15   STORMY SUMMIT CONFERENCE

Term does not just begin in September when everyone has happily arrived back from this holiday or that, or from a school-camp, or had been left back home to agonise his parents, or terrorise the town.  The chiefs-of-staff are back just after mid-August to come to terms with the terrors of the term-to-come.  Mr Morris the Headmaster was already well-installed in his throne of authority, and had summoned to his presence those two highly esteemed and indispensable Deputies, (boys) and (girls), for that vital pre-​term conference. He was doing his best, as usual, to keep calm, for stormy weather had already hit the heat of high controversy.

“Well, if the School wants reforming,” said Miss Stephanie Settle freshly  emerged  from  being  brain-washed  about  Benedictine idealism, “we can reform it from within.  From what I’ve seen and learnt in my travels this summer, re-formation is just fine, but Reformation is just diabolic.  It must be done from WITHIN!”

“What on earth are you on about?” said Mr Donald Dobson looking utterly puzzled.  “I know we’re due for a general inspection this year from H.M.I’s big-bugs, if that’s what you mean by ‘Reformers,’ and they’ll suggest some changes all right. But apart from the fact that we’ve got that Maths-master wanting a huge increase in salary, and that useless Science-master of ours wanting a Headship, and that sixth-form pupil who’s been sleeping around with one of our teachers, and a first-form pupil had up for burglary, the school’s fine, - well almost, - well maybe not!”

“Corruption is gripping the school,” declared the Headmaster gravely, and it’s all due to greed, and power, and lust, and dishonesty in our midst, perhaps I would agree that we do stand in need of that re-formation you are referring to, Miss Settle.”

“Indeed we do,” agreed Mr Dobson getting hot under the collar. “The Art-master’s crazy, and the Music-master’s off his rocker, and as for the History and Geography master.”. .

“Now, wait a minute; watch what you’re saying, Mr Deputy Head (boys), I went off with all three this summer, quite accidentally you might say, and they’re not so daft as you seem to imagine. All three of them taught our boys and girls some most valuable lessons, historical, architectural, and musical, not to mention the arts of looking after themselves and learning about safety in boats and up hills.  It was all an eye-opener to me, and in any case, you shouldn’t be saying unjust things behind their backs.”

“Well, we’ll be saying things to the faces of some of them soon. The School will soon be riddled with corruption if things go any further, what with that young sixth-former Charles Eaves sleeping around with our young Languages-teacher! Heavens! What next? And, by the way, if the School Nurse hadn’t handed in her resignation, we were going to hand one out to her.  Paul Blackburn’s parents tried to sue her for negligence, as he died under her supposed care!  We know just why she was suffering from morning-sickness, and we know just who would have caused it. We don’t get a sixth-former locking himself into the first-aid room for no reason, and than coming out looking shamefaced adjusting his trousers on the way out, do we? I tell you one thing, he’s not getting into the upper-sixth as he threatened to do, - dodgy character that he is!”

“Mr Dobson!” said Miss Settle, turning from pink to intense crimson, “Aren’t you making some very weird assumptions? You told me all about that just before term broke up, and I really think you ought to check your facts before making such unjust innuendos. I was quite put off that young man by what you said, and when I got to know him a bit better during that holiday, my opinions began to change. Why don’t you get some more informed evidence lined up, and at least let the lad speak for himself?”

“You seem to have changed your opinions about quite a lot of things, haven’t you?  And only last term you were all in agreement with me, weren’t you?” said a grim-faced Mr Dobson.

“Now, do let’s restore some reasonable tranquillity into this friendly chat of ours,” pleaded the perplexed Headmaster. “We’ve got lots of other things to plan out, time-tables, discipline policies and so on.  I’ll be meeting the departmental heads next week.  Let’s take things easy, and proceed a bit more calmly.”

Things proceeded more calmly by the Headmaster’s insistence that his colleagues concentrate on non-controversial issues of which there were enough to keep them non-arguing for another hour or so.  The only interruption was a polite knock on the door by the Reverend Rector who, invited in, gave a genial handshake to each of the three in turn, as he expressed the wish that all had enjoyed a good holiday, and that the Headmaster’s right leg was enjoying its new-found freedom from its plaster-clad encasing.

“Thank you so much,” replied Mr Morris, “but it was not my right leg actually, but my left leg, and it’s all right now.”

“Oh sorry, Mr Morris, it was the left leg I meant.”

“No, not the left ligament, but the left fibula.”

“Oh well, sorry for the misunderstanding, but I should inform you that there is a sixth-former waiting outside to see you when you’re free, Mr Morris. He’s been waiting for the past half-hour, - such a nice polite lad. I had a brief chat with him, and he said that he had quite unexpectedly bumped into you in Scotland, not too violently I hope.  Is that what did for your leg?”

“Well he can jolly well wait,” said Mr Donald Dobson, Deputy-Head (boys). “He never seems to have waited very long to have caused havoc amongst our staff.  First of all he began with the School Nurse, now off as an expectant mother, and then, not satisfied with that, he whipped a young and innocent languages-teacher off with him on an illicit holiday, and” . . .

“Enough!” interrupted the Headmaster firmly. “We have already agreed on our agenda proceeding without controversy.”

“Pronounced ‘controversy,’corrected Stephanie.”

“A controversial point,” said the Headmaster in his usual way of kindly compromise.

“Exactly!” said Stephanie. “You’ve got the accent on the right syllable at last.”

“Oh, for heaven’s sake, keep the conversation relevant. We’d just started our controversy on caps.  Let’s get on .” said Mr Dobson.

“What’s your opinion on sixth-formers having to wear school caps, Reverend Rector? We were talking about keeping them only for the fifth-formers downwards.”

“Oh, I quite agree. Most of those great big lads keep them folded up in their pockets, and bring them out for covering their heads once in sight of the teacher-on-duty at the school gates.  Absurd! These chaps are grown men, old enough to be fathers!”

“And are!” said Mr Dobson, in an aggressive tone of realism.

“You know, we’ve got to move with the times,” continued the Rector, “I can foresee the time when us fellows in holy orders won’t have to go about in these outmoded black garments of ours.”

“Funny you should say that,” said the Headmaster, “Only the other day, Reverend Mother Margaret was talking to me about how absurd it was for nuns in this twentieth century still to be wearing those totally impractical drawbacks to normal inter- . .”

“Inter-communication with others, I think is the word you’re looking for, Mr Morris.” suggested Stephanie.

“Not only that, but, err, well, don’t forget that young Charles Eaves is awaiting your attention out there.  I must get back to my bureau to sort out my affairs, and let you get on with yours,” said the Rector with a smile, and bowed himself out.

“I'll see to that character all right,” said Mr Dobson with a meaningful grimace, and the meeting drew on to an eventual conclusion. “If you’ll excuse me now, I’m in a bit of a hurry.”… Exit Mr Dobson.

“Well! And what are you doing here, young Eaves, days before term begins, at least for others?” demanded Mr Dobson, on emerging from the Headmaster’s study to the entrance hall.

“I want to see the Headmaster, please, and it’s about this letter,” said Charles as he waved it about in a way that displayed an evident displeasure.

“Well the Headmaster may be free in a few minutes.  He has a lot on his plate, and you’ll just have to be patient.”

Mr Dobson strode off in the direction of the swing-doors, and as one door swung outwards to offer him an exit,  another swung inwards to offer an entrance to . . . guess whom?

“Ah, Stephen.” exclaimed Charles, as his face lit up from deep indignation to palpable pleasure.

“Ssshh!” said Stephen,  finger to lips,  “It’s got to be ‘Mr Stewart’ from now on in this place.  We are back at school now, in case you hadn’t noticed, and term’s about to start.  What’s the problem anyway?”

“It’s about this letter. I got it this morning, and it tells me I’ve not to get back to the Upper-Sixth, and I haven’t a clue as to why.  I’m demanding an explanation.”  And again Charles waved the letter about in a mood of resolute determination.

“Right then; all the best, and let’s know how you get on.  I need you back as leader of our brass-band, and if you require any support in whatever it’s all about, I’ll be down in the Music-room for the next half-hour or so.”  And off went Mr Stewart.

“Next  please,”  said  Miss  Settle  as  she  emerged  from  the Headmaster’s room. “Might have known it was you,” she said as she set eyes upon Charles in a rather less unfriendly way than was her former wont.  In he went.

Now, of what the ensuing conversation consisted no one shall ever know, as it was entirely confidential and would be kept that way. But Charles had apparently been advised to see a consultant-specialist, and the consultant was to be none other than the eminent Mr Donald Dobson, Deputy Head (boys).

Mr Dobson  had  meanwhile  re-entered  the  building,  and  made straight for the Staff-Room with the intention of pinning up an intimation or two on the notice-board,  one of which bore the brief revelation that a certain pupil of the Lower-Sixth would not be coming back to the school to join the Upper-Sixth.  He caught inevitable sight of the young man he had been maligning for months, and, needless to say, regarded him with an expression of contemptuous disapprobation.

Undeterred by Mr Dobson’s evident evasiveness, straight into the Staff-Room strode Charles  with the  resolute determination of talking  seriously  there  and  then  to  Mr  Dobson  despite  the latter’s protestations of being too busy with important matters.

“I’m  sorry,  Sir,  but  I  have  been  asked  by  Mr  Morris  the Headmaster to speak to you, and I think you know what I must talk to you about.” So saying, Charles, legs parted at an aggressive angle, took up a position between Mr Dobson and the door.

Mr Dobson felt rather taken aback at that attitude of persuasive insolence, unusual from pupil to teacher, but, retaining yet a modicum of a ‘let’s at least listen to the lad’ philosophy, he grunted, “All right, let's have your spiel.”

Charles was obviously angry, firstly from the contents of the letter, secondly from having had to wait for half-an-hour to see the Headmaster, and thirdly from perceiving Mr Dobson’s disdain at the apparent problem of presenting his case to the specialist-consultant as prescribed by Mr Morris.  But he was bade to sit down, and the two began to converse in tones remarkably low for such an occasion.  Mr Dobson was now making his accusations one by one, and face to face at last, and Charles was as emphatic in  delivering his defenses.

“No, I didn’t take Miss Jones off on holiday with me.  We met quite by chance over at Sandbeach-on-Sea, and she told me that she had been intending to go up to Scotland, but had been taken ill.  I told her that I’d love to go up to Scotland too, and she said that I could come along with her if I liked. She was feeling better, and said there was a spare seat in her small jalopy.”

“And a spare bed in the bed-and-breakfast, I understand?” said Mr Dobson accusingly.

Charles turned red with rage.  “Three spare beds actually, one for her, and one for me, all the time we were there, and a third one for Mr Stewart for one night.”

“You mean a three-some?”enquired Mr Dobson.

“If you call three separately occupied beds a three-some, yes. Same as the Scandinavian Youth-Hostels, - no silly segregation!”

“You mean that the sheets were inviolate?”

“Yes, the sheets were in violet if you must know, light lilac as far as I can remember, and the pillows were purple, - I suppose because white ones show up the dirt - but I don’t see what the colour has to do with it,” replied Charles getting angrier by the minute.  “And if you want a witness to the situation, all you have to do is to have a word with Stephen; he’s down at the Music-Room right now.”

“Mr Stewart to you! And why did you not hire two separate rooms at the B & B?” asked the slightly puzzled inquisitor.

“If you had to chose between one room with three beds, and no room at all, Mr Dobson, what would you have done, sleep in that tiny car overnight? The place was all booked up with tourists, and, besides, two single rooms would have cost twice as much!”

“Well O.K., I’ll let that one go, young man, but I must point out that it did look most improper for one sixth-former to be cavorting around with one teacher of French and German. You never know what people might say.  Think of the school’s reputation!”

“School’s reputation away up in Scotland where they’d never heard of this joint, - sorry, - place! If you'd seen the tricks that Stephanie Settle, sorry, Miss Settle got up to, you’d” . . .

“Eh, that’ll be quite enough, now! As to the other matter..”…

“What other matter?” demanded Charles sounding more than a little triumphant at Mr Dobson’s momentary defeat.

“That little matter of Mrs Devereux now being in the family-way. Fancy taking advantage of a widow!”

“But what the heck has that got to do with me?” said Charles now sounding more exasperated than ever.  “In the first place, she’s not a widow at all.  That’s what people call her as a joke; her husband’s at sea much of the time, catching supplies for most of the fish-shops in Yorkshire.   I happen to live just nearby that family, and we all had a friendly chat together, some time last June I think, when he was ashore for a couple of weeks.”

“And does that excuse you from locking the door of the First-Aid Room that day in June when I couldn’t get in for a plaster for my cut finger? I was kept waiting for at least five minutes.”

“Oh, I’m so sorry you were kept waiting,  but my father is a locksmith,” replied Charles to Mr Dobson’s increased confusion.

“And what’s that got to do with it in heaven’s name?”

“Well it makes me rather security-conscious,” said Charles, I didn’t want any Tom, Dick, or Harry wandering in to get a cut-finger attended to, especially when I was getting something rather private done to me.”

“Like what? I’m sure you were!” demanded Mr Dobson getting as irate as Charles was getting exasperated at his innuendoes.

“You ask Mr Stewart.  It was him that sent me there in the first place.  Just ask him.”

“It was ‘he who’ sent you to Mrs Devereux in the first place,” corrected Mr Dobson. “What next?  And what for, precisely?”

A knock on the Staff-Room door heralded the timely arrival of Mr Stewart who popped in on the pretext of needing to know what was newly on the notice-board. But he was intercepted by Mr Dobson before he had a chance of setting eyes upon it.

“What exactly was the meaning of your having sent this young man up to the School Infirmarian during lesson-time last June, if you don’t mind me asking, Mr Stewart?”

“- And if I remember that far back,” said Mr Stewart in surprise, and he turned to Charles in quest of some suitable reminder.

Charles made a pointed digital gesture in the direction of his left posterior cheek. This resulted in the desired effect of re-​awakening Mr Stewart's lapsed powers of recollection.

“Well if you had seen a pupil trying to blow through his cornet while perched on a single cheek of his backside suffering agonies from a boil about to burst on the other one, where would you have sent him, - to the Chemistry-Laboratory for analysis?”

A great deal of buzzing about was keeping the school busy indeed at that period-free pre-term period.  The Deputy-Head (boys) became busily engaged in the task of tearing off a notice from the Staff-Room notice-board unnoticed, then, in the humility of utter defeat, buzzed-off to make a bee-line for Miss Settle who merely retorted, “I  told you so.” The Headmaster was busy writing a note of apology to Charles Eaves. The Rector was busy undoing a bulky parcel which he had been asked to collect from the central Police Station, and was tearing off the label which read, ‘Stolen Property Returned.’

At that moment, Henry Hollingworth co-incidentally arrived on the scene to chat with the Rector on how the camp had gone that he and his colleagues had organised.  Reverend David listened with much interest, and asked how he had managed minus the hike-tent that he had just relieved of its wrappings.

“Goodness gracious! That’s tent no.7, - the one we didn’t take, as the six others were enough, and space was limited.  But how on earth did it manage to escape from our store down in the cellar? It was securely locked before we left.”

“They explained down at the Police Station that the thief had squeezed through a minute disused coal-hatch from which the cover had been forced off.  Only a very tiny person could possibly have got in that way.   They gave me his name as one who, while you were all away in Scotland, had made it his business to break into this place and that in the town,  - all at the behest of his ‘boss’ who was at least ten years older and ten stone fatter.  He had become a sort-of human tool for the professional.   I’ve forgotten his name,  by the way,  but I’m told that he loved camping, and had been at this very school as a first-former.”

Henry thought for a while, and kept murmuring, “Surely not! Surely not! - The poor little lad who never turned up, and we’d raised a fund so that he could come camping with us.  Poor young devil!  Will Sidney Sharpe be coming back to Form-two next week?”

“Nay, not so!” said the Rector sadly. “He will be behind high security fences for some time at Grizzleigh Detention Centre.”

Henry Hollingworth felt nothing but intense sadness for the fate of that very young victim of a desperately depressed society, a mere eleven or twelve-year-old whose home had been broken through no fault of his own, a home no longer a home, - a home from which his mother had fled,  and which his father had deserted night after night spending his skimpy earnings as he boozed with his buddies in the bar taking no thought for his son Sidney's well​being.  A ‘juvenile deliquent,’ more accurately the son of adult delinquency, taken under the thieving influence of a crookedly dishonest adult, - yet a once happy boy who could have made good had he only been planted or transplanted in more congenial soil.

“For trying to help others we neither want thanks nor expect any,” he mused, “but if anything ever goes wrong with what we try to organise for the benefit of others, we can expect nothing but blame.  I wonder what the new term will bring?”

What the new term was to bring, as the Headmaster revealed at the Staff Meeting on the day before term began, was the abolition of caps for sixth-formers and the introduction of Parents evenings.

“We shall be among the very first schools in Britain to introduce Staff-Parents meetings which we hope will prove to be a most advantageous way of establishing a much-needed rapport between parents and teachers.  After all, it is the parent who supplies us with the child in the first place, and we may benefit from these regular evenings in which we should be able to find out more about how our own labours are bearing fruit in the home, and how we can best direct the future careers of our pupils.”

“And how we can neglect our own families with yet another evening out,” suggested one cynical member of staff. “Parental neglect!”

“And have to pay a baby-sitter if husband and wife are both teachers at this ’ere school,” added another cynic.

“For how much increase in salary?” enquired the avaricious teacher of Mathematics amidst a plethora of expressed objections.

“Glad to note all are in accord with the idea,” summed up the Headmaster. “Hands down those who are, or not.”  

Before anyone managed to raise a hand, Mr Morris moved “Motion carried!” He usually got his own way.
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