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ONCE AGAIN


ASSEMBLED HERE


SEAN O’BRIEN


PICADOR




For Paul Harrison






Lord, behold us with thy blessing,


Once again assembled here;


Onward be our footsteps pressing,


In thy love and faith and fear…


Break temptation’s fatal power,


Shielding all with guardian care,


Safe in every careless hour,


Safe from sloth and sensual snare;


Thou, our Saviour, thou, our Saviour,


Still our failing strength repair,


Still our failing strength repair.







Henry James Bucknoll, 1843


‘Why’, he asked himself, ‘am I always lost?’


Derek Marlowe, Nightshade


‘There should have been fictions to be real in.’


Peter Porter, ‘Story Which Should Have Happened’
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Prologue


2010


This is a story about murder. I think I can safely tell it now, but it’s never possible to be quite sure, so the manuscript will go to a safe place – that is to you, for you to deal with as you see fit. Dispose of it if you think it wisest. I will not be around to comment on what you decide.


In those remote days, in the 1960s, when this story took place and when I grew up, peacetime was by some means always wartime. It should not have been surprising that there were casualties. I remember the day before, and I remember the day it happened, when I entered another world, adjacent to this one but impossible to come back from, the one where everyone lives, death notwithstanding. I say I can tell this story, but, as they still used to say then, you had to be there to get the benefit.


History, in a statement whose own provenance is disputed, is said to be ‘one damn thing after another’. It’s an idea whose unreasonableness can at times seem rather satisfying. Hurl the stupid newspaper aside, switch off the idiots on television, or, perhaps more likely nowadays, click to be somewhere else on your laptop. But I don’t believe it: history, at least as it presents itself to my imagination, can be any number of things taking place at once, however dispersed in time they may originally have been. When I try to tell this story straight, I stall; therefore, in order to get anywhere, to get started, I have to digress, folding one incident inside another and another as though inside the brackets of an interminable equation of the sort I never properly understood.


I sleep badly, in small episodes. Nowadays what sleep I get is dry and thin, but to be wakeful by night is worse. Somebody once recommended that thinking of a walk through a familiar setting was a cure for insomnia. Not for me. More and more often I find myself lying there and repeating the following episode.


I cross the railway track and open the gate into the grounds. It seems to be November. If I stay here, I think, nothing will happen. The leaves will fall. The fog will persist, with occasional damp birdsong and the faintest sound of traffic from the city. But nothing else. I cannot be compelled to go either forward through the wood past the lake, where the raft is tilting and slightly adrift of its mooring, or back across the track to where I should never have been in the first place. With luck, if I stay here long enough, I will simply vanish, one more cloudy breath dispersing in the frosty air. But this is not true, and as ever I will walk on, and events will take their course. Carson will still be dead, and others will follow.


The dream-walk is, I suppose, a kind of advice: insofar as it is in your power, tell the truth.


The subject matter follows me into the waking world. I sit at my desk in the window of my flat, looking across Fernbank Avenue, through the trees and into the grounds of Blake’s. And I find myself back in the woods by the lake once more. When the reverie fades I am still at the desk, my pen put down beside the creamy manuscript book in which I am allegedly writing volume two of the history of Blake’s School, Wartime and Reconstruction, 1939–1979.


Progress is slow. The problem lies in some of the facts.


There is no official place to put them. In another of my interior travels, I picture a classroom that everyone has forgotten about, on a high upper corridor, an old part of the library that has been locked and forgotten. I should not have a key, but here it is in my hand as I make my way along the corridor late in the evening when no one’s around. I turn the key in the lock and open the door and go in. Once again I am crossing the railway line. Once again I come to my senses and the page before me is still empty and the history unwritten.


But now, in an identical manuscript book, see, I am writing it. This is it, I hope.


How fine it is, to speculate at leisure. Larkin feared the ‘thin continuous dreaming’ that would occupy the old age he did not live to experience. Less of the ‘thin’, if you please. If anything, I find that the textures of reverie grow denser. They put the present in the shade. I can sit here at the window all day, if I choose. As far as the here and now is concerned I have no more urgent matter in prospect. One thing is clear to me: the past – every morning on waking I discover with alarm and excitement that my life is now mostly the past – is more substantial and beguiling to me that anything else, despite what it holds. Each day I write looking out between the bare plane trees on to a setting I have known for fifty years, but the place is not what it was. Mere persistence has earned me the right to say that.


Tomorrow it will all begin again at Blake’s. If I happen to be strolling in the grounds after breakfast I may hear them singing ‘Lord Behold Us With Thy Blessing’. They cannot possibly be real, can they, these people? Autumn term. The whole idea is implausible. I shall sniff the bright September air for the first hint of frost and fog and bonfire to come.


I should explain at the outset that while some people are drawn to schoolmastering, as we used to call it, I seem to have thrust it on myself out of uncertainty as to what I should make of my life. I wanted to write novels – or perhaps it would be more accurate to say to be a novelist – but these pages are as close as I shall come to that, and these pages are, of course, not (really) fiction but instead a memoir of a time and a place and some people. Self-destruction; demented antagonism tended with loving care long after its alleged time; some deaths; some killings: all of them were undoubtedly real. I was a witness to much of what took place and a participant in some of it. The school was a killing ground then.


In the daylight hours these events, pondered and rehearsed and rubbed at for so long, have begun to invite my incredulity now, even as they grow more insistent. By night they arrive as with their full original force, no longer as ideas but as invasions of the senses, in three dimensions. A street corner as it stood before it was demolished; a pub with its nightly actors, though it has long since changed out of recognition; a shade of lipstick glimpsed on a woman in the crowded street; even the smell of Belgian chocolate, or of mud at low tide in the creek. Most people say the sense of smell is not available in dreams, but perhaps they do not have the dreams I have. Is there an age beyond which it is no longer possible to go mad?


Concentrate, Maxwell. Focus, as they say.


Schoolmastering turned out to suit me. I had the necessary ability either to excite interest or to impose obedience, but the work also encouraged my tendency to procrastinate. The ritual cycle of the school year allowed for indefinite postponement. In a bleak mood I might say that in the event I managed to postpone my entire life. But I hope I managed to do some good amid the temporizing and despite what may come to seem the larger failure set out in these pages. That sounds like a rather ragged piety, doesn’t it?


Let me describe the place. Blake’s. The main school building, the tall redbrick-and-masonry ship, a church in light disguise, is still moored against the field, with the various smaller additions, the restored Memorial Hall, labs, a sports hall, the library and even nowadays a theatre (or ‘Performing Arts Centre’, though the Memorial Hall was good enough for our productions), clustered around its foot like a town about a castle. In the official history I shall note these recent developments as signs of Blake’s readiness to meet the challenge of the future while cherishing the inheritance of the past – as if I were writing a script for one of those grim Look at Life shorts we used to yawn through at the cinema while waiting for the shooting to start.


The central thing is still there, the Main Hall with the classrooms opening off it on three sides of two floors, beneath a hammer-beam roof. Everything passes through that space, gets its warrant from that cold, high-windowed climate of Victorian medievalism. When I walk through it today it will be empty and silent, the old elongated desks that doubled as benches long gone, rows of grey stackable chairs in their place. I pause by the foot of the wide staircase, then go up to the balcony and along to the far corner to what used to be the history classrooms and the adjacent bookroom where Captain Carson held court. I come here a lot, out of term-time.


Yet now that I am nearly done with Blake’s, and thus done with everything else, I find that, when the pupils and staff are on the premises, the place lacks solidity somehow, and authority, and my selfish motive in this is to revisit at least the ghosts of those qualities in the lives of those who moved through this setting, all of them – the major actors and their attendants, I mean – gone now, dead, or vanished, which amounts to the same thing. Which makes me a sort of rearguard.


So I walk the boundaries, around the wooded pond, along the railway line until it crosses the broad creek, known to the boys as Shit Creek because of its dangerous and foul-smelling mud at low tide, where a few decayed small craft are all that remains of the sailing club once advertised as one of Blake’s distinguishing features. On the far side the boatyard and the timber yard have long shut down. Beyond them lies the asphalted fairground where no fair has taken place in years. I follow the path along to the fence, where the creek disappears to pass under the main road, then make my way back through the woods that extend down the whole of Fernbank Avenue.


Eventually I find myself emerging from the gigantic rhododendron bushes, among the Portakabins which are serving as temporary classrooms until the new science block is finished. Beneath one of these cheapjack huts is the site of the old Porter’s Lodge, where Sergeant Risman and his invisible wife lived. Mrs Risman was barely a rumour, in a place that ran on rumours, but on an early autumn morning, when the chill is coming downriver and across the flat, low-lying terrain, I would not be surprised to meet the Sergeant on the driveway, approaching with a guardsman’s bearing and a sceptical gaze directed at the world of subalterns and other daft buggers. But this morning he is not there. Or perhaps I’m the ghost and cannot be seen by the living.


I pass through the gates and return to the flat on Fernbank Avenue which I have occupied for forty-odd years. I make tea and I come to the window and sit at my desk with a view of the woods and the roofs of the school beyond, and I close one manuscript book, the official one, and open the other, the one no one knows about, and I return to writing this. Or I try to, once more. I have accumulated a lot of beginnings, circlings, evasion, evocations that strand themselves among the woods and pathways of this unholy ground.


Yesterday all the past. But tomorrow the current staff and pupils and the terrified newcomers in either category will begin afresh, convinced, as we once were, of a kind of provisional immortality, divided into three parts – until Christmas, until Easter, until the far-off green-gold sexiness of summer. I have not lived in the world: I have lived here instead, in this specialized and surely impossible place. Yesterday all the past. Tomorrow the struggle.


To work, to work. My ostensible task – the one to which the school has appointed me in my retirement – is to write the second volume of the history of Blake’s, covering the period from the Munich crisis of 1938 up until 1979. I am not convinced that any living person other than myself has ever sat down to read volume one, A Firm Foundation 1887–1938 (Waterside Press, 1960), though after all it was James Carson who wrote it, and he could actually write; nor that any will relish volume two. Like its predecessor, that will be a book with no conversation – the kind of thing Alice found so boring, though look what happened to her. Like Blake’s itself, she was the creation of a clergyman.


Even Carson could not make his opening description seem other than leaden:




Blake’s was founded by Isaac Blake, an Anglican clergyman and philanthropist from the Isle of Axness, by means of a bequest enabling the creation of a school intended for the education of able boys of all classes in mathematics, science and the classics in order that they might serve the nation as Christian gentlemen.





This aspiration must seem almost touchingly remote in its priorities. And an inspection of the records indicates that Blake’s wishes have been served only to a limited extent. The school’s twentieth-century output seems to have been more typically involved with the law and commerce, to put it mildly. Perhaps the original Blakean spirit was crushed in the trenches. As Carson puts it,




Men of Blake’s – recent pupils, masters and groundsmen – were quick to answer the call to arms in 1914 and saw service in the local regiment on the Western Front and in Mesopotamia. A total of a hundred and forty lost their lives.





Beyond the city itself, the Plain of Axness remains to this day in a more-than-rural quiet, like the patient green graveyard of those vanished into the conflict, a place still waiting for a returning echo that never comes. Carson would have considered that a too-literary way of putting it, though he would have agreed it was the case. And like the Plain of Axness the school has never escaped the Great War entirely, nor the second conflict that shaped so many of the staff I encountered first as a pupil and then as a colleague.


My official history will go straight into the school library – unread, unheard, unnoticed. Its purpose will be simply to exist. Never mind: I plan to finish what I’ve started. But while I may feel that it is taking longer than expected to get the official book written, any real urgency is mine. I can take my time. All the time in the world, the present Headmaster indicated. He is perhaps forty. His name is of no importance in this story. He invited me to write the thing and then, I imagine, forgot all about it and me after the leaving dinner and the gift of a complete set of the novels of Graham Greene, which I already possessed.


Yesterday all the past. Today the accounting. If I die in harness, he will declare it sad, but the unfinished book will not be important. The word ‘hobby’ hangs like a fart over the whole thing: it is a school story, after all.


Like so much else about Blake’s, this second manuscript feels like a conspiracy. I first wrote down much of the following narrative forty years ago. At the time, for reasons which should be clear from what follows, it would have been impossible to publish a factual account of the events I recorded. And to be on the safe side I made it into a novel in order to conceal the identities of those involved. I’m sure, though, that they would have recognized themselves immediately. This too would have been unpublishable. Now, after half a lifetime and more, I’m reintroducing the real names, for my own satisfaction.


I am blending memory and desire with the secret writings of others. It’s difficult. More than that, time blends with time, recombining events and emotions, awarding a hindsight that may intensify the torment I for one probably deserve. But yes, there is something else. At the time of my central narrative, in 1968, there were those who could not have permitted this story to be told. They may themselves be dead but they were not irreplaceable. When I go, leaving you these pages, perhaps history will undergo a minor adjustment. But nothing fundamental will change. Of course not. How could it? This is Blake’s I’m talking about, Blake’s and a sort of England.


Enough evasion. I must cease my preparations and open the blocked off-entrance to the forgotten corridor, take my place in one of the chilly classrooms and begin. Begin somewhere, anywhere. Begin in earnest. Life is no longer a preface to itself. Life is over, nearly. Then begin! Everything will lead to the same point, the core. Wish me luck.




PART ONE




ONE


1968


In a while there would be the respite of half term. Eventually it would be Christmas and the conflict would be suspended, for a while. But now it was barely October. Frost and fog, mainly fog. At least it was Friday. For now, there was assembly to be got through.


I still found it hard to convince myself that I was a master, not a pupil. It seemed plausible that Gammon, the Acting Head, allegedly a geographer, could any second aim a dart of reproof at me where I sat on the balcony. And yet my gaze wandered away from his snappish figure at the lectern far below, and out through the windows on to the grounds which I had planned never to visit again after my initial escape from the sixth form. Bellows, who taught classics, had an apt quotation for all occasions. Bellows was dead of a heart attack now, but what would he have found to apply to a prodigal’s return? Odes i.iv, perhaps: ‘Life’s brief span forbids us to depend on distant hope.’ Gammon went on talking. I went on looking out of the window.


Private schools have large playing fields ringed with woodland in order that in drizzly autumns, when everything but the churned earth disappears, the pupils will gain an idea of the fog of war. The rugby pitches at Blake’s (football is for the juniors) were named after sites of battle – Majuba, Spion Kop – and the pavilion, isolated in the murk, could be a farmhouse suitable for a last stand, or the location at which Blücher’s black-clad cavalry suddenly emerges like Death’s Imperial Guard. ‘On, my children!’ cries the Marshal, sabre aloft at the head of the charge. You may have seen the film.


When I was a pupil we used to see all the films. Avoiding games on Wednesday afternoons, we would sneak off to the Cecil, the Regal, the cavernous and ever-empty Criterion and the rest. We used to see some of them twice – The Guns of Navarone, for example, The Dam Busters, The Red Beret, The Wooden Horse, and the one in which Jack Hawkins plays a British spy masquerading as a Nazi general. I have it: The Two-Headed Spy. Much of this material was already old by the time it reached us, but it was as much a part of our present as homework, as daily spam and chips in the dining hall, or as the streets beyond the school gates where those who were not us moved about their mysterious lives among the weed-grown bombsites.


No one from Blake’s pursued us into the flickering dark of the Rexy or the Apollo, though the school knew where we were, perhaps because the cinema offered an education in itself, in, among other things, an idea of Englishness – bravery, endurance, an ironic obedience to necessary authority, a readiness to kill for the cause given half a chance. And, to me at any rate, there were those other things, harder to give a name to. Even now there comes to my mind’s eye a scene from Dunkirk, in a field hospital where Harry Landis (Dr Levy) looks up momentarily from typing a report as heavy machine-gun fire becomes audible in the distance while the British forces flee for the coast. Nothing is said; he returns to work. I recognized that implacable stoicism before I could understand it.


I imagine that the survivors of those times, Old Blakean lawyers and businessmen scattered around the suburbs of the city, find themselves tuning in to repeats on weekend afternoons when their wives are out shopping and the golf or the tennis grows dull. On an old movie channel, by contrast, Stanley Baker at his most vaunting and demented, playing the parachute instructor, plunges to the earth when his chute fails to open. Those were the days – not our days, clearly, but the days of war and opportunity. It was our birthright we were watching. Although in the event most of us refused to serve, we were a violent tribe. And now there we sat, in assembly, waiting. Waiting for lessons, for the next thing, for the further postponement of life, for orders.


I looked back at the stage below, where Gammon was still talking, with senior staff seated behind him, among them Captain Carson and Major Brand, who gave every appearance of complete attention. We rose to sing a hymn.


When I was a pupil, in assembly, while Dunkerley, the Headmaster before Robert Rowan, delivered his latest instalment of threats to the degenerate and the idle from the podium, I would drift off and read the names listed in gold on the honours board. After the First World War they had run out of space to list the dead. The casualties of Hitler’s war and Palestine and Korea and Malaya and Cyprus and Aden had to shift for themselves. They were in no position to object.


In 1968, when I was twenty-three and had returned to the fold as a master, I passed my eye again over some of the names on the boards. Those old boys would have thought of it as the Great War, always supposing that as subalterns they had chance to consider the matter before rising from their trenches to walk out with their men into flanking machine-gun fire, or while they crouched under drumfire, awaiting the shell that would dissolve or bury them a platoon at a time, at an average rate of attrition of three thousand per day.


The last survivor of their generation, a tall, silvery classics master called Pember, had finally retired the previous summer. I remembered his patience with our A-level group’s blundering passage through Aeneid vi, but especially the time when he covered an absent colleague for divinity and recited, mostly from memory, large sections of Ecclesiastes, the oddest of the books of the Bible, with its wild self-contradictions and its haunting, addictive blend of beauty and despair. He stopped a minute or two before the bell and looked out of the window. We waited, uncertain of what was expected of us. When the bell rang, Pember simply smiled and nodded a dismissal. People said he was mad, and it may have been true, but so what? It was school, it was Blake’s, and it was in part his recital that made me curious in my reading, and for that I am in his debt.


It is tempting to give in and drift, as I did in assembly that day. I must try harder. Get to the point, Maxwell. Less of the flannel.


So. The boards in the Main Hall silently invited successive generations to recall, or imagine, all those who were absent, missing in time’s action. There were no prisoners. Age would not weary them, but it seemed that their perpetual absence wearied most of us. In a sense this was a kind of loyalty: imagination, which runs away with ideas or is kidnapped by passions, was for the most part not encouraged in the curriculum at Blake’s. The dead lay on us like a protective colouring, proof against the claims of the present.


And now, somehow, I was a master. I looked down into the body of the Main Hall at the current cohorts in their black suits. I wanted to stand up and make a public declaration: at all costs get as far away from here as you can and don’t come back. And if I had done this, then what? I remembered once during my sixth-form days when Dunkerley, whose mood was soured by episodes of gout and who was in the habit of delivering damning impromptu remarks to the whole school, looked about him from the lectern and said: ‘Look how the sea gives up its dead.’ We absorbed the comment like much else, with invulnerable indifference. And, had I actually chosen to offer my words of advice, the dead sea of the school would simply have closed over my head again as if nothing had happened.


When assembly ended we made our way to lessons, in my case to address the causes of the Second World War in a double period with the upper sixth in a freezing corner room off the ground floor of the Main Hall. I returned some essays, made comments and set to putting notes up on the board. The use of the Gestetner machine to reproduce material was frowned upon by Gammon as a dangerous novelty, akin to Cuban-heeled boots. Writing in chalk on the blackboard took time, of course, which could be useful in itself.


‘My uncle says the trouble started because of the Jews, sir,’ said Arnesen. Feldberg, the outstanding student in his year, glanced up expressionlessly, then looked down and made a note. The others waited: perhaps there was sport to be had. Horobin, my predecessor, had evidently been a hard nut, but he had left to take holy orders. The boys’ assessment of me was probably more or less complete by then, but you could never tell.


‘Is that meant to be a joke, Arnesen?’ I asked, turning from the board. Outside, the two ancient groundsmen in their faded overalls appeared through the fog with the wheeled device like a miniature gun-carriage that they used for repainting the touchlines. The white stripe slowly extended over the mud. The stripe would not outlast the day. I sympathized.


‘My uncle wasn’t laughing when he said it, sir.’


‘Neither am I.’ Arnesen was not entirely satisfied. He winked at his neighbour. I suppressed the urge to smash his white-blond head against the pitted lid of his desk. After all, this wasn’t the Science Department. ‘You’re in the cadets, aren’t you, Arnesen?’


‘Sir.’


‘So in time of war you would be expected to be among the first to come to the defence of the realm.’


‘Course, sir.’


‘The realm which includes all your fellow citizens.’


‘Sir.’ Arnesen sensed a trap.


‘Unless you were a traitor and fought for the other side. At one time that would have involved fighting for Hitler.’ There were sniggers around the room. Feldberg looked up again, then made another note.


Sergeant Risman, the porter, loomed out of the fog on the gravelled parterre, a parcel under his arm. Even in his grey-blue portering suit the lean, leathery, iron-haired Risman looked as if he was in uniform. He looked up, nodded and disappeared.


‘Never do that, sir,’ the boy said, offended.


‘Of course not, Arnesen. Heaven forbid. Well, then, what can you tell us about the German reoccupation of the Rhineland?’


From somewhere else in the room came a low chorus. ‘Three German officers crossed the Rhine, parlez-vous . . .’


Arnesen looked blank. Outside, a herd of juniors in gym kit appeared briefly before running into the foggy woods, urged on by old Matthews, Head of PE, at his steady lope in his black tracksuit, cigarette cupped in his fist. Given the conditions, there was an extraordinary volume of traffic out there. Ignorant armies narrowly avoiding clashes. Feldberg’s gaze had also followed these movements. He caught my eye. His face remained expressionless. He put up his hand. I nodded.


‘Sir. The reoccupation of the Rhineland was a means by which Hitler could do three things: satisfy and create a public appetite for evidence that Germany could recover from the humiliation imposed by the Versailles treaty; display a renewed military vigour; and test the willingness of the Great Powers to confront the newly confident German state. In all three respects the occupation was a great success, sir.’


‘Thank you, Feldberg. I hope everyone managed to note down that succinct account of the matter. Arnesen, would you like to hear it again?’


‘I can manage, sir,’ Arnesen said with a sigh, beginning to write. He looked injured now, as if the rules of engagement had been altered without consultation. The others looked at Feldberg, who was making notes again.


‘And how should the Allies have responded to this provocation? Anyone?’


‘Send a gunboat, sir,’ came the unhesitating chorus. Palmerston – now there was a politician they could love wholeheartedly, this group of future lawyers and estate agents, auctioneers and embezzlers. Feldberg, the exception, then an admirer of Disraeli, would, it was thought, be going on to study history at Cambridge. Captain Carson was right about him. Feldberg was marking time in this group. He didn’t belong. Lower down the school the rest of these boys would have attacked him like dogs, because they were like dogs.


I imagined a gunboat bombarding the besieged city, under the cover of fog. A bit like The Sand Pebbles.


‘Were you in the cadets, sir?’ It was Arnesen again.


‘Yes, Arnesen. In those days we all joined. It was expected.’


‘People don’t fancy it these days so much, do they? Boys, I mean. The cadets, I mean.’


‘So it would appear. Times are changing.’


‘My uncle says those who won’t join up are communists and conkies.’


‘It’s a point of view, Arnesen, but I think you mean “conchies”.’ Laughter. It appeared I could do this, keep these creatures at bay with what I flattered myself was irony. And the other thing, what was that? It bore some resemblance to pleasure. I might enjoy this dreaded outcome, then, this teaching game, though I’d once sworn I would sooner join the Foreign Legion than do it. But as my friend Smallbone remarked, perhaps even the Legion would have looked twice at my record.


Feldberg looked at his watch. At his father’s request he had been permitted to leave the cadets when he went into the upper sixth, in order to concentrate on his studies. Feldberg had done his bit of boy soldiering by then, but for the likes of Arnesen the facts were not entirely the point. I turned back to the board and carried on writing. Causes, effects.


Everything was in motion, I see. The story I have to tell was long underway by this time and a crisis was imminent, but I believe that this was really the moment at which I made my entrance. It was during that perfectly routine lesson that I realized finally, as if waking up while already conscious, that much of what I had considered the trivial adolescent dandruff of school life – the name-calling, the prejudices, the ignorant and immoveable opinions – were actually the very substance of that life, and of life in the city beyond the confines of the school, and of the world beyond that, remote though it seemed through the bars of the school gate. It was a disorienting thought. I don’t know what I’d been assuming or expecting instead. As it turned out, I didn’t know the half of it.




TWO


‘Sir?’ I turned from the board.


‘Are you all right?’ Arnesen scented an opportunity. ‘You were just standing there, so I wondered—’


‘Thank you for your concern, Arnesen. In fact, I was thinking. As you yourself are no doubt aware, that can take time.’ Arnesen was not so dim that he could not enjoy this blow along with the rest of the class. It meant that in a sense we were complicit in the conspiracy that was the school.


‘Don’t want to overdo it, sir.’


Erik Arnesen, Arnie to his friends, was the son of a trawler owner. When he left with his two Es at A-level, he entered the family firm. It was in the nature of the Arnesens that the male child should go to sea in order to learn at first hand how the family made its money. So Arnesen went as a deckhand learner on the Kingston Star. The vessel sank with all hands off Iceland in January. There was talk that its nets had been snagged by a Russian submarine, but the long-delayed enquiry revealed nothing; it was widely believed that this was the intention of the authorities.


In a sense, then, Arnesen may, albeit unwittingly, have died in action. I labour this little biographical sketch in order to say, like the paranoid and the conspiracy theorist, that everything is connected; but perhaps where I differ from the conspiracy theorist is in wanting to affirm that Arnesen’s life was real, as real as yours or mine: it was not simply filler in someone else’s narrative. Arnesen was a bumptious thicko, but he was real. He was there in the room playing the fool in his dim, good-humoured, bigoted way. And then he was gone. I didn’t like him but he too was one of us, whoever we were.


This was the kind of lesson that Captain Carson, Head of History, mentor and saviour of my skin, was anxious to pass on.


‘In the end, Maxwell,’ he once said, ‘it doesn’t matter what we think of them. They may be brutes or morons, or chancers, or spoilt rich boys who don’t need us. It doesn’t matter. We have to remember, in the teeth of temptation, that these are actual lives these boys are leading and that they will grow up to be men who must face responsibility. It is very easy to view this place like a novel or a Will Hay film or some sort of overlong comedy skit. I’m sometimes tempted that way myself. Some of our older colleagues appear to be permanently living inside such a performance. And it’s clear that at times you yourself are inclined to succumb. Try not to let your facial expression betray you in assembly even though you’re sitting at the back of the balcony. Mr Gammon notices such things. We must resist temptation, must we not?’


Carson’s slow, melancholy smile at his own remark represented a kind of provisional reacceptance of me: I would obey and learn, and in doing so assist him in his civilizing mission. I would, albeit belatedly, learn a sense of responsibility. If he was prepared to believe it, then I could at least hope that it was true, even if, in the space of a few months since my appointment, I had in a sense already betrayed him again.


He seemed to think I could be somebody else. I did not share his confidence, but it was Carson who made me imagine I might make something of this strange profession. By any measure he was a great teacher, as great in his way as any history don. When I’d returned from a couple of years abroad after making a mess of things at university, he gave me a breathing space in which, so he seems to have believed, I could discover my true direction. I don’t think the others on the committee – Gammon and Brand plus a couple of governors – would have chosen to employ me, even though one of the two other candidates with whom I shared the interview waiting room had a disabling stammer and the other, who slipped away several times to the lavatory, was clearly an alcoholic. Carson swayed the committee’s judgement: after all, I was to be his man and teach history. It saved me from Gabbitas–Thring, who were offering me a choice between Hinckley and some vegetarian madhouse in Dorset.


After the interview back at the end of May Carson and I drank whisky in the History bookroom. When he had laboured to light his pipe, he looked at me kindly and said, ‘Well, Maxwell. Once again assembled here, eh? I’ve given you my backing, so bear that in mind and try not to go swerving from the path of righteousness again.’ He did not refer directly – not that he needed to, given my own cringing sense of it – to the failure of my undergraduate career. At Cambridge I had fallen into a disastrous affair with a don’s wife. I was lucky to escape with a Third and a whole skin. After that I had gone to Paris and taught English and failed to write anything. There had been nothing for it but to come home. I admit it was a relief to surrender, to know the password and for the sentries to let me through the barrier.


Carson appeared to understand that I was an orphan in mind as well as in fact, and that the only home I was likely to have was the school I had attended since the age of eight: so he took me in. I should mention at this point that my father never saw me – a captain like Carson, he was killed in the airborne attack on the Rhine, along with the rest of his unit, when their glider was shot down. My mother seems never to have recovered from the loss. I find that I scarcely remember her now. She died – that is all I was told – when I was five years old, after which I remained in the care of distant relatives, a rural clergyman and his unmarried sister near Wooler in Northumberland, until I was old enough to be sent to the prep school at Blake’s as a boarder.


My relatives were kind people in their pale, bloodless way, but seemed vague and preoccupied in their chilly house, and when they sent me away they were doing their best. As time went on our relations became occasional and formal. I tended to spend the holidays at the school, in the library or mooching about in the woods, until I discovered girls, when I began to mooch more widely. In the sixth form I moved into digs nearby, run by Mrs Jessop, and was more or less free to please myself in respect of the libraries, the woods and the girls. Perhaps the authorities thought I was at the pictures. But this story is only incidentally about me.


‘I don’t want to have to keep repeating this,’ Carson had said, back in June when he’d finished setting out my duties and timetable, ‘but take the chance to do something properly. Give yourself a start. Work steadily, embrace the routine of this place, and things will become clearer and more manageable. The mind has mountains – who could deny it? But the point – for all we know, the only point – is to keep going. And who knows, Maxwell? You may prove to be good at schoolmastering. I shouldn’t be surprised. It’s not what I imagined for myself, but it suits me well enough.’ He paused to fiddle with the pipe.


‘Anything in particular I should be aware of?’


‘Blake’s is Blake’s. As you may have noticed, it desires mediocrity. It sees it as normal and seeks to enforce it.’


‘I suppose so.’


‘Do you? I should damn well think you do. And we are the loyal opposition, in favour of serious study, enlightenment and so on, against the dead weight of place and precedent. We will very likely lose. You think I’m joking.’


‘Perhaps a bit.’


‘Well, I’m not. Arnold Bennett was right about this lot, I mean the English, of which this shower are an essential strain.’ Carson took a book from his desk. ‘Read this.’


‘Do you mean now?’


‘Of course now. Where the card is inserted. In fact, read it aloud.’ I did as I was told. I inherited Carson’s copy of the book in question, and I have it before me now.




Another marked characteristic is [its] gigantic temperamental dullness, unresponsiveness to external suggestion, a lack of humour – in short, a heavy and half-honest stupidity: ultimate product of gross prosperity, too much exercise, too much sleep. Then I notice a grim passion for the status quo. This is natural. Let these people exclaim as they will against the structure of society, the last thing they desire is to alter it. This passion shows itself in a naive admiration for everything that has survived its original usefulness, such as sail-drill and uniforms . . . The passion for the status quo also shows itself in a general defensive, sullen hatred of all ideas whatever. You cannot argue with these people. ‘Do you really think so?’ they will politely murmur, when you have asserted your belief that the earth is round, or something like that. And their tone says: ‘Would you mind very much if we leave this painful subject? My feelings on it are too deep for utterance.’




‘Well, yes,’ I said, when I’d read the marked passage. ‘I suppose I see what you mean. But if this is how you feel, why not go somewhere else?’


‘And admit defeat? Anyway, it’s too late. And now I’ve got you to help me with the good fight, haven’t I?’ He put the book carefully back in the pile it had come from. ‘You’ll have Feldberg in the 1914–45 group. He’s bright.’ I knew Feldberg’s father. I had often visited his antiquarian bookshop in the arcade in the city centre. ‘The boy’s the best we’ve had in my time. English want him too but we’re not going to let them have him. He’s a born historian. Whatever happens we have to get him into Cambridge. They don’t come along very often, the real thing.’


Carson met my gaze for a moment, as if about to say more, then looked down into the quad, his great Roman head in profile, a head deserving a coin to be struck in its honour. Much later I read of someone with whom he seemed to stand comparison.




He seemed to me


Like one of those who run for the green cloth


Across Verona’s field, and in that race


Appeared among the winners, not the lost.




I assumed he had decided not to refer to the fact that I too had allegedly been the real thing in my time. I was partly right.


‘Have you anything to occupy you until the autumn?’


‘Not particularly.’


‘Then spend time about the place. Help with the play. Help in the library – someone will need to look after it now that Horobin’s leaving us. Look as if you belong.’


‘Well, I do belong, don’t I?’


‘You know what I mean, Maxwell. Show willing.’


So I did.


What Carson had managed to do when I went into the sixth form was to make history urgent. I came to care about the reign of Stephen, about nineteenth-century British history and, for some reason, about Italian unification in particular. Victor Emmanuel, Mazzini and Cavour seemed like live presences, their struggles still taking place in some almost-accessible dimension. It mattered that our group were interested. Then there was the First World War and the rise of fascism and I was decisively tempted away from English. Tim Connolly, my English teacher, accepted defeat with good grace, extracting a promise that I would continue to write what he considered promising stories. This narrative will be the only fulfilment of that undertaking.


Carson’s sober charisma was a legend in the school. I stayed on into the third-year sixth, prepared for Cambridge entrance and gained an exhibition. Things went well. Then they went wrong, from the moment I was introduced to the don’s wife at a party in the summer term of my second year. Causes, effects.


Carson had fallen silent for a little while. We looked out at the chestnut trees surrounding the quad. Then he said he had a favour to ask.


‘Of course.’ I supposed it was some minor piece of administration.


‘I need you to be my executor.’ For the first time in my acquaintance with him he seemed not quite certain where to look.


‘I beg your pardon? Me?’ For a moment I wondered if he was joking.


‘It’s simply a formality,’ he said. He was embarrassed. So was I.


‘Yes, but I’m not qualified, am I?’ I asked. ‘I’m too young, surely. I don’t even know what it means, really, to be an executor.’


‘Well, look it up, Maxwell, in a book. You’ll find some in the library. You’re of age and you’re employed. I’ve known you for years. You have your faults but I consider you honest.’ He paused while I absorbed the balance of this judgement. The frankness restored his authority intact. ‘Besides, I have no family, no one else I feel I could call on. It would be a help to me, and it would mean a good deal, if you could agree to take this on.’ He looked away. I couldn’t think of any other time when he had struck such a personal note. Was this blackmail? Surely not, though clearly I was in his debt. I put the thought aside as unworthy. If only it had been so simple. Carson must have known it wasn’t, which makes me wonder what other hopes he might have had of me, and whether he was, knowingly or not, offering me the chance of a larger vindication. If so, there a dimension of ruthlessness to his request, almost a Roman severity.


‘Then, yes,’ I said, ‘but are you sure? I mean, I’d be honoured, of course.’


‘Oh, let’s not overstate things, Maxwell. But yes, I am sure.’


‘Forgive me, but is there something I should know? Are you ill?’


‘Not that I’m aware of. Anyway, all in good time, Maxwell. And I think that from now on, in informal settings, we should use Christian names.’ I knew I would never be at ease doing that.


We act as though our motives and even those of others were known to us. Beyond the most superficial and immediate level I have never understood why I have done or not done things: I wanted something or did not want something, or I was afraid, or I did not want to think about whatever was at issue. Carson, I then believed, would have acted on the oracle’s instruction: know thyself. But perhaps he was drawn to weakness and failure anyway. Or perhaps I really was the only resource to hand at Blake’s.




THREE


It was in the natural order of things that after my job interview at Blake’s I had gone round to the Narwhal at six o’clock. I rang Smallbone. He joined me at the bar.


‘So what are we drinking to?’ he said, easing himself on to the stool.


‘Success, so huge and wholly farcical.’ I indicated the pint that awaited him.


‘Who is she?’


‘It’s not that. You have two more guesses before the floor opens and delivers you to the piranhas.’


‘Gammon’s died.’


‘He was still alive earlier on.’


‘So you’ve seen him.’


‘And Carson, and Brand, and the governors.’


‘You mad twat.’


‘I thank you, my friend. Drink, drink! Nunc est bibendum.’


Smallbone took a leisurely swallow. ‘So you’re back in. The iron lid has slammed shut.’


‘As of lunchtime. I start in September. History, plus running the library.’


‘I didn’t know there was a library. They never let on.’


‘I can tell you’re delighted for me.’


‘As I said: you mad twat. You’re only just out of the place.’ He shook his head. ‘I thought you were going to be over the hills and far away. Someone the rest of us could envy in our parochial torpor.’


‘Events, dear boy. Events.’


‘Is that what you’re calling her? I hope she was worth it.’


‘Don’t spoil it, Bone. At least I’ve got a job.’ Small depth charges of horror continued to explode internally when the subject came up. I couldn’t believe it myself. I needed many years to have passed.


‘It’s a job at Blake’s, Maxwell. You know what happens to the ones who go back. They grow pale, they dry out, they disappear like chalk off a board, like paint off a touchline.’


‘Very eloquent. You speak as one who works in his mother’s stamp shop three hundred yards from the school.’


‘Think of Pownall. Think of Spurrier. What are they now? Husks, man, husks.’


‘I’m not like them, though, am I? I’m me.’


‘Well, of course you say that now. But I see the paleness taking hold while you loiter here. Drink up.’ He tapped a coin on the ashtray.


‘It’s a start, Bone.’


‘No, it’s the end, beautiful friend, the end.’ Smallbone began to sing in a grim impersonation of Jim Morrison’s baritone.


‘Gentlemen,’ said Stan Pitt. The landlord, the last known wearer of brilliantine in England, appeared from behind the partition in his best black suit, polishing his gold Albert watch with a blinding handkerchief. His were the photographs: he could be seen in bouts with Bruce Woodcock and Brian London. He had contended, then retired to his pub, bloodied but unbowed and still more than a match for anyone who came through the doors.


‘Well, Stan,’ I said, ‘the hunter is home from the hill,’ which was not, on reflection, an especially apt or encouraging quotation.


‘So I see, Mr Maxwell. And in the mood to celebrate, it seems.’


‘A pint for my ruined friend,’ said Smallbone. ‘And one for me.’


‘Back at Blake’s, then?’ said Stan, as he stooped at the beer-pull. He straightened up and winked.


‘So it would appear,’ I said. ‘For the moment.’


‘You can keep an eye on your friend Mr Smallbone, then. He’s falling into bad ways. Trying to, at any rate. Or have I to tell my friend Jack Risman and have him put you to rights? That’ll be three and fourpence.’ I gave Stan the money and he disappeared again.


‘How did he know?’ I asked.


Smallbone made a face. ‘You fail to understand. Just because the Narwhal is outside the school grounds doesn’t mean it’s not Blake’s. It’s an outpost, a forward position. Blake’s is everywhere, man.’


‘I’ve done it now, haven’t I?’


‘Difficult to disagree with that assessment. Let’s have another one here. Then we’ll go and find some mucky women. They’ve been wondering what happened to you.’


‘I’ve been wondering that myself.’




FOUR


And now it was October, and I was back in the belly of beast. It was almost as though I’d never been away. The place was second nature to me, and my first nature was nowhere to be found. The school day ended. Once again I had pulled off the trick of seeming to know what I was doing.
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