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  To all former students at The Jane Flockman Institute,




  especially my wide-eyed friends of 1968




  





  Eastern Slovakia, 1916




  




  The nuns have wheeled her out onto the veranda again, to enjoy the afternoon sunshine. She likes it out here. She likes to look down the valley to the distant village and its patchwork of fields. They look homely, even to a city girl. She does not like the dark, forested hills behind the sanatorium. They are foothills of the Carpathians, and remind her of the fighting.




  Sister Maria comes quietly to her side, bringing a glass of tea. Sister Maria understands her, even though they do not share a language and have to make do with a mixture of Jane’s sketchy German and Maria’s native Polish. She needs to be alone, and Sister Maria leaves without attempting to chat, or plump her pillows.




  There is a movement on the road above the village and she catches a glimpse of a field-grey military ambulance, with its large red cross painted in a white circle. More casualties. She hopes they will not be boisterous young officers who smoke cigars and shout to each other. Not many noisy people come to the sanatorium nowadays. Most of the sick come here to die, just as she has done.




  She supposes she is fortunate. She is tranquil. She has seen many dead and dying men in the last two years. The ones killed in battle lying discarded beside the muddy roads. Many others, far too many, died screaming and swearing in the field hospitals as she and her friends struggled to save them. At least, to save the ones that might be saved. For the others, she could only offer comfort.




  The soldiers liked her in the hospitals. They called her Jane Flockman, the English Sister and they brought her presents. If the patients could return after treatment, they brought her flowers gathered from the roadside. Or their friends would bring chocolates or a bottle of wine, sent from grateful families in Budapest or Vienna. It used to make her sad when she could not remember which wrecked and bloody body had sent the gifts.




  That is all behind her now. So much has happened to her in the last two years that her previous life seems to belong to someone else. Liverpool is so far away, and her family too. She raises a hand to her cheek and then looks at her fingers in wonder. There are tears. She thought she had forgotten how to cry.




  How different life had been two years ago! Then she was an English lady, on a great adventure, visiting Vienna by herself on her first journey away from home. Vienna; everything she had imagined and more. She had stayed in the Embassy and the First Secretary’s wife had taken care of her. They had bought European dresses, and gone to balls together. Glittering Embassy dinners enchanted her, and she had even been presented to Emperor Franz Josef. She had not liked him. He was an old man, far too shrunken and old for his jeweled uniform and the majesty around him.




  She coughs into her handkerchief, and rubs her chest uselessly. Coughing hurts her more now and she imagines she can feel the shell fragment that sent her here.




  Back then, back when she was healthy, she wasted her time. In her heart, she knew she had come to Vienna for something important. For something that was vital to people, that only she could do. She did not know what had sent her east, only that she had to come. She lay awake each night trying to decipher the confusion in her mind.




  Instead of following her instincts, she had wasted her time dancing. By the time she reached Belgrade at the end of June, it was already too late. The Archduke Ferdinand and his wife were already lying bloody and dead in Sarajevo’s town hall. If only she had hurried from Vienna, she could have warned them.




  She should have gone home then. She was not needed any more, but she could not face her failure. She had hired a servant, Vlado, and moved slowly across Hungary in the direction of Vienna. One day they had reached Kaschau, and Vlado had carried her bag to the station and bought tickets for the night train back to Vienna. Her train had been delayed. Before it could arrive, another train had pulled up at the platform, a train of dirty freight wagons. They had opened the doors and soldiers carried stretcher after stretcher past the waiting room and on into town.




  She could not go to Vienna that night. Instead, she had returned to her hotel and reported to the military hospital next morning.




  Dear Vlado, where is he now, she wonders? She can see him clearly, straight, brown, with wavy black hair touched with grey. He had a gold ear-ring, just as a gypsy should. His hands felt rough to the touch, a workman’s hands.




  He would not leave her, even in the worst of times. He had put on a soldier’s uniform to care for her. They did great things together, but she had lost him. Soon after Przemsyl fell, when the Imperial Army was retreating back over the mountains. They had come to tell her in the field hospital. They knew she cared for him, so they came all the way to say that he had been killed, along with the stretcher patient. The other stretcher bearer had survived almost untouched. Shells could do that sometimes. She hopes the Russians have buried him properly. The Army has left so many dead behind.




  Dr Pačnar comes out onto the veranda. He is leading an Orthodox priest. The priest looks untidy with his long, grey beard and his hair tied in a tight ball on the nape of his neck. She has been a nurse far too long not to recognise why he has come.




  Chapter 1




  Finally, with a jump in her heart, there it was. Penny Lane. The Penny Lane. Its name was not displayed on an elegant cast-iron plate like most of the street names in this part of Liverpool. No sign could survive a night out in a Beatle-frenzied world. Instead, paint shone proudly on the curved brick wall that made the street corner. The rough surface of the brickwork broke up the lines and made it difficult to read, but there it was, all the same. Penny Lane, Liverpool 18—and she would live here. For the next year at least.




  The black cab pulled up outside Smethwick Hall, a Victorian brick mansion. Shirley Grainger ignored the driver as she dragged her two cases out onto the pavement. She walked around the cab to where the driver sat with his elbow out of the window. A young man, he wore his flat workman’s cap as a claim to maturity.




  “That’ll be nineteen ‘n six, love.”




  Shirley looked him in the eye and smiled. “We passed both football grounds,” she said, without losing his eyes.




  The man crumpled. “Er, well, gimme five bob an’ we’ll call it quits,” he mumbled. She opened her purse and counted five shillings into his hand. He accepted it, wound up the window and drove off, leaving Shirley smiling in the road.




  A woman in jeans and a bulky navy sweater met her at the top of the steps. Her long hair, brown streaked with grey, hung in a loose pony-tail and she had a wide smile. A white card was pinned to her sweater. It read ‘Dr. Greenleaf’.




  “Welcome! I’m Holly Greenleaf. Trouble with the taxi?”




  “Not really. He thought he would give me a tour of the city, that’s all. But no trouble. I’m Shirley Grainger. Am I in the right place?”




  Holly found her name on the list inside. She passed over a pack of papers and a large, old-fashioned key. “You’re in number seventeen. Why don’t you run along and inspect your room? If you’d like to unpack and get organised, we’ve got tea and biscuits in the Common Room from four o’clock. To welcome all the new students.”




  Her room was large and Victorian. A tall sash window looked out over Penny Lane and filled the room with light. Her bed lay to one side, soft and welcoming. On the other, a washbasin and mirror hid behind the wardrobe. A cast iron mantle shelf stood on Ionic columns, its fireplace plastered over. A table to work at and a soft chair to relax in. The walls bore embossed wallpaper, long since painted over in institutional cream and heavily pierced where previous occupants had pinned up posters. It was a bare and functional room, but one that hinted cosiness might be possible.




  Well, she thought, Auntie Joan always says that when you don’t know what to do next, start by doing something. She put her first case on the bed and started to unpack.




  Much later, she went down to the huge Common Room. The merchant who had built Smethwick Hall a century ago must have enjoyed dancing. In Victorian times, this had been his ballroom. Today comfortable but mis-matched sofas and armchairs surrounded the gas fire and a ping-pong table stood in front of the bay window. It looked out over a patch of lawn. The sun hid behind a smoky twilight and the straggling bushes in the garden were already bare. Autumn had already laid its hand on Liverpool.




  A long table against the wall bore a tea urn, cups and biscuits. Other new students stood quietly, clean and awkward girls and two boys, one of them black. Holly met her at the door.




  “Come in, come in. You were Shirley, weren’t you? Tea? It’s over there, but meet some of your fellow students first.” She wrote ‘Shirley’ on a white card with a pen she produced from her hair and fastened it to Shirley’s sweater with a safety pin. “Good. Now we all know who you are. Come on, meet these three.”




  Holly left her with an elegant blonde with a public school accent, a smiling Chinese girl from Singapore who had ‘Siok’ on her name tag, and a short, mousy girl with a disproportionately generous bust. They shook her hand and waited for her to fetch her tea. She felt awkward standing there dressed ‘nicely’ in skirt and tights. The only person in the room who looked at all relaxed was Holly Greenleaf. She wore jeans.




  Holly rapped on the table. “Gather round, people. Let me have a look at you.”




  Slowly they shuffled into a half circle around her and Shirley watched her closely. She was a pretty woman with an outdoor feel to her. Deep brown eyes with cheerful crow’s feet; cheeks burnt red by the wind, a wide smiling mouth with perfectly white teeth. She smiled now.




  “Well, aren’t you all the very picture of politeness? I’m sure I should make the most of it, because I don’t suppose it’ll last more than a day. Never mind. Let’s get on with the serious bit. I’m Holly Greenleaf, as you know, and I’m the tutor in residence at Smethwick Hall. That means I live here, in the old coach-house at the back. My car lives downstairs, and I live upstairs in the chauffeur’s quarters.




  “Being your tutor means I also have responsibility for you and your behaviour. I dare say there’ll be someone who’ll specialise in making my life a misery. Who will it be, I wonder?” She searched their faces, making them all feel guilty. “Never mind. Time enough to find that out, I’m sure. Now, most important. Every minute you’re here in Liverpool, and especially when you’re entering or leaving the Institute or the Halls, you have to be thinking of your security. Every minute. You can guess how difficult it can be to lead a normal life out there as an individual, so think how much more difficult it is for a whole concentration of us to exist here in the University without upsetting things. We can only do it with your help. Security, security, security, all the time. Make it a habit.”




  She scanned the watching faces, and went on. “We have rules, of course, so listen. No talking shop outside the halls or the Institute. Never, ever discuss your work, even in places that seem completely safe. Over the next week or so we’ll show you things you won’t believe. Attempts by our enemies to spy or to break into our circle. Oh yes, I said enemies. Out there, you were nothing. No one was interested in you. If you had worked hard at it, you might have grown into a curiosity, nothing more. Here, you’ll be studying, growing wiser and stronger, and that means you too will have enemies. Real enemies who will want to do you ill.”




  She had all their attention now. Confused, Shirley did not understand what she was hearing.




  Holly went on. “You’re safe enough here. All the Institute’s buildings are protected. The only way for an outsider to get in here is by force. Extreme force, and that would make such a mess of the neighbourhood, and draw so much attention, that it’s really not an option for them. Once the door closes, you’re safe and free to do what you want, except to have outside visitors. No outsiders can come in here without special provision. Getting workmen in to fix something is a real pain in the backside. I have to stand over them with an umbrella every moment they’re inside. I’m sorry but no sneaking back with your boyfriend or girlfriend late at night. Not unless you want the whole Institute to know. Anyway, it’ll probably take several of us to put your boyfriend back together again.




  “So, security, and more security, and always security. Don’t worry, it’ll be second nature in a couple of weeks. You won’t notice it at all. Now, Professor Rundle should be here soon. She’s promised to bring some Founder’s Port with her, so I hope you like the fine things in life. If you don’t, you’ll just have to suffer in silence. Any student turning up her nose at Founder’s Port can pack her bags!” That brought a titter of laughter. “That’s better; smile a bit. Stop being so damned formal. This isn’t the Mother’s Union, you know!”




  Later, when night had fallen outside and the Common Room was full of chatter, Professor Rundle bustled in, escorted by a tall young man with dark wavy hair stroked back behind a high Slavic forehead. Standing beside him, the Professor looked dumpy. She was formally dressed, a black academic gown and a floppy hat in black velvet. The darkness of her clothes brought out the brightness of her face and the curls of her white hair. Her movements quick and busy, she scanned faces through her round, gold-framed glasses. She dived into the crowd, breaking into a conversation and shaking hands.




  Behind her, the young man had lifted a heavy bag onto the table. It clinked hopefully, and sure enough, he drew out dark bottles. He started pouring into paper cups and waved two students over to help distribute them.




  The Professor burst into Shirley’s group and grabbed Siok’s hand. “I know who you are, my dear. Met your mother only months ago. How is she?” She gave all her attention to Siok who mumbled politenesses. “Well, be sure and tell her I asked for her next time you write. She made me promise to look after you, as if I don’t look after all my students. Now who else is here?”




  She read their name tags. “I remember your mother, Margaret. And yours, Debbie. Met your father at the same time. And Shirley…why don’t I remember?”




  “She’s dead, Professor,” said Shirley bluntly.




  “Oh, oh, oh, I’m so sorry, my dear. Now I remember. I met your Aunt. Joan Weatherwax, wasn’t it?”




  “You met Auntie Joan?” Shirley was surprised.




  “Of course I met her. How else do you think you got here? We don’t take in just anybody. And I met your mother too, you know. Long time ago, long before she passed on. We were both young things then. I’ll tell you about it sometime. Now, how are you liking it here? What’s your first impression?”




  Before they could answer her, the young man came to her shoulder. He had three paper cups in each long hand. “I think we’re ready for you, Professor,” he said.




  She took a cup from him and made for the middle of the room calling out “Friends, students, countrywomen…”




  She stood in their circle, the centre of attention. “That’s better. I can see you all now. I should stand on a chair or something. I’m too short. Or perhaps I can sit on young Rostov’s shoulder, do you think you could manage that, Nick?”




  “For you, it would be a privilege, Professor.” His English had a curious accent. Shirley noticed his eyes were very deep and very black.




  “Oh, I love you continentals. Always know how to treat a lady. Now, first things first, welcome to the Institute! It’s really exciting to see you all. We’re going to have fun with you over the next year. We’ve got a lot to do, mind. Lots of work and not enough time. It should take more than a year really, especially an academic year. I always think of academic years as being like academic salaries, they’re only 75% there. Never mind, at least we’ll keep you busy.




  “Now, I’m not going to say anything serious tonight. Tonight’s for having fun and getting to know each other. I’ll see you all tomorrow at the Institute and we’ll do all the serious stuff then. We’ll have lots of hand-outs to give you, so bring a file or a briefcase for them. And wear comfortable shoes because you’ll be running all over the place. Now, I hope Holly has told you about our Founder’s Port?”




  “I told them, Professor,” called out Holly.




  “Very well. One of the unalloyed delights of the Institute is our very own port, laid down by Albert Flockman himself, just for special occasions like this. I don’t allow any of it out for trivial reasons. Not even medical emergencies. If you’re still well enough to get to my office, you’re not sick enough to warrant opening our port. So, raise your glasses and I give you welcome to the students of 1968!”




  The port was dark and smooth. Shirley sipped and the taste lingered long after the antique liquid had slipped down her throat. She had never tasted anything like this and it made her feel important.




  Next day they all went off in a raggle-taggle column for the bus. On the street, the grey day was a cold and windy foretaste of winter. Shirley sat with Siok on the upper deck of the bus and they watched with distress as the drab, rundown streets ground by. Liverpool looked poor and dirty, and the dereliction of the stuccoed mansions of Upper Parliament Street shocked them both.




  Things improved as they reached the University, with cleaner and more modern buildings. Following the map in their introduction pack, they checked off the University buildings as they searched for the Institute on the far side of the campus. The Senate House which bridged the road, the old and elegant buildings of Abercromby Square, the Sports Centre, the Students’ Guild. Dominating the campus but not part of it, the futuristic Roman Catholic Cathedral. They wound their way under the arch of the Victoria Building and on to the back streets of the University.




  Waiting for them, the Institute stood at the campus limit, a cheerful and welcoming building in a city of severe and smoke-grimed functionality. Built of red brick and cream sandstone, its grand entrance sat happily amongst very large, multi-pane sash windows. It had The Jane Flockman Institute, carved in confident Roman letters into the sandstone over the doorway. Beside the double doors, a discrete bronze plaque bore the full title, The Jane Flockman Institute of Political Science and Ethics.




  They filed through into the entrance hall. It was a high, empty room with a patterned mosaic floor. Corridors ran off to left and right, and in front of them flights of stone stairs led both up and down. A single oak door to their right stated ‘Professor Eliza Rundle’ in gold letters. A signboard on a wooden post pointed the way to the lecture room and a sheet of paper taped to it said ‘New Students’ in felt tip.




  The lecture room was a classic amphitheatre. Tight wooden semi-circles looked down at the cockpit where the lecturer would stand, provided with a lectern and a massive rolling blackboard on the wall behind. Students already filled the seats, squeezed in where they could, and waited.




  Black-gowned staff members drifted in and students shuffled along to make space for them. It was nearly ten o’clock. It would not be long now, and Shirley would learn what exactly she was doing here.




  Chapter 2




  Professor Rundle tapped down the stairs to the lectern and scanned her audience. The room fell quiet.




  She clasped her hands together in front of her and smiled. “Well, well. So many of us this year. I don’t remember seeing the lecture room so full since we had that gentleman from Hollywood. Good. We need you. The country needs you, especially at this time. So welcome to you all. It’s good to see you.” She smiled as she looked around, and her audience shuffled uncomfortably.




  “I’m not going to say much about specifics, the other lecturers will do that in a minute. I’ll just say a little about where you are, and why you’re here. So let me tell you the story of Jane Flockman. It’s an interesting story at the best of times but now, well, I think you’ll find it’s got a relevance to the world around us.




  “Jane Flockman was born in 1883 in the village of Allerton, that’s part of Liverpool now, to a middle class family. Her father was an important banker, and quite well off. She grew up in a world dominated by the British Empire, and you could say that her class of people ran the country that ran the world. We don’t know much about her childhood, so we guess it was more or less normal. Nothing remarkable is recorded about her. One peculiarity she did have was an unusual ability to see and find things that others had missed. Later on, her children referred to apparent premonitions, and they would never let her join in Christmas games like Hunt the Thimble or Charades, because she was just too good at guessing.




  “Jane married young, to Albert Flockman. His family were great Liverpudlian ship owners. It’s hard for us to picture Liverpool then. This was the Age of Empire. Britain had pioneered industrialisation and the rest of the world had yet to catch up. Commerce, finance, shipping, all of these made the foundations of our city, and things were going very well. Liverpool was a by-word for money and modernity.




  “Be that as it may, Jane grew into a model citizen with a happy marriage. Albert built a grand house on Sefton Park and Jane busied herself with producing a family. As far as we can see, nothing much happened to her. The world went on. Victoria died and Edward VII came to the throne. The Empire became richer and more secure, and all was well with the world. We have nothing more than passing references to Jane at that time. I suppose she was a busy mother with quite enough on her plate.




  “The first hint we have of anything unusual is in a letter from Sarah Biddell to a friend. Who knows about Sarah Biddell? Anyone? I’d be surprised if you did. The scientific world in Liverpool knew her as a crazy herbalist and while they used her as a source of knowledge about plants, they generally tended to look down on her. We see her in a different light. She came across the few records that witches had left on herbs and medicinal plants. She joined the Craft, and we think she also introduced Jane. At least, in the letter I just mentioned, she refers to Jane as having a remarkable precognitive ability and believes that with a little training she could progress greatly.




  “That letter was dated March 1910, so Jane was already 37 years old. Now again, the record goes blank. It’s very frustrating. We have absolutely nothing about her until the April of 1914, when there is another letter from Sarah Biddell. This refers to Jane as ‘still being extremely troubled’ and says that she has had a ‘perfectly horrible argument with Albert’, but that she has ‘finally put her foot down’. No details of the argument, but we do know that, as a result, Albert gave her permission to travel to the Continent. Alone.




  “Now, at last, we academics have something to get our teeth into. Jane was a wonderful correspondent. She wrote home frequently, sometimes daily, and her letters are full of light and detail. Thank goodness her family kept them. Jane travelled first directly to Vienna, her first visit overseas. She enjoyed herself greatly, making friends with everyone she met, taking in dances and dinners, seeing all the sights. All the glamour and elegance of the Austro-Hungarian capital surrounded her and she was even presented to Emperor Franz Jozef.




  “Her letters to the family make a delightful travelogue, but the ones we have recovered from Sarah Biddell’s estate tell a very different story at this time. We don’t have them all - she numbered her letters methodically so we know that there are large gaps in the sequence - but in the few we have she speaks of being frantic with worry, of her feeling of uselessness and an overwhelming burden of evil. She says she is going to leave Vienna and travel further east.




  “She didn’t know what drew her, but we do. Jane stayed with the British Consul in Belgrade on the 28th of June. She didn’t know that the assassins had already left for their terrible appointment with the Archduke Franz Ferdinand and his wife in Sarajevo. It’s hard to imagine what she could have done anyway. There had been warnings already and the Archduke knew he was in danger.




  “Later in the term, you will read Jane’s letters. The one written on the evening of 28th June is terrible. She felt such a weight of depression and foreboding. She left Belgrade and travelled in the Hungarian countryside, apparently looking for peace and solitude. Her letters to her family became less frequent, and she describes herself travelling from village to village. The war reached even those places, and she tells of the trains bearing parties of peasants on their way to join the Army. By then she had retained a servant, a gypsy named Vlado. Vlado took care of her over the coming months.




  “At Kaschau she had a sickening experience while she waited for a train. A freight train carrying wounded soldiers arrived from the front, and stretcher after stretcher was carried from it. She watched in horror from the waiting room. She decided that her idleness must end, and she left the station to return to her hotel. Next day she presented herself at the local military headquarters and persuaded the Army to take her on as a nurse. I can’t imagine how she managed it. After all, she was technically an enemy, but those were different times. She did not write much after that. She was too busy helping the wounded close to the Front. She crossed the Carpathians into Poland, and suffered with the Army when it was thrown back by the shattering Russian offensives in 1916. She lost Vlado in that disaster, killed while working as a stretcher bearer.




  “The last her family heard of her came in a letter sent with her personal effects by a priest from the little village of Snina in what is today Czechoslovakia. The letter, it’s more of a eulogy really, describes how she died after being wounded by a shell. You can see it upstairs in the museum. It’s in German, although we can tell that was not the priest’s native tongue. All extremely sad.




  “Anyway, after her death Albert wanted to build a memorial, and we have to thank Sarah Biddell for persuading him to build the Institute. We don’t know just how much Albert knew. After all, he must have been a little suspicious at a herbalist insisting on an institute to study political science and ethics, but he went along with it and today we have the Jane Flockman Institute. In our founding charter, we are specifically directed towards the study of geopolitics with the intention of defusing crises such as the one that took Jane into Europe. That is our main goal, and it’s what the staff spend most of their time working on. Ultimately, that’s why you’re here too, although you’ve got a lot of work to do before you can be of any real help.




  “So, now we come to the Institute’s relevance today, and why we have accepted such a large intake of students for this Candlemas term. I want you to imagine, for the moment, that the world is like a ball rolling across a dance floor. Without any external influences, the ball will keep rolling in a straight line, as far as it can. The world will go on, living its life, season after season and everyone will be more or less happy. Or, at least, no more unhappy than is the normal human condition.




  “We joke about it and say that would be a Newtonian world, unchanging motion, straight as an arrow. It won’t surprise you to know that life’s not like that. There are influences at work in the world that are fundamentally evil, and would turn it into a devil’s playground if they could. Nick Rostov will give you a glimpse of them in his unit on the Dark Light. By the way, I should give you Nick’s proper name, he’s Magister Dr. Nicholai Rostov, and he’s originally from Romania. There he is, for those that haven’t met him yet.




  “Thank God – literally - there are also forces working to counter the Dark Light, and between the two of them, our ball’s course across the dance floor is kept pretty straight on average. People find it in themselves to do a little bit of evil or a little bit of good, in a small way looking at it on a global scale, and life goes on. I suspect that even on the Dark Light side, comfortable inertia is the norm. However, it appears that there can be deviations in the flux of time which can upset things wildly. We really do not understand the extent of human involvement in these deviations. Jane Flockman was deeply affected by the growth of the event that gave us the First World War and other negative changes, and it would be rational to expect that on the other side there were people who delighted in the impending chaos. Unfortunately, we can’t see them. Arrogance, stupidity, chauvinism, all of these we can find in abundance, but we haven’t located any group of truly evil people working to fan the flames. It looks as if things just happened independently.




  “On the other hand, there are times when evil people do affect history. Stalin and Hitler spring to mind here. Look at the destruction they brought about and it is obvious that these men were not normal human beings. They were servants of the Dark Light. There can be no other explanation for their power and influence. It’s hard to think that Stalin has only been dead for fifteen years… his cloud has lifted so completely.




  “The Institute believes, as an article of faith, that an impending crisis can be identified, if we can learn what to look for. We also believe, although here we are without firm evidence, that a group of well-intentioned and skilful people can work together to ameliorate such a crisis. Perhaps even avoid it altogether.




  “That’s where you and your predecessors come into the picture. We will give you the basic education you need over the next year. We want you to leave here with an understanding of what can be done and the knowledge of yourself that will allow you to help in the great work. You all have talent, you wouldn’t be here today if you didn’t. Your talents differ, but you have all been noticed either by your families or some other person in the craft. We’ll make a start on developing your talents and letting them flourish.




  “Once you leave here next year, we expect you to move your studies into your chosen profession, medicine, law, religion, business, whatever you’re suited to. You might choose not to take paid work at all, but to marry and have a family. That’s fine. Jane Flockman followed that route. You might even go into politics, a qualification from the Institute should help you there. The world’s short of scientific and ethical politicians.




  “We’ll stay in touch with you, of course, until you are established in your lives and ready to help.




  “So, there you are. And here you are, I suppose. What do you think? Confused? Frightened? Never mind. Here’s what we’re going to do next. First of all, you need some information on the Institute and the University, and how they work together. The security arrangements we have here and what you can do and can’t do, all that sort of thing. I’ve asked Paul to talk about that, Dr. Paul Grimes. He normally lectures on crystallography, but after he’s finished telling us about security, he’s just the man to tell you about the pubs, restaurants and theatres. He might even take you to a couple, but make sure he pays for his round.




  “After Paul, I think we’ll adjourn downstairs for coffee, and you can meet the other lecturers as well.”




  As Professor Rundle left the lectern, the students rustled back to life with a collective sigh. Shirley realised that they had been sitting in absolute silence. I probably had my mouth open too, she thought. What am I doing here? Why me? It must be Auntie Joan’s fault, but why? Does that mean Auntie Joan… Auntie Joan’s a witch? No, that’s not possible.




  She looked around. The students were sitting quietly. Next to her sat Siok, her face expressionless. How much had she known, Shirley asked herself?




  Dr. Grimes came to the lectern, a slight man with a long sharp nose and wispy blonde hair. He had a naughty boy smile. “Er, thank you, Professor. You can call me Paul. Good morning, everybody.” He waited. “Well, aren’t you going to say good morning to me?” A muttering answered from the audience but nothing like a greeting.




  “Come on now, all together, one, two, three…” He conducted them as they mumbled.




  “Not good enough. I couldn’t hear you. Again, one, two, three…”




  “Good morning, Paul,” rolled around the benches.




  “Ah, delightful. I love it. Everyone being polite to me at once. You’ve made my week.” The students had come back to life and giggled to each other.




  “Right, fun’s over. Now, I’m not going to go into any details of what’s out there, or why we do things the way we do. I’ll just run over the set-up. Firstly, as far as anyone outside is concerned, the business of the Institute is politics and ethics, and they’re not much interested in them. I can understand that. I don’t think I’d be interested either. We don’t run an undergraduate course as such, just the basic year you’re following. That makes life easier because we don’t get people from the rest of the University wanting to take courses here. And if anyone wanted to study the basic year, they’ll find it’s fully booked at least two years in advance. We do have some post-graduate students, but that won’t concern you unless you want to come back to us later.




  “So, when you’re not here or in your halls, you’re students of politics. You’ll have to learn a little about the subject, of course, so you can bull-shit your way through University. That’s not a problem, believe me. It’s what most Arts students do anyway. We run a couple of limited courses, Constitutional Systems and The Growth of Reform, both interesting enough in themselves and studying them means you won’t go out naked into the world.




  “You’ll also pick up a lot from the History of the French Revolution and the History of Napoleon units that Nick gives as part of his Geopolitics course. And then, there are the newspapers. You’ll have to flick through at least the Daily Telegraph and The Guardian. I’d recommend you keep an eye on the Economist and the Financial Times as well. Politics is not their main business so they tend to pack the basics into shorter articles.




  “Text books. You won’t have any, apart from your political ones and some technical books. You’ll be given a study space in the library, and that comes with some basic texts but they stay in the library. You’ll do most of your work there.




  “So, what about your notes? We can’t have you mixing recipes all afternoon and then trotting out into Liverpool with all your notes. We’ll give you yellow writing pads for your notes in all subjects. Don’t ever use anything else, just the yellow pads. You can only read them inside here. When you carry them out through the doors, the text will change. You’ll be surprised. When you get back to your hall, they’ll change back again. It’s a very clever system, and we’re proud of it.




  “What about the Institute itself? What happens if someone gets lost or curious and just wanders in? Well, silent alarms go off everywhere as soon as a stranger passes the doors. Usually Pretty Goldpenny, that’s her over there, she runs the Institute, will pop out of her office and guide them out again. Or another staff member. If you happen to be in the entrance hall, just smile and go about your business. You see, our main defence is the feeling a stranger gets as he enters. Sadness, nausea, fear, rejection, all at once. Usually they’re gone before Pretty can get out of her office, and once they’re out on the street, they remember the place as grey, uninviting and even smelly. When we have formal visits from Faculty, or the Vice-Chancellor, we have to make special arrangements, and a real nuisance they are too. As for getting tradesmen in to fix things…




  “What else? Of course, careless talk. Never, ever let anyone know what we study here. Not even your family. The important ones have some sort of idea, and the rest just need to know that you’re doing a basic Liberal Studies-type course to prepare yourself for other things. So be careful with the letters home.




  “Watch out for people asking too many questions about the Institute and what you do here. I want to know immediately if there is any unnatural interest out there. I’d rather be dragged around the Student’s Guild twice talking to curious students than miss a real attempt to intrude. Don’t be shy. Tell me or any other staff member immediately.




  “Don’t let security worry you too much. We suspect that our enemies know we’re here and more or less what we do as far as training people in the Craft goes. We hope they don’t realise the seriousness of our main task. Perhaps they hope there’s nothing a small group of people could do, and we hope they’re wrong.




  “Now, coffee. It’s downstairs, so let’s go. You can leave your coats and things here. We’re coming back and Betty Winshuttle has volunteered to tell you about Liverpool and the University, and answer any questions you might have about the basics of living here. She’ll hand out your timetables. Then the afternoon’s free for you. You’d better see about opening a bank account if you don’t have one already, and you can go shopping. Work starts tomorrow morning at nine, and you’re going to be busy!”




  The coffee machine stood at the basement level, directly below the entrance hall, in a big room with a low ceiling supported on pillars. Today, for the special occasion, biscuits and two urns of hot water sat on a long table. They poured themselves coffee and stood chattering. Shirley found herself with Margaret, Debbie and Siok, just as the day before.




  Holly appeared, doing the rounds of her students. She had dressed properly today; she had a black gown over her sweater and jeans.




  “So, what do you all think?” she asked.




  “Exciting,” said Debbie, munching her biscuit. “I wondered why my mother pushed me to come here. It makes sense now. She’s always been a bit that way, you know, telling fortunes, reading tea leaves.”




  “And you’re that way too?” asked Holly.




  “A little, I guess. But nothing like Mum. She’s brilliant sometimes.”




  “Mmmh, I expect she is, but she’s never had the training that you’ll get here. Next summer you’ll be able to put her into the shade, you’ll see.”




  “I don’t know why I’m here at all,” blurted out Shirley. “I don’t know what my Aunt was thinking. I don’t have anything special about me at all.”




  Holly smiled at her and turned to Margaret. “If you had an argument with a Liverpool taxi driver, who’d you think would win?”




  Margaret shuddered. “Not me, that’s definite!”




  “How much did you pay that driver yesterday, Shirley? And how much was on the meter?”




  Shirley felt embarrassed. She had been a little pushy yesterday. “He asked for nineteen and six, but I complained a little, and he took five bob.”




  “Ooooh!” said Debbie, with a shriek of laughter. “Did you give him a kiss as well?”




  “Certainly not! I just asked…”




  Holly smiled at her confusion. “I’m sure by the time he’d got to the end of Penny Lane, he was wondering what the hell had come over him. I was watching you. You positively skewered him in his seat. So watch this one, girls. She’s bad now, and she’s going to get a lot worse. Make sure she promises in advance to pay her share of the drinks when you go to the pub. And think twice about anything she asks you to do.”




  Chapter 3




  On the bus going home, Shirley took out her yellow pad. It was crisp and fresh. On the first page she had written the date and I am studying witchcraft at the Jane Flockman Institute. She looked around carefully. No one was watching, so she opened the pad. I am studying politics at the Jane Flockman Institute. It looked perfect. She could not believe she had not written it herself. She put the pad away, and sat looking out of the bus window, deep in thought.




  Next day, her first lecture started at nine o’clock. Geopolitics with Nick Rostov. The lecture room was full and expectant. True to the minute, Rostov swept down the steps, his black gown flying behind him.




  He is a handsome man, thought Shirley, quite a dish. She liked the way his wavy black hair swept back over his crown, and his dark, demanding eyes. He had a presence and had everyone’s attention as he stood at the lectern.




  “Curtains, please.” The room fell into shadow as the tall windows were covered. Rostov stood at the lectern without notes, using it only as something to grasp with both hands. The slide projector behind his audience clicked into life. A map flooded the screen behind him. It took Shirley a while to sort out the location. The Baltic formed the northern edge, and she quickly picked up the cities of Berlin and Prague. The map extended further east too, but she did not recognise any names there. She had not studied that part of the world at school.




  Rostov gave them a moment to consider what they saw, then started. “Central Europe at around the year 1700. We shall use this area for the study of how the forces of history ebb and flow, and the way they affect people and countries. Let me start by sketching quickly the centres of effective power at this time…”




  Shirley grabbed her yellow pad and frantically tried to keep up with the flow of names, places and dates that poured out of Rostov. All around her, heads were bent and pens shuttled back and forth as the students tried to catch ideas that flew past them and disappeared. Life at the Institute would not be easy.




  Three quarters of an hour later, Rostov stopped abruptly. He had spoken continuously all that time and left his audience stunned. He passed a sheaf of papers to the nearest student. “Here are your tutorial groups. I want group four at my office after coffee.”




  Shirley was in group four with Siok and Debbie. Margaret had been split off into group three. At least she would have time to draw her breath before suffering more of Dr. Rostov. They hurried downstairs to the coffee machine.




  Rostov held his tutorials in the lab. It was a wide room, stretching the full width of the building. Lines of high laboratory benches with sinks, gas taps and power points looked forward to the lecturer’s desk and blackboards. Light from the large windows filled it from either side and made it both cheerful and practical. Shirley expected the chemical smells of her labs at school, but the air here smelt fresh and cool. Rostov had them bring stools out from behind the benches and crowd around the lecturer’s desk. He occupied the far side alone. He looked intimidating.




  “Very good. To start with, let me have your names.” He looked at the first student as she gave her name. He examined her face and Shirley knew the name had been filed, labelled and would not be forgotten. He moved on to the next student until he had recorded them all.




  “Now, this is a tutorial. In lectures I speak. In tutorials we all speak. Usually we start by looking at the last assignment I gave you, but today we only have this morning’s lecture to talk about, so I’ll start. Tell me which cultural and racial groups lived in the area between Berlin and Memel in the year 1700. Debbie, you give me one.”




  “Um - Prussians.”




  “Of course. Now tell me… No , first we list all the groups. Write them on the board for us, Debbie. Leave space so we can write about each one.”




  As Debbie scratched the first one onto the blackboard, the others searched their lecture notes for more names. And so it went. For someone with such an arrogant manner, Rostov was surprisingly good at maintaining a discussion and involving everyone.




  He was also surprisingly tactless. “This is a stupid answer, Shirley. Again!”




  Shirley felt shocked. No one had spoken to her like that for years. Angry and bruised, she stammered out a better answer. Rostov did not notice. He was equally blunt with the others and came back to her later as if nothing had happened. For him, nothing had.




  The tutorial ran for a full hour and he kept their attention for the entire time. He ended up giving them each a Hanseatic port between Rostock and Memel to study. A thousand word snapshot of the allotted town in 1700 for presentation at the next tutorial. Shirley drew Danzig.




  As they returned their stools to the lab benches, Rostov asked, “What do you have this afternoon?”




  “Crystallography.”




  “Ah, yes. Paul Grimes. You will enjoy that, I’m sure. After work, I will go to the John Barleycorn. Perhaps Paul will come too. You should be there.”




  Too early for lunch, so after a slow coffee to recover her nerve, Shirley drifted up to the library. A plan stuck on the double glass doors showed all the carrels inside. She picked out her name and entered.




  The library was crowded. Books covered the outer walls up to the ceiling and a raised gallery gave access to the upper tiers. In the centre of the ceiling, a wide lantern skylight filled the room with brightness. On the floor, tall bookshelves separated lines of back-to-back carrels. She picked her way to her own space. It looked tiny. A little alcove created by three partitions. A wide shelf formed the worktable,with a narrow one above for books. A chair, a drawer under the table and a coat hook on the wall completed her tenancy. On the table, a piece of paper had been taped. Your book stack is available from the Librarian. Underneath, her name written by hand.




  The librarian was a girl in her twenties with the traditional librarian’s over-sized glasses and her long hair pinned up in a traditional librarian’s bun.




  “Shirley Grainger, Shirley Grainger,” she muttered to herself as she checked down the list of students. “Here you are. Sign here please.”




  As she bent to retrieve a stack of books from the floor, she showed a miniskirt and long legs that were far from traditional. She shared an embarrassed smile with Shirley as she lifted the books onto the table. Shirley’s heart sank at the tall and heavy stack. It was tied together with red string in a neat bow.




  “Here you are. You’ll see from the list the books you can take home with you, politics and history, and the ones we’ll send on to you once you leave. Those are the normal books that are not part of politics - like your Rutley’s Mineralogy, the star guides and Medicinal Plants. We’ll charge you for all of those. The others stay here. The alarm goes off if you try to take them out of the library and it’s really scary. It makes you feel stupid, and I have to rush around and turn it off and unlock the doors again, all that sort of thing. Lots of trouble. Anyway, you’ve got your carrel? Good. My name’s Ariadne, Ari for short, come and see me if you need any help. Oh, and can I please have the string back? I’ll use it again next year.”




  She carried the books back to her carrel and arranged them on the shelf. They still looked daunting. She opened the drawer under the table. Inside lay a scrap of paper. To the next occupant of my carrel. I hope you have as much fun here as I did. I’m sure you’re looking at all your books and wondering how you’ll manage. Don’t worry, I felt the same but it all worked out in the end, and now I’m sorry I’m leaving. Good Luck, Julian Frobisher. Touching. Shirley decided to do the same when she left.




  At two o’clock, her first practical was Crystallography with Paul Grimes. In the lab, every place had been set out with a large wooden tray divided into compartments containing mineral samples. She sat down and started to examine her tray. There were many compartments, each labelled. Quartz and pyrite, she had heard of them before. Then rutile, pyroxene, amphibole, ilmenite, tourmaline, so many unfamiliar names.




  Paul came in with a casual, “Hi, everyone. Welcome to crystallography. Have you all got a tray of samples? Good, we’ll start. I expect you’ve all heard a little about crystals and how important they can be in focusing energy and making things happen. Yes? And about birth-stones. Everyone here know their birth-stone? I’m not surprised.




  “Well, forget about all that. At least until the Beltane term. What we’ll be doing in these practicals for the next six months is pretty much what the geology students over the road are doing, learning about crystals and minerals, and how to identify them. No point knowing all about the ethereal properties of crystals if you can’t recognise what you’ve got in your hand. Now, it’s dry work. You’re going to spend a lot of time drawing crystal systems and handling different minerals to learn identifying characteristics, but there’s no way around it. You just have to learn these things. Learn and commit them to memory. Look at it as good mental discipline. Who knows the difference between a crystal and a mineral?”




  By five o’clock, they all felt tired. Shirley nearly gave up and went home. Instead, she and Debbie set off into the city streets to look for the John Barleycorn. They could have easily missed it. On a narrow side street off Pembroke Place, the pub believed in discreet advertising. On the small hanging sign, John Barleycorn stood as a red-faced gentleman in a low-crowned hat and a blue tail-coat, smiling and holding a foaming pint. The girls took two steps down to reach the door and pushed it open. They stepped into another world.




  It felt warm and comfortable, everything a pub should be, with horse brasses pinned over the bar and heavy harness displayed on the walls. Low wooden beams painted black held up the ceiling and more horse brasses. A rustic wooden bar looked out onto a room of round tables and Windsor chairs. Benches like church pews lined the walls. In front of one of these, Rostov and Paul had pushed two tables together and were holding court.




  “Come on, come on,” called Rostov, “Tonight Paul and I will buy the first one. After that, you are on your own. And for the rest of the year. What will you have?”




  Everyone sat behind a beer except for Rostov who had a glass of colourless liquid that might have been water. Or, maybe not. Paul went to the bar and brought back two halves of bitter.




  “So,” he asked as he set their beers down, “What do you think of your first day?”




  “It was…,” Shirley hesitated. “There was a lot to learn.”




  Laughter ran around the table. “You too? I thought we were being kind to you.”




  “Well, don’t ever be hard on us then,” snapped Debbie. More laughter and they settled down to some serious relaxing.




  Rostov was sitting across the table from Shirley. “Do you like the pub?” he asked.




  “It’s good. I’m surprised. I thought Liverpool pubs would be different, but this one’s just like at home. In the country.”




  He smiled. “That’s right. Kent or Sussex. Liverpool pubs are different. Some are pretty rough. Others still think that only working men like a drink. They even have smoking rooms where women can’t go. Terrible places. The Institute encourages this place to be a bit more civilised. No slot machines, no juke-box, good lunches. The beer’s a penny a pint more and that’s enough to keep most of the engineering and medical students away. And any other devoted piss-heads. Have you been to Liverpool before?”




  “No, it’s all new to me. I’ve hardly had time… but it looks very run-down from the bus.”




  “You’re right. It’s a dirty old town. Lost all its money and doesn’t know what to do next. It’s criminal what has happened to some of the areas around the centre. I’ll show you round if you like.”




  Shirley thought no more of his offer until seven-thirty and the party started breaking up. She was getting into her coat when Rostov said “Come on, I’ll take you for a drive around the centre.”




  Shocked, she looked for Debbie. “Go on,” she whispered, “I’ll be alright.”




  Shirley followed him out into the damp night and he led her briskly back to the Institute and his car. He took her down Brownlow Hill and into the centre. The evening rush hour had gone but the streets were still full of cars and taxis. They drove past closed shops and people hurrying by on the pavements. Rostov said nothing as he steered through the traffic.




  They turned into an anonymous city centre street and he spoke at last. “Paradise Street. Perhaps you’ve heard of it. All the sailors’ brothels were along here in the old days. All gone. Now there’s only a couple of restaurants worth visiting.”




  He drove on, following dirty side-roads between tall, dark buildings. Fish and chip papers blew along the gutters. He pulled up in a narrow street and pointed across the road. Shirley could see nothing, just a double doorway leading, she supposed, to a storehouse.




  “The Cavern Club,” he said. “It used to be here and you could have seen The Beatles for no more than the cost of a cheap ticket. Nothing there now. Closed. No-one’s got any imagination around here.” He drove on.




  He slowed down again in another side street. They paused opposite a pub called The Slaughterhouse. “Remember this place. Fenwick Street. They have the best steak and kidney pie in England. I wouldn’t come down here during the week, it’s much too busy with people from the offices, but they’re open for Saturday lunch and it’s still the same pie.”




  They drove out of the labyrinth into an area of massive stone buildings. The hub of Victorian Liverpool. “Pier Head. This is where it all used to happen. The Liver Building. Cunard. It’s all here. Let’s go and look at the ferry.”




  They walked down to Princes Landing Stage. In the gathering night, the whole structure made a cast iron statement of Victorian taste. A wide sloping walkway led down to the actual landing stage, a massive floating pontoon big enough to accommodate several ferries at a time. Nothing stood between them and the powerful, dark waters of the Mersey rushing and gurgling past. The lights of Birkenhead on the other bank glimmered far away in the darkness. The windy cold of the river reached in through Shirley’s coat.




  For once, Rostov showed some signs of enthusiasm. “This place is fantastic! I love it. So big, such engineering for the time. Look, we’re floating and only held onto land by the walkways. It moves up and down with the tide and the river level. And it flexes, look at the waiting room.”




  Shirley looked along the front of the waiting room and on to the landing stage stretching away up the river. Sure enough, as the sea waves moved up the estuary, the landing stage flexed like a snake and the waiting room lifted up and down as if it too was able to bend. She was fascinated and tried to understand how it worked.




  Suddenly a ferry came to them out of the night. In an instant, the air was filled with the throb of heavy engines and the fumes of diesel. Powering up against the current, it pushed firmly against the stage and a sailor dropped a noose of woven cable over a bollard. The gangways banged down and passengers disembarked on two levels. Minutes later the sailor recovered his cable and the current swept the ferry back and away into the centre of the river.




  Rostov showed her the details of the landing stage. “All riveted together, they had plenty of people then and no welding. You see, each rivet taking two men to set. And the decoration, it’s beautiful. Look at these lamp standards - that’s real artistry in iron. Just imagine what they must have looked like when they were gas-lights. Hard to think that they all came out of a foundry.”




  He led her back to the car. “Now we eat,” he announced. “Salad, black bread and pickled fish.”




  “From Romania?”




  “No, not Romania. But the fish and the bread you will find in Danzig. Or Gdansk, if you prefer.”




  He took them away from the city centre along streets Shirley did not recognise. Finally he turned into a gateway with imposing sandstone pillars. Beyond them lay not a Victorian mansion but an ugly glass and concrete box. “Collins Hall. My flat is at the back here.”




  His front door opened directly into the yard. He took her coat and ushered her into his front room. The decor declared severe good taste. She sat and looked around as Rostov busied himself. The walls bravely painted in apricot, with cream ceiling and trimmings. A large minimalist pastel of a nude girl reading at a desk filled the space over the gas fire. The artist had enjoyed the flow of lines and curves in the girl’s back. Rostov turned on the stereo, a futuristic turntable, a thin aluminium platter with heavy golden posts to support the LP. When he turned it on, the golden posts started to flash hypnotically past as the turntable gathered speed. He lifted the perspex cover and lowered the counter-weighted arm delicately. Mellow sax filled the room. “Getz,” he said, “And Gilberto. The best!” He disappeared into the kitchen.




  Suddenly she felt adult. Rostov had invited her to his flat and he took her seriously. The thought gave her butterflies.




  He returned in a moment with a bottle and two small glasses to set on the coffee table. “Vodka. Specially from Poland.” He did not offer to pour but returned to the kitchen. She looked at the bottle. Wyborowa Wodka. She did not recognise the name.




  He brought a tray of food and settled beside her. She was surprised at how elegant the tray looked. He had arranged small pieces of smoked herring and pickled cucumber on one plate, and thinly sliced black bread on another. Between them sat a small bowl of chopped tomato and herbs.




  Rostov filled the two glasses with vodka and offered her one. “Now, drink up. The first one you must finish instantly. The next one can be sipped. So cheers!” He raised his glass, tipped his head back and the vodka disappeared.




  It would be childish to object. She put her doubts aside and copied him. The vodka came as a shock. It bit her throat and made her eyes water, but she survived. A warm glow grew in her stomach. He re-filled the glasses. She did not think she could drink another.




  “Now, we will have a Prussian snack to go with your Prussian history. Or a Polish snack because Prussia has disappeared.” He manoeuvred a piece of herring and a slice of cucumber onto some bread with a fork. She copied him. Sharp, clean flavours hit her, the sourness of the cucumber, salty smoke from the fish and the bitter grainy flavour of the rye bread.




  She was enjoying herself. Sitting on the sofa next to Rostov felt good, and she liked eating the foreign food and drinking vodka as she had never done before. It was exciting. She helped herself to more food and cautiously sipped at her glass.




  Rostov sat back and put his arm around her. That felt good too. She liked the size of him, his maturity and even his arrogant self-confidence. She leant against him and did not resist when he lifted her face to kiss her.




  His touch and the scent of him overwhelmed her. Her heart raced and she felt suddenly clumsy in his strong, confident arms. Nothing she had done prepared her for this. Rostov was a man and completely eclipsed the boys she had kissed before.




  She surrendered everything to him, happy to follow where-ever he led. He pulled her closer. His kisses made her body sing and she reached up to hold his head. She wanted more of him.
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