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 INFURIATED INVIGILATOR

Br. Br. . . Br. Br. . . Br.  Br…    “Yes, Music room here.” 

“Could you possibly turn down that noise?”

“That what?”

“The volume of that noise, please, there’s an exam on.”

“Exam on what?”

“Exam on Literature in the Library; the pupils can’t even hear themselves think because of that racket coming from the Music Room.”

“But it’s not a racket, it’s a first-rate noise by Bruckner.”

“What a bruckner is I have no idea, but can you kindly turn it down.”  The indignant voice turned up its own volume in an effort to be heard.  “The pupils cannot concentrate!”

“Can’t corroborate?” asked the Music Master. “I should hope not in an exam.  Isn’t the word ‘collude,’ anyway?”

“ACH!” and the phone slammed down.

A few seconds later a pair of irate looking glasses peered through the glass doors of the Music Room, and behind them peered a harassed-looking invigilator whose job it was to stay put in the Library, the room next-door to the Music Room, until the entire examination had been written under his eagle eye, or both of them.  He made bold to push one of the Music Room doors open, and to follow his glasses into the room so that his mouth could be seen, but not heard, mouthing some desperate objection to the so-called “racket” that the Music Master was trying to force his class to enjoy, while some were visibly writhing in agony.

To give the Music Master his due for making the effort, he strode towards the objecting invigilator, having momentarily laid down the half-piece of chalk with which he had been scrawling some priceless Brucknerian information on the blackboard, leaving the other half-piece on the grooved wooden ledge in readiness for the next lecture, and left his class of music-absorbers to absorb what they could of the famous Eighth Symphony, unaided and on their own.  Bruckner would have been proud of them.

In those few seconds of being stridden towards, the exasperated expression on the face of the invigilator intensified to an anguished desperation, and the Music Master, alias Master of Mischief, at once directed him towards the staff toilets.

“Up the main stairway and next the Staff Room”, he politely advised. 

The Invigilator, absent without leave, began to shout.  “Can you PLEASE”, he pleaded, “turn it DOWN!”

“Wait a minute,  Bruckner is just coming to one of his grand climaxes; wait there a mo till I turn it UP!”

So up went the volume, and Bruckner bowed with an approving smile, or would have done had he not bowed out many decades ago, whether smiling or not, is not recorded, as was his Eighth Symphony. “Is that loud enough for your concentrating candidates ?”

“No, no, turn it DOWN, not up, for heaven’s sake!” And the Music Master, who knew all along exactly what the invigilator had been trying to insist upon, duly took the wind from the sails of that long-winded Austrian composer so that the crashing climax with its lengthy build-up passed-by virtually unnoticed, and a rather less perplexed, more pacified invigilator hastened back along the corridor to keep an eye on his pupils in the library.

Meanwhile, the Headmaster, who happened to be patrolling down that same corridor at the same time, scratched his head in disbelief that the Invigilator should have dared to desert his examination-bound pupils, and later made discreet enquiries exactly as to why. The exam over, the Invigilator had been summoned to stand on the mat of the Headmaster’s room.

“Mr. Mulvaney, may I just ask how you managed to walk out on those examinees without so much as a  ‘by-your-leave’  from my office?  I could have stood in for you if you had to go.”

“Well, I did try to phone the Music Room, Mr Morris, but all the Music master did was to turn the volume up instead of down.”

Now Mr Morris, a man with very straight blond hair, and a very straight bland stare, had a head which housed a highly astute intellect, all enclosed within a smallish skull. This rose to a rather pronounced point at the summit, as if he were a piece of Gothic architecture. The expression of perplexed puzzlement which periodically passed over that countenance now turned to despair. Quite unable to proceed with such a fruitless enquiry, he sighed audibly, and said, “Thank you , Mr Mulvaney, I won‘t detain you. No doubt you‘ll be turning up as usual tomorrow, at the usual time, but please make sure your presence pervades the Library throughout the entire progress of the examination.”

“Naturally, Mr Morris, but please request your Music Master to make a little less noise when an examination is taking place.”  Mr Mulvaney bowed himself out.

A Headmaster’s lot is rarely an easy one.  He had heard no unduly excessive noise coming from the Music Room at the precise time when he had been passing down the corridor, as by then the normal volume of the music on the stereo had been turned down, more condescendingly than obediently. The private opinion that had been forming itself in his mind that old Mr Mulvaney was ‘past it’, a doddery old fogy, was now confirming itself beyond doubt.

“I must have a word with that whistling musician all the same,” he muttered as the door closed gently at the turn of its handle by the retreating Mr Mulvaney, one of Her Majesty’s Invigilators, who appeared now to be sloping off, hat on head, in the direction of his nearby lodgings.  The school had by now emptied itself of pupils and teachers alike and was now being invaded by a smallish army of ladies in different degrees of elegance, and of expertise with mops and buckets.  One teacher stayed on after hours.

He, the Art Teacher, one Mr Dempsey, whose Art Room was situated next to the Library, was preparing the setting-out of a series of objects in readiness for them being drawn and painted by those taking the Art examination upon the next morning. This particular exercise was  known as ‘object-drawing’, and resulted in efforts known as ‘still-life’.  There were four groups of such objects in all, and five pupils were to be seated in front of each.

“Where the heck has that envelope gone?” he asked himself once he had distributed the objects amongst the groups, all ready for being laid out correctly. He feverishly searched around for it, but it was nowhere to be seen.

That vital buff-coloured envelope contained confidential and precise instructions as issued by J.E.B.  (Joint Examination Board). It had been entrusted to Mr Dempsey alone, and he had planked it on the work-table just inside the swing glass doors of his Art Room, and he knew perfectly well where he had planked it, but as cold-sweat broke out, he began to panic. The envelope had contained a diagram showing precisely what objects were to be placed where, and, although these objects had all been gathered together on the evening before, and in strictest secrecy, no pupil was permitted to learn of their identity.

“Heavens !” he thought, “Some sly pupil has popped in when I was busy behind that object-stand at the back of the room. I thought I heard the door creak, but I assumed it must have been one of the cleaners, so paid no attention. What do I do?” And Mr Desmond Dempsey, once he had given up on his umpteenth attempt at hunting around for the envelope, locked the door behind him, and hastened upstairs in the direction of the Headmaster’s office.

“Mr Morris, Mr Morris!” he shouted at the Headmaster who was now racing at speed towards the staff refreshment-room on the other side of the grassy lawn. For headmasters are human, and need freedom from time to time from their almost day-long spells of incarceration within their administrative offices. This one was no exception, apart from the fact that he was seldom to be seen walking at a normal pace, but rather running at a rate difficult for most of the rest of the human race to keep up with.

“Mr Morris, the envelope,” pleaded Desmond, but the Headmaster neither knew nor wanted to know what that particular fuss was all about. At that time of day, the attitude he assumed was, “Sort out your own problems, man.” But he did manage to perceive an element of urgency in the expostulations of the exasperated Art Master and, on arrival at the staff refreshment-room, the problem was unfolded to him, and a rather worried-sounding conversation ensued.

“You’ve looked everywhere? You’ve checked all your movements? You are sure you left it on that table?  You saw no one else creeping in to the room?   It couldn’t have been one of the cleaners, could it?”

“What would they have wanted with an J.E.B. Instruction? What if one of the pupils nicked in and pinched it so that he could see what the exam was all about the next day, because the papers for the written exam were inside that envelope too? Dammit, we need those Paper-2s for tomorrow afternoon!  Ugh!”

“It would seem we’re in the soup over this,” moaned Mr Morris, and once a cup of tea was downed by each, and half a currant bun by one of them, he said, “Come on; let’s have another look.”

But first, the Deputy Headmaster, dipping into a different cup of tea at the other end of the canteen, was beckoned  into the confidential conversation, and willingly agreed to join in the search. Sure enough, once the Art Room had admitted the three, the buff envelope was as absent as ever, and the feverish search resumed itself at three times its original intensity as by Mr Dempsey alone. All three, after fifteen fruitless minutes, held up bands in despair, and asked one another, “What now ?”

Art Room locked again. Headmaster’s office re-opened. Three-power conference resumes.   Suggestions bandied about. Worried mutterings about having to inform the J.E.B.  Headquarters  in London. Too late tonight. Exam will have to be cancelled.  School will be in trouble. Meeting breaks up in despair. Art master ambles back down to Art Room before leaving; he has to pin a notice on the door to say that the all-important examination has had to be cancelled “due to unforseen circumstances”.  The other two stroll down with him still agonising over what possibly could have taken place and what possible action remains to be taken.

Click, click. Mr Dempsey unlocks the door, and the three men enter, close on one another’s heels.

“WHAT !!!  THERE IT IS!”.  The envelope was lying on the table exactly where it had been left in the first place. All three pairs of eyes and all three mouths opened wide in disbelief.

Now, those three men, though tired at the end of a day’s teaching, though worried beyond endurance at this uncanny situation, which they all had witnessed, had at least one thing in common: - they were intelligent persons.  As such, they were not to be easily deceived by some trumped-up hallucination. They knew what they had not seen, and then what they had seen, and they knew that they each held an inescapable responsibility to take some action or other.  Back in the Headmaster’s office, the conference continued in secret session.

“We must assume that some pupil had a copy of the key. Could it have been young Eaves?  He’s one of your Art pupils, and looks a bit of a dodgy character,” said the Headmaster. “He lives nearby.”

“No, no, we don’t give out keys like that. Young Eaves is O.K. and even though he wants to pass that Art exam, he’s not so daft as to have pinched the papers. Besides, if he’d replaced them when we were back up in this office, he’d have been seen by one of the moppers-up,” said the Art Master.

“Shall we get the moppers-up together, and ask then if they had seen a pupil sneaking in?   Try Mrs Bradshaw who does that corridor down there,” suggested the Deputy.

“Good idea, maybe, but I’ve just seen them all slope off. It’s five-past-five, and they don’t stay a minute after the hour.”

“O.K. Some pupil or other must have seen the exam-papers, and will have shown them to others before he crept back and replaced them.  We’ll have to inform the H.E.B. of course, as to what’s happened,” summed up the Headmaster gloomily.

“Oh no, we won’t!” retorted the Deputy. “What their eyes have not seen their hard hearts won’t be grieving over. Keep the thing within these four walls and forget the scruples for once. The school will get a worse name than it’s got already. What’s the point?” - and he spoke with an affirmation that no one dared dispute. The meeting broke up in a tone of sullen resignation.

Mr Dempsey returned to the Art Room to finish his preparations, and on the next day, the Art exam took place exactly as planned.

Another of Her Majesty’s Invigilators had appeared on the scene that morning, quite a different character from the doddery old Mr Mulvaney who had shuffled back into the Library in readiness for an English exam to begin, and was already giving out question-papers.  By contrast, consigned to the Art Room, Mr Brewster was tall, slim, with sleek black hair brushed back, and a brusquely business-like attitude exuding from his general demeanour. He was obviously quite the wrong person to confide in about the mysteriously missing envelope that had just as mysteriously turned up again. In any case, Mr Dempsey had agreed that the whole affair be kept in complete and constant confidentiality.

But that did not prevent him from making mental enquiries around the periphery of that mystery.  His curiosity had been aroused, and, as the pupils sat down quietly to observe the objects they were about to replicate on paper, he began to observe those pupils one by one, having passed the buff envelope to Mr Brewster who had consequently passed copies of Paper-l to the examinee ​pupils. Paper-2 stayed concealed inside the envelope  in readiness for that afternoon, and Mr Dempsey advised, “It would be better if you kept hold of that, if you don’t mind, Mr Brewster.”

It felt unusual for the Art Teacher not to be in charge of his class. In the course of the seven years that he had come to know the character of each individual examinee, he had always been on talking terms, instructing, responding to questions, advising on the techniques of drawing and painting, imparting the basic histories of Art and Architecture, commenting upon their work, even getting to know their parents who would arrive in swarms on arranged evenings.  But now he was a man apart, non-communicado, and for once felt some free time on his hands. The Invigilator was very much in charge.  ‘EXAM IN PROGRESS’ said the note that Mr Dempsey had displayed on the glass doors. No one dare enter.

“Why had the Headmaster singled out young Charlie Eaves as a possible suspect?” asked Desmond Dempsey of himself. “There he is, sitting in an attitude of absolute innocence, concentrating hard on the task in front of him. How could he have got hold of a key? . . A key? . . A key, by Jove! Ah, of course! His Dad’s got an ironmongery business in town!  That’s it!  Come to think of it, away back in the second form (he’s now in the sixth) he said to me, ‘If you ever want a key cut’…  And yes, I did give him a key for this very Art Room.  At that time I’d pulled a muscle in my left leg and could hardly walk for weeks. That’s when I gave him my key, and he brought it back with a copy and a slip of paper with the price on it.  Supposing the sly devil got two keys cut, and kept one for himself?  He’s had it for four years.  Maybe the Headmaster’s right after all?”

On and on went the exam, and Desmond’s thoughts.

“I needed a second key at that time, because I’d forgotten to lock the Art Room one dinner hour when I was having my usual siesta in the store behind. The same key did for the store, and I habitually lay on the floor with a pillow of polystyrene ​globules under my head. It was HE right enough, young Charlie Eaves, who once crept in to the Art Room and then to the store where he got the shock of his life. He thought I was DEAD! and drew back with an audible intake of breath. ‘Eee, wot are you doing thirr, Sorr ?’  I told him I’d been fast asleep, and didn’t realise that I hadn’t locked the door. That’s why I wanted another key, so that if I forgot to lock one door, I’d lock the other. Safe siestas from then on. I still don’t know why young Eaves dropped in; - eaves-dropping I suppose, and still at it!”

Free time allowed Desmond Dempsey to make an exit from his usual habitat. So, having first asked Mr Brewster if there was anything that he needed, and having received the polite answer NO, he wandered along the corridor to see if the Music Master was free to compare notes, being an acknowledged expert on keys and matters of staff significance. He had just finished one of his Music Appreciation classes, but had kept the volume unusually low, or the Headmaster would have been on the prowl again, or old Mr Mulvaney on the shuffle. The class was quietly crocodiling its way along that corridor of silence, and the Music Master was strenuously restraining his usual inadvertent whistling of Bach, of Mozart, of Scottish folk-songs, or whatever took his fancy.

“By the way, Steve, does this Art Room key fit your Music Room door by any chance?” said Desmond Dempsey.

“What’s that got to do with you, Des.?  Are you intending to raid the cupboard that contains my secret, - my wee bottle o’ Scotch, because you wouldn’t he interested in the books, the instruments, or the gramophone records, would you, - or the odd French horn ?”

“Don’t be daft, Steve, I just wanted to ask you what you thought of young Charlie Eaves.  He’s along there doing his final A-level Art exam, and his Dad’s a locksmith, you see.”

“And where’s the connection?  Do you ken the difference between am elephant and a post-box ?” joked Stephen Stewart who would emphasise his lowland-Scots accent whether leg-pulling or angry.

“No.” said Desmond.

“Well then, I widnae like to send you to post a letter!”

“Ah, ha! very funny.  No, I was asking about young Eaves, you know, Charlie Eaves, the Ironmonger’s son.”

“Ah yes, d’ye know. Co-incidences are an amazing thing. I was just thinking about him myself.  The other day some new records arrived from that postal-club in London, - the usual recordings that no one else wants because they are out-of-date, or of poor quality, or something.  But there was ONE that caught my fancy. And young Charlie Eaves was with me when I said, ‘Hah, old Cesar Franck! Haven’t heard him for years.’ I wondered what the Sixth-form would think of his one-and-only Symphony, - a noble pile of musical architecture indeed! Charlie said ‘try it’.”

“I suppose he was French?”

“No no, Charlie Eaves is English beyond a doubt, - Lancashire.”

“I mean Cesar Franck, you idiot!”

“Oh him! I think he was Belgian actually, but yes, he did live in France for most of his natural, and would have passed as a Parisian, as he got fixed up with a job in Paris. Teaching, composing,  and playing the organ at St Clothilde there. But, anyway, that afternoon that big symphony was blaring away triumphantly, when all of a sudden young Charlie Eaves, usually quiet in class, began getting all excited, waved his left arm in the air, and shouted out to me, above the music, ‘Sah! Sah!’ ”

“Or as you would say, Steve, ‘Surr. Surr!’ but carry on. He was waving his left arm around.  What about his right arm ?”

“Oh, at one end of it was his right paw, and in his right paw was a smallish book on, - guess what, - not Music, but Psychology of all things. Charlie was pointing excitedly to a page entitled ‘The Experience of Listening to Symphonic Music’.”

“Well, he always did let his attentions wander on to some other topic, - butterfly mind he had,” observed Desmond, “and seldom in the right place at the right time.”

“Maybe he was in the very right place on the very right page, because the text went something like this : ‘Supposing a class of people were listening to, say, a performance of Cesar Franck’s Symphony, there would be a great variety of different reactions. Some would be enthralled, some would be bored, others would resort to reading some book on Psychology and so on.  Now why in the name of co-incidence should Charlie have been reading that very book at that very time, - the only time I had ever presented that very Symphony to any of my music classes, and on the very day that our only record of it had arrived?       Not a Mozart, Beethoven, Schubert, Brahms, Haydn, Vaughan-Williams, or Tchaikowski Symphony, but Cesar Franck’s one and only! Strange indeed, if not weird! Now, how do you explain such a co​incidence? And that one’s an historic fact, not a myth!”

“Oh, you’re always on about co-incidences! Your whole life seems to co-incide with them.  My explanation of such phenomena is that they are all due to no more than co-incidence.  Talking of which, by co-incidence, does this key of mine fit this door of yours, or not?  Let’s see.”- Clunk, crr. – “Yes it does!”

“I think that all the doors in this corridor fit the same key,” said Stephen.

“You mean that the same key fits all the doors in this corridor?” corrected Desmond.  “That may be the key to the mystery.  Let’s see if it fits the Library door too.”

“No the noo,” advised Stephen, “the English exam’s still going on.”

“And what mystery do you mean anyway?”

“Aha! I’m under a vow of silence on that one, and silent shall I stay,” assured the Art Teacher, as the puzzled Music Master made his way towards the Staff-Room on the upper floor.

But  Desmond  Dempsey’s  growing  suspicions  on  budding  artist Charles Eaves were making noises inside his skull, and he dearly desired to find the missing piece that would fit into his mental jig-saw puzzle. Dinner-hour arrived. Art Exam Part-1 had taken place.   Objects which had served as subjects for pupils to portray on paper recognisably were being put away in various Art-Room cupboards of indescribables, and apples left over from the still-life groups were being distributed amongst the candidates.

Desmond Dempsey locked the Art-Room door, then his store-door, assumed an horizontal position of repose upon his habitual rolled-out sleeping-bag plus polystyrene pillow, and fell fast asleep. In this manner, as he had discovered, he could face his afternoon pupils with as much courage as they would face him.

How wonderful would it be to relate that, upon awakening, Desmond had discovered that missing part of the puzzle. But he awoke as puzzled as ever, and the only dream of any relevance of which he had been sleepily aware was of old Mr Mulvaney the Invigilator standing at the door of the Library trying to unlock it with the key that had been lent to him for that purpose. That dream almost came true. Desmond, by now wide-awake, had rolled away his sleeping-bag, stowed his pillow, helped himself to a mug of tea thanks to his little electric water-boiler and a tea-bag, had woofed down a mutton-pie accompanied by a couple of tomatoes, had combed his hair to look respectable, and was now making his way out of the Art-Room-store into the Art Room itself.

Quite by co-incidence, someone was simultaneously unlocking the main Art-Room door from the corridor, but it was not Charles Eaves. Instead it was a doddery absent-minded old man who had mistaken the Art Room for the Library. On entering, he stared at Desmond Dempsey, and said, “Eoh! I think I’ve come to the wrong room!  Funny, I did the same thing yesterday, and picked up the wrong exam-envelope.  Good thing I brought it back in time!”
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