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    While some aspects of this book may be considered to have been inspired by personal experience, it has been conceived as nothing more than a work of fiction whose main aim is to entertain. The characters and names depicted are, therefore, either the product of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously, and any resemblance or correspondence to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental. Apart from certain obvious exceptions, names, places, entities, events, incidents or descriptions have been invented, re-created or re-assembled for literary effect. The portrayal of Barfield School and its staff is based on the author’s personal knowledge of the workings of English secondary schools in general, and is in no way a representation of any past or present teaching establishment or staff in particular.


  




  




    To Ann


  




  

    1


  




  Barfield School




  




    “Twenty years from now you will be more disappointed by the things that you didn’t do than by the ones you did do. So throw off the bowlines. Sail away from the safe harbor. Catch the trade winds in your sails. Explore. Dream. Discover.”


  




  H. Jackson Brown Jr., P.S. I Love You




  

    One


  




  The classroom door burst open and in marched Ron Cooper. Michael hadn’t heard a knock and he was sure there hadn’t been one.




  ‘Hey, you!’ Cooper barked, pointing an imperious forefinger at a boy sitting in the middle of the second row.




  ‘Wipe that stupid grin off your face, lad, and sit up straight! Where d’you think you are? At home watching telly?’




  The boy spun round.




  ‘No, I mean you, you idiot.’ The finger was waggled with simulated impatience. ‘What’s your name, boy?’




  ‘Me sir?’




  ‘Yes, you sir. I’m talking to you, you half wit!’




  ‘Higgins sir.’




  ‘Stand up when you speak to me!’




  Higgins shot up. It was as if Cooper’s command had triggered some jack-in-the-box-like spring sunk into the seat of his chair.




  ‘Mr Morgan, the headmaster would like to see you at break,’ Cooper announced, hardly bothering to lower his voice, his glowering face still half turned towards the boy. Without one word more he stormed out with the same studied theatricality as he’d swept in.




  ‘OK. You can sit down, Higgins!’ Michael said gently. Though it was obvious that this intrusive display of gratuitous authority was yet one more calculated attempt by the deputy head to reinforce the reputation of fierceness he had among the pupils, Michael suspected it was also his way of expressing contempt for the more enlightened approach followed by young teachers like himself; but the indignation he felt was prompted just as much by the retrograde effect this sort of random victimization might have on the boy. Higgins was not the easiest of pupils to manage, and Michael was even tempted to think that he might be suffering from some form of emotional disturbance which could be affecting his concentration; however, he’d recently had proof he was a good, sensitive lad at heart, and had been congratulating himself on having obtained a kind of co-operation based on a still tenuous strand of respect. So, what it suited Cooper to have seen as nothing more than an imbecilic grin was simply Higgins’s way of demonstrating to his young French teacher that he was doing his best to show interest in his lessons. One thing Higgins reacted against – and this with his own special brand of obdurate tenacity – was what he considered to be an injustice; and what was more unfair than this type of adult bullying which he was probably all too exposed to at home, and which Michael himself – though he did have the excuse of mitigating circumstances – had been guilty of not long ago?




  It had all happened at the beginning of this new school year. Several times during their first lessons Higgins’s restless determination to reject his teacher’s efforts to encourage his participation in the process of learning French had reached such an uncontrollable paroxysm that, without the slightest warning, he pushed his chair gratingly back, stood resolutely up and, gazing out of the window next to him, announced to the rest of the class in his broad Yorkshire accent, ‘I can see seagulls on t’ football pitch.’ A chorus of loud guffaws had followed. The first time Michael had ordered him to move to a vacant desk in the middle of the second row in the hope that the simple expedient of increasing the distance between pupil and window would significantly reduce the likelihood of any future repetition. It had the opposite effect. Each time he’d told him patiently but firmly to sit down and look at his text book. The boy had grudgingly obeyed. But the final straw was when it occurred three times during the same lesson. Michael had lost his self control, marched up to the boy and given him a solid clip round the ear. In a fit of rage Higgins’s had seized his book, flung it across the classroom before lapsing into a deep sulk.




  ‘Right. You’ll stay behind at the end of the lesson, my lad. I want to have a word with you!’ he’d simply said. Higgins had glared at him with sullen dissent.




  The end of lesson came, the class filed out and the boy trudged out to the front. He was the first to speak.




  ‘You shouldn’t hit people smaller than yourself!’ he declared, his eyes blazing with defiance.




  ‘What did you say, lad?’ He’d heard perfectly well the first time but his question was intended to grant the boy a chance to moderate the tone and wording of this undisguised challenge to his authority while giving himself a second or two to think.




  ‘You shouldn’t hit people smaller than yourself!’




  The words were spoken with the same dogged determination. It flashed through Michael’s mind that this might justify a second slap, but he was lucid enough to see it would probably be the cause of an irretrievable breakdown between them.




  It wasn’t the first time he’d been brought to ponder on the fact that a show of physical force by a teacher could in no way be a solution to establishing a mutually respectful relationship with his pupils. His memories of that first time were still painful. It had been during the second term of his teacher training course when student teachers had each been appointed to schools where they could observe seasoned teachers at work and gain direct teaching experience by taking classes alone. Michael had been assigned to a traditional boys’ only grammar school where a ‘streaming’ system was in operation: pupils were placed in ‘A’, ‘B,’ ‘C’, or ‘D’ classes according to their level of ability. Usually he was given easy ‘A’ or ‘B’ forms where pupils were eager to learn and class discipline never posed any great problem. However, there had been one notable exception: trainee teachers had to present a second teaching subject as part of their course and, as Michael had chosen English, he had regularly sat in on the lessons of a ‘D’ form of fifteen year olds. He remembered asking himself at the time if the ‘D’ didn’t stand for ‘dustbin’; for it was a motley class of low academic achievement where some thirty pubescent youths were dumped together as so much waste. He couldn’t help feeling undercurrents of resentment, hopelessness and low self esteem. However, their regular English teacher was extremely gifted in his ability to understand and communicate with his pupils. It made Michael realize that a good teaching rapport is a mixture of sincerity, empathy and vocation. The lessons took the form of class discussions – so many question and answer sessions where pupils could give vent to their problems and frustrations. Michael was struck by the trust they had in their teacher, the involvement they showed in his lessons, the frankness with which he answered their questions, and the resulting atmosphere of respect that reigned. One day the teacher suggested that Michael should take them alone. It was a total disaster. The minute he stepped into the classroom he knew they were determined not to give him the slightest chance. Their sole motivation was to make this student teacher suffer for the humiliation the system had forced on them by creating a riot from the start. Perhaps things have changed since then, but in those days teacher training courses did not include advice on how to establish and maintain classroom order. Teachers were simply expected to learn from hard experience. Michael’s reaction to this collective aggression was to give those he considered to be the ringleaders a violent swipe across the face. It only made matters worse: such was the racket that a teacher from the classroom next door had to come and re-establish order. The class was immediately taken from him. It had served as a mortifying yet salutary lesson.




  So, it must have been this humiliating experience along with one of those vaguely understood bursts of spontaneous empathetic feeling we are all at some time or other seized with that prompted him to say, ‘O.K. Higgins, you’re right. I’m sorry I hit you. I promise it won’t happen again. And I hope this won’t stop us from being friends.’




  It briefly occurred to him that it might be dangerous for a teacher to expose such emanations of the heart so nakedly to a pupil; but the boy’s reaction had not disappointed him. His face had lit up, they’d shaken hands, and since then the seagulls on the football pitch had gone unnoticed. Moreover, this morning as they crossed paths in the corridor he’d been considerably gratified when Higgins greeted him with a cheery, ‘Hello, sir! Did you see that programme about France on telly last night?’ He’d taken this as a sign that he hadn’t associated Deputy Head Cooper’s loutish weight-throwing with teachers in general, and that there had been no resulting deterioration in the relationship of respect he was congratulating himself on having established with his pupil.




  

    Two


  




  Headmaster Fowler was almost unanimously disliked by his teaching staff. He was even detested by some. Rumours from some quarters had it that he’d been a submarine captain in the Royal Navy before abandoning the sea and embarking on an educational career. Though no definite proof of this had ever risen to the surface there were reasons for lending it some credibility: for one thing, Mr Fowler seemed incapable of imparting to his speech that subtle warmth of intonation which goes to prevent a politely-phrased request from assuming the ring of a cold, peremptory order. And his insistence on the scrupulous respect of rules had an acute sartorial list: for parents been given firm warning that their progeny must present themselves fully attired in the official school uniform, and that any deviation would result in the strong probability of them being placed on detention. The wearing of jeans, moreover, was perceived as something akin to mutiny – so much so that in those days when corporal punishment was still allowed in English schools, repeat offenders ran the considerable risk of finding themselves on the receiving end of a vigorously-applied caning. Not even the teachers escaped Headmaster Fowler’s obsession with vestimentary uniformity: for reasons he himself could perhaps not clearly explain he’d decreed that boots and slacks were unbefitting coverings for female legs. On the men he’d inflicted the compulsory wearing of ‘classically-cut trousers’ which had in all circumstances to be accompanied by a soberly-patterned jacket and tie, worn at all times over a long-sleeved shirt; and while it was admitted that the latter might be discreetly striped or checked, its underlying colour had to be white or, in the worst of cases, the lightest possible shade of grey.




  But though Mr Fowler’s impositions supplied a regular subject of indignant staffroom conversation nobody dared defy him to his face: for, as an English school headmaster, the almost arbitrary power he had over his teachers’ present professional comfort and future career prospects alarmed them into outward deference, if not subservience. Michael was no exception. Last December a staff Christmas lunch had been laid on in the staffroom the day school broke up for the holidays. The French assistante – a short, plumpish, unattractive girl of pied noir extraction – was sat quietly reading a magazine when Fowler came marching in. Michael thought she’d been invited to lunch with them; but on seeing her Fowler had taken him to one side and said, ‘We don’t want her cluttering up the staffroom while we’re having our Christmas meal. Just tell her to disappear, will you?’ He’d been both shocked and embarrassed by this display of crass rudeness but had meekly complied – with as much of an apologetic tone as he could muster. While the humiliation was certainly felt, it was not expressed: for the poor girl had walked out without a murmur. He’d hated himself for this spineless display of servility.




  The only teacher to have shown downright insubordination was Dave. Dave was a recently-married English teacher, fresh from training college who, like Michael, was now in his second teaching year. One morning last summer term Fowler had strolled into the staffroom where Dave was enjoying a free period and asked him if ‘he’d be a good chap and run along and pace out the gym.’ Dave had pointed out with some indignation that it wasn’t a teacher’s job to do this kind of thing and that if he wanted to know the dimensions of the gymnasium the caretaker was the person to ask. Fowler had marched out in a huff. Dave was still outraged by the demeaning nature of the request and was adamant he’d been in the right. Michael, along with most of his colleagues, admired him for his display of defiance. He wondered what he’d have done had he been in the same position as Dave. He couldn’t quite rid himself of the gnawing suspicion that he would have meekly obeyed. Some consolation was, however, drawn from the thought that his compliance was mainly due to a desire not to come into direct conflict with the headmaster: for he’d applied to The Bureau for Foreign Exchanges in London for a place on a teacher exchange scheme to France and had just sent off the corresponding application form. He knew Headmaster Fowler would shortly be solicited for a reference. The last thing he wanted was to jeopardize his chances.




  

    Three


  




  It was the second time he’d applied. During the year Michael had spent training to become a teacher it was his luck to have had a former French schoolmaster as his educational tutor. During their first tutorial together Michael had learnt that Mr Naylor (for this was his tutor’s name) was from the same northern English county as himself, and had even started his teaching career at a secondary school in Michael’s home town of Bridgeford. Though he hadn’t been born at the time, this geographical proximity had generated in Michael a feeling of strong personal affinity in which a mixture of both envy and admiration occupied a considerable place. It was obvious that in his younger days Mr Naylor had studied in France: not only did he speak French to perfection (Michael couldn’t detect the slightest trace of an English accent), but in addition to a B.A. (Hons) he bore a licencié ès lettres after his name. And despite now being on the eve of retirement his enthusiasm for all things French had remained intact. Somewhere he had re-awoken in Michael a desire to seek a deeper acquaintance of a country and language for which he’d felt an attraction from an early age but which a combination of extraneous circumstance and personal choice had over the previous two years caused him to relegate to a less pre-eminent place. So, he’d confided in Mr Naylor that before getting a first teaching job he’d very much like to improve his spoken French by spending a year at a French lycée as an English-language assistant; and he’d asked his tutor to advise him on how to proceed. Mr Naylor had supplied him with the address of a bureau in London specializing in official foreign visits and exchanges. Michael had promptly written a letter of enquiry – only to be informed that language undergraduates alone could be considered for this type of post. However, as a result of a teacher exchange scheme which had recently been concluded between the two countries he would be eligible to spend a year as an English teacher in a French lycée. He’d resolved to go into more detail once he’d obtained his teaching diploma and was settled in a job. Last year – his first at Barfield School – he’d written to request more details along with an application form. He was informed that the aim of the scheme was to provide qualified French teachers with the opportunity to improve their language skills and gain direct experience of the workings of a French state secondary school while extending their knowledge of the culture and everyday life of the country. Since he would remain officially employed by his English education authority he would continue to receive his present salary along with an allowance to compensate for the higher cost of living in France. Apart from this he would enjoy the same working conditions as the French teacher he replaced and would be expected to return to his English teaching post at the end of the exchange year. If he decided to apply they would require two references: one from his headmaster whom they would contact directly, and another from a suitably qualified person of his own choice.




  The more he read the more excited he grew, and he lost no time in writing to Mr Naylor. He’d posted his application off in the middle of October and some six months later he’d received his reply. His application had been refused: it was felt that after just one year in teaching he lacked the necessary experience to draw full advantage from the exchange. While he had to admit that the reason invoked did not come as a real surprise he suspected that a hesitant reference from Headmaster Fowler had also had a part to play. Though he did gain some comfort from being informed that any future application might be viewed in a more constructive light he was immensely disappointed.




  And so, it was partly by way of compensation, partly from the wish to see for himself some of the country’s natural and historical splendours which gave him the idea of spending the following summer vacation on a tour of discovery. It was true he’d been to France twice on summer trips with his school. The first time had been at the age of eleven in the mid nineteen fifties when he and a group of some 60 pupils accompanied by half a dozen teachers had made the long train journey to Nice where they’d stayed for two glorious, sun-filled weeks. Up to then it had never struck him that life could be lived other than in grimy, gas-lit streets under cloud-filled skies, and that summer holidays didn’t necessarily involve the threat of windy, rain-swept beaches and a chilly green sea. But after all how could it? For this was all he had seen in his short life. The trip had been a revelation: he’d had the privilege of spending two short weeks in a sort of terrestrial paradise he’d never for once imagined could have existed beyond his book-nourished fantasies. The second occasion had been three years later – by the more flexible form of transport afforded by coach. This time it had been for three whole weeks. They’d spent two days in Paris viewing the usual tourist attractions – la Tour Eiffel, la Cathédrale de Notre Dame, les Champs-Elysées, l’Arc de Triomphe – before travelling on to the picturesque, lake-side town of Annecy where they’d stayed for almost a week. Then it was on to Nice where they spent the rest of the holidays with day excursions to Cannes and the Italian border town of San Marino; and this exotic cocktail of sounds, sights and smells had produced in him an even headier elation than that procured by his previous sojourn.




  But his longest stay had been while at university: in order to enable students to gain some insight into French culture and, above all, to improve their everyday spoken language it had been part of his course to spend a whole academic year in Grenoble. It was not the success he’d hoped for; moreover, his limited financial means had meant that, apart from one occasion when they’d taken the train to visit friends in Besançon, all other travels had extended no further than a day trip to the liqueur-making monastery of the Chartreuse and the occasional hitch-hiked winter visit to the ski-ing resort of Chamrousse. But now, while waiting to re-apply next year wouldn’t this miniature Grand Tour provide him with an exciting opportunity to meet French people, speak the language and to explore for himself some of those things he’d heard, read and so often dreamed about? Not only would it be the very first time he’d be venturing into this foreign country alone, but wouldn’t it serve as a prelude to that promise of a more unique and testing adventure which a year-long stay would involve?




  Though Michael was aware he would be stepping along well-trodden tourist ground this didn’t detract from the thrill which his plans aroused; for the shelves of Bridgeford’s Central Library contained a rich enough selection of travel books on France to offer him an abundant indication of the sights to see as well as a vicarious foretaste of the delights they would inspire. And his accumulated readings had a sort of mental kaleidoscopic effect where the original, frequently trite descriptions were reflected by the mirror of his fancy into a fascinating, constantly-changing association of varying movements, colours and forms: a rocky island abbey fortress dominating a sweeping bay where the tide came racing in with the speed of a galloping horse; the tapestry film of a brutal, history-changing battle fought more than nine hundred years ago; a westerly rock looking out onto a vast tumultuous ocean with the Americas far beyond; glistening, fairy-land châteaux rising like monumental white incrustations along a broad river’s banks; a heaven-sent peasant girl seeking out her king in a crowded castle hall; the remnants of Roman viaducts, arenas and theatres languishing beneath an immaculate Mediterranean sky; legendary vineyards basking in the promise of precious, first-growth wines; a vast wetland delta of roaming bulls, wild horses and pink flamingos.




  Little by little he began to trace a route out. It was in no way fixed: if along the way he came across anything presenting unforeseen interest, he would have no hesitation in modifying his plans. When it came to accommodation the choice was simple: wasn’t France a camper’s paradise where even the smallest town had its own well-equipped site? Wouldn’t this arrangement have the advantage of providing an ideal place for easy contact with others? And even though he’d have to purchase a small tent, a sleeping bag, an inflatable mattress and a camping stove wouldn’t it all work out at a reasonable price? What’s more, in larger towns he could always spend the occasional night in a youth hostel where the shared sleeping and cooking areas would provide him with an even better opportunity to meet French people of his age.




  It is, alas, a constantly verifiable fact that what we preview in the cheery glow of our imagination can sometimes be cast by reality in a chillier, more shadowy light. I am happy to say this was not the case with Michael. The only downside – and it was one of importance – was that the frequent opportunity he was given of speaking French with young native people made him even more painfully aware of his linguistic limitations, especially when it came to understanding and expressing himself in the language of every day.




  I will not go into our young man’s tour in any detail. Suffice it to say that it did not include Paris. As he’d already stayed in the capital and seen its main attractions during the course of his second school trip he considered his time would be better spent discovering other regions. In addition, that romanticized image which prompts so many foreigners to dream of visiting, or even living in this ville lumière had been somewhat tarnished by him hearing on French radio that the dream of a not inconsiderable number of Parisians was simply to get out. So, I will simply limit myself to the narration of two events which, though not without being a source of apprehension at the time, now stand out fondly and amusingly enough in his memory for him to take delight in relating to others.




  The first had occurred at the very start. As he’d planned to begin his tour in Normandy he decided to take the ferry from Newhaven to Dieppe. There were two sailings per day – one at midday and the other in the early evening. In view of the long drive down from his home in the North to Newhaven, he’d reserved a place on the second. It was scheduled to arrive at around 11 p.m. The problem was that at this late hour it would be impossible to book into a camping site or youth hostel; so the only solution was to camp in the wild. After driving off the ferry he would head out of Dieppe and then take the first country lane he came to. It would certainly lead to a field where he could pitch his tent – even though he would have preferred this first experience of sleeping under canvass to have taken place in a more secure area: for he couldn’t help feeling some apprehension at the idea of spending his first night in France with only a thin stretch of fabric between him and the great unknown. He did, however, find comfort in the self-persuaded view that the risks involved in spending a few nocturnal hours in such an exposed configuration lay mainly within the confines of his alarmist imagination. So, after disembarkation, he’d driven out of Dieppe and proceeded for a few kilometers in the direction of Rouen before taking a narrow, hedge-bordered lane off the Route Nationale. He soon came to a gate opening on to a field. The night was dark and he could only catch an occasional glimpse of the moon and stars as they peeped through breaks in the clouds. He pitched his tent by torchlight a few yards beyond the gate, blew up the mattress, slipped into his sleeping bag, and fell into an uneasy sleep. The sun was just rising when he was woken by strange trampling sounds. He could see great looming shadows through the east-facing side of the tent. Suddenly, the whole structure began to sway. It was with some trepidation that he’d scrambled out – only to find himself surrounded by a herd of grazing Normandy cows!




  The second incident came right at the end. So much did he enjoy his tour that he’d prolonged it to a point where he was becoming preoccupied by the rate at which his cash was running out. When he drove off the evening ferry at Newhaven he had only enough money left (these were the days when credit cards had yet to make their appearance) to buy a tankful of petrol for the 300 mile or so journey back home. As he drove up the motorway he noted with increasing alarm that if the fuel gauge indicator continued descending at that same rate he would be reduced to helpless immobility at a distance considerably more than that remaining between him and the safety of home. The only solution was to reduce consumption by lowering his speed to a snail-like 40 mph. It must have been around 2 o’clock in the morning when a police car pulled alongside. Its driver beckoned him to pull over onto the hard shoulder. After being invited to step out of his car there then followed questions as to where he was going and why he seemed to be in so little hurry to get there. After hearing his explanation they let him continue. He inwardly smiled at the thought that it was probably the first time they’d stopped someone for not driving fast enough on a motorway. He was only a hundred yards or so from the parental home when the engine started gurgling and finally spluttered to such an irremediable stop that he was obliged to complete the remainder of his journey on foot. Fortunately, it was a Sunday and his father ran him to a petrol station where he filled a jerry can, poured its contents into the tank and brought his Mini back to its point of departure some five weeks before. But what he had seen and done over these five glorious weeks had exceeded the most optimistic of his expectations. It strengthened even more his resolution to escape to France.




  

    Four


  




  Though he couldn’t say he was especially fond of Headmaster Fowler the person he came nearest to detesting was Cooper – not only because of the loud-mouthed authoritarianism the deputy head systematically resorted to as a means of instilling fear in the kids, but for the overbearing manner – even open contempt – he was all too inclined to display towards those young teachers whose pedagogical convictions caused them to seek classroom order on the more liberal basis of reciprocal respect. But what had rankled most was when he’d called Michael ‘a failed businessman’ to his face and in the presence of others. It had stung so much because of the element of truth it contained.




  After graduating from university he’d got a job working in Birmingham as an area supervisor for a large brewery which operated a ‘tied-house system’. In this type of organization the public houses and off-licences (a liquor store where the alcoholic drinks sold can only be consumed ‘off’ the premises – mainly at home) are owned lock, stock and barrel by the brewery, and serve as an outlet for its beers, ales and wines (usually imported by an affiliate company) on a more or less exclusive basis. The brewery appoints a pub or off-licence manager who is responsible for all aspects of their running and who receives a fixed salary (along with a bonus if justified) for his pains. It is, therefore, the brewery which takes the profits (unlike a tenancy where, as a general rule, the landlord is simply under the contractual obligation to buy the brewery’s products, to pay it a rent, but keeps all net profits for himself). As a tied-house supervisor Michael had acted as a controlling intermediary between the brewery and its outlets. His job had been varied and included interviewing and appointing managers, draught beer cellar management, stock control, order vetting, renovation and refurbishing these licensed premises as well as promotional work with the general aim of increasing customer frequentation and optimizing the profitability of the 50 or so on and off-licences he’d been placed in charge of.




  But Michael soon became painfully aware that this first employment fell far short of his initial, admittedly naive expectations; for his moral sensibility was considerably shaken on discovering that, as well as being a sobering introduction to the humdrum realities of the world of work, it provided him with almost daily exposure to some of those less enviable, sometimes sordid manifestations of human nature. For one thing it was generally recognized in the trade that most managers were ‘on the fiddle’ – that is to say considerable ruse and ingenuity were used to skim off into their own pockets what should normally have gone to increase their employer’s profits. It was all part of a dangerous game played out between the Brewery Cat and the Pub and Off-Licence Mice; if the Mice stepped over a clearly-indicated line the Cat would pounce. This line was defined by a system of financial control which took the simple, yet viable form of regular, usually monthly stock taking.




  To this effect, the brewery employed a dozen or more stocktakers who, as their job designation so clearly indicated, had been entrusted with the task of going round the company’s tied-house pubs and off-licences taking stock. This consisted in simply (though, as Michael was later to find, it was not as easy as he’d first imagined) counting and recording on a dedicated stock sheet the exact quantities in stock at that particular moment of everything the tied-house sold (beer, both bottled and draught, spirits, cigarettes, crisps, etc.), while taking into account the results of the previous inventory as well as the invoiced goods delivered in the interval between. In this way a stocktaker was able to calculate what had actually been sold during that period. If, for example, six bottles of brown ale had been counted in stock at the previous inventory, an invoice proved that four dozen bottles had been delivered since and now there were only ten bottles remaining, this meant that 6 + 48 – 10 = 44 bottles had been sold in the period between. Then, each evening they would post their completed stock sheets back to the brewery stock office where a dozen or more clerks spent their days costing out the quantities of all the items delivered and sold in order to work out their profit margins: for instance, 44 bottles of brown ale bought at a unit price of £1 gives a total cost price of £44 and, when sold at £1,50 a total sales amount of £66. A gross profit of £22 or 50% has, therefore, been made on the sale of brown ale in the period between the two inventories. The same calculations were applied to all items sold, and the corresponding amounts worked out in each case. These were then added up, and a total gross profit figure and percentage (i.e. profits before overheads such as wages, heating, etc. are deducted) established for that particular outlet. Any discrepancy between the total amounts really sold, as calculated by the inventory, and the actual takings meant that something was amiss: if the inventory showed that the total sales of a specific tied-house over a given stock period amounted to £5,000 whereas the takings were only £4,000, there was an unexplained deficit of £1,000. How could this be accounted for? There were only two possibilities: either the stocktaker or the stock clerk had somewhere made a big mistake, or the manager or even his own bar staff (and sometimes both) were ‘on the fiddle’.




  As Michael soon came to discover it was usually the second case: for he soon came to admire the speed and accuracy with which the stock clerks and especially the stocktakers could count and add up. It was a source of amazement to him that, in spite of the repetitive nature of their work and the permanent concentration it required, the stocktakers seemed to enjoy their job. He’d put this down to the fact that they’d all been stock clerks previously and for them it was a step-up. But, above all, it was due to the relative independence the job gave. Stocktakers were supplied with a small company car, and since they posted the result of each day’s work back to the brewery every evening, they only had to go into the office on Monday mornings when they were given the ten or more stock sheets for the pubs and off-licences they would be required to take stock of during that week. As part of his training to become a tied-house supervisor Michael did a four-week stint working as a stock clerk, after which he went round with an experienced stocktaker before being allowed to take stock alone. He had previously viewed with some scorn this grindingly monotonous work which he’d described to himself as ‘counting your life away’. The experience had proved to be a lesson in modesty: for he was hopeless at both jobs – much to general incomprehension at the brewery where nobody could understand why a supposedly intelligent university graduate couldn’t even count and add up! And he himself never really understood why; he was something of a perfectionist and always made an effort to do the job well. As he was later to analyze, the difficulty lay in establishing some form of compatibility between two seemingly irreconcilable things: permanently applying the whole of your concentration to an activity of a basically mindless nature.




  Whenever a stock take revealed that the manager’s performance fell short of pre-calculated expectations, it was part of Michael’s job to give him a stern warning. And sometimes, in order to limit the accumulated proportions which these losses could assume, to recommend that stock should be taken at shorter intervals – every week, or in some extreme cases every day. If, thereafter, the tied house’s profit margin didn’t return to normal Michael simply informed the manager of his dismissal. What made matters worse, however, was that announcements of this kind frequently gave rise to dramatic scenes where reactions could range from a deluge of tears to explosions of fury: for the manager lived on the premises with his family, and depriving him of his job also meant placing him in the unfortunate and sometimes desperate position of having to seek a new abode. And here lay another problem: since the brewery was legally obliged to give the offending manager a month’s notice of his dismissal, nothing stopped him from continuing to ‘fiddle’ or to steal stock during this period. To prevent this, what was termed a ‘lock-out’ was implemented: a locksmith was called in to change the locks on all the doors leading from the living quarters to the pub or off-licence premises so that the manager was physically prevented from acceding to his previous place of work. A temporary manager was then called in to replace him and, on expiration of the dismissed manager’s four weeks’ notice, this substitute manager, or a newly-appointed one moved in. Michael had found himself temperamentally unequipped to resist finding these situations at best highly unpleasant, at worst acutely distressing. What’s more, he was still liable, more than two years later, to mull over in some detail what he’d considered as the straw that finally broke the camel’s back. The event dated back to the beginning of his second working year, and had acted as the irrefutable confirmation that it was as inconceivable for him to adapt to this type of job as it is to deny that geometrical law which states that a square peg can never be made to fit into a round hole.




  He’d interviewed a young woman who had applied to become manageress of a small off-licence in a working-class part of the city. She had a young baby which created some doubts in his mind as to her suitability. But though he’d expressed his doubts regarding her ability to manage the shop while at the same time having to look after a six-month old infant, she’d assured him there’d be no problem: she had relatives in the neighbourhood who would take care of it during the day, and her husband would be there to give her a hand in the evenings. She’d also informed him she was the sister of a well-known pop-singer of that time. It had all served to reassure him. Her spouse, she added, was ‘Jewish’. He remembered thinking this strange as her baby had frizzy black hair and a dark complexion; but he’d thought no more about it; and, since she seemed eager to take on the job, he decided to give her a chance. It was a horrible mistake. The takings immediately began to drop and, though he’d called every day, this quickly assumed dramatic proportions. Now each off-licence was equipped with a small safe in which takings were placed at the end of each day; and for obvious reasons of security managers were instructed to bank the accrued amount once it had reached a pre-determined figure. To this effect the brewery provided dedicated paying-in slips on which the manager indicated the amount and the date on which it had been paid in. The bank itself, of course, stamped the slip and gave the depositor the duplicate as proof that the money had actually been deposited with them on this specific date. So Michael decided to count the cash in the safe. It amounted to only the previous evening’s takings. She assured him that she’d paid all prior amounts into the bank the afternoon before; but on asking her for the duplicate she told him she’d lost it. He’d immediately gone to the bank – only to be informed there was no record of the deposit. It was becoming horrifyingly clear that she was both a brazen thief and a pathological liar.




  As a result, he’d had no choice but to go back to the brewery to organize a lock-out and consult a list of temporary replacement managers. He returned to the off-licence in the early-evening with the intention of giving her notice of dismissal. Not only was she looking extremely sorry for herself but he was mortified to see that she had bruises on her arms and face along with the beginnings of a spectacular black eye. It was obvious she’d been on the receiving end of a thorough beating. He could only surmise that the culprit was the man standing beside her: for her ‘Jewish’ husband was, in fact, a beefy, furious-looking West Indian (the city had a large Jamaican population). For a moment he feared he was going to suffer a similar fate but the husband’s wrath seemed directed solely at his wife. It crossed his mind that, even if the man’s reaction was brutally expeditious, it at least suggested that he was far more honest than his spouse. After doing his best to calm him down, Michael decided that discretion was the better part of valour, and beat a hasty retreat. He’d come back just before evening opening time with a substitute manageress, and had taken advantage of the young lady’s husband’s absence to quietly inform her that she’d been dismissed. Perhaps she had some remorse as tears began rolling down her cheeks. From this moment onwards he became obsessed by the desire to get out.




  But now, with hindsight, he couldn’t really say he regretted those two years spent with the brewery. He was even convinced that he was a more mature person for the experience. For this raw confrontation with down-to-earth, often unsavoury reality had shaken him out of the ingenuous ideality which had been so much a part of his ivory-towered student life. It had also taught him things unknown or which he’d only been vaguely aware of in himself. So, he now knew what he didn’t want and what he was not suited for. For while the financial rewards were not negligible and he’d been granted the luxury of a small company car, he felt ensnared in a system which inflicted more pain than pleasure. Some of his unease was caused by the guilty thought that the material rewards he was enjoying were being obtained fraudulently, and that the time he was devoting to pleasant, homely chats with his managers and manageresses over morning coffee or afternoon tea should have been spent confronting them with the deficiencies of their management, and their lack of satisfactory results; some of it was prompted by the depressing realization that he would never be able to come to terms with the fact that the next few years – perhaps the whole of his working life – would be spent in much the same narrow, dingy urban environment where conflict with others was a daily reality, and where his objectives were limited to the banal and frequently ignoble pursuit of financial gain; some discomfort was also occasioned by the growing consciousness that his temperament was more in keeping with a job which would allow him to play a part in the personal development of others. But most of the pain came from the nagging thought that he was wasting precious time: for he throbbed with excitement at dreams of making a fresh start to life in a land of sunny beaches, warm blue seas, dazzling white buildings, wide shaded avenues, and orange trees gently caressed by a deliciously-scented evening breeze.




  

    Five


  




  It now seemed quite natural that what in his final student year he’d contemptuously dismissed as little more than an extension of the cloistered life he’d been leading should now present itself in a far more redemptory light. Wasn’t teaching the type of vocational job he now realized would provide him with that opportunity of finding the personal fulfilment he was seeking? And wouldn’t the possession of a teaching diploma give him the means of earning a stable living in those far-away countries he was so much tempted by? So, why didn’t he apply for a place on a teacher training course? Why not at the university where he’d studied for his first degree? The thought of freeing himself from the stifling confinement of his present job and returning to the refreshing insouciance of student life filled him with all the anticipatory joy of a prisoner contemplating his impending release.




  It must not be imagined, however, that Michael belonged to that category of devil-may-care young men who took radical decisions concerning their future life orientations without giving careful consideration to the detrimental effects these might have on present circumstances. So, before handing in his official resignation he decided to cover himself by first obtaining a place on a teacher training course at his former university. Soon after applying he’d received an invitation to present himself at the university’s school of education where its head, a Professor Ibbotson, would be happy to interview him. His reactions had been mixed: he’d been delighted at having been granted an interview but apprehensive as to the form it might take and, above all, the outcome it could have.
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