, composed and far more desirable than most women of thirty-nine.


3.19 p.m. Bateman Minor slumped forward on his elbows and turned another page. Vincent nudged Cooper impatiently, indicating that he also should turn over and penetrate deeper into the now world-famous gamekeeper’s hut. Lane-Perkins sneezed into his handkerchief in order to cover the soft explosion of a safety match held between his knees. Mr. Sermon did not notice any of these trivial incidents, he was inhaling the lilac perfume in long, deep breaths and letting it carry him back to the year 1929 when he was seventeen and walking out of Selhurst Grammar School Boys’ entrance for the last time, holding his three summer-term prizes under his arm and swinging his gym shoes with a carelessness that betokened freedom, youth and a confident advance into the adult world that lay waiting.


Where had it led, that sunlit, lilac-scented path? To a provincial University, a Degree and more prizes, to hours and hours of concentrated study in his bedroom in Yew Tree Road, Norwood. To eyestrain and a touch of asthma that had cost him a job at a good public school in Cumberland. To a series of frustrating, disagreeable jobs in Preparatory Schools up and down the country. To a wretchedly disappointing year as a Civil Servant and then, inexplicably, to another school in Sybil’s suburb of Beckenham, eighteen minutes by electric from Charing Cross Station. Then the war and further penalties for Grade Two Vision and the youthful tussle with asthma. Rejected by the R.A.F., he had at last wriggled into the Ordnance Corps as a clerk and spent two frustrating years in the orderly-room of a depot, dividing his time between routine chores and attending to the commercial correspondence of the junior officers. On several occasions he had made strenuous efforts to get a commission and once had passed the Selection Board and entered upon the preliminary Course but the bogey ran him down in the end, laying him by the heels at the scramble net of the Commando course and hauling him, bleating out breathless excuses, before the examiners to receive the degrading Returned-to-Unit chit.


Sybil had been wonderful about that. Most wives, he imagined, would have concealed their contempt under feigned indifference but Sybil was indignant at the blindness of the military machine.


‘They don’t deserve you, Sebastian, dear,’ she had said, when he returned on leave, with his pride in ribbons; ‘I shall get Daddy to reclaim you to industry and we’ll find you another school, a nice, better-class type of school, further out of London.’


And she had done just that. She had got him out of the Services and found him the post at Napier Hall, only a threepenny bus ride from their new home and here he had remained, year after year, with the full confidence of the Headmaster (to whom staff vacancies were a permanent nightmare) and the tolerant acceptance of the boys who, on the whole, considered him a moderately sporting old buffer, a bit of a weed on the sports field but less of a bore than most of the men paid to prepare them for Common Entrance.


Ten seconds to go. Mr. Sermon took off his spectacles and wiped them carefully and as he half turned to replace his handkerchief in his jacket pocket his narrow nostrils quivered as an alien scent stole up on the lilac and drove it back through the open window. The lilac, however, made a final rally and in the last few seconds of Mr. Sermon’s old life it almost drugged him with memories, the memory of quiet, inner satisfaction on gaining his Degree, of Sybil’s lips and white body in the bedroom of the hotel during their Bournemouth honeymoon, of the ache and tug of remembered vistas seen during his solitary walking tours in North Wales, of the dazzling splendour of the rainbow of life always just out of reach but always there, glistening with the promise of Spring sunshine like the shaft now deifying Lane-Perkins’ bullet-head. Then the alien scent triumphed and the lilac shambled away and the pungent smell of French incense filled the whole room, vanquishing not only Spring but the more lowly odours of ink and chalk and apple-cores and stale dust. Half the boys began coughing and all but Bateman Minor began to snigger behind spread palms.


‘Stand up the boy who is making that disgusting smell!’


Mr. Sermon’s voice had an edge to it that Lane-Perkins and his cronies failed to recognise, such a sharp edge indeed that nobody moved and the more discerning among them were startled by the grim expression on Preacher’s face. All the easy tolerance and professionally cultivated irony were gone. It was a flushed, pitiless face, with suffering behind eyes that blinked and blinked with a kind of senseless fury. The mouth, usually relaxed, was now a savage line, and the taut cheeks twitched. The head was out-thrust, like the head of a bull on the point of charging a phalanx of tormentors.


‘Christ!’ murmured Vincent to himself, hastily slipping Lady Chatterley’s Lover into his desk and jerking it under his Atlas. ‘What’s the matter with old Preacher this afternoon? He looks as if he could murder the ruddy lot of us!’


‘Stand up I said! Stand up! Come out here!’


Nobody moved and five seconds ticked by in silence. Then Mr. Sermon himself stood up, grating his chair along the dais and jumped down to the level of the classroom floor, making straight for Lane-Perkins who had paled and was reaching forward to screen his inkwell-hole with both hands.


It was a foolhardy gesture and a boy of his experience should have known better but the edge of Preacher’s voice had rattled his nerves. Suddenly Preacher was towering above him and yanking at his hands so that they were dragged clear of the inkwell-hole and a blue spiral of incense crawled steadily upward.


Now that Mr. Sermon was safely anchored near the window all but Lane-Perkins relaxed and there was an involuntary titter. Mr. Sermon looked hard at the spiral, sniffing it and then, with a vicious sweep of his hand he knocked Lane-Perkins to one side and flung up the desk-lid so that the spiral became a bluish cloud, so thick and sour that the outburst of coughing was genuine and one or two of the bolder pretended to retch.


Then it happened. The taut elastic that had held Sebastian Sermon to sanity and tolerance for a quarter-century snapped and its flailing ends coiled round his brain like a whiplash. He could not have said what made him act in such an extravagant manner. Perhaps there is more truth in the old adages than we know and perhaps the final straw really does break the camel’s back. Or perhaps there was something terrifyingly symbolic in the conquest of the lilac by Lane-Perkins’ cone of incense, the inevitability of the overthrow of sweetness by barbarism, the terrible certainty that, sooner or later, heavy-footed oafs will trample the lilacs to a mush. Whatever it was, it converted Mr. Sermon in an instant into a reckless fiend, sweeping away his self-discipline and trumpeting berserk defiance at every canon of tutorial law. With a whimper of rage he seized the recoiling Lane-Perkins by the coat and began to beat him about the head and face with his open hand, smack after smack that rang out like a volley of pistol shots and ended in the boy tearing himself free and bolting madly for the door.


He did not get more than a yard or so. Mr. Sermon sprang in pursuit, grabbed him by the collar and threw him sideways on top of the blameless Bateman, whose face was rammed down against his own desk-lid with such violence that his spectacles snapped at the bridge and a lens flew in each direction. The classroom exploded with sound, Lane-Perkins’ terrified squeals, Bateman’s agonised squawk, the grinding crash of desks and the shocked protests of scholars, all scurrying this way and that in their efforts to dodge the struggling group near the window. Only Vincent, sharp for his age, realised that something was seriously wrong and that it behooved somebody to intervene. Gallantly he laid restraining hands on Mr. Sermon’s left arm and hung on gamely but he was an under-sized boy and could do little to check the rhythmic jerk of Sebastian’s right arm which now had Lane-Perkins in an unbreakable grip and was exploiting it by flinging his victim against the hot-water pipes. Every time Lane-Perkins’ head or shoulders struck the pipes a hollow boom echoed along the system, passing across the hall and into the adjoining classroom, where Mr. Twyning, the Geography master, was explaining the nature of isotherms.


It is profitless to guess what might have happened in the end. Lane-Perkins might have collapsed with a fractured skull or Mr. Sermon might have tired and flung the boy aside like a handful of chaff, or some of the other boys might have come to the gallant Vincent’s aid before murder was committed. As it was, the uproar was heard by the Reverend Victor Hawley as he mounted the steps that led from his residential quarters to his book-lined study which lay directly across the hall from the Upper Fourth. For a moment the Headmaster stood stock-still a stride beyond the glass door, wondering whether there had been a head-on collision between lorries passing down the main Crowborough Road. Then, with a gasp of dismay, he realised that the cacophony came from inside the house and at once located its source as the Upper Fourth. He dithered a second or so, unwilling to believe that this could be so, and then, gathering his trailing gown, he ran across the hall and flung open the heavy door, standing on the threshold and gazing at the astounding spectacle that met his eyes.


Mr. Sermon had his back to the door and seemed to be performing some kind of Haitian ritual dance, for he was throwing his weight from side to side and putting every ounce of strength into each lunge, a movement made difficult by the dead weight of Vincent hanging on his left arm. He was holding some kind of bundle under his right armpit and the bundle seemed to be alive for it yelped and writhed in Mr. Sermon’s grasp.


It was not until he was quite certain that this bundle was indeed a screaming boy that the Reverend Hawley regained the power of motion. With a cry of alarm he jumped through the cloud of bluish smoke (why blue smoke?) and grabbed Mr. Sermon by the shoulders, shouting in his ear and half enfolding master and boys in his billowing gown.


‘Stop it! Stop it this instant! Are you mad? Are you insane? Stop it I say!’


His voice and his not inconsiderable weight had their effect almost at once. Vincent, weeping with fright, fell to the floor and Mr. Sermon braced himself, looking over his shoulder in a dazed fashion and then recoiling from the beam of the Headmaster’s eye, so that he stepped away from the window and released Lane-Perkins automatically.


The uproar subsided very suddenly and after the outcry the ensuing silence was unreal, as though what had taken place the moment before was an excerpt from a recorded jazz session on a radiogram and somebody had switched it off. The only sounds in the room were Vincent’s winded gasps and the steady, gulping sobs of Lane-Perkins, now rocking himself to and fro like a boy with chronic toothache, holding his head with both hands and attempting, but with poor success, to space his gulps with protests. The pause was very welcome to the Reverend Hawley who was the first of the group to recover. He glanced briefly round the room, subduing the already subdued, gathered his gown around him and said, very crisply indeed:


‘Lane-Perkins, go up to Matron and await me there! Mr. Sermon, I think perhaps you had better tell me what happened. Vincent, stop snivelling, get up off the floor and pull yourself together! You others, open all the windows and get rid of this disgusting smell. From what does it originate?’


An eager chorus answered this question—‘Incense, sir!’ ‘French incense, sir!’ ‘In the desk, sir!’ and so on, until the Headmaster bellowed for silence. Slowly, with limbs that seemed weighted by fetters, Mr. Sermon dragged himself across to Lane-Perkins’ desk and threw up the lid that had fallen during the struggle. A cloud of incense puffed out and Bateman, always anxious to please, ran forward, picked up the glowing cone and threw it out of the window.


‘Thank you, Bateman!’ said the Reverend Hawley and himself lowered the desk-lid; then, to Mr. Sermon: ‘Come along now, Mr. Sermon, please,’ but at the door the Headmaster turned back, facing the class.


‘If there is any more noise there will be serious trouble, you understand? Trouble for everyone! Bateman, you’re in charge,’ and he shut the door and followed Mr. Sermon into the tiled hall. Outside the study, Mr. Sermon stood aside to allow his employer to enter first and the Reverend Hawley swept in, as though his senior master was a boy on his way to be caned. Indeed, Mr. Sermon had this impression and would not have been much surprised if the Headmaster had opened the cupboard door and foraged for his ash-plant. The enormity of what he had done was beginning to steal up on him, probing the raw edges of his rage and seeking a way into his consciousness. It would be hours, however, before it found a way in, for buttressed by rage and squatting in the very centre of his brain was a malignant imp that almost rejoiced in the catastrophe, that grinned and grimaced and whispered: ‘There now, it’s done! You’ve been aching to do that to Lane-Perkins for years! He won’t sit there leering at you again, you can depend on that! His father will take him away tomorrow of course and probably take out a summons against you the day after, but that won’t hurt you as much as it will hurt this pompous slave-driver of a Headmaster. You may get a month or so in gaol but he’ll go bankrupt and serve him bloody well right!’


Mr. Sermon listened carefully to what the imp had to say, so carefully in fact that he barely heard the Headmaster’s opening remark and was not really conscious of him until that exasperated man took him by the arm and shook it, repeating over and over again: ‘What is it, Sermon? Are you ill? Did he do something outrageous? Are you yourself, Sermon? What happened? Don’t you see, I must know? Sit down Mr. Sermon, for pity’s sake sit down, and try and pull yourself together, man!’


Mr. Sermon sat, or rather was pushed, into the spoon-backed Victorian chair reserved for parents and visiting Government Inspectors but even then he did not appear to make much effort to revert to the calm, earnest and utterly rational Sebastian Sermon who had conferred with the Headmaster in this very room for the past sixteen years. He just sat there, with his hands limp on his knees, staring before him like a man who has seen somebody drown before his eyes and whose brain is still numb with shock. At last he said, almost inaudibly:


‘It was the lilac, Headmaster!’


‘The what? The … the lilac you say?’


‘The scent of lilac! It was coming through the window. Then he touched off that stench, that foul, acrid stench! I don’t know, I lost my temper I suppose and I gave him what he deserved! He’s been asking for it for a very long time!’


The Reverend Hawley coughed and looked away but behind his dismay was a certain relief for it was now clear that Sermon had suffered some kind of brainstorm and this in itself might provide an emergency exit for the reputation of the school. The very worthiest of men had brainstorms. Wasn’t nervous prostration accepted as an occupational risk for schoolmasters?


‘Look here, old fellow,’ he said, more kindly, ‘I … er … I think you had better go in to Mrs. Hawley and ask her for a cup of tea. You’re obviously not well, not at all well! I’ll tell you what, I’ll phone for a taxi and you can go home and rest. Don’t come in tomorrow and I’ll pop over and see you on Saturday! By that time I daresay I shall have sorted things out a little. I’ll go and see Lane-Perkins now. Leave everything to me!’


Suddenly Mr. Sermon raised his head and looked hard at the Headmaster. It was as though he was seeing him for the very first time, a squarish, grey-polled old bore, a pedant who concealed his inadequacies under a threadbare gown and a smoke-screen of muscular Christianity and Kiplingesque enthusiasm, a wily old hypocrite intent upon playing the game as played by the Empire-builders of a generation ago, and Mr. Sermon suddenly decided that he had always hated the Reverend Hawley’s physical and moral flabbiness, hated his flabby jowls that made him look like an old spaniel and his pursy little mouth that betrayed a weak man’s obstinacy. He had, Mr. Sermon decided, flabby, flaccid, outdated mannerisms and tricks of speech. He also had a large brown mole on his receding chin and the mole, unsightly in itself, was made more so by the presence of sprouting hairs. Mr. Sermon took a good look at his Headmaster. Then, shivering slightly, he stood up and was surprised to discover that he topped the Headmaster by at least two inches. It was something he had never previously noted.


‘I’m done with it all!’ he announced, ‘I’m getting out of here!’


The Reverend Hawley began to stammer. He looked, thought Mr. Sermon, exactly like one of those idiotic stone dwarfs who smirk at passers-by from the front gardens of suburban houses, vaguely pathetic yet repulsively silly.


‘Oh come now, old man … it’s like I said … you’re not yourself, you’re run down, tho’ I can’t think why on the second day of the term! Has something happened at home? Have you had a … a shock of some sort?’


‘I’m perfectly fit,’ said Mr. Sermon, unexpectedly, ‘and I never felt less repentant in my life! I don’t care what happens to Lane-Perkins! I don’t care a jot what his father says or does! It’s like I said, Headmaster, that boy, and some of his cronies, have been asking for this ever since they came here and you can regard me as a pioneer. Sooner or later we’ll all come to it, mark my words! If somebody doesn’t begin handing it out the entire male population of Britain will consist of juvenile delinquents before any of us are much older and greyer!’


The Reverend Hawley swallowed deliberately, choking back a tart rejoinder that would have been expanded into a string of clichés about the sympathetic handling of boys and adult allowances for youthful high spirits. He realised, just in time, that he must forgo platitudes and concentrate on Sermon’s health.


‘How old are you, Sermon?’


‘I was forty-nine last week, Headmaster!’ said Mr. Sermon, who seemed almost to have been expecting the question.


The Reverend Hawley relaxed. ‘Ah, then it’s The Change!’ he said, gravely.


‘Change?’


‘Change of life, dear fellow! Physiologically, the change is supposed to be the prerogative of women but I’ve never believed this, not entirely. Men undergo a change in the late forties and sometimes the manifestation is more subtle than that of its feminine counterpart. It usually lasts about three or four months and takes us all different ways. Sometimes it is a barely susceptible heightening of our innermost faculties but with the highly-strung—and I think you’re a case in point, Sermon—the change is very abrupt and … er … often disturbing. It needs a great deal of sympathy and understanding and I … er … I think perhaps you should take a week off and discuss it with your wife and doctor. Get some tablets. They have tablets for this kind of thing, you know, not a sedative exactly but something that aims at restoring balance and … er … mental tranquillity. Now if you’ll take my advice …’


He stopped because Mr. Sermon was now staring at him with an expression that he could only identify as one of insolence. A little smile hovered about the corners of the man’s mouth but the eyes were not smiling.


‘Headmaster,’ said Mr. Sermon, heavily, ‘you are talking a lot of damned nonsense and what’s more you know it!’


The Reverend Hawley’s carefully mustered patience ran like liquid from an upturned jug.


‘Now look here, Sermon, I’ve had enough of this! Hang it man, I come home from abroad a day or so late and expect to find things running smoothly and instead I find you thrashing a boy in a manner calculated to … to put him in hospital and yourself in front of a Magistrate! I …’


But the Headmaster was again interrupted, this time by a perfunctory knock on the door and the appearance of Mrs. Fishwick, the Matron, with a tear-stained Lane-Perkins in tow. Mrs. Fishwick looked very efficient in her starched coif and overalls and Mr. Sermon noticed that Lane-Perkins had a large piece of sticking-plaster on his temple. The moment he saw Mr. Sermon he shrank back, as if faced by a growling mastiff but Mrs. Fishwick took him firmly by the hand, studiously ignoring Mr. Sermon.


‘I’m sending Lane-Perkins home,’ she announced, ‘and I think someone had better go with him, Headmaster. May I fetch Vincent or one of the others?’


‘Certainly!’ said the Reverend Hawley, still flushing from the effects of Mr. Sermon’s thrust, ‘but since he’s here we can … er … sort this matter out a little. Come in, Lane-Perkins, nobody is going to hurt you, my boy! Now then, admit to provoking Mr. Sermon beyond reasonable limits. Admit it, boy, in the presence of all of us!’


The malignant imp had now enlarged his lodging in Mr. Sermon’s brain and with the cooling of his rage Sermon found that he could look at Lane-Perkins almost affectionately for the timorous urchin now standing beside Matron had been milked of his cockiness and was clearly afraid to approach a step nearer. This realisation would have distressed the original Mr. Sermon very much but now it had a reverse effect. For the first time since he had entered the world of school he felt a kind of grim pride in his achievement and pride elevated him to a position where he could look down on the Reverend Hawley and feel contempt for his entire approach to the business of educating thirteen-year-olds.


Lane-Perkins mumbled: ‘I had the stinkbomb, sir, I … I lit it, but he … he …’ and his voice trailed away as he pointed an accusing finger at the erect Mr. Sermon, now regarding him with clinical interest, rather as a confident doctor confronts a detected hypochondriac.


‘Mr. Sermon lost his temper and is quite prepared to admit as much,’ said the Reverend Hawley, briskly. ‘Come now, I don’t like this kind of thing any more than you do. Suppose you shake hands and apologise to one another?’


The glint of triumph that showed itself in the eye of Lane-Perkins did not escape Mr. Sermon but it caused him to waver for an instant, telling him that the boy was already congratulating himself on having forged a formidable weapon against authority, something that he could use mercilessly throughout the coming term, thus winning complete immunity from punishment or close observation. Then, as by a reflex, the new Mr. Sermon reasserted himself. Turning from the boy and Matron to the hovering Headmaster he said, very deliberately:


‘Lane-Perkins has always been a bad influence here. I’m not going to apologise to the insolent little rascal. I don’t mind in the least shaking hands with him but I’m damned if I’ll apologise for drubbing him and he can go home and tell his father as much if he cares to! If I apologised to him, nobody would be able to do anything with him for the rest of his life. That won’t concern me any longer but it wouldn’t be fair on the boy himself,’ and before the Headmaster could reply to this summarisation, Mr. Sermon nodded rather distantly and stalked from the room, ignoring the Headmaster’s croak of protest and the look of astonishment that came into the sullen face of the boy.


They heard his steps echo on the tiles in the hall and then the staff-room door bang as he went in to discard his gown and collect his hat and raincoat. Only when his steps sounded again on the tiles and were passing the study door did the Headmaster make a wild grab at the reins of his authority, dismiss Matron and boy and almost run to intercept Sermon as he passed through the conservatory on his way to the path that led round the shrubbery.


‘I say, look here Sermon, we simply can’t leave things like this. I mean, it’s outrageous! That boy’s father will be round first thing in the morning. If you could get a doctor’s certificate … anything …’ and he trotted beside Mr. Sermon all the way to the wrought-iron gates that opened on to the Crowborough Road.


They reached the road side by side and were moving towards the bus stop fifty yards beyond the gates when Mr. Sermon paused in his stride.


‘Leave me alone!’ he hissed. ‘Do you hear? Leave me alone, you … you bumbling old ass!’


Then he strode on, breaking into a run as a Number 79A passed and swung in to the stop and the Reverend Hawley, half-stupefied by mortification, stood stock-still on the edge of the pavement and watched his colleague leap on to the step of the bus with a movement that seemed strangely out of character in a man who was nearly fifty, and whose interest in organised games had been limited to marking out the white lines on the perimeter of the sports field.


‘He’s mad!’ said the Reverend Hawley to himself, as, wretchedly, he retraced his steps to the school gates. ‘He’s stark, staring mad and I shall have to say so! At once! On the telephone to his wife and to that wretched boy’s father!’


He said this and believed it sincerely but as yet he felt no pity for his colleague. For the time being he needed all his pity for himself.


The 79A was not Mr. Sermon’s customary bus and he had only taken it because it offered an easy escape from his Headmaster. The bus took him as far as the Westbank roundabout and here he descended and set out across the Tedington Common to Wyckham Ridge, where he could enter the new housing estate from the north and pass through it to the older residential district where he and his family occupied a detached, five-bedroomed house in a select cul-de-sac called ‘Beechway’.


Sermon topped the ridge that looked down over Wyckham Rise and there he suddenly stopped and sat down on a seat, realising that before he moved another step towards Sybil and the children he must do some objective thinking about what had occurred that afternoon.


The very first thing that struck him was that perhaps he had not burned his boats after all. He remembered the desolate look in the Headmaster’s eye when he announced that he was leaving and it seemed to him that this look betrayed a far deeper-rooted fear than apprehension about what Lane-Perkins’ father might do when his son arrived home with sticking-plaster on his head. Clearly the Reverend Hawley was dismayed by the thought of losing him, and if he willed it, what had taken place that afternoon could probably be glossed over and forgiven, a thought that led Mr. Sermon to ask himself, calmly and objectively, if he really did want to break the pattern of his life.


At this point, Mr. Sermon made a desperate attempt to concentrate and to continue to think calmly and objectively, but he found the effort beyond him. Objective thought was alien to a man absorbed, year after year, in helping to run a miniature world. It could not be nourished in the soil. Mr. Sermon had been tilling for the past twenty-five years—what had Cooper II done with his gym shoes? Would Drake House beat Frobisher in the semi-final? Why had Truscott done so badly in Common Entrance when he had walked away with the History prize two years in succession? Every time Mr. Sermon embarked upon the main stream of his own future he drifted into an irrelevant backwater and had to find his way out again. Then, when he was fairly launched in the current once more, he swirled into a kind of delta studded with islands and sandbanks representing people and problems unrelated to one another, so that he could never determine which was the main stream and which a mere creek.


He sat there a long time sweating with the effort of concentration and then he made what seemed to him a fortuitous decision. He would stop drifting and study the islands one by one, isolating them from one another and thus getting them into their correct perspective.


The first island was Napier Hall College and its chieftain, the Reverend Victor Hawley. This did not delay him over-long. He had quite decided what he thought about the school and its Headmaster. The one bored him and the other irritated him to a degree that reinforced his spot decision to turn his back on them, come what might.


The next island was Lane-Perkins and his father. Mr. Sermon had met Lane-Perkins’ father, a loud, cheerful individual reputed to have made a fortune as a bookmaker. He neither liked nor disliked Lane-Perkins Senior. Until that moment he had been a mere parent and as such the responsibility of the Head. But now it was necessary that he should think seriously of Lane-Perkins Senior and what might result if the man made an issue of the sticking-plaster. Curiously enough the possibility did not worry Mr. Sermon very much. Surely Magistrates would understand the fearful pressures to which schoolmasters were subjected, and even if they found the charge proved, dismiss it with a caution or a trifling fine?


Having successfully isolated these two islands of thought, Mr. Sermon plunged into the mill-race of his immediate professional future. What was he chasing? What did he really want to do? Where did he want to go and at what goal, if any, was he aiming? He found the answers to these questions far more elusive. He knew that he badly wanted a change but not in the sense that a harassed man needs a holiday. In fact he decided there and then that he did not in the least want a holiday, for a holiday implied idleness and what he wanted was work, interesting but unexacting work, preferably with his hands or at some task that left him free to dream. To dream about what? Money? He was not interested in making a fortune. His needs were, and always had been, extremely simple and he had very little sense of possession. He had never collected anything, not even foreign stamps, had never owned a stock or a share and did not personally own the house he occupied. Thinking it over, Mr. Sermon decided that the only thing he did want was personal freedom, freedom not only to make the change but to live from day to day instead of from term to term, to go where he pleased when he pleased, to break out of the ring that was enclosing him and find …? But here Mr. Sermon’s train of thought hit the terminus buffer and went cannoning up the platform in confusion, for the truth of the matter was that Sebastian Sermon’s secret heart was fully aware of what he wanted above and beyond all these generalised abstracts and Sebastian Sermon was ashamed of naming it, even to himself. The recoil headed him directly into the island represented by Sybil, his wife.


He had set out to marshal his thoughts with an express purpose and had begun this mental spring-clean with the honest intention of returning home to Sybil with a tidy mind and some kind of plan that embraced not only her and himself but the children, Jonquil and Keith, for surely all four of them were closely involved in any kind of change or move, But here was something that did not involve them, or, if it did, could certainly bring pain and distress to them and perhaps misery to Sybil, who would surely find it very difficult to believe that a husband who, in nineteen years of married life, had never given her a moment’s anxiety regarding other women, should in his fiftieth year admit to an almost over-powering yearning for romance.


‘Romance’ he called it, but was that its real name? Wasn’t it something more down-to-earth, sexual curiosity or—face it man—middle-aged lust? He hoped not. With all his heart he hoped not, for if it was then how thin the partition separating him from the poor devils he read about in Sunday newspapers, men of his own age who pounced in parks and cinemas and were hauled before Magisterial Benches on far more shameful charges than any Lane-Perkins’ father could bring.


For a moment or so he thought of the Headmaster’s remarks about the change of life and wondered if, after all, they were as ridiculous as they seemed. Perhaps men did suffer a physical change and perhaps the manifestation of that change included a wild hunger for sexual adventures, for new and exciting conquests, or weird and bizarre experiments in fields that Mr. Sermon had glimpsed between covers in the Charing Cross Road. As he thought about this, Sebastian was conscious of shame and disloyalty. A man, he thought, might be forgiven such hunger if he had married a cold, niggardly woman, miserly with her embraces and impatient with male appetites, but Sybil was not such a woman. She was generous and even gracious in her duties and if gratification left him vaguely disappointed then it was not she who was to blame but himself, for his experience in the subtleties of courtship was very limited. Her very complaisance in these matters made him cautious and inhibited instead of bold and boisterous and almost masochistically he now forced himself to consider their love-making over the last few years. He was dismayed to discover that it fell into the same category as everything else about which he felt so dissatisfied. It never varied. It was like the houses and the quiet roads of the estate. It was like the overture to one of Sybil’s Gilbert and Sullivan productions, where stage business was a protocol. It began and ended with a stealthy fumbling and was never once commented upon, either at the time or later. It was played on a single note without the slightest variation of theme or scale and had developed over the years into a domestic habit, like hanging up a raincoat or putting the cat out before locking up and going to bed. Yet, despite all this, it was never begrudged and therefore it must follow that Sybil was blameless and he alone was at fault, not only in this respect but others. The same timid approach was apparent in his relationship with the Headmaster and other members of the staff, and in his handling of money and authority. Years had gone by and he had never once asserted himself, not as a schoolmaster, a father or a husband and certainly never as a lover! Sybil had provided most of the money and Sybil, immersed in her various social activities, had thoroughly spoiled the children, and all the time he had stood in the wings, patiently but by no means unhappily wielding a titular authority. He had occupied a touchline position ready to cheer but had never entered the scrimmage. Suddenly, and with ruthless weight, the full realisation of what this implied crashed down on him and almost flattened him. If he dropped dead at this instant, he reflected, no one would miss him, for who would rush to replace something that had never really been there? He was nearly fifty and he might never have existed at all!


In the moment of his desolation, the most acute he had ever known, Mr. Sermon looked round for support and in those fleeting seconds he felt closer to his wife than he had ever felt when she lay in his arms. He wanted to run down the slope, cut through the estate, find her and lay his head on her bare bosom. He almost cried out with a yearning to be stroked and comforted, encouraged and reassured and on the crest of this tidal wave of emotion he jumped up and began to descend the downland slope at a fast trot that carried him breathless and weak at the knees through Plane Tree Road and Montgomery Close and out into Beechway to his own front gate.


And there he stopped dead. The gate was open and the twenty-yard driveway was choked with cars, all kinds of cars, from shiny new Hillmans and Wolseleys to the souped-up sports model driven by young Aubrey Marcheson, cashier at the local Midland Bank. With a loud snort of indignation, Mr. Sermon realised that it was Thursday and that Thursday was the day Sybil entertained the committee of the Wyckham Rise Operatic and Dramatic Society, and that the entire group, plus half a dozen hangers on, were now gathered in the garden room and spilling over into the conservatory and kitchen, nibbling her cucumber sandwiches and jockeying for advantage over one another. He stood at the foot of the drive for a moment almost weeping with disappointment and then, goaded by his new resolution, he threw up his head and marched stolidly up the drive and into the house via the open front door.


There were far more people about than he had expected. A dozen of them were standing in the garden room, listening to Aubrey Marcheson denigrate an amateur production of The Importance of Being Earnest over at Shute the previous evening. The women were giggling at his improvised commentary and the men stood around and grinned, enjoying the ridicule of a company that had beaten the Wyckham group in the Drama Festival the previous autumn. Aubrey fancied himself as a raconteur and was enjoying the attention his performance commanded. It was, in fact, quite a good performance, better than those he gave on the stage. Half watching, with a tolerant smile on her lips. Sybil Sermon wondered if he would do for the autumn presentation of Arms and the Man that she was mind-casting.


Sybil enjoyed these occasions very much. They relaxed her, giving her a sense of power and patronage that was whittled down at real rehearsals. She glided in and out of the garden-room and back and forth from the kitchen, sifting among the crop of problems that a Spring casting conference presented. Would the Bank give Aubrey the afternoon off during the final week of rehearsal? Would Diana Gordon-Scott resign if she didn’t get the Presidency at the Annual meeting and if she did, who would replace her annual ten guinea sub? These queries, and a score like them, flowed into her mind like questions fed into a computer and, like a computer, her mind considered them and came up with the inherent probability. Buried a stratum deeper in her brain was the curiously abrupt phone call she had received about an hour ago from Sebastian’s Headmaster, the dreary little man whom she set out to charm on Sports Days and Speech Days. The call informed her that her husband was ‘not himself’ and had left an hour earlier to come home. Sybil was accustomed to phone hints and she did not miss the Reverend Hawley’s. He said Sebastian was ‘not himself’ but the Headmaster was clearly upset about something and whatever it was it involved Sebastian. She had evaded his implied invitation to discuss the subject more thoroughly and had merely thanked him for ringing and replaced the receiver. She was not a curious woman and was not greatly interested in the school where Sebastian seemed to have settled after so many tiresome false starts. He went there every term-time morning and he came home every term-time night. Sometimes he told her one or two things that had happened during the day but more often he did not. The school was his background. She was engrossed in her own and as she walked away from the phone she thought, incuriously, ‘Sebastian has done something the Head doesn’t like and they’ve had a tiff!’ but then the front door bell had rung and the first of her guests arrived. She put Sebastian into a top-tier locker of her brain and moved into the garden-room to arrange herself before the tall, Regency mirror before settling into a deep arm-chair and picking up a script as though she had been studying it for the past hour.


At thirty-nine, Sybil Sermon was a neat but comfortably built woman who could have passed in any light for thirty. She had soft, dark hair with a natural wave in it and good, regular features. Her nose was short, her mouth full and her eyes, set widely apart, grey and serious with long, dark lashes. People could never be quite sure about her eyes. They regarded you steadily and sympathetically when you addressed her but even her intimates had the impression that they were not really attending to you but looking somewhere beyond and at a considerable range. She had an exceptionally clear complexion, pale and smooth without the waxiness sometimes seen in fair-skinned brunettes. She had a fine bust and broad hips but a remarkably neat waist, so that men thought of her as what the Edwardians would have called a fine woman rather than a pretty one. She was not pretty, having just too much repose and dignity, particularly in the way she walked, for when she crossed a room one never noticed the movement of her feet and this was precisely what she intended for her feet were large and rather clumsy. She gave an overall impression of kindness and tolerance, even when dealing with the dull and stupid. She was a good listener—if she was listening—but here again one could never be sure that she was for her dignity enlarged itself into a kind of polite aloofness that disconcerted the earnest and the merely talkative. Women respected her without liking her and men admired her but were seldom at ease with her. Ralph Mallow, the auctioneer who played heavy roles in her productions, was one of the few who did not like her. He called her The Ice Maiden and once said of her; ‘She’s the kind of woman who would say, “Die of prussic acid poisoning if you must but try not to make too much noise about it”!’


In addition to her crinoline-sway walk Sybil had a low, slightly husky voice, intimate and somehow persuasive, so that people remembered it with affection even when they had detected all her other artifices designed to establish the fact that she was not only a handsome woman but a very cultivated one. She was not, however, a conscious hypocrite, or no more so than any woman whose father had made money very quickly and whisked his only child from a flat over a shop to a somewhat pretentious but expensive boarding school and later, for a year, to a finishing establishment near Caux. Sybil Sermon, née Rudge, had suffered from this switch all her life. She could never really reconcile a world that smelled of tallow and bran and vinegar with one smelling of mink. She was not really in the mink bracket and had been young enough, when her father had expanded, to pull down the shop-blind on her natural background of cartons, stock-racks and weekly credit lists. Finding herself in this limbo she had settled for the front-rank of the avant-garde in suburbia and here she found her true level, for her good taste, her intelligence, her natural graciousness and her private income had soon won for her a position of undisputed leadership in the birch-tree belt a few miles south of London. She held on to this position with a desperation that was at odds with her generous and slightly indolent nature. She was not and never would be an intellectual and her obsession with the current trends of literature and drama was largely assumed, much as a tourist might pretend to a genuine interest in the customs and history of a country in which she was spending a fourteen-day holiday. Her chief asset in this field was her astonishing memory. She could swallow and regurgitate an article from The New Statesman in a matter of minutes and this did as much to win her social leadership of Wyckham Rise as did her carriage, her money and her soft, appealing voice. In the immediate area of her home she had no rivals. The women deferred to her as an expert who could quote critical opinion on the current production at the Royal Court Theatre verbatim, and men of all ages flirted with her because she was a striking woman and because she encouraged them to flirt. Sometimes she reproved them with her serious eyes but she allowed them to retain her hand for a few extra seconds when a prompt script was exchanged. In the handling of men she was remarkably skilful, promising much but yielding very little. She would have described her marriage as a quiet success for she was proud of her pretty, sulky daughter and mechanically-inclined son, and for years now she had managed to keep her family and her social interests in watertight compartments, so that the one never encroached upon the other. These were not, however, the only departmentalised aspects of her life. Just as she could retain an almost photographic image of articles read in Digests, so she was able to file her interests and obligations in the tidy, tier-like galleries of her brain. On the ground floor, so to speak, was the Dramatic Society and its by-products and on successive storeys were her modest financial investments, including expectations from Dad. Then came her health and appearance, her gardening activities and, up near the roof, her family. Sebastian, her husband, had occupied a top tier for years and sometimes remained up there for days on end, for her feelings about him were neutral. She regarded him as she might have regarded a blameless gentleman lodger and the fact that her lodger shared her large double bed failed to increase the tempo of their association. She was a woman who needed a husband, not only as a bedmate but as a seal of respectability, for at heart she was a conventionally-minded woman and lived in a neighbourhood where tongues wagged at the slightest opportunity. Apart from this, Sebastian was a nice, comfortable, unexacting, dutiful little man, who kept out of the way when necessary and was always on hand as a sort of adjutant when she needed help with correspondence and matters of administration. In return for his presence and his clerical services she was happy to sleep with him and even to spend an occasional holiday with him. For the rest he could remain on the top tier and keep from under her feet.


When she saw him enter the room and make a puzzling gesture in her direction she remembered the Headmaster’s phone call and at once excused herself and crossed over to where he stood, just inside the garden-room door.


‘You’ve been a long time getting back, Sebastian,’ she said, gently, ‘are you better now?’ He looked a little breathless and distraught and at once her tidy mind began to conjure with aspirins and hot-water bottles and a quiet lie-down at the top of the house.


‘Yes, yes, I’m quite all right, Sybil,’ he said, but with an urgency that was not usual and caused her a slight prick of irritation. She supposed that he could see she was heavily engaged and decided that it was tedious of him to come home unexpectedly early on the second day of term after she had deliberately postponed the conference until after the end of the holidays.


‘That little Mr. Whatshisname, the Headmaster, rang. He told me you weren’t very well.’


Sebastian looked rather startled. ‘He did? What else did he say?’


‘Nothing, or nothing of any consequence, he just said you left early.’


‘That’s so,’ said Sebastian, slowly, ‘and I walked part way home. The fact is, Sybil, I … I’ve got to talk to you! Something happened today and we ought to discuss it. How long will these people be around?’


She looked at him disapprovingly. Miss Teake and Tim O’Neil were standing less than two yards away discussing the latest French film at the Carlton and he at once interpreted her glance.


‘All right then, let’s go somewhere,’ he suggested but still urgently, as though what he had to discuss was important.


‘Don’t be so stupid, Sebastian,’ she said, firmly. ‘Whatever happened at your school can’t be that urgent! It can surely wait until everybody’s gone!’


‘But it can’t …’ he began, but she turned away, pointedly taking a plate of cucumber sandwiches from the dumbwaiter and floating across to the group near the window.


He stood for a moment indecisive, staring after her, a hard knot of rage in his throat. The chatter of twenty people filled the room and odd words and phrases fell on him like drops of cold rain … ‘revolting!’ ‘undeveloped!’ ‘over-emphasised!’ and then ‘quite enchantingly weird!’ He stood by the door chafing his hands and feeling sullen and helpless. A few hours ago he had seen the Reverend Victor Hawley for the first time and now, he told himself, he was getting his first real glimpse of his wife’s coterie, a group of affected, class-conscious nonentities, dissipating nervous energy they could ill-afford in attempts to impress each other and perhaps Sybil. Why did she bother with them at all? What need had she to fill her life with so many trivial people when she had a family, a husband and plenty of money of her own?


Natural good manners, however, prevented him from pursuing these thoughts at the moment or doing what he might have done an hour or so ago, that is, to take Sybil by the hand and march her upstairs to the bedroom, locking the door on the silly chatter and announcing that they had reached a crisis in their lives. Instead he turned and drifted across the hall and into the kitchen where a hired waitress from Gatley’s in the High Street was pouring cider-cup into little glasses. The girl returned his glance without interest and went on with what she was doing. The sound of a tinny hammering came from the workshop-shed across the asphalted yard opening on to the vegetable garden and he recognised the sound at once. It was Keith, his sixteen-year-old son, tinkering with one of his greasy machines. A sudden glow warmed him. After all, Keith was almost a man now and his own flesh and blood. Surely this was something that a father might discuss with a sixteen-year-old boy and hope to get some kind of comfort from him. He crossed the kitchen and yard and went into the shed.


‘Hullo Keith. Are you finding it too much for you as well?’


The boy looked up from the motor-cycle that was engaging the whole of his attention. Sebastian decided that he was growing quite good-looking, with strong features, a mop of brown hair and a long, straight back. Through the thickness of the cherry-coloured sweater Keith was wearing, Sebastian could see the play of muscles as the boy moved his arms.


‘They gone yet?’ said the boy, briefly.


‘Unfortunately, no,’ said Sebastian, but he felt slightly cheered for it was obvious that Keith shared no community of interest with the Wyckham Rise Operatic and Dramatic Society.
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