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			PART ONE

			The Triumph of George Passant

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Firelight on a Silver Cigarette Case

			The fire in our habitual public-house spurted and fell. It was a comfortable fire of early autumn, and I basked beside it, not caring how long I waited. At last Jack came in, bustled by the other tables, sat down at mine, and said:

			‘I’m in trouble, Lewis.’

			For an instant I thought he was acting; as he went on, I believed him.

			‘I’m finished as far as Calvert goes,’ he said. ‘And I can’t see my way out.’

			‘What have you done?’

			‘I’ve done nothing,’ said Jack. ‘But this morning I received a gift –’

			‘Who from? Who from?’

			‘From young Roy.’

			I had heard Roy’s name often in the past two months. He was a boy of fifteen, the son of the Calvert whom Jack had just mentioned and who owned the local evening paper; Jack worked as a clerk in the newspaper office, and during the school holidays, which had not yet ended, the boy had contrived to get to know him. Jack, in his easy-natured fashion, had lent him books, been ready to talk; and had not discovered until the last few days that the boy was letting himself be carried in a dream, a romantic dream.

			With a quick gesture Jack felt in his coat pocket and held a cigarette case in front of the fire. ‘Here we are,’ he said.

			The firelight shone on the new, polished silver. I held out my hand, took the case, looked at the initials J.C. (Jack Cotery) in elaborate Gothic letters, felt the solid weight. Though Jack and I were each five years older than the boy who had given it, it had cost three times as much as we had ever earned in a week.

			‘I wonder how he managed to buy it,’ I said.

			‘His father treats him lavishly,’ said Jack. ‘But he must have thrown away every penny –’

			He was holding the case again, watching the reflected beam of firelight with a worried smile. I looked at him: of all our friends, he was the one to whom these things happened. I had noticed often enough how women’s eyes followed him. He was ready to return their interest, it is true; yet sometimes he captured it, from women as from Roy, without taking a step himself. He was not handsome; he was not even specially good-looking, in a man’s eyes; he was ruddy-faced, with smooth black hair, shortish and powerfully built. His face, his eyes, his whole expression, changed like quicksilver whenever he talked.

			‘You haven’t seen all,’ said Jack, and turned the case over. On this side there was enamelled a brilliant crest, in gold, red, blue, and green; the only quarter I could make out contained a pattern of azure waves. ‘He put a chart inside the case to prove these were the arms of the Coterys,’ Jack went on, and showed me a piece of foolscap, covered with writing in a neat, firm, boyish hand. One paragraph explained that the azure waves ‘are a punning device, Côte for Cotery, used by a family of Dorset Coterys when given arms in 1607 by James I’. I was surprised at the detail, the thoroughness, the genealogical references, the devotion to heraldry as well as to Jack; it must have taken weeks of research.

			‘It’s quite possibly genuine,’ said Jack. ‘The family must have come down in the world, you know. There’s still my father’s brother, the Chiswick one –’

			I laughed, and he let the fancy drop. He glanced at the chart, folded it, put it carefully away; then he rubbed mist from the case and studied the arms, his eyes harassed and half-smiling. ‘Poor devil!’ said Jack. ‘Poor devil!’

			‘You’d better send it back tonight,’ I said.

			‘It’s too late,’ said Jack. ‘Didn’t you hear what I said — that I’m finished as far as old Calvert goes?’

			‘Does he know that Roy’s given you a present?’

			‘He knows more than that. He happened to get hold of a letter that was coming with it.’

			It was not till then that I realized Calvert had already spoken to Jack.

			‘What did the letter say?’

			‘I don’t know. He’s never written before. But you can guess, Lewis, you can guess. It horrified Calvert, clearly. And there doesn’t seem anything I can do.’

			‘Did you manage to tell him’, I said, ‘that it was an absolute surprise to you, that you knew nothing about it?’

			‘Do you think that was easy?’ said Jack. ‘Actually, he didn’t give me much of a chance. He couldn’t keep still for nerves, as a matter of fact. He just said that he’d discovered his son writing me an – indiscreet letter. And he was forced to ask me not to reply and not to see the boy. I didn’t mind promising that. But he didn’t want to listen to anything I said about Roy. He dashed on to my future in the firm. He said that he’d always expected there would be a good vacancy for me on the production side. Now he realized that promotion had gone too fast, and he would be compelled to slow down. So that, though I could stay in my present boy’s job for ever, he would advise me in my own interests to be looking round for some other place.’

			Jack’s face was downcast; we were both sunk in the cul-de-sac hopelessness of our age.

			‘And to make it clear,’ Jack added, ‘he feels obliged to cut off paying my fees at the School.’

			The School was our name for the combined Technical College and School of Art which gave at that time, 1925, the only kind of higher education in the town. There Jack had been sent by Calvert to learn printing, and there each week I attended a couple of lectures on law: lectures given by George Passant, whom I kept thinking of as soon as I knew Jack’s trouble to be real.

			‘There’s nothing immediate to fear,’ I said. ‘He can’t get rid of you altogether – it would bring too much attention to his son.’

			‘Who’ll worry about me?’ said Jack.

			‘He can’t do it,’ I insisted. ‘But what are we to do?’

			‘I am lost, Lewis,’ said Jack.

			Then I mentioned George Passant’s name. At once Jack was on his feet. ‘I ought to have gone round hours ago,’ he said.

			We walked up the London Road, crossed by the station, took a short cut down an alley towards the noisy street. Fish-and-chip shops glared and smelt: tramcars rattled past. Jack was more talkative now that he was set on a definite course. ‘What shall I become if Calvert doesn’t let me print?’ he said. ‘I used to have some ideas, I used to be a young man of spirit. But when they threaten to stop you, being a printer seems the only possible job in the whole wide world. What else could I become, Lewis?’ He saw a policeman shining his lantern into a dark shop window. ‘Yes,’ said Jack, ‘I should like to be a policeman. But then I’m not tall enough. They say you can increase your height if you walk like this –’ he held both arms vertically above his head, like Moses on the hill in Rephidim, and walked by my side down the street saying: ‘I want to be a policeman.’

			He stopped short, and looked at me with a rueful, embarrassed smile. I smiled too: more even than he, I was used to the hope and hopelessness, the hopes of twenty, desolately cold half an hour ago, now burning hot. I was used to living on hope. And I too was excited: the Cotery arms on the silver case ceased to be so pathetic, began to go to one’s head; the story drifted like wood-smoke through the September evening. It was with expectancy, with elation, that, as we turned down a side-street, I saw the light of George Passant’s sitting-room shining through an orange blind.

			We had not known George long. He was an assistant solicitor in the most solid firm in the town: as such, he was a qualified clerk, not a member of the firm, and had taken the extra job of giving evening lectures at the School. There I met him, and then Jack: he soon formed a group round himself. In my own case, he had already exerted himself on my behalf more than anyone I knew.

			This was the only house in the town open to us at any hour of night. Jack knocked: George came to the door himself.

			‘I’m sorry we’re bothering you, George,’ said Jack. ‘But something’s happened –’

			‘Come in,’ said George, ‘come in.’

			His voice was loud and emphatic. He stood just over middle height, an inch or two taller than Jack; his shoulders were heavy, he was becoming a little fat, though he was only twenty-six. But it was his head that captured one’s attention, his massive forehead and the powerful structure of chin and cheekbone under his full flesh.

			He led the way into his sitting-room. He said: ‘Wouldn’t you like a cup of tea? I can easily make a cup of tea. Perhaps you’d prefer a glass of beer? I’m sure there’s some beer somewhere.’

			The invitation was affable and diffident. He began to call us Cotery and Eliot, then corrected himself and used our Christian names. He went clumsily round the room, peering into cupboards, dishevelling his fair hair in surprise when he found nothing. The room was littered with papers; papers on the table and on the floor, a briefcase on the hearth, a pile of books beside an arm-chair. An empty teacup stood on a sheet of paper on the mantelpiece, and had left a trail of dark, moist rings. And yet, apart from his debris of work, George had not touched the room; the furniture was all his landlady’s; on one wall there remained a text ‘The Lord God Watcheth Us’, and over the mantelpiece a picture of the Relief of Ladysmith.

			At last George shouted, and carried three bottles of beer to the table.

			‘Now’, said George, sitting back in his arm-chair, ‘we can get down to it. What is this problem?’

			Jack told the story of Roy and the present. As he had done to me, he kept back this morning’s interview with Calvert. He put more colour into the story now that he was telling it to George, though: ‘This boy is Olive’s cousin, you realize, George. And that whole family seems to live on its nerves.’

			‘I don’t accept that completely about Olive,’ said George. She was one of our group.

			‘Still, I’m very much to blame,’ said Jack. ‘I ought to have seen what was happening. It’s serious for Roy too, that I didn’t. I was very blind.’

			Then Jack laid the cigarette case on the table.

			George smiled, but did not examine it, nor pick it up.

			‘Well, I’m sorry for the boy,’ he said. ‘But he doesn’t come inside my province, so there’s no action I can take. It would give me considerable pleasure, however, to tell his father that, if he sends a son to one of those curious institutions called public schools, he has no right to be surprised at the consequences. I should also like to add that people get on best when they’re given freedom – particularly freedom from their damned homes, and their damned parents, and their damned lives.’

			He simmered down, and spoke to Jack with a warmth that was transparently genuine, open, and curiously shy. ‘I can’t tell him most of the things I should like to. But no one can stop me from telling him a few remarks about you.’

			‘I didn’t intend to involve you, George,’ said Jack.

			‘I don’t think you could prevent me,’ said George, ‘if it seemed necessary. But it can’t be necessary, of course.’

			With his usual active optimism, George seized on the saving point: it was the point that had puzzled me: Calvert would only raise whispers about his son if he penalized Jack.

			‘Unfortunately,’ said Jack, ‘he doesn’t seem to work that way.’

			‘What do you mean?’

			Jack described his conversation with Calvert that morning. George, flushed and angry, still kept interrupting with his shrewd, lawyer’s questions: ‘It’s incredible that he could take that line. Don’t you see that he couldn’t let this letter get mixed up with your position in the firm?’

			At last Jack complained:

			‘I’m not inventing it for fun, George.’

			‘I’m sorry,’ said George. ‘Well, what did the sunket tell you in the end?’

			George just heard him out: no future in the firm, permission to stay in his present job on sufferance, the School course cut off: then George swore. He swore as though the words were fresh, as though the brute physical facts lay in front of his eyes. It takes a great religion to produce one great oath, in the mouths of most men: but not in George’s, once inflamed to indignation. When the outburst had spent itself, he said: ‘It’s monstrous. It’s so monstrous that even these bell-wethers can’t get away with it. I refuse to believe that they can amuse themselves with being unjust and stupid at the same time – and at the expense of people like you.’

			‘People like me don’t strike them as quite so important,’ said Jack.

			‘You will before long. Good God alive, in ten years’ time you will have made them realize that they’ve been standing in the road of their betters.’ There was a silence, in which George looked at Jack. Then, with an effort, George said: ‘I expect some of your relations are ready to deal with your present situation. But in case you don’t want to call on them, I wonder –’

			‘George, as far as help goes just now,’ Jack replied, ‘I can’t call on a soul in the world.’

			‘If you feel like that,’ said George, ‘I wonder if you’d mind letting me see what I can do? I know that I’m not a very suitable person for the circumstances,’ he went on quickly. ‘I haven’t any influence, of course. And Arthur Morcom and Lewis here always say that I’m not specially tactful in dealing with these people. I think perhaps they exaggerate that: anyway, I should try to surmount it in a good cause. But if you can find anyone else more adequate, you obviously ought to rule me out and let them take it up.’

			As George stumbled through this awkward speech, Jack was moved; and at the end he looked chastened, almost ashamed of himself.

			‘I only came for advice, George,’ he said.

			‘I might not be able to do anything effective,’ said George. ‘I don’t pretend it’s easy. But if you feel like letting me –’

			‘Well, as long as you don’t waste too much effort –’

			‘If I do it,’ said George, returning to his loud, cheerful tone, ‘I shall do it in my own style. All settled?’

			‘Thank you, George.’

			‘Excellent,’ said George, ‘excellent.’

			He refilled our glasses, drank off his own, settled again in his chair, and said:

			‘I’m very glad you two came round tonight.’

			‘It was Lewis’s idea,’ said Jack.

			‘You were waiting for me to suggest it,’ I said.

			‘No, no,’ said Jack. ‘I tell you, I never have useful ideas about myself. Perhaps that’s the trouble with me. I don’t possess a Project. All you others manage to get Projects; and if you don’t George provides one for you. As with you, Lewis, and your examinations. While I’m the only one left –’ he was passing off my gibe, and had got his own back: but even so, he brought off his mock pathos so well that he disarmed me – ‘I’m the only one left, singing in the cold.’

			‘We may have to consider that, too.’ George was chuckling at Jack; then the chuckles began to bubble again inside him, at a thought of his own. ‘Yes, I was a year younger than you, and I hadn’t got a Project either,’ he said. ‘I had just been articled to my first firm, the one at Wickham. And one morning the junior partner decided to curse me for my manner of life. He kept saying firmly: “If ever you want to become a solicitor, you’ve got to behave like one beforehand.” At that age, I was always prepared to consider reasonable suggestions from people with inside knowledge: I was pleased that he’d given me something to aim at. Though I wasn’t very clear how a solicitor ought to behave. However, I gave up playing snooker at the pub, and I gave up going in to Ipswich on Saturday nights to inspect the local talent. I put on my best dark suit and I bought a bowler-hat and a briefcase. There it is –’ George pointed to the hearth. Tears were being forced to his eyes by inner laughter; he wiped them, and went on: ‘Unfortunately, though I didn’t realize it then, these manoeuvres seem to have irritated the senior partner. He stood it for a fortnight, then one day he walked behind me to the office. I was just hanging up my hat when he started to curse me. “I don’t know what you’re playing at,” he said. “It will be time enough to behave like a solicitor if ever you manage co become one.”’

			George roared with laughter. It was midnight, and soon afterwards we left. Standing in the door, George said, as Jack began to walk down the dark street: ‘I’ll see you tomorrow night. I shall have thought over your business by then.’

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Conference at Night

			The next night George was lecturing at the School. I attended, and we went out of the room together; Jack was waiting in the corridor.

			‘We go straight to see Olive,’ said George, bustling kindly to the point. ‘I’ve told her to bring news of the Calverts.’

			Jack’s face lit up: he seemed more uneasy than the night before.

			We went to a café close by the School, on a narrow street off the main London road; this café stayed open all night, chiefly for lorry drivers working between London and the north; it was lit by gas mantles without shades, and smelt of gas, paraffin, and the steam of tea. The window was opaque with steam, and we could not see Olive until we got inside: but she was there, sitting with Rachel in the corner of the room, behind a table with a linoleum cover.

			‘I’m sorry you’re being damaged, Jack,’ Olive said.

			‘I expect I shall get used to it,’ said Jack, with a mischievous, ardent smile that was first nature to him when he spoke to a pretty woman.

			‘I expect you will,’ said Olive.

			‘Come on,’ said George. ‘I want to hear your report about your family. I oughtn’t to raise false hopes’ – he turned to Jack – ‘I can only think of one way of intervening for you. And the only chance of that depends on whether the Calverts have committed themselves.’

			We were close together, round the table. George sat at the end; though he was immersed in the struggle, his hearty appetite went mechanically on; and, while he was speaking intently to Jack, he munched a thick sandwich from which the ham stuck out, and stirred a great cup of tea with a lead spoon.

			‘Well then,’ George asked Olive, ‘how is your uncle taking it?’

			We looked at her; she smiled. She was wearing a brilliant green dress that gleamed incongruously against the peeling wall. Just by her clothes a stranger could have judged that she was the only one of us born in a secure middle-class home. Secure in money, that is: for her father lived on notoriously bad terms with his brother, Jack’s employer; and Olive herself had half-broken away from her own family.

			She had taken her hat off, and her fair hair shone against the green. Watching her as she smiled at George’s question, I felt for an instant that there was something assertive in her frank, handsome face.

			‘How are they taking it?’ George asked.

			‘It’s fluttered the dove-cotes,’ she said. ‘I’m not surprised. Father heard about it this morning from one of my aunts. They’ve all done a good deal of talking to Uncle Frank since then.’

			‘What’s he doing?’ said George.

			‘He’s dithering,’ said Olive. ‘He can’t make up his mind what he ought to do next. All day he’s been saying that it’s a pity the holidays last another fortnight – otherwise the best thing would be to send the boy straight back to school.’

			‘Good God alive,’ said George. ‘That’s a singularly penetrating observation.’

			‘Anyway,’ said Olive, ‘the rest of the family seem to have worn him down. He’d made a decision of sorts just before I came along here. He’s sending a wire to Roy’s housemaster to ask if he can look after the boy –’

			‘Has that wire been sent?’ George interrupted.

			‘It must have been, by now,’ Olive replied.

			‘Don’t you realize how vital that is?’ cried George, impatient that anyone should miss a point in tactics.

			Olive did not answer, and went on: ‘That’s all he’s plucked up his courage to do. They couldn’t bully him into anything stronger. He tries to talk as though Roy was just a bit overworked and only needed a change of air. If I’d performed any of these antics at his age, I should have been in for the biggest hiding of my life. But his father never could control a daughter, let alone a son.’

			George was preoccupied with her news; but at her last remark he roused himself.

			‘You know it’s no use pretending to believe in that sadistic nonsense here.’

			‘I never have pretended to believe in all your beautiful dreams, have I?’ she said.

			‘You can’t take sides with those sunkets against me,’ said George.

			His voice had risen. We were used to the odd Suffolk words as his temper got up. Olive was flushed, her face still, apart from her full, excitable mouth. Yet, hot-tempered as they both were, they never quarrelled for long: she understood him by instinct, better than any of us at this time. And George was far more easy with her than with Rachel, who stored away every word he spoke and who said at this moment:

			‘I agree, oh! of course I agree, George. We must help people to fulfil themselves –’

			She was the oldest of us there, a year or more older than George: Olive was the same age as Jack and me. When Rachel gushed, it was disconcerting to notice that, in her plump, moon face, her eyes were bright, twinkling, and shrewd.

			‘In any case,’ George said to Olive, ‘there’s no time tonight to resurrect matters that I’ve settled with you long ago. We’ve got more important things to do: as you’d see yourself, if you realized the meaning of your own words.’

			‘What does it mean?’

			‘You’ve given us a chance,’ said George. ‘Don’t you see, your sunket of an uncle has taken two steps? He’s penalized Jack: in the present state of things he can do that with impunity. But he’s also sent messages to a schoolmaster about his son. The coincidence ought to put him in a distinctly less invulnerable position.’

			‘He’s taking it out of Jack,’ she said. ‘But how can anyone stop him?’

			‘It’s not impossible,’ said George. ‘It’s no use trying to persuade Calvert, of course: none of us have any standing to protest direct to him. But remember that part of his manoeuvre was to cut off Jack’s fees at the School –’ he reminded us that this step would, as a matter of routine, come before the committee which governed the affairs of students at the School – a committee on which Calvert served, as the originator of the scheme of ‘bursaries’. By this scheme, employers picked out bright young men as Calvert had picked out Jack, and contributed half their fees. The School remitted the rest.

			‘It’s a piece of luck, his being on the damned com-mittee,’ said George. ‘We’ve only got to present our version of the coincidence. He can’t let it be known that he’s victimizing Jack. And the others on the committee would fight very shy of lending a hand.’

			‘Would they all mind so much about injustice?’ said Rachel.

			‘They mind being suspected of injustice,’ said George, ‘if it’s pointed out to them. So does any body of men.’

			‘It can’t be pointed out,’ said Jack.

			‘It can,’ said George. ‘Canon Martineau happens to be on the committee. Though he’s not a deeply religious man like his brother,’ George burst into laughter. ‘I can see that he’s supplied with the truth. Our Martineau will make him listen.’ (‘Our Martineau’ was the brother of the Canon and a partner in the firm of Eden and Martineau, where George worked: George was deeply fond of him.) ‘And also –’

			‘And what?’ said Olive.

			‘I’ve a complete right to appear in front of the committee myself. Owing to my position at the School. It would be better if someone else put them right about Jack. But if necessary, I can do it.’

			We were confused. My eyes met Olive’s; like me, she was caught up in the struggle now; the excitement had got hold of us, we wanted to see it through. At the same instant, I knew that she too felt sharply nervous for George himself.

			There was a moment’s silence.

			‘I don’t like it,’ Olive broke out. ‘You might pull off something for Jack. It sounds convincing: but then you’re too good at arguing for me.’

			‘And you’re always too optimistic,’ I said. ‘I don’t believe that the Canon is going to make himself unpleasant for a young man he’s never met. Even if you persuaded his brother, and I don’t think that’s likely, either.’

			‘I’m not so sure,’ said George. ‘In any case, that doesn’t cripple us. The essential point is that I can appear myself.’

			‘And how are you going to come out of it?’ Olive cried.

			‘Are you certain that it won’t rebound on you, personally?’ asked Jack. He had turned away from Olive, angry that she made him speak against his own interest.

			‘I don’t see how it could,’ said George.

			From his inside pocket he took out a sheet of notepaper and smoothed it on the table. Olive watched him anxiously.

			‘Look here,’ she said, ‘you oughtn’t to be satisfied with looking after your protégés much longer. We’re not important enough for you to waste all your time on us. You’ve got to look after yourself instead. That means you’ll have to persuade Eden and Martineau to make you a partner. And they just won’t do it if you’ve deliberately plunged yourself into bad odour with important people. Don’t you see’, she added, with a sudden violence, ‘that you may soon curse yourself for ever having been satisfied with looking after us?’

			George had begun to write on the sheet of paper. He looked up and said:

			‘I’m extremely content as I am. I want you to realize that I’d rather spend my time with people I value than balance teacups with the local bell-wethers.’

			‘That’s because you’re shy with them,’ said Olive. ‘You hate going into respectable society, don’t you? Why, you’ve even given up going to Martineau’s Friday nights.’

			‘I intend to go this Friday.’ George had coloured. He looked abashed for the first time that night. ‘And by the way, if I ever do want to become a partner, I don’t think there should be any tremendous difficulty. Whatever happens, I can always count on Martineau’s complete support.’ He turned back to writing his letter.

			‘That’s true, clearly. I’ve heard Martineau talk about George,’ said Jack.

			‘You’re not impartial,’ said Olive. ‘George, is that a letter to the committee?’

			‘It isn’t final. I was just letting the Principal know that I might conceivably have a piece of business to bring before them.’

			‘I still don’t like it. You’re –’

			Just then Arthur Morcom entered the café and walked across to Olive’s side. He had recently started practice as a dentist in the town, and only knew our group because he was a friend of Olive’s. I knew that he was in love with her. Tonight he had called to take her home; looking at her, he felt at once the disagreement and excitement in the air.

			Olive asked George:

			‘Do you mind if we tell Arthur?’

			‘Not as far as I am concerned,’ said George, a little awkwardly.

			Morcom had already heard the story of the boy’s gift. I was set to explain what George was planning. I did it rapidly. Morcom’s keen blue eyes were bright with interest, and he said ‘Yes! yes!’ urging me on through the last hour’s conference; I watched his thin, fine-featured face, on which an extra crease, engraved far out on each cheek, gave a special dryness and sympathy to his smile. When I had finished, he said:

			‘I am rather worried, George. I can’t help feeling that Olive is right.’ He turned to Jack and apologized for coming down in the opposing camp. Jack smiled. When Olive had been trying to persuade George, Jack had been hurt and angry: but, now Morcom did the same thing, Jack said quite spontaneously: ‘I bear no malice, Arthur. I dare say you’re right.’

			Morcom raised both the arguments that Olive and I had tried: would George’s intervention really help Jack? and, more strongly, wasn’t it an indiscreet, a dangerous move for George himself? Morcom pressed them with more authority than we had been able to. He and George were not close friends; neither was quite at ease with the other; but Morcom was George’s own age, and George had a respect for his competence and sense. So George listened, showed flashes of his temper, and defended himself with his elaborate reasonableness.

			At last Morcom said:

			‘I know you want to stop your friends being kept under. But you won’t have the power to do it till you’re firmly established yourself. Isn’t it worth while to wait till then?’

			‘No,’ said George. ‘I’ve seen too much of that sort of waiting. If you wait till then, you forget that anyone is being kept under: or else you decide that he deserves it.’

			‘I shall soon begin to think’, said Morcom, ‘that you’re anxious to attack the bell-wethers, George.’

			‘On the contrary,’ George replied, ‘I am a very timid man.’

			There was a burst of laughter: but Olive, watching him, did not join in. A moment after, she said:

			‘He’s made up his mind.’

			‘Is it any use my saying any more?’ said Morcom.

			‘Well,’ said George, with a shy smile, ‘I’m still convinced that we can put them into an impossible position . . .’

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			View over the Gardens

			Our meeting in the café took place on a Wednesday; two days later, on the Friday afternoon, Olive rang me up at the office. ‘Roy has found something out from his father. George ought to know at once, but I can’t get hold of him. It’s his day at Melton, isn’t it?’ (The firm of Eden and Martineau had branches in several market towns: and George regularly spent a day a week in the country.) ‘He must know before he goes to Martineau’s tonight.’

			Her voice sounded brusque but anxious; she wanted someone to see Roy, to examine the news. Jack was the obvious person, but him Roy was forbidden to meet. She asked me to go along to Morcom’s as soon as I was free; she would take Roy there.

			I walked to Morcom’s flat in the early evening. The way led from the centre of the town, and suddenly took one between box-hedges and five-storey, gabled, Victorian houses, whose red brick flared in the sunset with a grotesque and Gothic cosiness. But the cosiness vanished, when one saw their dark windows: once, when the town was smaller, they had been real houses: now they were offices, shut for the night. Only Martineau’s, at the end of the Walk, remained a solid private house. The one next door, which he also owned, had been turned into flats: and there Morcom lived, on the top floor.

			When I went into his sitting-room, Olive and Roy had just arrived. Olive had brought Morcom a great bunch of deep red dahlias, and she was arranging them on a table by the window. The red blazed as one looked down over the public gardens, where the Walk came to an end.

			Olive put a flower into place: then, turning away from the bowl, she asked Morcom, ‘Will they do?’

			Morcom smiled at her. And he, the secretive and re-strained, could not prevent the smile giving him completely away – more than a smile by Jack would ever do.

			As though recovering himself, Morcom turned to Roy, who had stood quietly by, watching the interplay over the flowers. Morcom at once got him into conversation.

			Happy because of Olive, Morcom was more than ever careful and considerate. They talked about books, and Roy’s future; he was just beginning to specialize at school. They got on very well. As it happened, Morcom need not have been so careful; for Roy surprised us both by being entirely self-possessed, and himself opened the real topic.

			‘I’m sorry to give you all so much trouble, Mr Morcom,’ he said. ‘But I did think someone should know what they’re doing about Mr Passant.’

			He spoke politely, formally, in a light musical voice: so politely that sometimes there shone a sparkle of mischief. His face was good-looking, highly strung, and very sad for a boy’s: but sad, I felt, as much by nature as by his present trouble. Once or twice he broke into a gay, charming smile.

			‘I’ve told Olive already – but last night someone visited my father unexpectedly. I got Mother to tell me about it this morning. It was the Principal of – what Jack used to call the School. He had come to tell Father that a Mr Passant might be trying to make a fuss. Mother didn’t mention it, of course, but I guessed it was about Jack. And it was all connected with a committee, which I didn’t understand at the time. But Olive explained it a bit this afternoon.’

			‘I had to tell him what George decided to do on Wednesday,’ said Olive.

			‘I shan’t let it out,’ said Roy. ‘I shouldn’t have told Olive what I found out this morning – if these things weren’t happening because of me.’

			I tried to reassure him, but he shook his head.

			‘It’s my fault,’ he said. ‘They wouldn’t have been talking about Mr Passant last night if it hadn’t been for me.’

			‘Do you know anything they said?’ I asked.

			‘I think the Principal offered to deal with Mr Passant himself. He was sure that he could be stopped from going any further.’

			‘How?’

			‘By dropping a hint to Mr Eden and Mr Martineau,’ said Roy.

			I looked at Morcom: we were both disturbed.

			‘You think that will soon happen?’ I said.

			‘Mother expected the Principal to go in this morning. You see,’ said Roy, ‘they all seem more angry with Mr Passant than they were with Jack.’

			He saw that our expressions had become grave.

			‘Is this very serious?’ he said.

			‘It might be a little uncomfortable, that’s all,’ said Morcom lightly, to ease Roy’s mind. But he was still watching us, and said:

			‘Do you mind if I ask another question, Mr Morcom?’

			‘Of course not.’

			‘Are you thinking that it has ruined Jack’s chances for good?’

			‘This can’t affect them,’ I said quickly, and Morcom agreed.

			‘You mustn’t worry about that, Roy,’ Olive said.

			Roy half-believed her; her tone was kind, she cared for him more than she had admitted on Wednesday night. He was still doubtful, however, until she added:

			‘If you want to know, we were thinking whether they can do any harm to George Passant.’

			The boy’s fear lifted; for a few moments his precocity seemed to leave him, and he teased Olive as though the other three of us were not still harassed.

			‘Are you fond of Mr Passant, Olive?’ he asked, with his lively smile.

			‘In a way,’ she said.

			‘Are you sweet on him?’

			‘Not in the least,’ she replied. She paused, then said vehemently: ‘But I can tell you this: he’s worth twenty Jack Coterys.’

			A little later, they went away. Before they left, Roy shook hands with us both; and, as Morcom and Olive were talking together, Roy said quietly to me: ‘I’m being whisked off tomorrow. I don’t suppose I shall see you again for a long time, Mr Eliot. But could you spare a minute to send me word how things turn out?’

			From the window, Morcom and I watched them walk across the gardens.

			‘I wonder what sort of life he’ll have,’ said Morcom. But he was thinking, hopefully that night, of himself and Olive.

			We stayed by the window, eating bread and cheese from his pantry, and keeping a watch on the road below; for we had to warn George before he arrived next door, on his visit to Martineau’s at home.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			A Cup of Coffee spilt 

			in a Drawing-Room

			The lamplighter passed up the road; under the lamp by Martineau’s gate, the hedge-top suddenly shone out of the dusk. Looking down over the gardens, Morcom was content to be quiet.

			Just then, thinking how much I liked him, I felt too how he could never have blown so many of us into more richly coloured lives, as George had done. Where should we have been, if George had not come to Eden and Martineau’s?

			Where should we have been? We were poor and young. By birth we fell into the ragtag and bobtail of the lower middle classes. Then we fell into our jobs in offices and shops. We lived in our bed-sitting-rooms, as I did since my mother’s death, or with our families, lost among the fifty thousand houses in the town. The world seemed on the march, we wanted to join in, but we felt caught.

			Myself, but for George, I should still have been earning my two pounds a week as a clerk in the education department, and wondering what to do with a legacy of £300 from an aunt. I should have acted in the end, perhaps, but nineteen is a misty age: while George gave me no rest, bullied and denounced me until I started studying law and reading for the Bar examinations. A month before Jack’s crisis I had at last stopped procrastinating, and arranged to leave the office at the end of this September.

			And so with the others in George’s group – except Jack, who had been the unlucky one. George had set us moving, lent us money: he never seemed to think twice about lending us money, out of his income of £250 from the firm, together with an extra £30 from the School. It was the first time we had been near to a generous-hearted man.

			We became excited over the books he told us to read and the views he stood by, violent, argumentative, four square. We were carried away by his belief in human beings and ourselves. And we speculated, we could not help but speculate, about George himself. Olive certainly soon knew, and Jack and I not long afterwards, that he was not a simple character, unmixed, all of a piece. We felt, though, and nothing could ever shake us, that he was a man warm with broad, living nature; not good nature or bad nature, but simple nature; he was a man of flesh and bone.

			I thought this, as I saw him at last walking in the lamplight, whistling, swinging his stick, his bowler-hat (which he punctiliously wore when on professional business) pushed on to the back of his head.

			I shouted down. George met us on the stairs: it did not take long to explain the news. He swore.

			We went back to Morcom’s flat to let him think it out. For minutes he sat, silent and preoccupied. Then he declared, with his extraordinary, combative optimism: ‘I expect Martineau will get me to stay behind after we’ve finished the social flummeries. It will give me a perfect opportunity to provide him with the whole truth. They’ve probably presented us with the best possible way of getting it home to the Canon.’

			But George was nervous as we entered Martineau’s drawing-room – though perhaps no more nervous than he always felt when forced to go through the ‘social flummeries’, even the mild parties of Martineau’s Friday nights. He only faced this one tonight because of Olive’s bullying; while the rest of us went regularly, enjoyed them, and prized Martineau’s traditional form of invitation to ‘drop in for coffee, or whatever’s going’ – though after a few visits, we learned that coffee was going by itself.

			‘Glad to see you all,’ cried Martineau. ‘It’s not a full night tonight.’ There were, in fact, only a handful of people in the room: he never knew what numbers to expect, and on the table by the fireplace stood files of shining empty cups and saucers; while in front of the fire two canisters with long handles were keeping warm, still nearly full of coffee and milk, more than we should ever want tonight.

			Morcom and I sat down. George walked awkwardly towards the cups and saucers; he felt there was something he should do; he felt there was some mysterious etiquette he had never been taught. He stood by the table and changed his weight from foot to foot: his cheeks were pink.

			Then Martineau said:

			‘It’s a long time since you dropped in, George, isn’t it? Don’t you think it’s a bit hard if I only catch sight of my friends in the office? You know it’s good to have you here.’

			George smiled. In Martineau’s company he could not remain uncomfortable for long. Even when Martineau went on:

			‘Talking of my friends in the office, I think Harry Eden is going to give us a look in tonight.’

			George’s expression was only clouded until Martineau baited him in his friendly manner. The remark about Eden had revived our warning: more, it made George think of a man with whom he was ill-at-ease; but no one responded to affection more quickly, and, as Martineau talked, George could put away unpleasant thoughts, and be happy with someone he liked.

			We all enjoyed listening to Martineau. His conversation was gay, unpredictable, and eccentric; he had a passion, an almost mischievous passion, for religious controversies, and he loved to tell us on Friday nights that he had been accused of yet another heresy. It did not matter to him in the slightest that none of us was religious, even in any of his senses; he was a spontaneous person, and his ‘scrapes’, as he called them, had to be told to someone. So he described his latest letter in an obscure theological journal, and the irritated replies. ‘They say I’m getting dangerously near Manichaeism now,’ he announced cheerfully tonight.

			George chuckled. He had accepted all Martineau’s oddities: and it seemed in order that Martineau should stand in front of his fire, in his morning-coat with the carnation in the buttonhole, and tell us of some plan for puzzling the orthodox. It did not occur to any of us that he was fifty and going through the climacteric which makes some men restless at that age. His wife had died two years before; we did not notice that, in the last twelve months, he had been giving his eccentricities a fuller rein.

			Like George, we expected that he would stay as he was this Friday night, standing on his hearth-rug, pulling his black tie into place over his wing collar. I persuaded him to read a letter from a choleric country parson; Martineau smiled over the abusive references to himself, and read them in a lilting voice with his head on one side and his long nose tip-tilted into the air.

			Then George teased him affectionately about his religious observances; which seemed, indeed, as eccentric as his beliefs. He had long ago left the Church of England, and still carried on a running controversy with his brother, the Canon; he now acted as steward in the town’s most respectable Methodist congregation. There he went with regularity, with enjoyment, twice each Sunday; but he confessed, with laughter and almost with pride, that he reckoned to ‘get off’ to sleep before any sermon was under weigh.

			‘Did you manage to get off last Sunday, Mr Martineau?’ said George.

			‘I did in the morning, George. But at night we had a stranger preaching – and there was something disturbing about the tone of his voice.’

			George beamed with laughter; he sank into his arm-chair, and surveyed the room; it was a pleasant room, lofty, painted cream, with a print of Ingres’s Source on the wall opposite the fireplace. For once, he did not want his evening in respectable society to end.

			And Jack, who came in for half an hour, guessed that all was well. He had been warned by Olive that pressure might be used upon George; but George was so surprisingly at home that Jack’s own spirits became high. He left early: soon afterwards the room thinned out, and only George, Morcom, and I stayed with Martineau.

			Then Eden came in. He walked across the room to the fireplace.

			George had half-risen from his chair as soon as he saw Eden: and now stayed in suspense, his hands on the arms of his chair, uncertain whether to offer it. But Eden, who was apologizing to Martineau, did not notice him.

			‘I’m sorry I’m so late, Howard,’ Eden said affably to Martineau. ‘My wife has some people in, and I couldn’t escape a hand of cards.’

			The dome of his head was bald; his face was broad and open, and his lips easily flew up at the corners into an amiable smile. He was a few years older than his partner, and looked more their profession by all signs but one: he dressed in a more modern, informal mode. Tonight he was wearing a comfortable grey lounge-suit which rode easily on his substantial figure. Talking to Martineau, he warmed a substantial seat before the fire.

			George made a false start, and then said:

			‘Wouldn’t you like to sit down, Mr Eden?’

			At last Eden attended.

			‘I don’t see why I should turn you out, Passant,’ he said. ‘To tell you the truth, I don’t really want to leave the fire.’

			But George was still half-standing, and Eden went on: ‘Still, if you insist on making yourself uncomfortable –’

			Eden settled into George’s chair. Martineau said: ‘Will you be kind, George, and give Harry Eden a cup of coffee?’

			Busily George set about the task. He lifted the big canister and filled a cup. The cup in hand, he turned to Eden:

			‘Will that be all right, Mr Eden?’

			‘Well, do you know, I think I’d like it white.’

			George was in a hurry to apologize. He went to put the cup down on the table: Eden, thinking George was giving him the cup, held out a hand: George could not miss the inside of Eden’s forearm, and the coffee flew over Eden’s coat and the thigh of his trousers.

			For an instant George stood immobile. He blushed from forehead to neck.

			When he managed to say that he was sorry, Eden replied in an annoyed tone: ‘It was entirely my fault.’ He was vigorously rubbing himself with his handkerchief. Breaking out of his stupor, George tried to help, but Eden said: ‘I can look after it, Passant, I can look after it perfectly well.’

			George went on his knees, and attempted to mop up the pool of coffee on the carpet: then Martineau made him sit down, and gave him a cigarette.

			Actually, if it was anyone’s fault, it was Eden’s. But I knew that George could not believe it.

			Martineau set us in conversation again. Eden joined in. After a few minutes, however, I noticed a glance pass between them: and it was Martineau who said to George: ‘I was very glad to see your friend Cotery tonight. How is he getting on, by the way, George?’

			George had not spoken since he tried to dry Eden down. He hesitated, and said: ‘In many ways, he’s going remarkably well. He’s just having to get over a certain amount of trouble in his firm. But –’

			Eden looked at Martineau, and said:

			‘Why, do you know, Passant, I meant to have a word with Howard about that very thing tonight. I didn’t expect to see you here, of course, but perhaps I might mention it now. We’re all friends within these four walls, aren’t we? As a matter of fact, Howard and I happened to be told that you were trying to steer this young man through some difficulties.’

			Eden was trying to sound casual and friendly: he had taken the chance of speaking in front of Morcom and myself, who had originally been asked to Friday nights as friends of George’s. But George’s reply was edged with suspicion: I felt sure that he was more suspicious, more ready to be angry, because of the spilt cup.

			‘I should like to know who happened to tell you, Mr Eden.’

			‘I scarcely think we’re free to disclose that,’ said Eden.

			‘If that is the case,’ said George, ‘at least I should like to be certain that you were given the correct version.’

			‘Tell us, George, tell us,’ Martineau put in. Eden nodded his head. Hotly, succinctly, George told the story that I had heard several times by now: the story of the gift, the victimization of Jack.

			Martineau looked upset at the account of the boy’s infatuation, but Eden leant back in his chair with an acquiescent smile.

			‘These things will happen,’ he said. ‘These things will happen.’

			George finished by describing the penalties to Jack. ‘They are too serious for no one to raise a finger,’ said George.

			‘So you are thinking of protesting on his behalf, are you?’

			‘I am,’ said George.

			‘As a matter of fact, we heard that you intended to take up the matter – through a committee at the School, is that right?’

			‘Quite right.’

			‘I don’t want to interfere, Passant.’ Eden gave a short smile, and brought his finger-tips together. ‘But do you think that this is the most judicious way of going about it? You know, it might still be possible to patch up something behind the scenes.’

			‘I’m afraid there’s no chance of that. It’s important to realize, Mr Eden,’ George said, ‘that Cotery has no influence whatever. I don’t mean that he hasn’t much influence: I mean that he has no single person to speak for him in the world.’

			‘That is absolutely true,’ Morcom said quietly to Eden in a level, reasonable tone. ‘And Passant won’t like to bring this out himself, but it puts him in a difficult position: if he didn’t try to act, no one would.’

			‘It’s very unfortunate for Cotery, of course,’ said Eden. ‘I quite see that. But you can’t consider, Morcom, can you, that Passant is going the right way about it? It only raises opposition when you try to rush people off their feet.’

			‘I rather agree,’ said Morcom. ‘In fact, I told Passant my opinion a couple of nights ago. It was the same as yours.’

			‘I’m glad of that,’ said Eden. ‘Because I know that Passant thinks that when we get older we like to take the course of least resistance. There’s something in it, I’m afraid, there’s something in it. But he can’t hold that against you. You see, Passant,’ he went on, ‘we’re all agreed that it’s very unfortunate for Cotery. That doesn’t mean, though, that we want to see you do something hasty. After all, there’s plenty of time. This is a bit of a set-back for him, but he’s a bright young chap. With patience, he’s bound to make good in the end.’

			‘He’s twenty,’ said George. ‘He’s just the age when a man is desperate without something ahead. You can’t tell a man to wait years at that age.’

			‘That’s all very well,’ said Eden.

			‘I can’t bring myself to recommend patience,’ said George, ‘when it’s someone else who has to exercise it.’

			George was straining to keep his temper down, and Eden’s smile had become perfunctory.

			‘So you intend to make a gesture,’ said Eden. ‘I’ve always found that most gestures do more harm than good.’

			‘I’m afraid that I don’t regard this as a gesture,’ said George.

			Eden frowned, paused, and went on:

			‘There is another point, Passant. I didn’t particularly want to make it. And I don’t want to lay too much emphasis on it. But if you go ahead, it might conceivably raise some personal difficulties for Howard and myself – since we are, in a way, connected with you.’

			‘They suggested this morning that you were responsible, I suppose?’ George cried.

			‘I shouldn’t say that was actually suggested, should you, Howard?’ said Eden.

			‘In any case,’ said George, ‘I consider they were using an intolerably unfair weapon in approaching you.’

			‘I think perhaps they were,’ said Eden. ‘I think perhaps they were. But that doesn’t affect the fact.’

			‘If we were all strictly fair, George,’ said Martineau, ‘not much information would get round, would it?’

			George asked Eden:

			‘Did you make these people realize that I was acting as a private person?’

			‘My dear Passant, you ought to know that one can’t draw these distinctions. If you – not to put too fine a point on it – choose to make a fool of yourself among some influential people, then Howard and I will come in for a share of the blame.’

			‘I can draw these distinctions,’ said George, ‘and, if you will authorize me, I can make them extremely clear to these – to your sources of information.’

			‘That would only add to the mischief,’ said Eden.

			There was quiet for a moment. Then George said:

			‘I shall have to ask you a definite question. You are not implying, Mr Eden, that this action of mine cuts across my obligations to the firm?’

			‘I don’t intend to discuss it in those terms,’ said Eden. ‘I’ve been talking in a purely friendly manner among friends. In my opinion you’d do us all a service by sleeping on it, Passant. That’s all I’m prepared to say. And now, if you’ll forgive me, Howard, I’m afraid that I must go and get some sleep myself.’

			We heard his footsteps down the path and the click of the latch. George stared at the carpet. Without looking up he said to Martineau:

			‘I’m sorry that I’ve spoiled your evening.’

			‘Don’t be silly, George. Harry Eden always was clumsy with the china.’ Martineau had followed George’s eyes to the stain on the carpet, and spoke as though he knew that, in George’s mind, the spill was rankling more even than the quarrel. Martineau went on: ‘As for your little disagreement, of course you know that Harry was trying to smooth the matter down.’

			George did not respond, but in a moment burst out:

			‘I should like to explain it to you, Mr Martineau. I know you believe that I should be careful about doing harm to the firm. I thought it over as thoroughly as I could: I’m capable of deceiving myself occasionally, but I don’t think I did this time. I decided that it would cause a whiff of gossip – I admit that, naturally – but it wouldn’t lose us a single case. You’d have made the same decision: except that you wouldn’t have deliberated quite so long.’ George was speaking fervently, naturally, with complete trust. I wished that he could have spoken in that way to Eden – if only for a few words.

			‘I’m a cautious old creature, George,’ said Martineau.

			‘Cautious! Why, you’d bring the whole town down on our heads if you felt that some clerk, whom you’d never seen, wasn’t free to attend the rites of a schismatic branch of the Greek Orthodox Church – in which you yourself, of course, passionately disbelieved.’ George gave a friendly roar of laughter. ‘Or have you been tempted by some new branch of the Orthodox lately?’

			‘Not yet,’ Martineau chuckled. ‘Not yet.’

			Then George said:

			‘I expect you understood my position right from the start, Mr Martineau. After Mr Eden’s remarks, though, I should like to hear that you approve.’

			Martineau hesitated. Then he smiled, choosing his words:

			‘I don’t consider you a man who needs approval, George. And it’s my duty to dissuade you, as Harry did. You mustn’t take it that I’m not dissuading you.’ He hesitated again. ‘But I think I understand what you feel.’

			George listened to the evasive reply: he may have heard within it another appeal to stop, subtler than Eden’s, because of the liking between himself and Martineau. He replied, seriously and simply:

			‘You know that I’m not going into this for my own amusement. I’m not searching out an injustice just for the pleasure of trampling on it. I might have done once, but I shouldn’t now. You’ve understood, of course: something needs to be done for Cotery, and I’m the only man who can do it.’

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			George’s Attack

			The meeting of the School committee was summoned for the following Wednesday. I knew before George, since the notice passed through my hands in the education office. And, by asking a parting favour from an acquaintance, I got myself the job of taking the minutes.

			On Tuesday night, I thought that I might be wasting the effort: for a strong rumour came from Olive that Jack himself had pleaded with George to go no further. But when I saw George later that night, and asked, ‘What about tomorrow?’ he replied: ‘I’m ready for it. And ready to celebrate afterwards.’

			I arrived at the Principal’s room at ten minutes to six the next evening. The gas fire was burning; the Principal was writing at his desk under a shaded light; the room seemed solid and official, though the shelves and chairs were carved in pine, in a firm plain style which the School was now teaching.

			The Principal looked up as I laid the minute book on a small table; he was called Cameron, and had reddish hair and jutting eyebrows.

			‘Good evening. I am sorry that we have to trespass on your time,’ he said. He always showed a deliberate consideration to subordinates; but from duty, not from instinct. At this time he probably did not know that I attended lectures at the School.

			Then Miss Geary, the vice-principal, entered. ‘It was for six o’clock?’ she said. They exchanged a few remarks about School business: it was easy to hear that there was no friendliness between them. But the temperature of friendliness in the room mounted rapidly when, by the side of Canon Martineau, Beddow came in. He was a Labour councillor, a brisk, cordial, youngish man, very much on the rise; he had a word for everyone, including an aside for me – ‘Minuting a committee means they think well of you up at the office. I know it does.’

			‘I suppose we’re waiting for Calvert as usual,’ said Canon Martineau, who had a slight resemblance to his brother, but spoke with a drier and more sardonic tang. ‘And can anyone tell me how long this meeting is likely to last?’

			‘No meeting ever seems likely to last long until you’ve been in it a few hours,’ said Beddow cheerfully. ‘But anyway, the sooner we begin this, the sooner we shall get through.’

			Ten minutes later, Calvert appeared, a small bald man, pink and panting from hurry. Beddow shook his hand warmly and pulled out a chair for him at the committee table.

			‘I hope you won’t mind sitting by me,’ he said. He chatted to Calvert for a few moments about investments; and then briskly, but without any implication that Calvert was late, said: ‘Well, gentlemen, we’ve got a certain amount ahead of us tonight. If you don’t object I think we might as well begin.’

			The City Education Committee was made up partly from councillors and partly from others, like the Canon: in its turn it appointed this one, ad hoc: and so Beddow took the chair. He, with Calvert on his right and the Principal on his left, sat looking towards the door, on the same side of the committee table: the Canon and Miss Geary occupied the ends of it. I worked at the smaller table behind theirs, and within reach of the Principal and Beddow.

			The Principal read the minutes (I was there purely to record) and then Miss Geary interrupted.

			‘Can we take No. 6 first, Mr Chairman?’ No. 6 on the agenda read: ‘J. Cotery. Termination of Bursary.’ ‘I believe Mr Passant wishes to make a statement. And I noticed that he was waiting in the staff-room.’

			‘I suggest that the first three items cannot conveniently wait,’ said the Principal promptly. Beddow looked round the table.

			‘I think the feeling of the meeting is for taking those three items first,’ he said. ‘I’m sorry, Miss Geary: we shan’t waste any unnecessary time.’

			The three items were, in fact, mainly routine – fees for a new course in architecture, scholarships for next year. The clock on the Principal’s desk was striking the third quarter when Beddow said:
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