19   BLACK PHANTOMS AND SNOW WHITE

There was nobody to be seen in the school grounds as Desmond Dempsey,  the first to absent himself from that stormy Staff-meeting, was making his way down the driveway towards the school gates having speedily mounted his velocipede,  his wheels now turning with the velocity of his turbulent thoughts.   In his haste he had forgotten to engage the little dynamo which,  by contact with his back wheel, would have generated much more light than those acrimonious disputations destined to be debated not only late into that evening, but well into the following century, that is if the current century were ever to survive mankind’s mismanagements of his own environment till then.  This, however, nobody could foresee for certain at that time, not even Henry Hollingworth that great Prophet of History-to-come.   Meanwhile ‘Snow White’ was still firmly in command of sane and youthful minds of all ages. Desmond had been so impressed by her first public appearance on screen about fifteen years previously that he was determined that evening not to deny his own children a similar experience. Hence his haste. Already heading to the Cinema were the two families of boarders from that School, boys and girls, complete with their accompaniment of adult guardians.

“Wooops!” said Desmond, all of a sudden swerving to avoid two human forms unexpectedly emerging from the shadowy trees into the gravelly driveway.  He instantly and instinctively realised that he was not seeing a pair of ghosts, and for two reasons. Firstly, none of the ghosts he had previously encountered had ever gone about in pairs, and secondly,  (with the exception of the one he had seen in Scotland attired in a blue frock-coat and white pantaloons), their garb had invariably been white, either by tradition or habit.  But the traditional habits worn by that mysterious couple were black, and difficult to discern in the dark.  They differed in outline, one manifestly male, and the other fairly obviously female.   Parting their hands, they said “sorry.” Desmond also said “sorry,” switched on his dynamo, and departed at full speed as much determined not to miss ‘Snow White’ as he had been intent on missing the two black phantoms.

“Can’t get much peace and privacy around here even when the place is supposed to be deserted!” said one black-garbed ghost to the other.  “You can’t even see those cyclists for lack of lights!” Said the other,  “And yet we two seemed to be doing our best without a torch! But, I agree that we shouldn’t really have been seen at all.  Perhaps we ought to be going our separate ways before any further phantom cyclists try to mow us down.  Besides this confounded cowl of mine is always getting in the way.  Henry the Prophet told me that such obstructions to vision would be on their way out one day, but it may take ten years or so.”

“Needs an unobstructed vision on the part of the man at the top,” observed the male phantom.  “Henry told me  that  he had been speaking to young Joe Stakovicz’s dad whose Polish uncle was a cardinal member of the Vatican staff.   He had been to see him last Christmas, and was also introduced to a large benign-looking prelate called John who had an idea that he might be in line for the next Boss’s job so that he could trade in his old red robes for white ones.  He asked him if, in the event of such promotion, he might consider relaxing all those ridiculously out-of-date rules, and the big man smiled and said, “I vill see Vat-I-can 2.”

“But I suppose that here and now we’d better be getting back to our bureaux.   We can’t really be leaving our phones unattended all evening, besides the kids will be coming back any hour now.”

“One Friday evening off won’t do our clientele much harm surely? Though it seems we’ve never had it off yet.  However there has to be a time and a place for everything sooner or later, I suppose.”

So off they wandered as slowly and unwillingly as snails creeping to school, but in separate directions.  How empty those Community houses now seemed when decanted of staff and boarders! How purposeless those places of convivial hospitality now seemed to two  separated  Superiors-in-charge,  momentarily  in  charge  of nothing but silence!   

That silence was shortly shattered by a sortie of school-staff still shouting angrily at one another. That was at the time when their immobile automobiles were about to be mobilised, and car doors were being angrily slammed shut, one by one.

‘Snow White’ was meanwhile holding a huge audience spell-bound. Desmond’s daughter had assumed a near-horizontal position in the otherwise empty centre passage, head propped up in cupped hands, and thought she was in heaven.  Desmond’s son, seeing a blueish moon in a spooky sky over a haunted castle, thought he was back in Scotland.  First-form girls found the Black Queen scary.  One Charles Eaves, non-boarder, in the back row next to his black-haired Sixth-form girl-friend, thought he might as well act the Handsome Prince, so, just in case she had been asleep, leant over and kissed her.  So she woke up to request a repeat performance. When it came time to go, most members of the Community staff reverently  genuflected  to  the  screen  and  crossed  themselves against such diabolic misadventures as biting soporific apples, vainly consulting mirrors, or being bedevilled by black phantoms.

Fish and chips, (known back-to-front by the locals as ‘chips-and-fish’) were dispensed in town at the expense of the school, as neither nun nor friar had been left behind to cook them, apart, that is, from two administrative chiefs with other fish to fry.

By the time that the intellectual and gastronomic appetites of the several film-worshippers had thus been satisfied, the yearnings of two unsatisfied adorers of one another had been progressively feeling the effects of frustration.  One black phantom emerged from each boarding-house in the direction of one another, met half-way but briefly, then parted hastily again at the SOUND OF MUSIC, though not spelt in capitals.   Smallish first-formers,  seven  of  them,  were  leading  the  others  in procession from the minibi towards their hostel-homes all happily singing “HEY-HO, HEY-HO, ITS BACK TO SCHOOL WE GO.” The imaginary white beards they were wearing were nevertheless serving their temporary purposes of fantasy, but were symbolically shaved off as soon as servings of hot chocolate were ready for dispensing.


Then off to their dormitories they headed 


All feeling well-fed and contented,


Apart from two grown-ups


Whose vows had been sewn-up


Condemned to being separately bedded.

Monday morning’s  routine returned along with an ever-growing number of bicycles arriving to be dismounted and pushed up the driveway.   While it was true that Henry and Stewart had jointly organised a Week-end School Cycling Club, it was not true that either of them had incited a conspiratorial scheme on behalf of its members.   This took the form of a blockade of bikes in protest against the as yet un-rescinded rule against pedal propulsion of bicycles within the school grounds, and meant in effect that those members of staff who arrived in petrol-propelled jalopies would have to make their way up the drive at walking-speed, with the sole alternative of crushing the bikes and the pupils along with the protest. As the tormented teachers eventually arrived at the staff car-park shaking infuriated fists at the felons, they made straight for the Headmaster’s office to register their own protests of wrathfully righteous indignation.

With which side did the Headmaster sympathise?  Naturally, as it lay not within his authority to chastise the staff for causing atmospheric pollution, he decided there and then that his symbol of authority must be brought down heavily on the posteriors of the protesting pupils for being obstructive.  Opening the right-hand drawer of his desk in search of the appropriate implement, he assured those infuriated members of staff that it would be put to effectively corrective use very shortly.

Difficulties were beginning to come in the way of his punitive intentions being implemented, and before that dreaded instrument of dire retribution could be returned to that ominously open drawer, a very emphatic knock at the door seemed to indicate the presence of an irate caller on the other side of it. “Come in!”

“NO! It WASN’T any of us three that put them up to it! We knew nothing of the plot, so anything that Martin Monyihan the Maths-master’s just been saying to you is rubbish!” - And Henry Hollingworth stamped out again.

More by miracle than omission, Martin Monyihan had for once been saying nothing to Mr Morris that morning, not even in connection with his regular demands for unearned increase in earnings.  In fact he hadn’t yet arrived, so had missed the blockade of bikes.

The bell was due to go,  and Mr Morris was preparing to do likewise in order to conduct the Monday-morning assembly, and to read out there-at a riot-act in regard to the latest act of insolent audacity on the part of the cycling confraternity.

“Those responsible for organising this reprehensible event will be summoned to appear at my office at break-time without fail!” So he vehemently affirmed to an elderly-looking member of the Community who had just entered with the intention of going over with him the minutes of the Friday-evening Staff-meeting he had been carefully drawing up over the week-end.

“Please come back after assembly, Father Fabian. See you then.” Now, the same Father Fabian was, of course, a father by familiar title, and not by status of marital parenthood.  He was an object of considerable respect, mainly because he had never been known to say an unkind word about anyone, and would rarely say anything at all about himself.  An exception to the commonplace irrational rule that people turn to Science having lost their faith in Religion, he had turned to Religion because he had lost his faith in Science, or so it may have seemed.   In fact his life-long philosophy had been focussed on a complete reconciliation of the two,  but,  as he rarely spoke,  people rarely listened to him. When they did, their ears appeared to act upon their intellects as if they were fresh-air intakes.  Having as a student obtained degrees in Physics, Chemistry, and Astronomy, he was called up for military service in l939 before he had the chance of entering the teaching profession, - a ‘reserved occupation.’   Six years later,  looking and feeling like a different man,  he had been released  from  a  prisoner-of-war  camp  in  Burma  where  the Conventions of Geneva had never been heard of.  As the tortures meted out to him almost on a daily basis had been unspeakable, he preferred not to speak about them.  But he had emerged a broken man minus any means of marriageable eligibility, and at the age of around thirty-seven looked like a man of sixty-seven.  He had courageously struggled through a post-war Diploma in Teaching, but the recurring combined effects of malaria, cerebral injury, and partial muscular incapacity had conspired to exclude him from more than a minimal participation in normal teaching routine.

“Mr Morris,” he said quietly to the Headmaster now returned from the assembly, “I heard you delivering that diatribe against those errant pupils.  But really, may I make bold to advise you against making reprisal in the form of physical violence which you may be intending to inflict upon them at break-time?”

There was silence.  The Headmaster was listening as he had never listened before.  By that completely non-self-seeking request he was experiencing a welcome relief from the habitual haranguings of the Maths-master who that morning had developed a severe cold so that he could go off somewhere in search of a promoted post.

“And what would you suggest then as a deterrent against the recurrence of such behaviour?” said a less aggressive Mr Morris.

“Non-aggression,” said Father Fabian. “I was unable to vote at your Staff-meeting on Friday, because as Secretary to the Community, I had a strictly impartial role to play. I was taking the place of your School-secretary anyway, who was off ill.  But, quite as a private opinion, I should like to suggest that violence achieves nothing but counter-violence.”

“With respect, Father Fabian, and whilst I appreciate your point of view, might you not still have been a prisoner in Japanese hands if violence had not been visited upon those two cities of theirs?  Did that not serve to shorten the war?”

“And left not only millions dead, - they were the lucky ones, -but thousands maimed with the most ghastly conditions, and for life.  Do you really think that the end justifies the means?”

“I am no wiser than you are on that one.  We are in a moral maze, but what do you suggest Father Fabian, for the here and now?”

“Ask Miss Settle. We’d been chatting over the week-end about your policy on corporal punishment. She and I happen to be in absolute agreement about the moral inadmissibility of any form of torture.”

Just as the bell announced the end of the first period, the same Miss Settle arrived to inform Mr Morris that the GIRLS had confessed to her it was they who had organised the bike-blockade, not the boys!

Upon that very instant, and without anybody's advertence, the thick black belt, which lay stretched out straight in Mr Morris’s desk-drawer ready for use at break-time,  curled itself up in comfort and went to sleep. Endowed with an innate sense of respect for the female posterior, it had never yet unbent itself to the task of assailing one.  Neither had its master.

The boys, upon whom it may have been called upon to impose pain at break-time, did not bother to present themselves.  After all, they reasoned, was it not the organisers the Headmaster had invited to turn up, not simply the participants?  Miss Settle would shortly be interviewing the organisers.   She had already begun to adopt a new attitude of collaborative rapport with those girl pupils, and was beginning to earn from them a new respect which had not been particularly evident during preceding years.

“She and I happen to be in absolute agreement about the moral inadmissibility of any form of torture,” repeated Father Fabian to Mr Morris in gentle but persuasive words, - words that began to sink in, coming as they did from one who was speaking from an actuality of experience that had been tragically realistic.

“Go on,” said the Headmaster, in humbler tones as if changing his role to that of a pupil sitting at the feet of the master, “But don’t you think that we must have some form of deterrent to guard the school from falling into a state of general anarchy?”

“Indubitably, but I hardly think that a rigid system of so many strokes for so many black marks on a conduct-sheet is exactly the most equitable way of going about things.  One has surely to take into account the background of the boy, and the true motive for his misdemeanour.  Very often the indiscipline of the lad is a symptom of the incompetence of the teacher, and, if I may add just this; - in no way should punishment, corporal or otherwise, be imposed because of a pupil’s inability to come up to some arbitrary standard of academic achievement.”

Mr Morris became reflective.  He had himself been the slave of a most bizzare tradition by which, term by term, half-a-dozen of the poorest performers would be singled out for six of the best, class by class.

The tradition had become an ingrained habit, and he had neither given any forethought over his own adoption of it, nor had felt qualms as to its moral justification or its practical efficacy. The time-honoured procedure had just gone on and on, and now a veteran victim of torture was denouncing it as a time-disgraced procedure, and a purely negative deterrent.

“In some schools,”  said Mr Morris, “they have instead a system of detention. They keep the errant pupils in for forty minutes or so on Thursdays after school. Do you think that we should maybe give that a try, Father Fabian, as you seem to reckon that our present system doesn’t stand up to the test of your moral scrutiny?”

“It’s not just my moral scrutiny that matters so much as common sense.   Surely the criterion, the acid-test if you will pardon the scientific jargon, is ‘DOES IT WORK?’  I was at school once, long before the war, and we had in force that wretched system of detention.  It was so unfair if not downright dangerous!”

“In what respect was it unfair, then, and what do you think was dangerous about it?” enquired Mr Morris of the sage.

“If one pupil lives just down the road from the school, like Charles Eaves for example, and his detention period is half-an-hour long, that makes him half-an-hour late home.   If another, like Lindsay Doyle for example, lives right beyond the boundaries of this town, then he has to wait for a bus, then wait for another, perhaps miss his connection, and ends up by being perhaps an hour-and-a-half late! Let your Maths-master calculate that out, multiplying it all by four if the lads are in detention every week for a month!  And dangerous? Well, if I were a parent, I certainly wouldn’t want my offspring wandering at large in the streets, perhaps getting soaked to the skin, when they should be arriving back to the safety of their homes!”

Mr Morris shrugged his shoulders and muttered something about inequalities being inevitable anyway, in any system, then went on to say,  “Talking about our Mathematics department, one of them would be sure to claim an automatic rise in salary if he ever had to stay behind to supervise anything, such as a detention.”

“That’s what you call a calculated risk!” said the sage. “And if he didn’t get his wretched rise in pay, you’d be punishing the teacher too I suppose?”

“Well, they have it in their contract that activities outwith school hours are all part-and-parcel of their job,” pointed out Mr Morris, “so he’d just have to endure the punishment along with the pupils.  I have to stay behind myself quite a bit.”

“I understand,” said Father Fabian. “That’s true.  But if I were one of your actual staff, I’d rather be staying behind for some positive and constructive activity.  For example, there’s already quite a bit of advance rehearsing for the School Play.  Your Art-master’s working away on the stage.  Have you seen what he’s got his Art-pupils to do with the scenery?  A credit to Macbeth!”

“Hark! A bell!” said the Headmaster shaking hands with his mentor. “By the way, guess who phoned this morning?  It was his Lordship’s Lady!”

“Really? I didn’t know Lady Macbeth had a phone!” joked the sharp-witted clergyman.

“I mean the wife of the absent Maths-master.  She said he had a stinking cold and would be taking the morning off at least.  Any chance I could ask you to stand in for him for this very period? I’m short of a replacement,  and was going to have to do it myself,  but I’ve umpteen things to attend to.   It’s only the Third-form, but they’re a wild lot, I warn you,” said Mr Morris anxiously as Father Fabian nodded an assenting head.

“O.K. - You can forget about the rise in pay I’m sure you were about to offer me. I’m better off anyway under my vows of poverty, and I don’t really have to worry about where the next meal’s coming from.  Ta-ta.  I’ll do my best.”

Break-time occurred at the end of the second period, and Father Fabian emerged unscathed from that notorious Third-Form rabble who were as good as gold for that wise and gentle stand-in.  He had been able to command complete  control without apparent effort, and never had to raise his voice once.

Arriving back at the Admin Block, and making for the refuge of the Staff-room wherein a coffee-machine had just been installed, a kindly member of staff inserted a coin into the machine, and passed the priest a free sample.   He said it was very good.

In the vestibule, a gathering of girls was awaiting the arrival of Miss Settle.  She then had them herded into an empty classroom where she listened to their complaints, and then they listened to hers. It was reason that won the day, and won it permanently, for no further instances occurred thenceforth of staff vehicles being blockaded by bicycles.  It was the cyclists also who won the days to come, for, from then on, the rule about pushing vehicles up the drive seemed to die a natural death.

Father Fabian came to learn of the outcome and jokingly remarked, “It sounds to me like a victory for logic. One might say, a cycle-logical victory!” and off he toddled back to the Community House to rest victorious in the  knowledge that some wise counselling had succeeded where negative deterrents would have failed.   What  is more,  those Friday break-time beltings were being abated, to be replaced by the dispensing of sound advice!

The Maths-master had arrived back the next day minus his alleged bad cold, and jubilant in having conned his way into a promoted post at an inferior school.  Mr Morris was even more jubilant that the excellent reference he had long ago given him had done its duty by ridding him of one thorn at least in his long-suffering flesh.

Charles Eaves, having already proved his own powers as an actor at an early stage, was now trying out his skills on the present one.  Whom else would Henry Hollingworth have chosen for playing the role of that ‘dodgy character’ Macbeth?  Desmond Dempsey, also on the stage, was fashioning a mask for him out of papier-mache, for, in common with an illustrious predecessor also called Charles,  the sixth-former was destined to completely lose the head, and would no doubt appreciate a replacement.

That mysterious evening the makeshift head was to be seen scarily hanging around on invisible threads in a state of suspense amongst the trees next the exit-gate, wearing the robes of a black phantom.
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